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Chapter 1




“My dear Mary, you are going to accompany your uncle and sisters, tomorrow,” Mrs Bennet said with a staunch tone she rarely used. In that circumstance—all her five daughters knew—it was useless to protest. Mary looked to Elizabeth in search of help but she just shrugged. She was not going to contradict her mother for Mary’s sake or ask for any favour.

“I could help Aunt Gardiner with the children,” Mary replied in a desperate attempt to avoid leaving home. It was well known that she did not like to supervise the children. However, even that deed was better than spending a whole day in an unknown place full of strangers.

“I do not understand, my dear,” Jane spoke with her natural benevolence. “How could you prefer staying home than accompanying uncle Gardiner to such a resplendent domain?” As nobody answered, she addressed Mr Gardiner, who was still enjoying his dinner, “It is resplendent, isn’t it?”

Mr Gardiner nodded while he placed his fork and knife on the plate, “It is assuredly the most magnificent place I have ever visited.”

“Even better than Pemberley?” Elizabeth asked, slightly blushing. She remembered the impressive mansion erected in a vast park, the lavish halls full of works of art and portraits and the library that took her breath away. The visit to Pemberley had been one of the best moments in her life. Unfortunately, it ended in disaster when the news about Lydia’s elopement arrived, and they had to leave Derbyshire.

“Well, my dears, Pemberley is indeed an impressive domain, but Sommershire is magnificent. That place is worthy of royal blood, and it is the only chance for us to enter and visit such a place.”

Even if her uncle was right, for Elizabeth Pemberley was unique as she could have become its mistress. It was her secret—a well-kept one—not even Jane knew that only a few months earlier, in Kent, she had declined Mr Darcy’s proposal. “What could be more magnificent than Pemberley—she asked herself—maybe the Royal Palaces?”

“You should consider it an honour to go to Sommershire.” Their uncle continued his enchanting description of a place he considered to be one of the most distinguished in all England.

And indeed Elizabeth and Jane—each in her way—were eager to go. Jane wanted to stay away from her usual thoughts about Charles Bingley while Elizabeth was interested in her uncle’s work and the business he had with Sommershire’s master.

Mr Gardiner did not often discuss his work. However, it seemed the last three years brought a consistent change in his business and trading activity. From a furniture supplier, he became an art dealer. An essential and visible change was reflected in his family’s wellbeing. And, as the Gardiners were extremely generous people, they tried to make the Bennets also benefit from this situation. They invited the girls to spend long periods in London and more than once Mrs Gardiner, with delicacy and thoughtfulness, provided them with those outfits that sometimes were missing from their wardrobe. “I want you girls to be fashionable,” she always said, “as I expect you to be invited by the best families in London!”

“Tell us more about what you are expected to do at Sommershire,” Elizabeth asked. Although she seemed to be the only one interested in his work, for George Gardiner, it was enough. His niece was an intelligent and cultivated young lady who would appreciate the important role he had in restoring Sommershire to its ancient beauty.

“It is, first of all, a tragic story,” he said, making Jane and even Mary attentive. Both of them enjoyed stories about London society.

“The Duke of Sommershire, the duchess and two of their children all died in a terrible blaze. Only the oldest son escaped because he had his apartment far away from his parents’ and siblings’ bedrooms. It was like fate wanted him to survive as he had received permission to have a private apartment—only two weeks before the tragedy. In vain he tried to save his family: they all perished. Since then, Thomas of Sommershire lives secluded on the ground floor, in an apartment with huge glass windows and doors. It is said that only his aunt can see him or speak to him.”

“So you have never seen him?” Jane asked, fascinated by the story.

“No! I only speak to his aunt, the architect and the solicitors. It is strictly forbidden to go near his apartment.”

“Is he mad?” asked Mary with a touch of fear. She imagined a dark fortress and the cries that could be heard during night time coming from the mad duke’s rooms.

“After such a tragedy one could behave in strange ways; he was just a child himself, barely 15 years old and to see all your family killed can shock you for life,” Mrs Gardiner told them.

“And you, dear uncle, what do you do at Sommershire? How did you receive such an important assignment?” Elizabeth asked.

“Well…after working for the Earl of Devon, my reputation as an art dealer grew. Some years ago I was just in furniture, dining room suites, parlours or bedroom furniture that mostly come from France and Italy. Unfortunately, since the war in Europe, it became impossible to continue. Disregarding the war, people in London asked for works of art coming from France, Italy or Spain. Our brother, Jack Gardiner, thought of a brilliant scheme: he crossed the Atlantic, and from Boston, he buys in Europe and sends works of art or precious furniture back to England. It takes a longer period, but people are willing to wait for the French style.”

Elizabeth looked at her uncle with growing admiration. She hardly imagined he was so closely related to the world of art—working in such an aristocratic environment—yet not showing any sign of pride or vanity.

“And how is it possible to take us with you tomorrow?” asked Mary, suddenly attentive to their conversation. "I thought people like them do not want to mix with commoners."

“It is not the case with Lady Sommershire. Where the duke refuses any contact, she enjoys such an opportunity to invite people. She told me last time to bring my children. Our children are too small for such an honour so I asked her permission to bring you, as you are grown-ups and can appreciate such a visit.”

"My only reticence," Elizabeth said, "is about not knowing how to behave in the presence of such a family. Not that we are not perfectly bred and ready to face anyone. Still, sometimes people of the Ton have peculiar pretensions. Take Lady Catherine de Bourgh—when I visited Charlotte at Hunsford—we were invited to her home, Rosings, and it was like we were in the presence of royalty. We had to follow a strict protocol…at least that is what Mr Collins insisted upon.”

“I think, my dear,” Mrs Gardiner replied, “that it is a matter of human nature and not the place one has in society. Once Mr Gardiner even met His Royal Highness the Regent and he was very obliging toward everyone with no trace of superiority or any exaggerated protocol; one must show deference, that is all.”

Elizabeth remembered how Lady Catherine made them feel insignificant and had the pretention for all to listen only to her words. Elizabeth’s ideas of the Ton were shaped mostly by her attitude and behaviour. And then she also remembered Darcy who was so haughty and aloof and his manners caused many of them to turn from interest to a decided dislike of him. Even when he proposed to her, he could not but express his disdain towards her family. His attitude made Elizabeth refuse his proposal with a hint of violence she regretted because, in the end, she proved to be as proud as he was. Her aunt was right; it was not a matter of position or title or wealth, it was about human qualities. And from what her uncle said Lady Sommershire was a fine woman capable of appreciating people.

“In the last two years the Sommershire domain was rebuilt almost from the ground,” her uncle continued. “They wanted all the decoration—paintings, statues or other works of art—to be new. They kept the portraits of their ancestors, while not a single statue remained. It was the wish of Lady Sommershire who hoped that the new palace would make the young duke forget the tragedy and want to live again. Sadly, it seems that nothing could make him feel better.”

“How was it possible not to ever see him?” asked Jane.

“His apartment was finished first and since then no one, besides his aunt and the servants, enters that part of the house. Because I strolled alone around the palace, Lady Sommershire told me I was not permitted to enter his place. I appreciated she asked in a polite way, obviously desperate about her nephew’s situation. I feel so sorry for her; she is still a young woman who has dedicated her life to him.”

“So, Mary…” Mrs Gardiner asked, “has your uncle aroused your interest to visit Sommershire?”

“Maybe…” Mary answered.

“Then, my dear, we will help you become a more fashionable young lady ready to visit a place meant to receive a royalty.”

∞∞∞

 

And indeed the next day Mr Gardiner looked with much admiration to his nieces. Mary was utterly changed as she accepted her sisters' help to choose how to dress. They also worked a great deal on her pretty curly hair which was worn in a sloppy bun that let her face show. It was the first time her uncle looked attentively at her. She was as pretty as her sisters. Only her complete indifference to fashion or the hairbrush made her always look like a savage creature and not as a young lady. Even her glasses seemed different, giving her a fancy expression that completed her white yet pleasant face. He was content regarding all three of them and proud to be accompanied by such fine young ladies.

Their visit to Sommershire was not the usual course of events. He did not tell the whole truth to his family. There were places where he was not received with so much kindness, and more than once he was treated like a servant. He did all this for his family and in the end, it was worth it to make some small sacrifices.













Chapter 2




Lady Sommershire received them in her parlour, and the first thing Elizabeth observed was her youth. She was perhaps a little over 30. From that perspective, her dedication to the young duke was also a sacrifice. In the seclusion of that palace, her destiny was to be alone for a long time—if not for her entire life. From the first moments of their acquaintance, interest, sympathy and understanding grew between her and Elizabeth. Elizabeth glanced at some books on a table. She invited Elizabeth to sit near her on a sofa, while Jane and Mary sat in armchairs further away. The conversation was warm and natural, making Lady Sophie Sommershire secretly cherish her decision to invite Mr Gardiner’s family. She was no longer used to having people around and, even less, young ladies closer to her age. Two of her friends still came to visit. Nevertheless, in time, their relationship suffered from lack of subjects or common interests. Her friends were married and had children while she was alone interested only in her nephew’s life.

A maid came in with tea and cookies, and soon they were discussing books and life like old friends. Even Mary became interested in their conversation; she looked with much curiosity at the books on the table.

“May I borrow a book?” she finally said with a timid voice.

As Lady Sommershire seemed not to understand, Elizabeth explained with a trace of embarrassment, “My sister’s only interest in life is reading. She asks your permission to take a book and read while we will make a tour of the house. I hope it is not a nuisance for you if she finds a corner to read.”

Lady Sommershire observed the three sisters with interest and curiosity. Her only sibling had been the Duke of Sommershire. She could hardly imagine living in a house full of girls, noise and joyfulness. The Bennet sisters were beautiful and pleasant, each one in her way and she wanted to know so much about their lives.

“She may do whatever she wants, excepting that rule regarding my nephew’s apartment,” she replied with a benevolent voice.

“Of course, Lady Sommershire, our uncle told us about that rule. She will probably stay for hours on the same bench, reading,” Elizabeth replied, looking at Mary intently to be sure her sister understood that rule.

Mary nodded, happy to have the liberty to leave. With a book in her hand, she walked out into the vast park that surrounded the house. She strolled for a while on the neat paths, discovering people working, planting flowers or shrubs while at the far end they were cutting a new road in the dense forest. The workers watched her with hidden curiosity—a young lady was something unusual in that place—an attitude that made Mary regret her decision to leave the house. She looked around, searching for a place to hide then decided to pursue a pathway that seemed less crowded. After a while, she discovered a garden where everything appeared to be in perfect order: the trees and flowers and the paths. There was even a natural pond which enchanted her. She sat on a bench watching the water where long-tailed red fishes were waving in an elegant dance. It was indeed a perfect place and for the first time, she felt happy to be at Sommershire Palace.

Completely absorbed by the splendour around, she did not see in the distance a young gentleman who was observing her. He was alone on the terrace facing the house, reading. He put down his book as soon as he discovered Mary coming on the path, looking at her in tremendous amazement. Clearly, she was not aware of his presence and he kept on wondering how she could be so oblivious as not to see him. He decided to call her and shouted, “You… young lady…what do you think you are doing here?”

This he regretted when he saw her reaction—she looked at him with such terror as if he were a ghost or a villain. So he waved wanting the enchanting intruder to come closer.

“Come,” he said in a milder voice, “approach!” And he went down the few stairs to the garden.

Mary stood immobile, like a marble statue, incapable of making a decision. At first, she wanted to run, then she looked at him and curiosity won. He was the young duke and she had trespassed onto his territory as it was evident that the garden was his own. He was tall and slender, and as he approached, she could see the scars on his face. Mary did not remember her uncle speaking about scars. But, then, Mr Gardiner never had seen the young duke.

“Do not run,” he said in a commanding voice. “Who are you?”

“I am Mary…” she said, “the niece of Mr Gardiner, who…”

“I know who Mr Gardiner is,” he replied.

“And you are…” Mary still hesitated, then she looked at him and thought, “Ah, the burned boy.”

In terror, she realised she had spoken her thought aloud…it was like a bad dream where one was talking about forbidden things. She dared to look at him only to see that the young man was not angry. On the contrary, he began to laugh wholeheartedly. “The burned boy…never ever has someone had the nerve to refer to me this way…and I never felt so good with another person. It is my best laughter in years. Come, Miss Mary, we shall order tea.”

Mary still hesitated. She remembered all the rules she had heard in the past regarding men and young women. However, she never imagined that she would have to respect any of them.

The young man in front of her seemed to hear her thoughts as he made a broad gesture to invite her onto the terrace and said, “Forget all that nonsense, we can stay together and get to know each other better. Nobody is going to scold me...or you, I promise and we shall stay only on the terrace.”

As she continued to be silent, he laughed again, “Do you speak?” He was teasing her, and only then she smiled, “Oh, yes, you do, you called me the ‘burned boy.’”

He took the book she was reading from her hand and asked, “Do you read much, Miss Mary Gardiner?”

“Bennet,” she replied. As he did not seem to understand, she finally spoke, “My name is Mary Bennet; Mr Gardiner is my mother’s brother.”

“Ah, yes! I understand, so Miss Mary Bennet, do you read much?”

“Yes, Lord Sommershire, I read a great deal…”

“No,” he answered, making her somehow worried, “No lords here, I am just a man, my name is Thomas!”

“Thomas…” Mary repeated and smiled. She was no longer afraid of him. She did not have any experience with strangers, but the young man in front of her was as unworldly as she was. He knew how to order but he did not know how to behave with other people. He seemed more at ease than Mary only because he was in his apartment, where he felt safe.

They sat at the table, rarely speaking. He looked at her from time to time, curious to see a young woman who was not his aunt or a servant. He found her beautiful, making him think about the scars on his face.

“Do you think I am ugly?” he asked, touching his scars.

Mary did not look at him, she remembered his face and his allure while she shook her head.

“Can you please talk?” he asked less sure of himself. Finally, she gazed up to find his eyes fixed with intensity on her and again fear enveloped her. What if ‘they’ were right and he was mad? However, his face was more sad than scary, and the scars did not matter to her.

“No,” she whispered, “I find you…”

“How?” he cried impatiently.

“Beautiful,” she said and blushed. It was not the best description for a boy and then she realised they were not a boy and a girl but grown-ups and she blushed again. Mary Bennet had never thought in those terms about her. This boy…the duke, made her feel like a young woman.

His sad eyes laughed again.

“You are beautiful…Mary Bennet, I am an ugly boy full of old scars which scare people.”

He did not feel he was a boy any longer…in the morning he woke up like always, the same as the last seven years but in front of this young girl he became a man of almost 21. From that horrible night—seven years ago—he had refused to grow up although his body did not listen to him. He became a man, although he wondered if she saw him as a boy or a man. For him the change was so sudden that he could hardly believe it.

He was not mad at her. In a strange way it even could be said he had waited for her. Not precisely that young lady named Mary Bennet, but a chance to change.

For some time now, he had decided to end his seclusion, although he did not know how or what to do. Sometimes he even ventured out into the park to watch the men working. Once or twice, he even approached and talked to a man who seemed his age. However, the people around were afraid to speak to him…and he wondered if it was because he was ugly or because Sophie has forbidden all of them to approach him.

In the beginning, after the accident, he cried and shouted like a mad man whenever a stranger approached him. For a long time, he had allowed only his father’s butler and the maids to attend him. He ate with Sophie or went to the library, and those were the only places he visited, then he began to enjoy staying in her parlour. It took him almost four years to walk around the house but only around the places untouched by the fire.

“Sorry,” he said, “I was thinking about this strange story…” Mary looked confused, even scared, so he added in haste, “You—appearing in my garden…”

“I am sorry,” she hastily said, “I knew it was forbidden to come near your apartment, but I did not realise I entered your garden.”

Thomas made her stop with a firm gesture, “Don’t speak nonsense; it is an enjoyable event in my life.”

They conversed for a whole hour. About books at first but then only about her life—where she lived and how her days were spent…

“I hide most of the time from my mother and sisters; they have such different interests from mine.”

And it was his turn to be confused; he could not imagine what ‘interests’ other people might have.

“They talk only about dresses and marriages and they…gossip a lot.”

“Everybody? Even men?”

“Well, I know almost only women, my mother and four sisters and their friends. The only men I know are my father and my uncle…and some neighbours.”

“But you go to the parties?”

“Only when my mother forces me…”

“I see,” he said. “In a way, you live as secluded as I do, only I am here in my home hiding from everybody.”

“Oh,” Mary sighed, “I would like so much to have a place like this and an aunt to guard me against other people.”

“Yes, in the beginning, it was the only way I could face life, but lately… You see Mary, now I want to change…I do not suffer any more like I used to and I want to see people. This is why I have allowed Sophie to reconstruct and decorate the house and the parks. I am curious to know about life outside the walls of my home.”

"But if you are so curious, why do you still hide here?" asked Mary after some time. Looking into her eyes, he did not remember anymore how he came to be the mad boy, prisoner of his past and memories.

He rang for the maid to bring the tea and as she entered the room, they both looked at how she stopped in shock and dropped the tray out of her hands, making a terrible noise. Only seconds later Sophie arrived, terrified. She was continuously afraid he would do something terrible and kill himself. It was her constant fear that she would not be capable of taking care of him. She imagined the tragedy so many times that it was like a sort of reality.

But the scene she found was so far from her nightmares—sitting in front of the Duke of Sommershire, at the table, was that strange girl who disappeared with a book, some hours ago. Sophie, for once, was stymied, she did not know what to do or say. They seemed to be good together but she did not dare to hope that a miracle had taken place and he was enjoying being with someone…a young woman.

Mary got up in a hurry, blushing, “I am sorry, madam!” she cried, ready to run away. To Lady Sommershire’s total amazement, Thomas took the girl’s hand and obliged her to sit, “Be calm, Mary, nobody is scolding you!”

“No! Of course not!” Lady Sommershire exclaimed and she clapped her hands to hurry the maids who were cleaning the mess, “Faster, my girls, bring Miss Bennet and His Grace more tea.” She prepared to leave and let Thomas enjoy the tea and the company, but his voice stopped her.

“Sophie,” he said, “please invite Mr Gardiner and the other ladies to dinner.”

If an angel from the sky had arrived on a cloud in their home, Lady Sommershire would have been less surprised. But she managed to remain calm; she nodded with a pale smile and shut the door, leaving them alone. Once in her parlour she let her tears flow and her tremendous emotion burst in front of a terrified Elizabeth. When the incident happened they were alone, chatting, while Jane walked around the art galleries with Mr Gardiner.

Lady Sommershire sat down on the couch and took Elizabeth’s hand, making her also sit.

“It is a miracle!” she whispered. “A miracle!”

Elizabeth did not understand what was happening, yet it was not a tragedy, Lady Sommershire looked stunned but not desperate.

“Your sister, I do not remember her name, the one who left with a book…”

“Mary,” Elizabeth answered, more and more worried. She could not imagine a circumstance—happy or unhappy—to have Mary as the principal character. She was a shy girl who, most of the time, looked out of place…in so many ways, Mary was still a young girl unaware of the world around her.

“Mary was with my nephew…talking!”

Elizabeth looked at Lady Sommershire, wholly confused. She suspected it was not a bad thing that they were together, but she could not understand how the shy and timid Mary arrived in the duke's room…or what the repercussions would be.

“I am sorry, Lady Sommershire, I thought she understood not to approach His Grace’s apartment,” Elizabeth said, not knowing for sure how to react to the news.

“No, no my dear,” Lady Sommershire answered. It is a miracle, we need to make it last. It is the first stranger he has allowed near him since…well since the accident.”

They stood in silence for some time; Lady Sommershire too shocked to speak, Elizabeth wondering again how her sister found herself in the duke’s apartment. She was not worried about her reputation; she just wondered how such an event could take place.

“She probably went to his garden, and he saw her. My dear, this is not all; he wants me to ask you to stay for dinner…”

Lady Sommershire did not know what he meant by dinner, was he going to dine with them, or did he want to be alone with Mary? In any circumstance, she was ready to do whatever it took to make sure that dinner would go on exactly as he wanted.

She took Elizabeth’s hands in her own saying, “My dear, help me, please help me! It is the first time in seven years he is interested in real life, I had lost all hope. We all did—all the people who love him.”

“I will do whatever it takes, madam, to help him,” Elizabeth agreed, feeling that she wanted to help that sad woman and her unhappy nephew.

“Call me Sophie…let us not be formal anymore. I need a huge effort from your part, and I do not know if Mr Gardiner will accept…they…well, Thomas…if he wants to dine alone with her…your sister.”

Elizabeth began to understand. “My uncle knows well your ordeal, and I am sure he would not be against them dining alone.”

“Of course, we will also have dinner. I am thrilled to have someone like you and your sister Jane at Sommershire.”

∞∞∞

 

Mr Gardiner listened in disbelief to Lady Sommershire’s story. She was not completely coherent and clearly on the verge of tremendous emotion.

"Our Mary?" he asked for a second time making her ladyship smile. "Yes, your Mary, has an amazing influence on my nephew.”

Like Elizabeth—only minutes ago—he was asking himself how it was possible for the shy girl he always thought to be a little simple, to meet that boy who seemingly never grew up to be a man.

“Of course, my Lady,” he said, “we will do whatever it is necessary to please His Grace! We gladly agree to stay for dinner.”

“But…you understand Mr Gardiner that they may have dinner in his dining room while we will have ours in the grand one.”

“Yes, of course, Lady Sommershire, I repeat we will gladly do what it is best for His Grace.”

Elizabeth looked at Jane and then at her uncle. If a man ever asked one of them to dine alone, their uncle would have said no. But Mary…they considered her to be just a girl in a grown-up body. Nothing could happen between them, and no harm could be done to her reputation.

Still, Mr Gardiner imagined how he would tell the whole story to Margaret and his sister, hoping they would approve his decision. Meanwhile, having dinner at Sommershire Palace was a rare honour he could use in the future for his business. Or, who knows, even his nieces could benefit from it.

Just a few hours after their arrival Elizabeth and Jane were no more accompanying their uncle but guests. They received an apartment to rest for a half an hour and refresh for dinner.

The sisters could hardly contain their delight.

“It is wonderful yet strange,” Jane said, “I still cannot believe it is true. And all this because of Mary. I hope she behaves like a young lady.”

“Well, I suppose neither is the duke aware of how to behave in the society which is probably why they liked each other.”

The sisters laughed with benevolence. They tried so many times to make Mary accept she was a young girl and not a child anymore, but she always escaped into her own world, ignoring their advice.

“I hope she remembers at least a part of our words or advice,” Jane said while looking around the large bedroom, wondering how it was to live in such a place. “The palace is breathtaking; I am so proud of our uncle and all the work he has done!”

Elizabeth looked out the window toward the park imagining she was at Pemberley, the mistress of the house.













Chapter 3




“Are we going to eat alone?” Mary asked, looking at the table where there where only two plates, both at the same end.

“Are you disappointed?” asked the young duke while he led her to her place.

“No. I do not know how you arrived at this result.” She was stunned but happy; a strange combination never experienced before. It seemed all her life, until Thomas, she had been in a kind of unpleasant fog that continuously made her uncomfortable and unworldly. At home she feared her mother, she despised Lydia and ran away from Kitty. Only Elizabeth and Jane had always been kind to her and tried to understand her moods and her wishes. She rarely could understand the world or feel comfortable near her family.

“I have many people around me, some even benevolent, yet I always had this impression that I could not communicate with them,” she said. She felt better telling him what was in her heart.

“It is strange because it is how I felt the last seven years…but my life…before…was not like this. I remember how close I was to Mama, how we laughed…” he said and stopped as tears fell on his face, but he was not ashamed or embarrassed. It was like Mary had always been in his life and she knew all his sorrows and secrets.

“I am sorry, Thomas!” she said, her beautiful face reflecting deep sadness. “I do not know what I can tell you; I do not want to see you suffer.”

The maids came in with the dinner, silently waiting for a sign that they could begin serving. But the duke was so grieved he seemed not to observe them. Mary, who had not given an order all her life, looked around hoping someone else would come but finally said, “Please, begin to serve.”

It became evident that the young lady had his agreement, so the maids bowed, served the soup and left.

Thomas’ look was full of gratitude, “Thank you!” he whispered.

Then he took her hand visibly feeling better. "You can speak whatever you want. I am also astonished by my behaviour; it is not manly to cry…that is what papa always told my brother and me…I had a brother, and his name was Arnold, yes, and a sister, Annabella. You know what happened to them."

“Yes, I know, but when you wish to remember them, I will be here.”

“Do you promise?” he asked

“Yes, I do not know what it will take to spend my time with you, but you can use your influence to make them understand it is so important for us to see each other…”

“You do not need to worry; the only accord I need is from you.”

They spent the perfect evening, hardly eating. It was fun to be together and chat for long minutes, over and over again, about how they had met. It seemed a miracle how good they were together—so powerful was the bond between them.

Late in the evening, when finally Mary had to leave, for the first time in years, he came to meet their guests. He imagined Mary’s sisters were glancing at him with much curiosity, but it was only half true. They looked the same toward Mary as neither of her sisters nor Mr Gardiner had ever seen her in a similar situation. They kept looking at her as she fell asleep the very moment the carriage left the park, discovering on her face a smile they did not know.

The Duke of Sommershire followed the carriage until it disappeared. He was in the middle of new feelings he hardly recognised yet he said with a firm voice, “What do you say, Sophie, if we invite Mrs Bennet and her daughters to stay a week here with us?”

The smile flourishing on Sophie’s face was so beautiful that Thomas wondered how he could have been so selfish as to make her feel only despair and helplessness. For seven long years!

“I am sorry, Sophie!” he said, with tears on his face.

They did not need many words to understand each other. She stood up and took him into her arms like a mother, he was her child, and he was born again, "Do not talk nonsense, please do not have any regrets, you are the bravest man I have ever met!"

For a long time her arms had been his only refuge. During the first days or weeks or even months—Thomas remembered—he could not breathe if she were not near him.

“You saved me, Sophie, you obliged me to live even when I did not want to.”

“I did not see many results,” she said, but Thomas shook his head, “There were results, sometimes imperceptible, I was alive and, for a long time, it was enough.”

∞∞∞

 

Mr Gardiner and the girls were received with a sense of concern. Mrs Bennet looked attentively to all her daughters searching for a sign of illness or other misfortune, but everybody was apparently well.

“What happened?” Mrs Gardiner asked.

They had received a short message from Mr Gardiner saying they were invited to dinner and probably would be late. Never in the past, had Mr Gardiner been invited to dine in a house where he worked. She suspected, even if her husband never complained, that sometimes he was not treated fairly by his employers. To be invited to dine at Sommershire Palace was an incredible circumstance.

Upon their arrival, Mary went to bed while Jane and Elizabeth followed the others into the parlour where Mr Gardiner, a glass of brandy in his hand, began his unbelievable story.

“Lady Sommershire is a very human and warm person, but this would have never happened without Mary!”

He looked at his wife and sister to see the effect of his words and indeed, the astonishment was so great that Jane and Elizabeth began to laugh.

“You did not know, Mama, what you raised!” Elizabeth continued her uncle’s story, still laughing.

Mr Gardiner was eager to speak, it was his niece’s doing, but it was finally his victory. “While Mary was strolling through the huge park, she trespassed into His Grace’s garden. We do not know for sure what happened, but it seems that the secluded duke invited her to take tea and then they chatted. It was the first time in years he accepted a stranger and this stranger was our Mary.”

They were telling the story all at the same time.

“Lady Sommershire was so happy that she could hardly talk, she cried in my arms for minutes,” Elizabeth said.

"It was very emotional," Jane continued.

Mr Gardiner was smiling. The tiresome, exciting day and the brandy had their effect, he was incapable of keeping his eyes open although from his chair, he wanted to boast of his triumph.

“But how?” asked Mrs Bennet, who knew her daughter well. Sometimes she did not even speak to them a whole morning.

"Mama," Jane said, "Mary was astonishing. I do not know how it is possible, maybe it is our fault that we did not insist sooner to make her look her age; she is a young woman and we kept on treating her like a little girl."

Elizabeth was nodding, “We almost did not recognise her when she appeared after spending some time with the duke.”

Neither Mrs Bennet nor Mrs Gardiner asked details about Mary and the duke being alone in his apartment. In their eyes it was not a problem.

Elizabeth and Jane exchanged a smile; they did not need words. If any of them was in that situation, a question would have instantly arisen—“Who was accompanying you and the gentleman all this time?”

For Mary, it was not necessary as she was unaware of being a young woman…but that state of things might have changed.

It was late in the evening when a message came creating a stir in the parlour as usually, only bad news travelled at night. Mr Gardiner took the letter but gave it to Mrs Gardiner, he did not want to spoil his perfect day, yet the exclamation from his wife made him take it back in haste.

“Incredible,” he said, handing the message to Elizabeth.

“Speak, in God’s holy name,” Mrs Bennet shouted.

“The Duke of Sommershire invites us all, your family and ours,” Mr Gardiner said, addressing Mrs Bennet, “to spend a week at their home.”

And he let himself fall into the armchair, incapable of restraining his excitement.

“What does it mean?” Mrs Bennet asked still not understanding.

“It means, Mama,” Jane said in a high tone, “that in a short time, Mr Bingley will not ignore my presence in London anymore!”

Everybody looked at her; it was her way of saying that such an honour will have consequences for all of them. For Mr Gardiner’s work—certainly—but also for them as a family and for their reputation. Being invited to spend time at Sommershire estate meant they were received in one of the most distinguished houses of London…of England.

“And Mary sleeps now like a baby,” Jane said with much tenderness.

They still thought of her like a girl not yet arrived at her maturity.

“My dears,” Mrs Bennet spoke, the first of them who was back on the ground, “we have to transform Mary into a young lady and unveil for her what life is for an adult. Jane, Lizzy, you are going to take care of her, and in the morning we will choose new dresses and outfits for her; she must look like an attractive young woman.”

“Mama!” Elizabeth cried with rapprochement.

“Not a word young lady!” her mother answered. “Mary is a young woman and that is what the duke has seen in her; they are not children anymore even if they still believe they are.”

“Maybe they are just friends,” Jane said, shocked by her mother’s intentions.

“There is never only friendship between a man and a woman,” Mrs Bennet concluded and Elizabeth had to agree.

She remembered Mr Darcy and their intricate relationship that certainly was not just friendship. She wondered as Jane said earlier if that new connection would influence Mr Darcy’s attitude. Would he be astonished that her family—one he openly despised—was now received in one of the best houses of the Ton? She understood so well Jane, whose first thought had been to Mr Bingley. It was so sad that love seldom mattered and regarding marriage, there were always other interests. For the two sisters, one thing was clear: Mary would never do anything their mother dreamed of unless she wanted to. But after that day, they were no longer sure what Mary wanted.













Chapter 4




Thomas could hardly sleep. Early in the morning, he came out of his rooms in search of his aunt, eager to find out how they were preparing for the visit.

The letter had departed less than an hour after Mary’s carriage left the Sommershire estate—so impatient was Thomas to have them back…to have Mary back. He would have invited the whole of London to have her among the people coming.

They sat on the small sofa, in Sophie’s parlour, the same place where they had spent so many sad days and grieving evenings.

“It is a year now since I decided to come back…I wanted to live, but I did not know what to do. I tried to speak to you, but I did not succeed.”

It was true, Sophie had seen a kind of change, but she could hardly hope—he smiled from time to time and asked about the renovation, he even visited the front park or the forest. Sophie always had an eye on him and her best day in years had been when he talked to a worker. But she never imagined this new development. In only one day, Mary Bennet made him live again.

“Mary arrives this afternoon,” he said for the tenth time as if Sophie would not have known. “I want to be sure she has the best room and she will find flowers and plenty of books.”

“My dear,” Sophie gently said, tapping him on his forearm, “You should let Miss Bennet choose her books.”

“She may, of course, I just want to offer her a few books, as a gift!”

Sophie tried to hide her smile but that young man, who had spent all his adolescence locked in his apartment, was less unskilful than she imagined.

“I am not offering her jewellery…they are just the books she could not have.”

“Of course, my dear, but be calm, she has the most beautiful apartment…”

“Next to mine!” Thomas interrupted her.

"Yes, close enough. You must understand that her mother accompanies Miss Bennet and there are certain rules regarding young men and women living under the same roof…"

“I know, Sophie; I will not burst in her rooms. I only want to imagine her close…”

Suddenly he blushed while Sophie tried to look elsewhere so as not to embarrass him. He was discovering he was no longer a boy. Unfortunately, she was not the most appropriate person to discuss the changes. All those changes, in fact, that had come so unexpectedly that she did not know how to react. She was not prepared for such a dramatic transformation in only a few days from a grieving boy to an adult.

“I am so nervous!” he said.

“It is normal and it is good to be nervous…you do like Miss Bennet,” Sophie replied, somewhat hesitantly.

“Yes, she is wonderful, so much more educated than I am. I will have to make a huge effort to be like her.”

“You only have to open your eyes and heart; as for education, you have had strong instruction even if you acquired it at home.”

“I know, but she lives among her numerous family, she knows so much more about life than I do.”

Sophie tried not to smile; she hardly imagined Mary Bennet to be much more evolved than her nephew. However, she was so happy that he finally found an interest in the real world and, maybe, a gate to escape his solitude. The peculiar girl was as unworldly as he was; her great advantage was her family who did not let her alienate herself permanently.

“Did she tell you about her family?” Sophie asked.

“Yes, about her sisters and her father. She likes her father a lot, but she is rather afraid of her mother; she is not mean… but she keeps on scolding everybody and continuously talks about marriage.”

Sophie had to hide a smile again. “If you invite them here, you will have to face her…after all, Mrs Bennet is Miss Mary’s mother. I doubt she would permit you to dine alone.”

For once, Sophie had an ally and she intended to take advantage of it. Sophie's wish to make a life for Thomas was so great that she was determined even to conquer Mrs Bennet for her purposes. Sophie of Sommershire had a secret dream: Thomas to have a life of his own—a happy one—while she would continue her life from the day the disaster interrupted it, seven years ago. There was a dear man who had waited for her all those years. Now that the Bennet family was invited to spend some time in their house she would also ask Andrew Kerr, the Marquess of Montrose…for at least a dinner.

“I asked Mary to tell me everything about her family. I find it interesting to know so many stories…I could never imagine that life is so strange.”

“You have to find it for yourself, my dear, and I think it is the right moment to begin.”

Her heart sang, listening to her dear boy speaking so happily.

“It is also my belief, I think I can forget the tragedy, I need to be the Duke of Sommershire. Papa would have wanted me to continue his work.”

“Yes, Thomas! It is exactly what your father would have wanted for you, to live, be happy and take our family’s traditions further. I am happy you decided to end your mourning.”

“Mary said the same that I am not guilty of what happened…”

“Of course you are not, my dear! How many times did I repeat that to you?”

He needed the young girl to tell him just once, like a spell and he believed all that she said. And it seemed she knew what to say to him.

"I told her old stories about my brother and sister. But they were little children’s stories while she told me real-life events…That Miss Jane, her elder sister, is sorrowful because a certain man appeared to love her while, in the end, he did not continue their relationship. That is why they came to London. But it seems—Mary knows for sure—that it was the fault of a friend of his who persuaded him that Miss Jane was not good enough to be his wife…What a strange story! I did not like it at all. How is it possible to let a friend decide in your place? And above all, how could a friend be so intrusive? When they arrive, please find out the name of that gentleman and invite him here. I will tell him she is wonderful…"

“Do you want to do a thing like that?” Sophie asked in amazement. Until a day ago he barely supported his tutor or the maids, and now he wanted to become a matchmaker.

“Oh yes, anything to make Mary appreciate me. I suppose she would be happy to see her sister happy again.”

“But maybe that gentleman did not like her. It is impossible to change one’s feelings.”

“No, I think Mary is right; she told me that gentleman is very kind and devoted to his friend.”

“And will you be present at that dinner?” Sophie asked, secretly hoping that her Marquess of Montrose could also be present that evening.

“I do not think so, but you will invite other people, and my absence will not be noticed.”

Sophie looked at him, she had to be very careful not to impose too many changes at once. He needed to pace his life at his own rhythms…or the ones Miss Mary would impose. She would be the only one capable of making him wish to live again.

“You are wrong, my dear, they are coming mostly to see you; your absence will be amply observed.”

“I cannot promise I will be ready in the next days, but I intend to live normally and to have friends and parties in our home.”

For Sophie, it was enough.













Chapter 5




In Gardiner’s house, preparations for the departure took almost all morning. First dressed and with little to do, Mary looked at the agitation with an amused eye. For once, she was not hidden in a corner. Her attitude was rather benevolent although she could not understand why her family endured considerable agitation for a twenty-mile trip. Happy to see Thomas, she dreamed of his apartment where they could be alone. She hoped he had the power to keep everyone out of his ‘realm.’

Between hurrying up the maids and complaining about how few dresses they had, Mrs Bennet tried all morning to tell Mary how to behave.

"Poor Mary," Elizabeth said, "I think she does not understand what is going on. In truth she had never realised what was going on around her and suddenly all the fuss is now because of her."

“Are you worried about her, about the way she behaves in society?” Jane asked.

Elizabeth was not worried about Mary but about Mrs Bennet. She remembered all the circumstances when her mother did not succeed in finding a way to communicate with strangers.

“We have never met such a grand lady as Lady Sommershire nor a duke,” she told Jane while trying on a dress.

“I know, I have the same worries,” Jane whispered. The two sisters were so close that a mere glance was enough to understand each other. “Maybe we should talk to uncle Gardiner.”

“I could not,” Elizabeth said. “She is, after all, our mother! Besides, our uncle is so delicate he would never intervene in such a situation, even if he were embarrassed. I hope that Mama understands the situation and she will not make any inappropriate remarks about marriage…or other subjects.”

“Unfortunately, from the first moment she found out about Mary, she imagined her already married to the duke!”

They smiled; it was difficult to picture their sister in any other circumstance besides reading in the corner of the house or park. Both Elizabeth and Jane looked amazed at the young lady—adequately dressed and with an elegant bun—who was waiting for them inside the carriage. The change was evident. The girl from a few days ago metamorphosed into a young lady ready to go on an unexpected adventure. Yet she did not seem anxious or afraid; she was well composed, smiling with an attitude that was also new.

It was a noisy ride. They all spoke at the same time sure that this was the highest honour the family had ever received.

“Till now,” Mrs Gardiner said, “the dinner at Pemberley has been the most memorable event for me, but now…it is beyond my imagination, and all because of Mr Gardiner.” She smiled and lovingly caressed her husband’s hand.

“Well, I should say that it is mostly to Mary’s credit; such an invitation means that he has strong intentions regarding her…” Mrs Bennet tried to speak more, but to the general amazement, Mary almost cried, “Stop, please stop! If you say those words or others like that in their presence I swear I will run away and you will never find me!”

They all looked at her, in one way or another everyone was worried by Mrs Bennet’s way of expressing things. However, they would never dare to be so direct and firm. “Please control every word you say to Lady Sommershire or the duke. The only reason we are going to Sommershire is that Thomas needs a friend. It is compassion, Mama, not marriage. We are going there, all of us, to help him overcome his solitude and pain and fears. It is an honour to do that not because he is a duke but because he is a human being who has suffered tremendously.”

Elizabeth took Mary into her arms and kissed her on the temple, “I am so proud of you, my dear!”

“Yes,” Mrs Gardiner said, "we all are, I confess that I did not know that under the quiet girl lay such a compassionate and dedicated person. Indeed we are going to Sommershire to help the duke and we will agree to behave the way Lady Sommershire will ask us.”

Mr Gardiner nodded with much determination.

“I will take this time to work on the house, and probably I will have to take some trips if you are going to stay there as long as the duke needs.”

But Mrs Bennet was hard to convince, “I did not expect you to speak to me in this tone!” she proffered with an offended voice.

“And I did not expect you to treat my kindness to the duke as if I did it for any other reason than compassion!”

Exasperated, Mrs Bennet, rolled her eyes while she almost cried, “I only want your happiness, and all I receive from you is this kind of treatment. Look at Lydia, she is married and living with her husband while you...all three of you!”

“My dear sister!” It was Mr Gardiner’s turn to temper her. “That is exactly what we would like not to discuss in their presence. Lydia’s story can hardly be considered a success! And let us pray that the news from Newcastle that forced your husband take that trip to the North is not disastrous…once again.”

∞∞∞

 

A month ago Kitty was invited to spend some time in Newcastle, where Lydia lived with her husband. Just arrived, she wrote a frantic letter to her father asking him to come and take her home. They barely understood what had happened as she gave few details, but Mr Bennet left in haste. They were still waiting for a letter with an explanation.

“Kitty is a whimsical young girl who does not even know what she wants. After begging us to let her go now, she wants to return,” Mrs Bennet said with a less determined tone. She was slightly worried but could not reveal that even before her close family.

“You treat me as if I do not know how to behave in society,” she continued.

Jane and Elizabeth looked at each other with a smile they tried to hide. Only Mrs Gardiner saw and she attempted a stern face, but then she smiled too.

"Mother," Mary said, "you know how to behave. You do not know what to say, and many times you put us in an embarrassing situation, with your marriage ideas."

It was such an accurate description of the situation that everybody was silent while Mrs Bennet exploded, “You, ungrateful creature! Are you complaining about me? What about you, a young woman who, most of the times, is dressed like a maid, who does not speak or dance or be kind to the people around?”

“Well, mother,” Mary said with a strange expression on her face, “that could change in a short while!”

And indeed the young woman who got out of the carriage was unrecognizable. She looked elegant in Jane’s dress and her smile was so happy that the duke nearly fainted. Fortunately, he was looking only at her, aware only of her presence. Otherwise, he would be terrified as it was the first time in many years for him to receive such a gathering. His presence on the palace’s steps was Sophie’s personal victory. After an endless discussion, that morning ended in the decision to receive the guests if Sophy would find a way to let him be alone with Mary until dinner.

Mary completed the few steps to him, while Sophie presented the others from a distance helped by Elizabeth and before they could proffer a word the two young people disappeared. Mrs Bennet wanted to say something. However, Jane discreetly took her hand while Lady Sommershire spoke with a slight blush in her cheeks, “His Grace’s tutor is waiting for them in the library.”

She was neither accustomed to lying nor to calling Thomas—His Grace. But she decided to call him that as a way to establish a sort of distance by which Mary and Thomas would have more liberty than usual. While the lie was a little one, the tutor was indeed in the library, but nobody knew he had an office there, separate from it, where he prepared his lessons. So he was in the library, but in fact, he was not present in the same place.

Mary and Thomas disappeared into the house long before the others finished the introductions. As soon as they entered the vast hall they started to laugh, unaware the people outside could hear them—they were just two happy young people together again.

On the palace’s stairs, they stood still for some moments before going inside. Lady Sommershire hid her emotion on Elizabeth’s shoulder in a gesture of confidence and friendship; it was the way they were received— like saviours.













Chapter 6




“I still cannot believe it is true,” Thomas said once they arrived in the library.

His tutor, Mr Brandon, was waiting for them but as soon as he was introduced to Mary, he disappeared into his office, happy to be on his own.

They found themselves alone with a sense of relief but also a shyness newly appeared.

“I always thought that I would need much time to return to life, years maybe but you performed a miracle!” Thomas said, looking at her as Mary was devouring the shelves filled with books, impressive volumes from all times and all countries. Never in her life, had she imagined such a treasure could exist in one’s house.

She turned to him catching his eyes deeply fixed on her, so she smiled and said, “A miracle has to be an instant change; otherwise, if it takes a long time it is merely a transformation. But I think you were ready and all I have done was to point you in the right direction.”

Fascinated by her words, Thomas could not speak. She was right—as always and he was so afraid not to be as smart or cultivated as she was.

“Even for me it is completely unusual to find a friend,” she said, looking at him, “I used to think I will be alone for all my life.”

“You are beautiful!” Thomas whispered with a tone that made her blush. “Since we met yesterday, I have thought only of you. I was out on the stairs, waiting for you to come only because I was so eager to see you, I could not wait for another second.”

“Me too!” Mary answered while she looked down, evading his eager glance that seemed to penetrate her inner body. She felt a pressure she did not understand and most surely it was the same for him.

“I have to tell you, something,” she said, trying to divert the discussion and to calm down the incredible emotion between them. “My mother is used to being among people like us…”

“Us?” Thomas asked, not sure he understood.

“Not you and me, us like people in Meryton where we live, commoners, not nobility.”

Thomas made a gesture as if he wanted to interrupt her, but Mary said, “Please, let me continue. She is used to common people with common interests, homes, children. She is obsessed with marrying my sisters…”

“Marriage!” Thomas cried. “Yes, this is the solution. I cannot live without you; will you marry me?”

He was in a complete state of restlessness; he was searching for solutions, wanting them to occur as soon as he thought of them.

“Thomas stop, stop!” Mary cried, but she was laughing, not at all scared by his state of mind. “You did not live for many years and now you want to have everything all at once.”

“I am mad,” he said.

“No, you just want to experience all that you denied yourself in the past. But you have to wait, to have patience. You could find another wife, one who is more suited for you!”

“Now you stop talking nonsense, Mary Bennet! I want you, but you are right. I have to calm down and take little steps.”

“You just sounded like my mother,” Mary was joking, and he laughed. “We will dine with all my family; we will do what all the other young people do in this situation.”

“Meaning?” he was again eager to find out.

“I do not know,” she said and laughed again, “I was not so attentive to my sisters, I suppose we will walk in the park and dance at parties…”

“And?” Thomas was pressuring her.

“And, and and…” she said, attempting to appear angry. However, she did not know anything else about what a young man and a young woman did before engagement and marriage. “I once saw Jane kissing with Mr Bingley.”

“Will you agree to kiss me?” Thomas asked. They were close, still standing and again Mary blushed. She was enjoying being the one who knew about life, but kissing was not in her territory—yet she wanted to be kissed.

"I think it is very soon for us to kiss," she whispered. However, it was Thomas's turn to lead. He approached and took her into his arms his heart beating like a church's bell, determined and sure. He touched his lips to hers and only seconds after, their mouths and bodies knew what to do. The kiss did not stop until they were out of breath.

Thomas wanted to kiss again, but she made him stop. They sat at the table, barely looking at each other. It was a new universe they were discovering together.

“I asked Sophie,” he finally said, “to invite Mr Bingley to dinner sometime in the future.”

She looked to him in astonishment, “Why did you do such a thing?”

“Because you told me about your sister’s sad story and I think that if Mr Bingley sees her, he will have an epiphany and love her again.”

“You are very kind,” Mary agreed and caressed his hand on the table.

"You did not expect me to be kind?" he was teasing her, wanting to play and maybe convince her to kiss again. He was determined to speak to Sophie, as soon as possible, about marriage. However, he agreed that being too hasty was not in their best interests. He first had to understand if there were any problems regarding a marriage between him and a commoner. But then again, he did not care much as he was determined to have Mary near him no matter what. As for the idea that he might find another lady to love that was most improbable. He was determined to have a life but not yet among people involved in other’s lives…he wanted a family and to be happy with Mary and maybe in the future, they will live in real life.

“And when do you intend to ask Mr Bingley to dinner?” Mary asked.

It never occurred to her that she could play such a beneficial role in her sister’s life, but Jane had always been so generous and kind to her.

“Give me some time, my dear, a few weeks, maybe a month.”

Mary’s smile told him he had all the time in the world.

“We do not have to rush, we have time,” she said.

“No, it is exactly about time that we cannot be sure,” he said, slightly saddened. “I came out of hell and I intend to forget my pain and live trying to be happy, learning how to be happy, but there is one thing I can never forget or change: we can never say that we have time. We must not postpone our plans for the future because sometimes there is no future.”

Mary scrutinised his face, but there was no despair accompanying his words. He was almost serene and most surely very handsome, so she stood up and whispered—her cheeks on fire, “Kiss me then and forget the rest!”













Chapter 7




A month had passed since their first visit and Mary, Elizabeth and Jane were still guests. Their departure, after the first week, made the duke so desperate that Lady Sommershire implored Mrs Bennet to permit Mary and her sisters to revisit them.

‘Even tomorrow, madam!’ she had written, making it clear how much the duke wanted Mary to come back. Her words made Mrs Bennet think hard. It was an occasion she did not want to lose, no matter what the others thought or what the duke might ask from them or from Mary. She showed the letter to her sister-in-law but not in search of advice—she was already decided to let the girls go for as long as the duke wanted—but mostly because she needed Margaret’s help.

“Will you accompany them, please?” she said.

She would have gladly accompanied her daughters, but at Longbourn, the situation was far from good. A letter of almost ten pages from Mr Bennet told her a scary story about the situation he had found at Lydia’s place and invited her with much insistence to return from London. After the long journey in the North, he needed Mrs Bennet to come home and make some decisions together. Kitty had had a revelation: despite her desire for parties and men in uniform, she could not accept what she had found in her sister’s house.

Her brother-in-law, Mr Wickham, far from becoming a husband such as Kitty was used to seeing in Meryton or London, had transformed their house into a gambling and drinking place. As soon as she arrived, Kitty was confronted with a delicate problem when a drunk officer made some improper demands of her.

Kitty’s eagerness to flirt was within the limit of proper behaviour, on both sides. The first day and night frightened her so that she wrote the frantic letter to her father asking him to come and take her home.

Barely arrived, Mr Bennet had a discussion with his son-in-law, who asked for more money as he had a gambling debt again. This time it was only Mr Bennet to face him who denied all his demands. There was no money to be spared on his vices. Mr Bennet tried to act like a father and offered some advice. Unfortunately, Mr Bennet’s words had no effect on Wickham. His position was firm, he needed money, or he would have to send Lydia home. After one day and night of intense reflection, Mr Bennet decided to find Colonel Fitzwilliam, who was stationed with his regiment nearby.

Colonel Fitzwilliam received Mr Bennet with a warm handshake and a glass of brandy. He suspected why Mr Bennet travelled North, and he had been right. The colonel perceived the situation better than anybody else as he knew Wickham and his adventures that culminated with his forced marriage to Lydia.

“It is again about that scoundrel Wickham!” he said, looking at Mt Bennet who was sadly nodding.

“That man is evil; it is such a pity that your daughter married him.”

At the time of Lydia’s elopement, Mr Bennet thought the marriage was a decent solution. However, it proved to be a disaster.

The colonel asked for a day to see what could be done and indeed, after only a few hours, he met Mr Bennet at the Inn where he was staying with Kitty.

"I discussed the problem with his general, and he knew the situation. As we speak, Wickham will be given only two alternatives, to quit the army or to go to France to fight with a regiment that is leaving in a few days."

Mr Bennet’s face became even more tragic.

“Do not worry,” the colonel said, “I know Wickham well; he will agree to go to war as he does not comprehend what it means. On the contrary, he will see his departure as a chance to escape marriage and his life here.”

“And Lydia?” Mr Bennet asked. “What will become of her?”

“The best idea is to present her husband as a hero going to the front and take her home until he eventually comes back.”

Mr Bennett loathed that solution, but he had to agree it was the only one. Although Lydia was his dear daughter, the idea of having her at home—near his other daughters—was not at all appealing. He feared the bad influence Lydia could have on Kitty or even Mary. As for Elizabeth or Jane, they were already young women who knew what they expected from life.

Mrs Bennet found a different man at home. Her benevolent husband was sad and worried but determined to mend the situation as he never had been before.

“Where are the girls?” It was his first question and he became angrier with every word Mrs Bennet said.

“You let our daughters stay for so long in a stranger’s house? Where is your common sense, Mrs Bennet?” he proffered with a voice his wife did not recognise. “It is exactly why we are in this situation with Lydia because we did not supervise their relationships. I assure you Lydia is the only daughter of ours who will ever be in this mess. I intend to control every step they take. For now, Kitty, Mary and Lydia will stay home, until I decide otherwise.”

For once Mrs Bennet found it wiser not to contradict her husband. Happy to have Lydia home again, she could not imagine that her daughter was home for good and her marriage was in such a terrible crisis.

In the present situation she felt it wise not to tell the whole truth to her husband. Seen from Longbourn Mary’s situation might look strange or dangerous, so Mrs Bennet preferred to keep some secrets until they arrived in London.

She was clear about one thing: the duke demanded to meet Mr Bennet.

"We will go to London, Mrs Bennet if the young duke asks us but the girls will move immediately to Mrs Gardiner’s home. As for Kitty and Lydia, for the time being they will stay at Longbourn.”

In vain Mrs Bennet tried to change his decision, Mr Bennet remained inflexible. “Lydia is a married woman, if she wants to live with us, she will have to assume some of the housework and during our absence, she will be the mistress of the house.”

“You want to punish her,” Mrs Bennet almost cried.

“No madam, I want to mend her manners and her education and for once you will do exactly as I decide.”













Chapter 8




The Bennets arrived in London on a rainy day, mirroring their state of mind—Mr Bennet deeply worried about the future while his wife still regretted she had to leave Kitty and Lydia home.

From the few words his sister mumbled in the hall, just after their arrival, Mr Gardiner understood his brother-in-law was not informed about the real situation at Sommershire. He resented his sister leaving him to speak with Mr Bennet but finally agreed that, in a way, it was his duty as he was at the origin of the whole story. Once in the library and after a glass of brandy, he dared to attack the subject. He first told Mr Bennet the tragic story of the Sommershires. When Mr Bennet invited him to pour another drink, he simply said that the duke, most probably, had developed strong sentiments for Mary.

Mr Bennet, still incapable of imagining his daughter in any other circumstances than reading, did not understand some details. He was utterly unprepared for any story regarding Mary.

∞∞∞

 

In fact, nobody was prepared as nobody knew, not even Lady Sommershire, that Duke Thomas of Sommershire had proposed to Mary and she accepted.

The very moment they arrived at the palace, Mr Bennet was kindly asked to join the duke in the library. It was an inspired and pleasant way to meet as that particular place was Mr Bennet’s favourite in any house he visited. And the Sommershire library was indeed a shock for a man in love with books. It looked more like an Oxford or Cambridge library than a room in a house. Mr Bennet was so impressed that he almost forgot about the duke. Finally, he had to return to the real world where a boy was smiling at him. He looked around for His Grace, and it took some time to understand he was in front of him. The Duke of Sommershire was tall and frail, he had a timid smile that showed he was not yet accustomed to happy events…or to life.

He is a shy boy—Mr Bennet thought with kindness and compassion.

But, when he spoke, he was neither timid nor uncomfortable. He was a young gentleman who had a guest and knew exactly how to behave. The duke first invited Mr Bennet to explore the library and he proved to be an excellent guide. "You can use this room whenever you want Mr Bennet; my tutor is here most of the time and he could show you the way in this maze. But there is another reason I kindly asked you here.”

Mr Bennet looked with curiosity at the young duke. He had a suspicion about the subject of their conversation, yet he would never doubt the real motive. The Gardiners and his wife explained—in more than one way—that the Duke of Sommershire had developed a friendship with Mary, asking him not to oppose their meetings. Mr Bennet was indeed worried for Kitty or Lydia, even for Jane or Elizabeth but had no plan to forbid Mary to meet the duke. He was sure that his’s daughter natural moroseness was a solid barrier in front of any unpleasant events that might happen between a man and a woman.

So nothing prepared Mr Bennet for the question Thomas of Sommershire asked. They were seated at the library table, surrounded by peace and beauty when the duke asked with a firm voice, "Mr Bennet, will you concede me the hand of your daughter Mary Bennet?”

It was so unexpected that Mr Bennet just stood still, watching the man in front of him. In fact, he thought he was a boy and Mary a girl and he did not understand how they could want to marry.

“Mr Bennet, sir?”

“Yes, I am sorry, I was reflecting on how young you are, both of you; maybe you should wait longer to better know each other…in a year or two.”

“Will you then permit Mary to come and live here until our marriage…in a year or two?”

“No, absolutely not!”

"Then Mr Bennet, please give me Mary to be my bride, and we will evolve together; it is what we both want."

Perhaps in other circumstances, Mr Bennet would have insisted on a wedding in a year or at least six months, but the road to the North had tired him, in so many ways. He looked around and accepted that from that union only good would come. He was happy for Mary, proud of her, astonished by her qualities, while he also thought of the other daughters who would have a real advantage from this marriage. He was selfish and happy. He finally could rest a while, maybe even in that fabulous world of the Sommershire library.

So he stood up and said with a kind and bright smile, “Sir, I wish you and Mary a happy life!”

It all ended in less than fifteen minutes making Mr Bennet reflect on how simple it was to give a daughter in marriage. He was happy because for once it happened in a proper and elegant way.

They found the family and Lady Sommershire around Mary who, for once, seemed fully affected by what was happening while Thomas had a smile that told all she needed to know. Her father agreed to let them marry .

Mr Bennet looked at her and could hardly believe that she would become a duchess and that she would be married. He always thought she would never marry and he feared she might have a difficult life after his death. But it seemed that the shy girl had succeeded the best of all his daughters as he could hardly imagine a better alliance than the one with the Duke of Sommershire. “Maybe the Regent for Kitty,” he thought with a bit of irony.













Chapter 9




“I am invited to dinner by the Duke of Sommershire,” Charles Bingley said to Darcy.

His friend stared at him for some long moments, then he handed Charles a paper he took from the tea-table. It was an identical invitation.

“He is inviting us for the day after tomorrow, when did you receive it? Charles asked.

“Two days ago,” Darcy said while his friend just nodded.

“It is most unusual!”

Generally, one would invite only close friends on such short notice but as the Duke of Sommershire was so highly ranked he could ignore protocol. In any circumstance, an invitation to Sommershire Palace was an honour. All London was curious to see a place that had been closed for so long.

"Is it because of you that we are invited?" Charles asked, "I tried hard to remember if I had any connection with the Sommershire family, but I could not find any. I also asked my sisters; they were both thrilled for me, but they did not know the late duke or duchess. Instead, they told me the young duke's story with many details I did not know about the tragedy."

Darcy was looking at the glass of brandy in his hands, “I used to know the old duke and duchess, they were my mother’s friends, we were more than once at their place. Their children were younger than I; they were Georgiana’s age, so I do not remember them. When the tragedy struck, my mother was already long gone, so I paid my respects but did not know more than the rumours. My father never was close to them, so I can say this invitation is a huge surprise for me, too.”

“In more than one sense,” Charles smiled. “First, because we were both invited and then because it is so unexpected that the young duke has opened his house again after seven years.”

“It seems he was badly burned; he has scars…” Darcy said.

“Maybe that is the reason he decided to retire from society, but I applaud his courage in showing himself again, and we have to support him as many others do.”

It was well known that the Regent was the duke’s godfather and he was regularly informed about his state of health.

"Louisa told me some people thought it was not a spontaneous fire; they helped aristocrats from France to run from the country and offered them shelter…"

“Yes, I know, but the fire was more than 15 years after the French revolution…it is a little late for revenge,” Darcy said, but he also remembered some rumours.

“You may be right, but it seems the fire was so strong that the servants could not put it out; it burned for a whole day.”

Darcy remembered the estate he sometimes visited with his mother, including the imposing library, the splendid parks and gardens and the dining room that looked more like a ballroom. As a child, he had been utterly impressed by the place. He even suspected his mother made some changes in London and Derbyshire guided by ideas she took from Sommershire.

“They had an impressive gallery of artwork; I wonder how much was saved from the fire.” He sincerely hoped the library still existed. However, in the end, nothing material was relevant besides the tremendous tragedy of human losses.

“Imagine how excited Louisa and Caroline were about this invitation. They imagine that new importance is given to our family by people of the Ton…While I think it is nothing like that, most probably it is just my name being so often associated with yours.”

“I do not know. Indeed Mama was a friend of the late Duchess of Sommershire, but I do not think they invite all the friends they ever had. As for you…associated with me, well this is not a way to offer invitations, you must have some connection with your guests…or some interest.”

Darcy was silent for a long moment; they sipped their drinks and meditated.

“I have to make a confession,” Darcy finally said, rather tormented, “I hope you will forgive me.”

Bingley’s candid eyes and benevolent smile invited him to speak. He did not imagine his friend could do wrong, so he was ready to forgive anything.

“I was so presumptuous as to imagine that I had the right to decide who was the right woman for you.”

Bingley's astonishment was beyond expression. He had accepted his friend’s judgement about Miss Jane Bennet, but it was not only his fault.

"A man has to decide for himself. I accepted your judgement only because I myself was not sure. I liked her…I would say it was the connection that was not favourable. I disliked her family…well, mostly her mother. And then do not forget my sisters who were so clearly against some members of the Bennet family."

Bingley’s correctness and altruism induced him to admit his own hesitations. Far from blaming Darcy, he found his own flaws.

“It does not matter what your intentions or feelings were, Charles, I should have never influenced you in such an important matter. Finding the right wife is by far one of the most important decisions in a man’s life. I have the feeling that Miss Jane Bennet is an accomplished young lady who would make a perfect wife for you…in the case that you still like her.”

“I do!” Bingley said
wholeheartedly, slightly blushing from the emotion their conversation aroused.

“Then I am so sorry to have intervened between you. I truly and sincerely apologise. If it was not for me taking you from Netherfield you could be married by now, happily married. I only hope it is not too late.”

Despite seeing Charles visibly troubled by their conversation, Darcy was determined to go further with the confidences.

“I gave you the wrong advice but also, some months ago when I knew Miss Bennet was in London, I decided not to tell you!”

Charles’s constant smile vanished from his eyes. He looked at his friend with a long sad glance, so rare on his face. It was not only a shock to find out the role his friend had in that story but also a kind of discomfiture due to the intimacy of their conversation. They were indeed good friends, but never in the past did they share any confidences. Yet it seemed this time his friend wanted to apologise and mend, if possible, his acts from the past.

“But how did you know that Miss Bennet was in London?” Bingley asked, suddenly curious.

Darcy hesitated for a short moment. But, finally, he said, "It was your sisters who informed me; they met Miss Bennet at her uncle's house."

Charles seemed so uncomfortable that Darcy felt sorry for him.

“I am sorry, Charles,” he repeated only because he did not know what else to say. “As I said, I hope that my confession will open a new opportunity for you and Miss Bennet!”

“Yes, it certainly will. I intend to go to Hertfordshire to meet her and try to make her forgive me.”

Darcy nodded relieved.

“Maybe you will feel better,” he continued, “if I tell you that I had my punishment for this deceit.”

The difficult part of their conversation was at its end, so Bingley smiled, inviting his friend to continue.

“I will tell you something no one else knows! When I was at Rosings, some weeks ago, I met Miss Elizabeth.”

Charles’ interest was aroused again.

“Do not tell me you like her!” he said somewhat jokingly.

“Well, yes, I confess I like her, but how did you guess?”

Charles answered with all his benevolence restored, “When a man and a woman quarrel too often, one may suspect that there is not hate but love between them!”

Darcy could hardly believe his ears. His giddy, distracted friend—who usually seemed in the clouds—was sometimes an observer, noticing hidden aspects of life and relationships.

“You might be right,” Darcy said, “in my case you surely are right. But, unfortunately, only half right as only I like Miss Elisabeth while she despises me.”

“I am so sorry to hear this…” Bingley had passed from embarrassment to compassion; he was sorry for his friend and his ill-luck in love. He hoped he still had a chance with Jane.

“Miss Elizabeth declined my proposal!”

It was not such a shock for Bingley. Secretly he considered Darcy to be too proud—maybe the only flaw he found in his friend—yet such a confession was a sign of humbleness he had rarely seen in people.

“I am so sorry to hear this,” he repeated with a friendly glance meant to offer support and understanding.

“It was a sign for me that I had to change, to be more lenient and tolerant, and never to intervene in another’s life. Miss Elizabeth knew I advised you against continuing the relationship with her sister.”

It was, by far, the most meaningful conversation they ever had. Both of them felt their friendship was gaining more strength.

“I am sorry to have such a role in your unhappiness,” Bingley said, “but I am glad we do not have any misunderstanding between us anymore…and mostly that you agree with my decision to pursue the relationship with Miss Jane to…” he hesitated for a moment, while the smile on his face betrayed him “…eventually to marriage! If it were not for this dinner, I would already be on the road to Longbourn.”

They sipped their drinks in silence experiencing a pleasant afternoon, and the prospect of dining with the Duke of Sommershire made it even more exciting.

“Anyway,” Darcy said, “your wait will not be long; you can leave for Longbourn to meet Miss Jane the next day after the dinner…and if you want, I could accompany you!”

“I can hardly wait,” Charles said and finally ascended into his clouds—where he usually lived—having in mind the marvellous face of his beloved Miss Jane.













Chapter 10




In usual circumstances, Charles would have enjoyed every moment before that dinner. He had always liked the preparations, the emotions before such an important event. But the talk he had with Darcy reignited his interest in Jane; he yearned to meet her again. Actually, it was not only that discussion but also a thought that tormented him for some time. He was sorry his friend and sisters did not like Jane or her family, but it was he to marry her and his sentiments were stronger than ever. He felt so happy he could hardly wait to see Jane’s beautiful face again, and the way she blushed when he was near her, deliciously showing her emotions.

The day before the dinner they agreed to go with one carriage with Bingley conveying Darcy from home. As he looked for the last time in his bedroom mirror, Bingley dared to imagine Jane in his home, near him for life. The ten minutes trip to Darcy's house was enough for Bingley to plan his trip to Netherfield and his meeting with Jane. He could feel the excitement they would both feel and the happy ending…because he could not imagine Jane's sentiments for him had changed.

He closed his eyes and let his imagination float to encounter Jane’s enchanting silhouette and loving eyes.

The two friends met with some embarrassment after their long conversation from two evenings ago, when many secrets had been unveiled. They rode in silence both deep in reverie, one happy, the other sad; yet even Darcy kept a secret in his soul…maybe the trip to Longbourn would be a happy one for him too as he still had expectations regarding Miss Elizabeth. They had delightful plans for the near future and also they thought with much pleasure to the evening to come.

For Bingley, it was the most important invitation he had ever received while for Darcy, it recalled a dear memory. As they entered the Sommerville park he felt like he was a child again near his beautiful and kind mother.

The park and palace were lighted with hundreds of candles, creating a magic ambience more suited to a season’s ball than a dinner. As it was the first event the Sommershire Palace had seen in so many years, no extravagance was excessive. Lady Sommershire wanted to celebrate the return of her nephew, the Duke of Sommershire, from a long and painful journey—from tragedy to the light and his return to a normal life. So joyful was she that she wanted all of London to participate in her happiness.

Darcy and Bingley entered the luxurious room, where many guests were already gathered, feeling they were about to participate in an impressive event. It was an atmosphere of joy and cheerfulness that was impossible not to feel. It seemed that not only the people but also the house participated in the general bliss. They both were touched by a happy state of anticipation and curiosity but nothing they could envision prepared them for the huge surprise that was waiting for them. Upon arriving in Lady Sommershire’s parlour, the first people they saw in the distance…were the Bennets! They stood still for a few seconds in front of such a tremendous happenstance, then looked at each other in disbelief trying to understand the strange circumstance. But this was no time for questions; they had to recover in haste as they approached Lady Sommershire to offer their greetings and gratitude for the invitation.

“Mr Darcy,” she said, “I remember you so well from the time you came to visit my sister-in-law with your dear mother!”

Darcy made a considerable effort to keep his composure and introduce Bingley, who was still utterly astonished by the presence of Jane and almost incapable of speaking; he could not take his eyes from her.

To their astonishment, Lady Sommershire deserted her other guests to lead them with much determination to the Bennets, proving she was aware they were old acquaintances. While crossing the room, Darcy recognised and greeted several members of the Ton, but they stopped only in front of Mr and Mrs Bennet, who were beside Elizabeth and Jane.

Less shocked than Bingley, Darcy had to admit it was the most unexpected meeting. Usually, it was not difficult to guess who the guests would be at such an event. To find the Bennets in one of the most influential houses of England was a considerable surprise.

For Bingley, it was a miracle. He made an effort to greet her parents despite his eyes being directed to the lady he had been dreaming of ever since he left Netherfield. His emotion was so evident that Mrs Bennet forgave him for all the sufferings he provoked in her daughter.

“Mr Bingley,” she said, “what a pleasure to find a well-known face among so many strangers.”

She ignored Darcy, who was waiting for his turn to present his bow.

“Mrs Bennet, Mr Bennet,” Bingley mumbled, trying in vain to take his eyes from Jane, “it is indeed a pleasure to find you here!”

Fortunately, Lady Sommershire saved the situation. She invited Jane and Bingley to follow her to a quiet spot, near the fireplace. She looked back once or twice to see how Jane and her gentleman were doing, repressing a smile so evident was their agitation. They stood still one near the other—their cheeks on fire—incapable of speaking engaged in an emotion Lady Sommershire envied.

"How are you, Miss Jane?" Charles Bingley finally asked.

Jane made an effort to look at him, she was happy to see him, yet she did not know to interpret his emotion. Was he sorry for all the suffering he provoked with his careless attitude, or did he want to persist and make her suffer again?

But her incertitude was banished by his hasty voice, “Please, Miss Jane, please forgive me!”

He sounded so sincere that Jane looked into his eyes for the first time and what she found there made her heart melt. It was love like she had never seen, a declaration more trustworthy than any words could contain. The intensity of their look almost made her faint. She leaned on the marble mantle, looking at the fire.

“Just a word from you and I will not persist in my demand and will disappear forever from your life,” Bingley managed to whisper, as more and more people were around them.

"What demand, Mr Bingley?" Jane replied, suddenly more confident.

"Oh, Miss Bennet, the only one that tormented me during all these months. We should go to the terrace if it is not too cold for you.”

Jane nodded, her body burning—sure she would not feel the cold from outside.

He gave her his arm, and they crossed the parlour to a glass door that opened onto a terrace while Mr Bennet followed them with worried eyes. Just some moments ago, Elizabeth also left on the arm of a young man who asked his permission to lead her to the table. He was slightly dizzied by the surroundings and the gathering but decided not to lose his daughters from his sight.

"Why is Jane going outside with that Mr Bingley, who made her suffer only some months ago?”

Mrs Bennet put a caressing hand on her husband’s arm, “Please do not worry, Mr Bennet, the poor gentleman is even more nervous than she is. Nothing bad will happen on the terrace; on the contrary, I can predict a happy event!”

And indeed, as soon as they were on the terrace, Charles Bingley took Jane’s hand and asked with all the courage he could gather, “Jane, will you marry me?”

“Yes!” Jane cried without a moment of reflection. “Yes, I will marry you, Charles.”

The very next moment their lips were together, all the suffering forgotten in the passion of their embrace. No more timid or shy, just sure that in a short while they would be together in life. They hardly decided to go back inside.

It took Mrs Bennet only a glance to know that another happy event was about to happen in her family. She gently tapped Mr Bennet’s elbow with her fan discreetly showing the pair that entered the dining room. Jane and Bingley were so excited and happy that could mean only one thing, “We should prepare Mr Bennet for another wedding!”

It was a glorious day for the Bennets.

‘Two daughters to be married, both in wealth and…in love,’ Mrs Bennet thought.

“It is a good day for us, Mr Bennet,” Mrs Bennet said. “Please do not be worried anymore, Mary or Jane will take care of us…no matter what. It is a triumph. And look at Elizabeth! How splendid she looks, even that annoying Mr Darcy looked charmed and ready to take her to the table. But I hope she will find someone else, like the young gentleman who actually accompanied her.”













Chapter 11




Ever since she came to London, Elizabeth constantly thought about Darcy. She feared their meeting—the first after Hunsford where she refused his marriage proposal—but at the same time, she wanted to see him.

As she considered herself a thoughtful and polite person, the way she had rejected his proposal still made her wretchedly uncomfortable. The fury and frustration she had felt in Hunsford disappeared long ago, leaving her ashamed by the violence of her answer. She was ready to meet him and try to mend a relationship that could be pure friendship…or more.

When Sophie asked her to name a friend she wanted to invite to dinner she indicated, without hesitation, Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy. It proved to be a pleasant coincidence as Sophie also knew him.

Days before that evening she imagined how they would meet. But nothing prepared her for the emotion she felt when he entered the room. It was expectation and happiness but also fear he was still mad at her. She prayed he had forgotten the past and forgave her attitude. Indeed the eyes he fixed on her were burning with pleasure and joy. He bowed slightly from a distance making her heart beat at a frightful speed. Both changed colour; one looked white, the other red, but it was pure pleasure on their faces.

She was ready to make peace with Darcy, as she secretly intended to encourage him to court her. They bowed and smiled while Darcy prepared to say a few words. He did not even care about the cold reception he got from her parents, who seemed interested only in Bingley. He accepted their attitude as a kind of punishment only because Elizabeth’s eyes were telling him otherwise. She was glad to see him. It was possible even to imagine she had changed her feelings for him.

Once in front of her, Darcy felt that the obstacles that existed between them all vanished away, as he never remembered a more perfect moment with her. There were people around, but they were alone in their blissfulness.

He was ready to extend his hand as in an invitation to accompany her to the dining room, finally confident that the moment he would be near her had come. ‘Nothing could happen now’—he thought when out of nowhere appeared the Viscount of Devonshire! His small hesitation had been enough for the viscount to ask Mr Bennet first for permission to lead Elizabeth to the dinner table. Surprised, Elizabeth looked at Darcy but she had to give her hand to the gentleman who was waiting with a smile on his face she could not decipher.

It took Darcy some time to understand what had happened; angry and frustrated he looked after Elizabeth and the viscount as they slowly walked across the room.

After the first moment of surprise, Elisabeth had to accept she was on the Viscount of Devonshire’s arm. She did not even remember seeing him in the room or even less near them, yet he played his trick and stole that moment from Darcy. Not wholly irritated by the viscount she had to admit it was a pleasant sensation to have two men interested in her.

∞∞∞

 

Elizabeth met the viscount a week before the dinner when he came to present his courtesies to Lady Sommershire. A distant cousin of the late Duchess of Sommershire he considered it his right to visit Sommershire Palace. In reality, he was not genuinely interested in the duke’s recovery. Any illness, accident, elopement, any happy event or tragic one was nothing but a piece of news he could peddle from house to house, continually aspiring to the title of the most informed gentleman in London.

And the Duke of Sommershire’s recovery was among the best news in years. All London wanted to know everything about the mysterious young gentleman who lost all his family in that terrible fire and survived only to live secluded on his estate for seven years.

The Viscount of Devonshire decided to see the truth for himself. He was handsome, elegant and well mannered; he had an ancient title and considerable wealth. Lady Sophie vaguely remembered him from a time when she was a young girl in his brother's home. She was so happy to have guests again that she received him without further information.

As always, lately, Elizabeth and Jane were at her side, but the viscount seemed utterly uninterested by the two sisters. The viscount’s only interests were the duke, his recovery and how he could meet him. But if Lady Sommershire had this new privilege of receiving guests, almost nothing had altered in the way the duke lived. He was still secluded in his apartments, the only change was…Mary. But Mary was a secret only those living in the palace knew about.

"Is it possible to greet His Grace?" the viscount finally asked, sure that his charm could work miracles. Lady Sophie was so firm in refusing him that he became even more curious. It was then he decided that one of the young girls near Sophie would be a good source of information. His indifference suddenly transformed into the warmest deference. He quickly decided that Elizabeth would be the right one for his inquiries. She was obviously not very accustomed to palace life, but of the two sisters, she looked to be the clever one.

"So, Miss Bennet," he addressed Elisabeth, "how do you like the life in London?”

Surprised, Elizabeth looked closely at him. She did not remember telling the viscount she did not live in London. Offended, at first, by his words she imagined that he had not found her sufficiently sophisticated to be from London. However, his friendly and open smile seemed not to bear any malice, so she responded with the same attitude. "Lady Sommershire is the most accomplished hostess, so we enjoy our stay in London."

“Although we do not see you and your sister at the parties or in Hyde Park for the morning ride,” he continued trying to charm her.

“I do not ride, Lord Devonshire,” she said with the most natural voice.

“My dear lady this could be easily changed, I could help you learn in no time!”

Though surprised and even slightly pleased, Elizabeth was not easy to fool. She began to understand that the benevolent gentleman had some secret intentions…and they did not necessarily regard her.

“You are very kind, sir,” she said, “but I must confess I had an accident when I was a child and since then I cannot say I love horses. But who knows, even Lady Sommershire invited me to accompany her to the morning ride…maybe in time I will overcome my fear of horses. Unlike me, Jane is an accomplished rider.”

"Oh, no!" Jane protested and blushed, "I ride, but I am far from being an accomplished rider."

"In that case, ladies, I will wait for an opportunity to invite you to dance at the first ball you attend this year, which I hope will be soon enough!"

To his annoyance, Lady Sommershire’s reply cut short his conversation and his visit. "My friends have just arrived; hopefully, in a few days Mr and Mrs Bennet will also be here and decide what parties are worthy of attending.”

Viscount of Devonshire left the palace empty-handed. Apart from the presence of some guests, he did not find anything to feed London's hunger for news and gossip.

He tried to find out information about the Bennets. Still, nobody knew them, so he decided to pay another visit in a short while.

To his immense pleasure, only after some days, he received an invitation to dinner. An excellent opportunity to stroll around the palace, and maybe get lucky and meet 'by accident' the duke. He was sure that this time the Bennet lady would give him the information he needed; he wanted just ten minutes alone with her. The stir before or after the dinner would be the right occasion.

But again just two days before the dinner, a bomb was dropped in the Ton. From the Regent's Palace came the news that the Duke of Sommershire intended to marry. No name was spoken and London literally began to boil. It never happened for such a piece of colossal news to be so poorly documented. In vain people tried to visit the Sommershire Palace or obtain an invitation from Lady Sommershire it seemed that the heavy curtain between Sommershire and the rest of the world still existed.

∞∞∞

 

Lying on the couch Lady Rothills was hardly following the nervous strolls of her lover, Lord Devonshire. Once again, he had received a blow to his reputation of being the most informed man in the Ton. He had found out about the duke’s wedding like everybody else from a source from the Regent’s Palace. The viscount was hungry for information.

“The Duke of Sommershire, accompanied by his aunt, asked the Regent permission to marry!”

“I cannot believe it,” Lady Amelie Rothills said with a lazy yet interested tone. “Who told you?”

“Lady Emily Atkinson, she is the wife of the Palace’s Attendant.”

“Then, it is true.”

“Of course it is true,” the viscount shouted, and it seems that it was no secret. The duke came in an open carriage in spite of the cold. It is said that the Regent had tears in his eyes when he saw the young duke. It is the first time in seven years that he left Sommershire. His Royal Highness is his godfather.”

“But how can he marry, he is only a boy,” Amelie asked with half a voice.

“No, my dear, he is not. Just remember he was around fourteen when the tragedy happened, exactly seven years ago. He is 21, he is a young gentleman.”

“Whom does he marry?”

Unfortunately, the news stopped there; from now on the viscount had only suppositions.

“Emily said that maybe his future wife is a commoner, but in any case, the duke has to have the Regent’s agreement to marry.”

“Imagine,” Amelie said with a wistful face, “how lucky that girl is!”

“I do not know how lucky she must be but imagine that we will have first-hand information as I will be present at that famous dinner!”

It was a splendid opportunity for him.

“It doesn’t matter anymore if I was not the first to find out about his marriage,” he told Lady Rothills. “What matters is to be first to know who this mysterious future wife is. I have a feeling this dinner is set for the duke to present his bride.”

Lady Rothills approved his statement.

“My dear,” she said for the first time really interested, “you will write me a note as soon as you find out who she is and, be sure, I will spread the news in no time. Everybody is waiting for you to give them the name.”













Chapter 12




Darcy found with much pleasure that his place at the table was near Elizabeth. Unfortunately, on her other side was the Viscount of Devonshire, the very one who had earlier ‘stolen’ Elizabeth from him.

The viscount was an old acquaintance, from the time Darcy spent almost all his time in London, partying. For more than two years he wasted his life in search of pleasure—of any type or kind—and Viscount George of Devonshire was among those who accompanied him in those adventures. They never liked each other as there was a matter of rivalry between them.

Back then, Darcy’s only wish was to have a good time—until he met the viscount. From that moment on, his life became a wild torment. It took Darcy some time to understand what was happening. At first, he considered the viscount, just another party fellow. Still, in less than a few months, he began to perceive the truth. George of Devonshire developed a dangerous obsession expressed by a continuous competition. If Darcy bought a new horse the very next day, the viscount also rode a new stallion. If Darcy showed the slightest inclination for a certain lady in their entourage, the viscount would try to gain her attention and oust him out of the lady's heart. For a time, Darcy wanted to avoid him, but it seemed George knew every one of his movements. What in the beginning had been a nuisance became in time a danger as the viscount was more and more audacious and impertinent.

His father's death had been a tragedy, but it also made Darcy reflect on his life and decide that a drastic change must be achieved. He left for Pemberley and changed his group of friends. Moreover, he put a definitive end to his joyful life. He became Georgiana’s guardian—a man with responsibilities—no more a foolish young gentleman in search of pleasure. He had not met George since their youth

He thought that the episode had really ended…only to find the viscount with the same flame in his eyes.

After almost ten years they still shared the same antipathy and sat at the table on both sides of the same lady.

∞∞∞

 

If Darcy had learned a lesson in the past it was never to let the viscount see how angry he was about his hostile acts. He buried his fury, smiled and approached the splendid lady who was sitting near him “How are you, Miss Elizabeth?” he whispered.

She smiled at his question, enjoying his coming so close to her, "I am well, Mr Darcy, now that I find friends.”

Hardly had she answered Darcy when the viscount asked her if she was not too cold.

It was a complicated situation to be attentive, as the two men were speaking almost at the same time.

Neither did she suspect the long-dated relationship between the two men, nor the fact that it took the shrewd viscount only a short glance to understand that his old rival had an interest in Miss Bennet. With malevolent satisfaction, he managed his first victory, taking Elizabeth from Darcy just a moment before he could make a move. Elizabeth enjoyed a short moment of vanity—as any woman would have when her favours were disputed by two men. The viscount, excellent observer, was also aware of it.

But while walking on the viscount’s arm, Elizabeth knew that in a short moment she would be reunited with Darcy as the places at the dinner table were decided by Lady Sommershire, the duke…and Mary.

“Are you sure you want to sit near Mr Darcy?” Mary asked more than once proving she knew much more than her sister imagined.

Elizabeth was sure and her smile revealed almost all her feelings. She wanted to be near Darcy and have the chance to talk with him. The dinner was to be a memorable event not only for Mary and Jane but for her too—Elizabeth decided long before she sat near Darcy.

“I did not know you are acquainted with Lady Sommershire," Darcy continued to whisper despite the noise. He did not want the viscount to hear their conversation.

‘Nor that you know the viscount,’ he wanted to add, but he considered it was wiser not to mention him.

“The young lady near the duke…” Elizabeth answered his question. Darcy stared at the delightful lady smiling to the duke, she had a familiar face, but he could not tell who she was.

"Yes…" he replied, already curious.

“She is Mary, my sister.”

Darcy could only stare at Mary Bennet, overcome by a vast astonishment. He looked after Bingley, but he was far away, on the opposite side of the table, entirely absorbed by Miss Jane.

“I did not recognise her…But what is she doing near the duke?” Darcy asked while Elizabeth had to move her head towards the viscount who was also speaking to her. Darcy in a white heat of furry was trying to control himself so as not to permit the viscount to see how troubled he was again.

As the excellent beef ragout was untouched on his plate, he forced himself to eat while Elizabeth talked to the viscount, then she quickly changed her interest to him again and said, "Mary is a huge surprise, even for us…Bigger than you could imagine!"

Her words made him even more curious, but the smile on Elizabeth's face told him it was all he would find out for that moment. He was silent again, concentrating on his meal, but decided to take Elizabeth far away from the viscount.

The good news was in her attitude, she was friendly and it was not only the surrounding atmosphere that made her look as though she enjoyed his presence. When he entered the parlour, her face reflected joy and benevolence while her smile, when he bowed, made him hope she had forgotten the past, perhaps even erased that horrible discussion that took place between them at Rosings.

He intended to lead her from the table, as soon as the dinner was over, but it might be a rather difficult task with the viscount nearby.

Meanwhile, he just made small talk about Meryton and Hunsford, making every effort to divert her attention from the viscount who was also using all his ruses.

Elisabeth was somewhat dizzy; it was not only the noise or the delicious dinner but also the two men, who, from the first moment on, began to fight for her favours. It was such an unexpected circumstance, far different from what she had imagined their meeting would be.

She had foreseen with pleasure the idea of meeting Darcy and solving the misadventure between them. For some time now, she regretted not only the way she had refused his proposal but the mere fact that she said no. Constantly finding new reasons to like him, she decided to let him court her and eventually to go further to a new proposal…this time one she would certainly accept.

But all changed when she found herself in the middle of a fight between two men. As it was a fight and she was not so sure she totally liked the circumstance. It was flattering to be the object of dispute, but at the same time, she wondered if it was really her they were fighting for…They seemed to know each other quite well and their rivalry had not begun that evening.

Deciding to calm down and enjoy the meal, she looked at Jane and Bingley who seemed like two birds in love, incapable of eating — just looking at each other. She lovingly envied her sister, who had such a simple dinner with the man she longed to be with. Most surely, she would be engaged by the end of the evening.

And then she looked at Mary who was so beautiful and happy near her duke. By now, all London knew that the Regent happily agreed to the duke’s marriage and even demanded to meet the future bride at the Palace.

The dinner was a triumph, all the guests agreed, but it was far from finishing.

The future bride looked astonished how the dinner became a surprise intended for her, and no one else but her. An exquisite cake in the shape of a swan, carried by four servants, was placed in front of her. Dressed in white sugar, the swan lay on a blue plate like a lake with waves. The duke’s eyes were fixed on Mary, thoroughly enjoying her excitement. She sat still incapable of moving or speaking until Jane and her mother showed her a ring at the top of the swan’s head, encrusted into the white covering.

Mary finally smiled. She took the ring looking at the duke who kissed her hand and simply said, “Dear friends and family, Miss Bennet has agreed to be my wife…so this dinner is marking our engagement. We will be married at Saint Paul’s in one month.”

That is all he said and then he took Mary’s hand and they left, even before the cake was cut.

Darcy observed in astonishment this Bennet sister whom he hardly knew. It would have been impossible to recognise in the elegant lady, the girl who played the piano poorly. He had to admit that all the Bennet family was a surprise. Even Mrs Bennet managed not to talk for once in her habitual annoying voice; as for Jane, she was shining at Bingley's arm.

"I congratulate you on your sister's engagement," Darcy said, trying to divert Elizabeth's attention from the viscount. Only a second ago, when Elizabeth bent to the table to eat the cake Darcy's eyes met the viscount's, noting that the same vicious flame burned as ten years ago. For a moment, Darcy had the uncomfortable impression that they were indeed back in their youth, in their game that he had always loathed.

"May I have the pleasure to accompany you after dinner?" he said. He tried to be persuasive and warm while Elizabeth looked from him to the viscount with a slightly embarrassed gaze. Undoubtedly the viscount had asked for the same favour. Darcy could not believe that the old game had started again. He decided not to let the viscount make his favourite move and steal Elizabeth’s attention. He smiled although his heart was in a confusing mix of fury and frustration, "I may have some news for you," he said and succeeded in seizing her attention. He had received a letter from the colonel with some news regarding Wickham. He did not intend to speak about that scoundrel at such an exquisite dinner…yet the circumstances had changed, and he decided to use any ruse to take her away from the viscount.

Certainly, the viscount just wanted to play. He did not really like Elizabeth. In contrast to Darcy, he had never quitted his style of life. From time to time, when in London, Darcy used to hear about his old rival's adventures. He still gambled and drank and chased inappropriate relationships with all the ladies he met.

Elizabeth was from Hertfordshire, even farther in spirit than in distance from London and she was so far from knowing the real evil the viscount represented. Wickham was a miserable scoundrel in search of wealth, while the viscount was a degenerate gambler playing for the sake of an insane game.

Not even Lady Sophie might have known the truth about the man she invited to her dinner. She had lived almost secluded near her nephew for the last seven years.

The viscount decided to keep an eye on Elizabeth but find someone more adequate as a source of information. During the dinner, he looked around and saw his old acquaintance, Lady Roxanne Russell, who was near Lady Sommershire as a sign of their excellent relationship. She was the one he needed, so he decided that Elizabeth would be used only in the war with Darcy.

Like always he had seen that they were invited to an engagement party. He imagined the dinner would be followed by a discreet ceremony when the announcement would be made. And for once he had been wrong. The engagement announcement went so fast in Sommershire Palace that, for the first time in his life, he lost track. He turned to place a word at Elizabeth's ear and he missed the crucial moment when the Duke of Sommershire proffered his future wife’s name. One moment he was looking at the duke and the lady next to him and the next they disappeared, and he still did not know who she was. He looked around to ask someone while Darcy caught the moment and took Elizabeth far away from him.

‘Difficult dinner,’ he thought, while he searched for a friend to ask who the fortunate lady was. He needed the information fast. His friend looked at him with much astonishment; the viscount was the best-informed man in London, yet he seemed to have lost the most essential news. The little lady, the Duke of Sommershire’s future wife, was a commoner, an outsider who lived in Hertfordshire and had four sisters. But even the most vicious slanderers in London would not have dared to speak a vile word about her or her family as the duke’s influence on the Regent was immense. London tacitly decided to adore Mary Bennet and celebrate the marriage as the most important event since the last royal wedding.

“Her name is Miss Mary Bennet!”

The viscount had to sit, his most precious source of information was, in the end, Elizabeth Bennet, who just left with that Darcy.

He recomposed himself while asking a servant to lead him to a place where he could write his letter. That evening had to finish in triumph for him. London would give him back the title of the most informed man in the Ton, and then he would defeat his enemy by stealing the other Miss Bennet.

A plan formed in his head as he finished writing the letter to his mistress.

He needed Elizabeth to win a war but also to find out the events that would, doubtless, make Sommershire Palace the most exciting place in London.

And in future, even an alliance would be beneficial for him. It was time to settle down, he had money, but he needed a better reputation and a young lady from Hertfordshire might be the solution…not to forget she was the Duchess of Sommershire’s sister!













Chapter 13




Elizabeth and Darcy left unseen in the turmoil produced by the Duke of Sommershire’s announcement.

In the end, Elizabeth decided for Darcy; it was her heart guiding her and for the first time, she recognised that she liked him. She could be furious or angry at him, criticise his manners or his prejudices, in the end, all the trouble between them, the heavy words or resentments came from attraction. She smiled at his side, her hand prisoner in a gesture a man used only for the woman he loved. Usually, when a man offered his arm, it was more a touch, her palm on his elbow, while Darcy, with a decided move, brought her hand to his heart. She blushed but did not refuse his gesture in silent acceptance of the new situation between them.

She was close to him, enjoying the intimacy this new experience gave her. Her heart was beating and her cheeks were on fire, but those sensations came out of excitement, not shyness. They needed a place to be alone and speak. She remembered all the beautiful places in Sommershire Palace and decided to lead him to a terrace, not far from the dining room, enclosed in glass, made for strolling in warmth, during winter. Exotic plants were all along the large glasses making the place look more like a greenhouse than a terrace.

They strolled in silence, enjoying the apparent feeling that was growing between them.

“You wanted to tell me something, Mr Darcy?” Elizabeth said in an attempt to calm the excitement.

Darcy hesitated, when still at the table, it seemed like a good idea to use the colonel’s letter to take Elizabeth away from that man. But now, walking in that beautiful place, enveloped by emotion, it might be an unpleasant subject, one that could ruin their moment.

“You did hesitate, Mr Darcy. Is it about Lydia?”

He nodded before answering, but Elizabeth was looking at him and saw his gesture; she moved her hand in a sort of caress to encourage him to continue, “Yes, it is about her…or, more precisely about Wickham. It is not much but what the colonel wrote to me. It seems he will depart for a distant place. The war with France is almost at its end, while they need troops in India.”

“India?” cried Elizabeth surprised.

“Yes, there are important campaigns there and they need officers. In truth, he was not obliged to go so far away, but he asked.”

They stood in silence for a long time both trying to restore the atmosphere from before. For Darcy, Elizabeth’s hand on his elbow was enough to make him happy.

“It is splendid here!” Darcy said, wondering if his voice betrayed his growing excitement.

“All the house is rebuilt to offer comfort and…pleasure. You could come one day to make a grand tour of the house. It is my uncle who decorated Sommershire.”

“Ah, Mr Gardiner, how is he?” Darcy asked with real pleasure and interest. He came to appreciate her uncle during the days when they searched for Lydia.

“He is doing fine, if I may say. In fact, we owe him our first visit to Sommershire.”

As Darcy looked interested, she decided to continue. Among his flaws was a certain propensity towards criticism but not gossip. “Mr Gardiner is much appreciated in London as an art dealer. He decorated the Sommershire Palace with works of art from France and Italy.”

Darcy was impressed. He remembered a discussion they had at Pemberley, while fishing, when Mr Gardiner expressed his admiration for the paintings and statues Darcy owned, but he was so modest that he did not say a word about his trade.

“We came one day to visit Sommershire and from that moment on we practically never left this place. For George and Mary, it was love at first sight, but so much more than a simple love as he came back to life. To tell you the truth, we still are in a dream, it was so unexpected…”

Elizabeth brusquely stopped.

“Sorry,” Darcy said, “I do not want to be indiscreet.”

“It is no indiscretion. I have seen the duke does not keep any secrets, he just wants us to respect their privacy, but otherwise, everything is clear as daylight. My sister succeeded in knocking down the walls that he had built around himself since the tragedy. They are so much in love that he wanted to marry the second day he met her,” Elizabeth said, laughing and Darcy pressed her hand, making her heart gallop. She blushed from pleasure while he watched in delight how she closed her eyes for a short moment to enjoy their closeness. He finally had hope…a new and shiny hope that Elizabeth would consider his proposal again.

“Until the marriage, Lady Sommershire has asked us to stay here as it is impossible to separate the duke from Mary.”

They both laughed.

“I can understand that,” he said with an insinuating voice. He looked at her with intensity, her eyes finally looking deeply into his eyes.

“What part?” she joked, but her voice was harsh from the sentiments invading her. “Living in Sommershire Palace or…?”

“The other part, Miss Elizabeth. Not being separated…for life!” he said, watching her eyelashes struggling to hide her eyes from his eager gaze. It was the moment Darcy had dreamed of in the last months, “Miss Elizabeth, would you consider…”

Before he could end his sentence, a voice from the other part of the gallery shouted at them, “Here you are! I have been looking for you everywhere.”

Both turned to see the intruder. It was the viscount who in a few quick steps, was near them.

Darcy was the first to recover from the shock as he spoke with an angry reproachful voice, “Lord Devonshire I was having a private conversation with Miss Bennet!”

But the impertinent viscount was not to be stopped easily; Miss Bennet was too precious for him now that he knew who she was. And the pleasure was doubled by the idea of ruining Darcy’s intimate meeting.

“Lady Sommershire is waiting for Miss Bennet, do no kill the emissary,” he said with a warm smile meant for Elizabeth to forgive him.

Elizabeth indeed forgave him. It was hard to resist to his manners, his smile and the way he knew to use words.

“Come, Mr Darcy, let us return if Lady Sommershire needs me.”

Darcy wanted to protest but he understood it was in vain. A vivid sentiment of fear and impuissance overtook him. He had never imagined that in that difficult way of conquering Elizabeth, a new obstacle could appear. And this time the barrier was so dangerous, he could hardly breathe. Elizabeth liked him, but it was only a thin as ice sentiment. At any moment the viscount, with his apparent candour and truthfulness could remove his return to her heart.

“I would appreciate if the viscount let us finish our conversation,” he finally said. But Elizabeth removed her hand and the three of them headed in silence to the parlour where the guests were gathered.

As they entered Jane came happily to them, she took her sister away, leaving the two enemies, together; Darcy was trembling from anger. “It has been ten years since we lived foolishly; this is real life, Devonshire!”

“Indeed, Darcy old friend, let the best of us win!” he said and before Darcy could make a move, he followed Elizabeth and Jane.













Chapter 14




“I am in the oddest situation,” Elizabeth’s voice was altered by emotion.

“My dear,” Lady Sommershire spoke with concern, “what happened?”

It was the next day after the memorable dinner at which the Duke of Sommerville announced his engagement to Miss Mary Bennet.

“I thought you had a good time last night, I remembered it was you to request Mr Darcy’s attendance.”

“Oh yes, I wanted to meet with Mr Darcy…but I did not tell you the whole truth.”

Her friend’s eyes were so benevolent that Elizabeth finally smiled.

“You are such a good friend, so sincere and truthful. And so generous!”

Sophie blushed with pleasure, hearing Elizabeth’s words. She was not used to receiving praise. In fact, she was not used to living among people and sharing pleasant relationships.

“I do not deserve your words, Elizabeth; what I did is nothing compared to your family’s gift. Mary gave us back our lives. Thomas’s happiness makes my own happiness complete.”

They drank a cup of tea in the silence of her parlour still thinking about last night’s dinner.

“Almost complete,” Elizabeth said.

Sophie smiled at her friend’s delicate allusion…which was utterly true. Since Thomas was better, she was again thinking about her own happiness.

“You first, my dear…,” Sophie said, inviting her friend to talk but also ready to unveil her feelings and hopes.

“I did not tell you—I did not tell anyone, in fact—that Mr Darcy proposed to me some months ago.”

Sophie was surprised but not shocked by the news.

“I suspected there had been some entanglement between you two! Last night I was not three feet from him when he saw you, he was on the verge of losing composure. And neither were you too far from doing so.”

“It is more complicated than you think. In the beginning, when I first met him, I found him so arrogant, I remember thinking he was unfriendly and aloof, even unapproachable. Moreover, he did not like my family, considering himself much above us. He especially did not tolerate my mother’s…well…you know what I mean, her ways of behaving.”

But Sophie was not of her opinion, “I think someone who raised five girls like you, merits much respect.”

“You are kind, but she can be annoying sometimes.”

“Show me a person in this world who has no flaws…” Sophie said with much determination.

“Anyway, Mr Darcy and I had some rather strong exchanges of words. I was furious as I could not allow him to be mean to my family…”

“Good for you, my dear! I strongly appreciate the girls and women who dare to defend a principle.”

“Yes, I might be that kind. However, occasionally I am also too proud and I express my anger too violently. It is what happened with Mr Darcy. Just before his proposal I had found out that he had influenced Mr Bingley not to pursue a relationship with Jane. I was angry and frustrated…and I horribly refused his proposal. I even insulted him repeatedly, only to find later that he is a generous and honest man. He might be arrogant, but he helped my family like no other person did when Lydia eloped.”

Sophie knew the story as Mary had told Thomas the truth about Lydia and Wickham.

“And everything he said about Wickham proved to be true…imagine my distress. Some of the flaws I have seen in him are also my own.”

“My dear,” Sophie spoke with much affection, “you must not be so harsh on yourself, we all make mistakes.”

“I agree, but when you do not recognise you were wrong, then it is more than a mere mistake. So for the last months I just hoped to have an opportunity to tell Mr Darcy I was also wrong. And finally to thank him for helping my family.”

Sophie’s insistent gaze made Elizabeth blush slightly. “I admit it was more than that. I wanted to meet him with no resentments between us and see if there is some other feeling between us.”

“It is just as I thought! Sophie said, and then, unwilling to let the subject drop, added, “You were so eager to meet him that it must have been more than a misunderstanding.”

“I agree, I have feelings for him, and I must clarify their nature and intensity.”

“That I can understand, and I admire your maturity in such a delicate matter. Many women just rush into a relationship and suffer afterwards.”

“Exactly, it is not like in Jane and Mr Bingley’s case. They are sure about their reciprocal feelings while in my case, it is such an important change, from being angry and frustrated to like a man.”

“I totally agree, but I do not see what went wrong.”

Suddenly there was a noise coming from the park. They stood up to see Thomas and Mary riding and laughing not far from the house. It was a pleasant sight for both of them. Sophie was astonished by Thomas’s happy laughter while Elizabeth admired Mary’s perfect dress, a lady riding near her duke.

“I did not even know that my sister could ride,” Elizabeth whispered after a pause.

“Well, it seems that your sister can do a lot of things. Day by day, she becomes a suitable wife for him and a future duchess. It is what I admire most in all of you. You are so capable of pursuing your dreams, and that is also the merit of your family!”

Elizabeth had to agree. In the past, she had never thought of her parents as the principal source of their education and good behaviour.

Sophie waved at the two youngsters and then closed the window, eager to continue their conversation—delighted to be alone as Mrs and Mr Bennet accompanied Jane to Mr Bingley’s house.

“Most probably in the afternoon we will have a second marriage to prepare,” Elizabeth spoke with much satisfaction.

“Is it not wonderful that in such a short time this house has already seen two proposals?”

“Well, one is still to come…”

“But we do not doubt that it is the reason Mr Bingley invited your family to breakfast. But do continue your story.”

Elizabeth hesitated as she had arrived at her worries, it was hard to explain what happened a night ago.

“I thought I would have a pleasant meeting with Mr Darcy, decided as I was to be honest and encourage him to court me. You are right: we were both excited and eager to be alone and discuss, but…it went all wrong when Viscount Devonshire interposed between us!”

This time Sophie’s face expressed the purest shock. “What are you saying, Elizabeth? Was he rude or aggressive?”

“On the contrary, he was polite but cunning as his obvious intention was not to let me speak to Mr Darcy.”

“And?” Sophie had a childish curiosity on her face.

“And he finally succeeded. Mr Darcy was on the verge of an essential question when the viscount burst between us and interrupted our conversation.”

“Was Mr Darcy asking you again to marry him?”

Elizabeth smiled at her friend’s impatience.

“Not quite. Tacitly we decided to go slower towards a new relationship. It was more an allusion to my intentions. I was ready to tell him my feelings were changed and I accepted his courtship. But that never happened as the viscount literally dragged us from the glass hall to your parlour, telling us you were searching for me.”

“I was not!” Sophie exclaimed. “I asked your mother if she knew where you were, that was all. But it could be possible that the viscount heard our conversation.”

“Yes, but that means he had the intention to find us…This is the odd part, all evening long I was between Mr Darcy and the viscount, and they both tried to capture my attention. It was a fight, Sophie! In the beginning, I was flattered by their attention, but in the end, in the glass hall, I became worried. There was something out of control about this competition between them, as it was not just about me. The viscount was oddly eager to have us back in the parlour—an intruder wholly inconsiderate about our conversation. I did not like him at all, but on the other hand, I did not like Mr Darcy’s response, which became so angry that I was afraid they would end up fighting. My interest in either of them just attenuated and I am so sorry. I wanted so much to make progress with Mr Darcy.”

“But, Elizabeth, you still can. Do not judge Mr Darcy after just one meeting. Maybe he had motives to be angry.”

“This is not all. At the end of the evening, when we said goodbye, Mr Darcy told me—instead of any affectionate greetings—to take care because the viscount was dangerous. And again I did not like the way he behaved. He seemed a jealous man blaming a possible rival.”

“But that may be the situation. He loves you, and he feels he is losing you again.”

“I know, but in that case, he was not at all elegant in trying to defame his rival…He was just an angry man who saw his plans failing.”

Elizabeth was silent for a long moment, but the story was far from ended.

“What about the viscount?” Sophie asked. “Did you like him better?”

“I do not know…he is so different from any man I have met. I think that is the reason I enjoy being with him.”

“He certainly is, Lord Devonshire is a London bird. I doubt he ever leaves London, and these gentlemen are a different species. They are interested only in mundanities and fashion and gossip while people like Mr Darcy usually administrate their estates; they take good care of their employees, and are always travelling between London and their estates…”

Sophie stopped talking.

“Do not stop, Sophie; I am so interested in what you are saying, why did you stop?” Elizabeth asked in haste.

“Because this might be a misconception or prejudice. I do not know how London society is nowadays, and surely I do not have the right to judge based on my memories.”

“So you do not know anything about Lord Devonshire?”

“No, but we can find out!” Sophie said with a very determined voice. “We should go to my friend Lady Roxanne Russell, the one who was near me at dinner.”

Elizabeth did not remember at all the lady who stood near Sophie. She had been more interested in the adorable glances between Sophie and Lord Montrose, who was seated on Sophie’s other side.

“Never mind,” Sophie said, “it is not important to remember her. I will order the carriage and in one hour we could be ready to go!”

“Uninvited?” Elizabeth asked.

“My dear, at this moment you, or any of your sisters, can go to any house in London. They all have their doors opened to you.”













Chapter 15




Lady Russell received them with the broadest possible smile and a secret determination to find out as many details as possible about the duke’s wedding.

She lived in a new and beautiful house in St. James’s Square.

“Near Lord Castlereagh,”[1] she told them when Sophie complimented her on the house.

With each day that passed, Elisabeth was aware of the immense change that had taken place in their lives. Only some two months ago Bingley’s sisters were hardly speaking to them and now she or Jane could enter the most prestigious houses in London.

It was amazing but she was sometimes overwhelmed by this life. It was not the luxury or the wealth that scared her but the mere fact that they shared a different kind of existence. For Elizabeth Bennet from Hertfordshire, they were complete strangers. She remembered her father speaking with uncle Gardiner about Lord Castlereagh in the context of war. Still, she could not say anything about his family or the way they lived. And now she was just two houses away from his home meeting a lady who, most probably, often visited there. The Regent or Lord Castlereagh were not quite like real people as seen in Hertfordshire. She was afraid she could not handle the change. However, just as Sophie told her the people they met treated her like one of their own.

They sat in a cosy and intimate parlour, Lady Russel’s private room just near her bedroom. She was wearing an exquisite dressing gown with a long trail, more fitted to a ballroom. Cut from rustling silk it made her look like a princess and not like a woman who did not take her breakfast—as she said—while inviting them to join her in the dining room.

“Lord Russell departs in the morning at inconceivable hours,” she said like a sort of excuse that she took breakfast at noon.

“And the children?” Sophie asked.

“The boys are at Eton and Virginia is with her grandparents in Bath,” Lady Russell answered with an indifferent smile.”

“What about you, my ladies?” she asked. “How are you preparing for the great event?”

“Roxanne dear, I am so happy for Thomas’s return to the life that each day is a happy event. As for his wedding, it will take place in Saint Paul’s Cathedral,” Lady Sommershire replied cheerfully looking at Elizabeth who approved.

“What about the guest list?”

Elizabeth was also interested as few details were known even by the family.

“Thomas decided to have a small family gathering. Only close family are invited, but he promised that this season we will also have a party.”

Elizabeth admired the way Sophie was leading the conversation. She offered some insignificant details about the duke and Mary and only when they returned to the parlour did she attack the problem they came for. She began by talking about the people who attended the dinner. They chatted about one or another when, as by chance, she said, “Lord Devonshire was rather insistent to gain Miss Bennet’s favours.”

And she added at once, “Tell us more about Lord Devonshire. Miss Bennet and her sister are staying in my house and I want to know everything about the gentlemen who are courting them.”

It was meant to be an inoffensive conversation, but its result took Elizabeth and Sophie by surprise. They looked on in shocked astonishment at Lady Russell completely losing her composure. It was like a volcano had exploded in her chest, spreading incandescent lava. Even her ears were so red that Elizabeth feared she would faint on the sofa. She could hardly breathe but tried very hard to regain her senses.

After a long time, she whispered, “Please excuse me, I do not feel well, it is probably because of the breakfast.”

They left the house after a brief greeting, totally inappropriate for the previous friendship they displayed only minutes ago.

Just arrived in the carriage they looked at each other with unfeigned curiosity, “What was that?” Sophie asked. “It is the first time in my life to see such a reaction.”

They travelled in silence for some minutes, but the situation was too odd not to discuss further. The truth was apparent to them, but neither dared to name it.

“I hope I am wrong, but Lady Russell’s strange reaction was not because of a rotten egg…” Sophie said.

“No,” Elizabeth agreed, but she could not say more.

“It is about Lord Devonshire…” Sophie whispered although they were alone in a carriage on the streets of London.

They could not know the truth, yet they both guessed what had happened.

“I cannot believe it; Roxanne seemed a happy woman. She always talked about her husband with admiration…and she has three beautiful children…But of course, we do not know what is really going on in their house.”

“However, we had an indirect answer about Lord Devonshire,” Elizabeth said with a strange preoccupied voice.

“It looks like we did. You have to know that in London it is not so rare for a married woman to have a…” Sophie said, “you would be surprised…”

Elizabeth was surprised, she thought of her mother or her aunt, of all the women she had ever known, so committed to their families and husbands. But then she thought at Lydia and her certainty about wrong and right was shattered into thin air. There were all kinds of women and all sorts of circumstances. But Lord Devonshire was a man unlike any she had ever met before.

∞∞∞

 

“Lord Devonshire was here an hour ago, madam,” the maid informed Sophie while handing her some messages on a tray.

The first message was from the viscount, informing her that he had stopped to thank her and the Duke of Sommershire for last night’s invitation to the engagement party.

Sophie gave Elizabeth the message, “He is quite interested in us…or you!”

She rang again for the maid, “Who did Lord Devonshire ask to see, Maggie?”

The maid did not hesitate, “His Lordship asked to see you and Miss Bennet…Miss Elizabeth,” she said, looking at Elizabeth, “but when I informed him, you were not home, he asked to see His Grace, so I called for Scott who kindly refused to disturb His Grace.”

Scott was the duke’s butler.

“My God, the viscount is hovering around us. I do not know what he really wants,” Sophie spoke while looking at the other messages. “I have some messages for you, my dear,” she continued while they both sat to read.

The first was from the viscount and made Elizabeth slightly blush. Most probably the viscount was Lady Russell’s…lover. She had problems even thinking without blushing about that situation which happened more often than she could imagine. Yet in her inner self, she could not say that Lord Devonshire had entirely scandalized her.

Dear Miss Bennet,

It was an exquisite pleasure to be in your company last night.

I would be most honoured to see you again on an occasion of your choice.

As Sophie was looking at her with much curiosity, Elizabeth handed her the letter, “Is he inviting me to visit him?” she asked with an outraged voice. “What do you understand from that?”

Sophie read the letter and nodded, “Yes, I received almost the same message from him. He is inviting us to return his morning call. It is highly unusual to invite two unmarried women. I am not, yet, a venerable dame who does not need a chaperone.”

“He is audacious and disrespectful!”

“He is rather worried that he cannot come here uninvited so he hopes he will see you in other circumstances.”

“Me?” Elizabeth said.

“Of course, it is about you! The question is, do you want to see him?” And she showed the other letter that she held in her hand. It was from Darcy. Elizabeth had one too. Only, that afternoon, instead of opening Darcy’s letter first, she rushed to open the viscount’s message.

“Mr Darcy is inviting all of us to dinner, most probably your parents received one too. A formal, decent invitation, no question about.”

Sophie glanced at the letters in her hands, “One from the viscount the other from the man you liked…until yesterday.”

“I still like him, Sophie!” Elizabeth exclaimed, but her voice was less decided than the words. “But we don't know anything for sure about the viscount, yet.”













Chapter 16




Jane was so excited when she came back from Mr Bingley’s that from the door she cried to Elizabeth and Sophie, “It is official, my father also agreed, I will marry Charles!”

She sat down, incapable of restraining her happiness, “It was the most delightful breakfast in my life. We decided to marry soon, after Mary and Lord Sommershire, maybe two weeks after… and we will depart immediately for Netherfield.”

She continued to speak of her happiness, so adorable that she filled the room with her perfect state of mind.

“And Mama was so happy she nearly cried…as for Papa—you know him—he just looked at me. It was enough to feel how pleased he was.”

“His sisters were also present…” she stopped for the first time since her arrival.

“What is it, my dear?” Elizabeth asked, slightly worried. “Were they mean to you?”

“No,” Jane replied. “They were nice, even gracious about our marriage…”

“But then?”

“When I went to refresh, I overheard a strange conversation between Charles’s sisters. They did not know I could hear them. Caroline was saying to Louisa in an insinuating tone, ‘Did you hear that our dear Elizabeth was at the table near Viscount Devonshire?’ and they both laughed. I felt so angry they continued to speak about you, although I did not understand why they were enjoying the news. Then I thought that maybe he is a despicable person…ruining your reputation…” Jane stopped again and blushed, her eyes fixed on Sophie, “I am sorry,” she said, “I am sure that all persons who come to your house are respectable!”

Elizabeth and Sophie glanced at each other. Jane had to know their worries regarding Lord Devonshire.

“Let’s say, my dear, that I hardly know the people from the Ton. In the last seven years, we did not receive any important news from outside. People change and reputations are easily shattered.”

“But we suspect there is something peculiar about the viscount. We need to know much more about him,” Elizabeth said, “I agree that I liked him and envisaged meeting him in the future. But that was before my confidence in him was somehow challenged.”

Jane nodded, “I am sure Charles’s sisters know much more, their principal activity is gossip. Unfortunately, we cannot question them, but I can ask Charles as he will come this evening to see my parents.”

She was somewhat embarrassed; Charles Bingley came only for her. However, she did not dare to claim his interest.

“Do not worry,” Sophie said, “we will know much more this evening. Thomas invited Lord Montrose to spend some time with us and he will arrive before dinner.”

Mr and Mrs Bennet were hosted in a beautiful apartment in the west wing of the palace. They had a parlour and a dining room. The duke encouraged them to feel at home, to receive guests and stay as long as they wanted. “Perpetually,” he even said to Mr Bennet, who was becoming one of the few people who was invited to dine with him and Mary.

Mrs Bennet agreed that the duke needed time to return to life and they were eager to help him in any way they could. It was an indirect way of giving his consent to the peculiar situation that reigned in Sommershire Palace. Secretly he was not happy about his daughter and the duke spending almost all their time alone. Still, he decided to hide his anxieties and accept that Mary knew what she was doing.

“Do you see any harm in this arrangement?” Mr Bennet asked Mrs Bennet.

Mrs Bennet looked at her husband cautiously, for once she wanted to be sure that her answer would cause no harm. “What arrangement?” she asked, watching Mr Bennet attentively. She could see he was embarrassed and finally understood what his question meant.

“You are worried about Mary being too close to the duke before marriage?” she asked and saw Mr Bennet’s agitation but he did not say a word.

“Do not worry, my dear, they had never been alone in the house and the fact that they study and eat alone it is not such a problem.”

It was an excellent answer, still he just wanted to see Mary married and only then he would regain his peacefulness.

∞∞∞

 

With Lord Montrose also coming, Sophie invited all her guests to celebrate Jane and Mr Bingley’s engagement.

It was a joyful gathering meant to wish a happy life to the most adorable couple. Even the duke participated, proving the family and friend were important for him, too.

“Mary and I decided to spend our honeymoon in Bath and Brighton and to take Kitty with us—if Mr and Mrs Bennet agree.”

“What a good surprise,” Mrs Bennet exclaimed, happy that Kitty would finally be received at Sommershire Palace.

Only Mr Bennet did not look happy with such a proposition. Until Mary, who was seated near him, laid a hand on his arm and whispered, “Father, she will not embarrass our family; you can have confidence in me!” Her tone was so firm that Mr Bennet stared at her, astonished how little he knew his daughter. Every day she was becoming a determined young woman, fully prepared to assume her new role as Duchess of Sommershire. He kissed her hand in a sign of approval, relieved that Kitty also was on a safe way to a dignified life and, maybe, to a successful marriage.

His only worry was now Elizabeth, who had been unusually silent all dinner long. A day before he followed her glow seated between that arrogant Mr Darcy and a jovial young man, Viscount Devonshire, who had led her to the table. Mr Bannet wondered what could have happened to rip away the light from Lizzy’s face.

Elizabeth was restless; she barely waited for the dinner to finish and to meet Sophie and Jane—hoping that at least one of them would know more about the viscount.

And indeed it was Sophie to come with news, her red cheeks told a whole story about the emotion the Marquess of Montrose brought to her table.

“My dear, it is not about me,” she said in haste, “I am happy to have Andrew here, of course, but he told me some perturbing news about the viscount. In fact, we decided that he would select from now on the people we can meet. It seems the viscount is still received in many houses, but he has a horrible reputation when it comes to young wives or daughters…”

“Oh, my God!” Elizabeth exclaimed, looking at Jane. She still hoped Jane had better news. Mr Bingley said nothing about the present but told her a story that took place, years ago, between Darcy and the viscount. With his well-known delicacy, Mr Bingley said there was animosity—even hostility between the two of them.”

“Mr Darcy’s reaction makes sense now, maybe they were rivals,” Elizabeth whispered, disappointed.

“Most probably,” Sophie said, “but while Mr Darcy has led, since then, a respectable life, the viscount continued his adventures, we have material proof...”

Elizabeth approved, “Lady Roxanne Russell’s cheeks on fire!”

Sophie recounted to Jane many details about their morning visit. When, at the end of the story, she stood up excited and exclaimed, “Officially in seven years this is my first gossip!”—they all three burst into laughter.

“I am sorry to gossip and laugh, I despise Lord Devonshire for his kind of life but I also condemn Roxanne. I do not see any possible circumstance that allows a woman to behave in that way.”

Although she laughed, Elizabeth was not happy. She had felt a certain attraction to the viscount—that could not be denied. He was different from Darcy, he was sparkling and had such a peculiar way of treating ladies…which, in the end, proved to be his weapon, not quality.













Chapter 17




On the way to Darcy’s place, as the evening before, Elizabeth was apprehensive. But, this time, for different motives. They had been so close to confessing how they felt when the viscount’s interruption made her lose confidence in her own feelings. It was disappointing that it took so little to question again her wish to deepen the relationship with Darcy and eventually arrive at a new proposal.

She did not know how to face their meeting, what to say, how to act. She was saved by Georgiana, who welcomed them with such joy that most of Elizabeth’s unease faded away.

She had often imagined Darcy’s London home but never the majestic three-storey building that appeared to be more a palace than a house. She admired the large hall and the stairs in green marble that went to the next levels. They entered a charming parlour with a panoramic view of a garden that took Elizabeth’s breath away.

Darcy used every opportunity to fix his gaze on her, he wanted to guess her state of mind before he had the opportunity to talk. And he did not lose any time. As soon as his sister left her side to chat with the other guests, he approached and offered to show Elizabeth some works of art, statues and paintings, in a hall on the first floor. “Please come,” he said, “Charles also will be there with Miss Jane.”

Elizabeth searched for Jane and indeed she was heading out the door with Charles. Their little escape was approved by Mrs Bennet, who made a gentle sign for them to go. She was glad that the Gardiners were also part of the gathering, promising a pleasant evening as she had so many in the last week. In truth, Mrs Bennet was happy and seeing Mr Darcy’s house she was ready to like him too.

∞∞∞

 

The two pairs climbed the stairs first Charles with Jane and, at some distance, Elizabeth with Darcy. They were silent, not knowing how they could open the discussion. The last time they shared a significant moment, unfortunately, was interrupted by the viscount. A slight embarrassment was floating between them and it seemed the magic had vanished.

The small and intimate drawing-room they entered was far from the art hall Darcy had promised. It was a woman’s place and the portrait on the wall told Elizabeth it was Darcy’s mother’s room. The young woman from the painting, looking at her child, was so delicate and loving that Elizabeth relaxed, for the first time that evening. Touched by the painting she looked around; it was a nice cosy room with lace curtains and a wide sofa to spend a lazy afternoon. His intentions were clear; he wanted her to see his real life and make her feel at ease. She was still looking around when his voice awakened her from reverie.

“I am sorry, Elizabeth for the other night, please forgive me!”

Although surprised, she felt good; he called her Elizabeth with so much love despite his sad face. He was begging her to forgive him. “I was angry at that man who destroyed our perfect moment, but it is not a way to behave near you!”

Feeling sorry for his torment Elizabeth gently laid her hand on his elbow. They were standing in front of a large window looking outside at the snowflakes that were dancing before landing on the ground. It was not cold enough to settle, but still, the show was marvellous.

“First,” she said, “where are Jane and Mr Bingley, Fitzwilliam?”

She emphasised his first name because everybody else called him Darcy.

Finally smiling, he took her hand to his lips in a slow gesture, not leaving her eyes for an instant. She blinked and slightly flushed, not out of shyness but because of the intense emotion that his lips, on her skin, triggered.

“They are in the painting hall,” he answered, still looking at her.

“And why are we alone here?”

But then it was no longer essential to have an answer; he still had her hand in his hand, so she observed the painting and asked, “What did your mother call you?”

He kissed her hand again. Delighted by her question his eyes blinked with emotion, “Fitz,” he said. “Mama called me Fitz.”

“Fitz,” she repeated, and he could hear in the air his mother’s voice calling him.

“Why are we alone here, Fitz?”

“Because I want you to forgive me, Elizabeth. Do you?”

As she was not answering, he continued, “Enough to let me kiss you?”

She would have never imagined such a powerful emotion that could impede her from moving or talking. It was like her heart was beating in her head while deep down in her body she could feel an unknown answer to his words and his touch. She removed her hand, continuing to look at him, their gaze intense. She did not recognise her voice when she said, “We have to talk first, Fitz,”

The man in front of her nodded, “Yes, Elizabeth.”

“But not now, we have to return, the others will discover us missing.”

“When, then?”

If she closed her eyes she could see the snowflakes gently travelling to the ground; her own feelings were like them moving to a territory where she could finally understand them…she enjoyed the sensation, there was no hurry, in the end.

The doors to the dining room were open, as she entered the parlour alone. She observed the colonel talking to her father, he bowed from a distance as happy to see her as she was to see him. Her father’s face bore no cloud so she could imagine their conversation was on a better subject than Lydia.

She observed the colonel’s quick look at Darcy…at Fitz—she thought. Her body was again inundated by the fever she felt for the first time in Anne Darcy’s drawing-room. She wondered if men shared confidences the way women did. It could be an explanation for the colonel’s gaze to Darcy. If they did confess one to another, Darcy’s cousin certainly knew about his sentiments. But hopefully not about the discussion at Rosings. Then she looked after Darcy. She found him coming toward her to lead her to dinner, this time with no dangers around. He smiled and again her heart galloped in happiness.

“When do you think we could talk?” Darcy whispered as soon as they sat at the table. Elizabeth stared at him with reproach and then looked around to see if anyone had heard his words. But near her was the colonel who was talking to Jane and in fact, nobody cared about them. From time to time, Darcy ‘accidentally’ touched her hand or her elbow when he took a slice of bread or the salt from the table. The first time she really believed it was by chance, but then she understood he was searching for those occasions when her hand was on the table. It was a game she had never played.

“When Miss Elizabeth?” he asked again, and she was sure he would not stop until he got his answer.

“Tomorrow, at breakfast?” she asked, looking at him.

“I could never come to Lady Sommershire’s home, uninvited,” he replied with a worried face. He was searching for solutions as it was vital for him to talk to her.

“Not to Lady Sommershire’s but to my parents, they take breakfast in their dining room. I will ask my father to invite you.”

Just after dinner, she plotted with Jane and both asked permission for Mr Bingley and Mr Darcy to come in the morning for breakfast.

Although Mr Bennet agreed to invite the two gentlemen, he still had reservations. He whispered to Elizabeth “Do you think we can use Lady Sommershire’s kind invitation to have our own guests so often?”

“Yes father, remember it is the duke who decided.”

∞∞∞

 

While Mr Bingley insisted on leading Jane and her parents with his carriage, Elizabeth and Sophie found themselves alone, happy to share the evening’s events, in complete safety as Lord Montrose was riding near their carriage.

“Where did you disappear to, Miss Bennet?” asked Sophie with a false angry tone as soon as they left.

Elizabeth blushed, but in the carriage’s darkness it was impossible to observe, “He invited me to see his works of art…”

“And…” Sophie was pressing her.

Elizabeth hesitated, she made such confidences only to Jane. However, lately, her friendship with Sophie had grown and she felt she could unveil all her secrets. And even more…With Jane, they had never crossed a certain boundary into the intimacy related to the man they liked or loved. Jane was shy and she could not speak about subjects more intimate than a kiss on the cheek.

“And…” Elizabeth finally said, “…he took me to his mother’s drawing-room.”

In the darkness, Elizabeth could not see her friend’s face, but she heard a “Good for you!” said from the heart.

“And…?” Sophie was eager to learn more. It was so enjoyable to have a friend like Elizabeth and discuss any subject…even the most intimate ones.

“The emotion between us was so strong, it was impossible to talk,” Elizabeth whispered although nobody could hear them.

“I know what you mean,” Sophie whispered in her turn.

“I asked father to invite him tomorrow for breakfast…”

“Splendid!” Sophie cried. “We will have breakfast together, I hope your parents will approve!”

Elizabeth nodded, she knew how to convince her mother.

“And then,” she said already dreaming, “I think we could go for a walk in the park.”













Chapter 18




“I do not remember a time when I was happier,” Sophie declared next morning at the end of breakfast.

She was looking at Lord Montrose who spoke to Darcy and Mr Bennet and dared to imagine they would have a life together in a short time.

“Let us go to the park and walk, as it is the first snow this year,” she said, looking around the table.

It had snowed all night and a thin layer of white covered the grounds. It was a gorgeous sight completed by the trees powdered with snow.

Mr and Mrs Bennet declined the invitation, but they sat near a window to see the young people enjoy the winter.

“It is a nice time for us, my dear!” Mr Bennet said while he sipped his tea.

“Indeed, it is Mr Bennet, and I am glad to find you more relaxed. And all because of Mary…who could have predicted such a thing? If you had told me this two months ago, I would have laughed.”

“I know, I am almost ashamed how little we knew about her; did you see what an accomplished rider she is?” Mr Bennet pointed out Mary and the duke riding in the distance —as they did each morning at the same hour.

“I am wondering what Lizzy is doing,” Mrs Bennet said watching her daughter who was walking near Mr Darcy. “I would have never suspected she liked that gentleman.”

Mr Bennet only nodded, he had meditated a great deal last night about that situation “He is a fine young gentleman, you have to agree.”

“I do,” Mrs Bennet replied, remembering his house and the excellent dinner from last night. “But still I find him less agreeable than Mr Bingley or even Lord Montrose.”

“Maybe we need time to get accustomed to him.”

“I am still wondering what happened to that gentleman who took Lizzy to the table the night of Mary’s engagement,” Mrs Bennet asked with some curiosity.

“Lord Devonshire,” Mr Bennet said, “the best decision is to keep him far from Sommershire. I do not care for the idea of two pretenders to one of our daughter’s hand. Let us hope Mr Darcy has serious intentions.”

∞∞∞

 

Mr Darcy’s intention was indeed earnest; he had arrived determined to ask Elizabeth to be his wife. He was also decided to avoid any subject that could spoil the wonderful atmosphere that grew between them a day before. He waited for the two other couples to take some distance and then he said in haste, “Let us discuss, Elizabeth!”

Her hand again a happy prisoner of his arm, she felt ready to discuss. She needed to know more about the story between Darcy and the viscount before the wind of happiness would blow between them again.

“Why were you so angry?” she asked.

“Besides the fact that I was on the verge of telling you something vital for me and he brutally interrupted us?”

“Yes!”

“He was completely impolite, indelicate, intrusive…do you want more?”

“I agree,” Elizabeth said, “I also was disturbed by his intrusion, but I was not as upset as you were. What is really between you two, Fitz?”

“Do not call me Fitz please…unless you want to be kissed in front of your family and friends,” he said half-jokingly with a harsh voice that conveyed all his emotion.

Elizabeth’s gaze was so playful that he stopped to look at her, “Should I call you, Darcy, then?” she asked and then she continued, “Come, walk! Before Jane and Mr Bingley approach us and hear what you are saying.”

They strolled in silence for some time, “Speak, Fitz!”

“It is a story ten years old.”

“I suspected,” she said. “Did you love the same lady?” she asked, making it even harder for Darcy to tell her the truth. She was a decent young lady from a more than nice family and environment. He was sure in her world the worst possible story was that of Lydia and Wickham.

“No, it was about a sort of competition he initiated between us, I swear I tried to get out of his game, but he had an obsession.”

Elizabeth thought about the viscount’s friendly smile, which seemed so sincere and wondered if Darcy was not exaggerating again as he did with that anger.

“It is hard to believe, I know because he knows how to look innocent…while I was a mad man.”

Indeed that is the problem—Elizabeth thought. But then she remembered Lady Roxanne and her distress and, at the same time, she recalled all her experiences with Darcy. He could be arrogant, even hurt people, but that was because he always spoke what he thought and felt. He was inconsiderate but not a liar, or a story-teller. He may have many flaws, but she had never doubted his sincerity. In fact, she even loathed his sincerity which had hurt her in the past.

“I do not lie, Elizabeth!” he said like a pledge.

“I know you do not,” she whispered. “Yet I did not like how you reacted.”

“I know, I am sorry, but it was the most important moment in my life and he spoiled it.”

“The most important?” she asked, feeling the emotion mount in her body.

“Yes, Elizabeth!” he whispered, not looking at her. “I was near the moment I have dreamed of for months…the very one when you forgive me and…”

Elizabeth, without reflecting, put her gloved hand on his mouth to stop him from telling more. It took some moments to understand that her gesture could have been seen by all the people around. She looked around in haste, but nobody was looking at them—except at the dining room window her mother, who was smiling. Mrs Bennet did not say a word but wondered when to plan the next wedding as she had already two in the near future.

“Elizabeth, maybe I was an unconventional young gentleman who partied a little too much, but I never crossed a certain line; I never upset people around me. George…”

“George?” Elizabeth asked.

“Viscount Devonshire was a vile young man who took pleasure in intrigue, machinations and gossip. He made my life a hell. If I made a move the next moment, he was in my way trying to prevent me from achieving my goal, stealing my ideas. He copied my way of dressing, he ordered the same ties I wore or the pieces of jewellery I favoured. He was suffocating me with no reason just for fun, in a horrible game he enjoyed. It was my dear father’s death that woke me up from that nightmare. I left London and moved to Pemberley…to take care of Georgiana, building a healthy and enjoyable life, dreaming of a family.”

He paused to regain his breath but then he continued with the same determined tone, “What do you think I felt when I saw him after ten long years near the woman I love…”

“Darcy!” Elizabeth cried, making Sophie turn to see them.

“Yes,” he whispered, “I said it, but it was not a secret. I need an answer Elizabeth!”

“And I need some time, please do not rush me.”

It was what he agreed to do although his eyes were sad and worried for the first time that morning.

At that point, a snowball hit Darcy in the back. Curious he turned to find Bingley and Jane laughing like two silly children while his friend prepared to hit him again. It took Darcy just a moment to enter the game. The two men ran into the middle of the park, leaving their ladies laughing. When Lord Montrose joined them, the enjoyment became general.

Even Mr and Mrs Bennet enjoyed the play while in the distance Mary got off the horse and ran to the happy gathering shouting to her future husband, “Come, darling, come!”

To everyone’s surprise, the duke got off the horse and approached the group. They did not dare to throw snowballs at him, but Mary did, laughing and inviting Thomas to enter the game. And from that moment on, it became clear that Mary could urge him to play in the snow and finally be happy.

It was the most joyous moment Sommershire Palace had seen in years. They played like children and cried and even the ladies dared to throw a snowball at each other.

Happy as they were they observed only in the last moment a rider coming on the principal road. They stopped their enjoyment to look at the intruder. As he approached and got off the horse, Elizabeth and some of the others recognised Viscount Devonshire. He wanted to be a part of their circle and intended to gallantly fight for that right…

The winter cold invaded Elizabeth’s body. Not wholly displeased to see him again, she was also worried. She stared at Darcy with a concerned face, but he was smiling, clearly wanting to reassure her. He was not going to make any move unless provoked and it was unlikely the shrewd viscount would dare a confrontation in public. His way of acting was more insidious.

“Good morning,” the viscount said, making a large bow to all of them.

They answered, each in his or her way but obviously not happy to see him.

It was the duke who made a step forward to receive the guest.

“Your Grace,” the viscount said with much enthusiasm. “It is a pleasure to see you enjoying the winter!”

The duke searched Sophie to explain the situation, “My dear, this is Viscount Devonshire, one of our guests at the engagement dinner.”

Thomas of Sommershire greeted the intruder but did not answer his question. He found the stranger much too friendly to his taste.

The viscount slightly disturbed by the cold reception, tried to advance into a more convivial conversation.

“I came to offer Miss Bennet and you all the best wishes on your engagement.” Both the duke and Mary received his wishes with a small gesture of their heads.

“Thank you, Lord Devonshire,” Mary said.

The viscount’s attention moved to Mary when he said with a pleasant smile on his face, “I hope, Miss Bennet, you will give me the pleasure to wish you a long and happy life also at the small breakfast gathering after the wedding, you have organised.”

Lady Sommershire froze before such an audacity. Both Thomas and Mary were watching her while on her stern face a peculiar expression appeared. She looked at Elizabeth also shocked by his words—the same they had used when they visited Lady Roxanne.

“We are sorry Lord Devonshire the small breakfast gathering is only for family,” Sophie said in such a cold tone that even the duke looked at her in surprise. It was not Sophie’s nature to be sarcastic.

It was such a defeat that the viscount’s broad smile transformed into a grin and only an instant after he left in a mad gallop that made the path stone grind his fury. His last glance was for Darcy making Elizabeth instinctively place her hand on his arm in a gesture of confidence. Darcy took her hand and in front of everybody kissed it.

“You are ruining my reputation,” she whispered without reproach.

“Good!” he said while he looked at the duke who was speaking to Sophie and Lord Montrose, “We do not have guards at the front gates?”

“No, Thomas,” Sophie answered, “it was not necessary…till now!”

“Andrew,” he said to Lord Montrose, making Sophie blush with pleasure at his familiarity, “please help me fix this problem; we need to supervise the gates and permit only friends or guests to enter.”

“Of course, Lord Sommershire, I will,” Lord Montrose answered.

“Please call me Thomas as I took the liberty of calling you, Andrew.”

They all headed toward the entrance, but the surprise was not over as again the duke spoke, “We invite you to take a tea in Sophie’s dinner room…and, gentlemen, will you come tomorrow morning to inaugurate our new gallop track?” He was proudly standing near Mary, hand in hand no longer interested in the behaviour imposed by society.













Chapter 19




Elizabeth and Sophie were spending a quiet afternoon again while Jane and her parents were invited to dinner by Louise Hurst, Mr Bingley’s sister.

“Where is Lord Montrose?” Elizabeth asked as she entered the parlour.

“Lord Montrose took the Sommershire Palace’s security very seriously,” she answered with much tenderness. “He intends to fix all our problems so we should hardly see him!”

“But why you did not go with your family?” Sophie asked.

“I cannot say Mr Bingley’s sisters are my best friends; they had to like Jane, so they concentrated all their frustration on me.”

“Frustration?”

“Yes, they probably wanted Mr Bingley to marry a duchess and our family was far from that ideal.”

“I see, but now?”

“Let us say that it would make me sick to see they like me now! In the future, we will meet, but I need some time before seeing them.”

“Let us forget about them and concentrate on us,” Sophie said with joyful anticipation.

“It looks like the viscount exceeded all the limits of proper behaviour, to arrive uninvited, and then ask the duke to invite him to the wedding party.”

“It seems to me, dear Elizabeth, we have seen for the first time his real face, that grin at the end.”

“And the hate in his eyes when he looked at Darcy,” she said and blushed.

“You are calling Mr Darcy, Darcy?” asked Sophie with an insinuating tone.

“Yes, Sophie, I was foolish not to see the evidence. Darcy is an honest and kind man while the viscount, with all his impeccable manners, is a deceiver. Darcy told me that in their youth, ten years ago, the viscount developed a kind of rivalry between them, making his life hell. The viscount was always entangling Darcy’s life with his schemes and his obsessions. And I believe Darcy, he is rude sometimes but incapable of lying and deceiving.”

“It is also what Andrew told me, he despises the viscount but has only good words for Mr Darcy; they attend the same club and sometimes meet when they are in London.”

Elizabeth clapped her hands with joy, “It is so good, now that…” but she stopped.

“Now, come Miss Bennet,” her friend said, “you have to tell me all the truth, what really happened between you and Mr Darcy? Do I see an event on the horizon that could make you happy?”

“Nothing has been said,” Elizabeth whispered.

“But something has been felt!”

“Yes, yes, Sophie.” From whispering she arrived at almost crying while she went to the window. “I could never imagine there are so many feelings I did not know.”

“Indeed, there are, my dear.”

“Do you…?” she wanted to ask an intimate question but stopped again.

“Yes, Elizabeth, yes, I also feel the same about Andrew.”

They stood still watching the park and their footsteps in the snow; it had been a marvellous time of joyfulness and friendship.

“We have known you and your family for only for a few weeks but how important they have been for Thomas and me. I consider you my best friend and your family as my family. You will be my niece-in-law,” she said and continued, “my sister if you permit me.”

Elizabeth took her hands in her own, “Of course I do, Sophie, it is exactly what I feel, that there are now six Bennet sisters.”

In the middle of those joyful confessions Sophie’s eye filled with tears that began to pour down her face.

“Sophie, what is it?” Elizabeth asked worried, while the woman in front of her shook her head. “They are happy tears. I have been so alone and now our house is full again of noises and people and happiness.”

“Sometimes, too crowded…” Elizabeth said. Sophie did not let her continue, “No, absolutely not, it is exactly how a house must be, with kind and attentive parents and many of young people. When Thomas and Mary are married and gone to Bath, I will ask Mr Bennet one huge favour.”

“Anything,” Elizabeth said wholeheartedly, “I can promise anything in his name as I know father so well.”

“I will pray Mr Bennet to be my father for an afternoon and receive Andrew to ask me in marriage. I need to have some normality in my life.”

“My dear, you do not have to pray…only to ask. I am sure Papa will be honoured to give you in marriage to Lord Montrose. He is beginning to have some experience in giving his daughters away…”

“And when will he give you...?” Sophie said.

“Soon, I still need a little time, I enjoy this moment before being engaged, I adore discovering all these emotions.”

“But there is so much more…” and it was Sophie’s turn to blush.

“No!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “Did you really...?” But then she immediately added, “I do not want to intrude or to be inconsiderate.”

“No, Elizabeth, I want to tell you, I need to speak with someone. Usually, one has a mother or a sister while I am all alone.”

“I am here, my dear, your sister, forever. It is such a special sisterhood between us, I feel I am not shy with you and I also need to speak with someone; do not imagine I could speak to my mother…not even to Jane.”

“Yes, Elizabeth, I was with Andrew. Some nights ago, after dinner, he came to my drawing-room to bring me this…,” and she caressed the ruby and diamond necklace she was wearing, a delicate and precious jewel, so right for splendid posture. “We kissed, and I completely lost my mind in his arms. I did not know what it meant to yearn for someone, yet I found out that evening, and what happened was natural and beautiful. We have waited for this moment for seven years, I cannot say it was unexpected.”

“You are so courageous,” Elizabeth said.

“It is not courage, but love, we were on the verge of engaging when the tragedy struck.”

“Poor you! And he waited for you.”

“Yes, lately he said that he was determined to come one night and take me away…like an outlaw, but it is no longer necessary.”

“You look so happy near Lord Montrose.”

“I am, it is not only our love but also all this life I found after so many years of solitude. I even reclaimed possession of our box at the theatre; during all these years it has been used by Thomas’s relatives from his mother’s side.”

Sophie saw the question in Elizabeth’s face and she made a vivid gesture with her hand while saying, “Believe me it is not worth our time to discuss those kinds of people. They did not come once during all these years to see how Thomas was doing. And they are close relatives. Sometimes, the family offers no support, but it does not matter anymore. The important thing is we are going to the theatre and I intend to see all the plays.”













Chapter 20




The next day a beautiful sun appeared in the winter sky, and as if by magic all the snow that covered the park only a day ago vanished.

“It is a spring day, not a winter one,” Jane exclaimed full of joy. She was pretending to look in the park in search of the snow when in fact she was waiting for her betrothed. Bingley and Darcy were expected to come on horseback to participate in a race that Thomas organised for the men on the gallop track. It was the first social engagement he had organised and he was incredibly proud. Traversing the property, his gallop track had an acceptable length to host races between men.

“And between women,” Mary said with much conviction.

Thomas looked at her, almost shocked.

“Not today, my dear, she said, “but one morning between you and me…?”

Bingley arrived accompanied by Darcy at 9 o’clock making Jane frantic with impatience and happiness. “He is coming,” she cried, while her mother and sister smiled. Then blushing she corrected herself, “They are coming, Charles and Mr Darcy.”

Thomas and Andrew were already on the track waiting for them.

“Come, come, ladies hurry up,” she said. “Let us get dressed and go to the park—please hurry; the competition could begin at any moment!”

“Calm down, my dear,” Mrs Bennet said, “they will wait for us to come, we are, after all the audience.”

They saw in the distance the four horsemen speaking near their horses. Mary was already waiting for them in the park, her cheeks red from the cold, a sign she had been outside for some time.

“Imagine,” she said, “Thomas made me accompany him to his track an hour ago, I just watched him riding, all this time…I am a block of ice.”

Her sisters and Sophie surrounded her to offer some warmth, enjoying every moment of that morning while Mr and Mrs Bennet looked at them with pride and delight. “Oh, Mr Bennet, I could not imagine living such a cheerful morning and us so calm and confident about the future. Not our future, but our daughters’.”

They were slowly walking towards the ladies, it was rare for them to spend time outside, strolling, “Remember Mr Bennet, how we used to walk for miles when we were their age?”

Mr Bennet remembered, but he also recalled that his future bride did not like to walk and he had always suspected she agreed to those long walks only to charm him. They were always accompanied by his future brother-in-law and their mother, but still, they were pleasant moments.

“I can hardly wait to go home, Mrs Bennet!” he said while Mrs Bennet scolded him, “I cannot believe that you are not feeling wonderful here. As for me, I will miss this life.”

“Well then, Mrs Bennet you could come whenever you want...if the young duchess will agree.”

He could not help but mingle, besides love and admiration, a little irony when referring to Mary. He looked at her as she was standing in front of them and he had to admit she was beautiful.

Preparing for the start, the gentlemen hardly greeted the ladies, causing a little disappointment, mostly for Jane and Elizabeth. They stared at each other for a few seconds before the stallions whinnied loudly and started to canter towards the start line. A young man from the stables was there to sound a gong.

They decided to have three races, each time the last would be eliminated.

Elizabeth wondered how in just a few moments the men could become children again, enjoying the cold and the competition. Forgetting everything else like love or future brides or…future betrothed. As she looked at Darcy riding, she imagined his thrill being on horseback, his emotion at high speed and that turmoil took her over as if she were one with the man on the horse.

And then he was near her. Darcy was the first to lose a race. She suspected he had done it on purpose just to have the occasion to be with her watching the other races. In the fever of the race nobody was looking at them so he came from behind so close to her that she could hear his respiration; still recovering from the race; his breath made Elizabeth quiver. She shut her eyes, incapable of following the track as her whole body was responding to his approach.

The final race was won by Thomas, he was the youngest but also the only one who really wanted to be the first. He looked so proudly at Mary that everybody agreed he deserved to win.

They rushed to the house, hungry and cold but cheerful.

“Please give us 15 minutes to refresh,” Thomas said in the hall, “and then we will have a colossal breakfast.”

They all spread into the house, some in the dining room others to refresh themselves. The last to enter the hall, Elizabeth and Darcy found themselves alone. They looked around, but it took Darcy just a second to take Elizabeth’s hand and invite her into the empty parlour.

He shut the door and stopped at some distance to let her understand what was happening. She could have protested, leaving the room, but instead she looked into his eyes as he approached her, closer and closer, till their faces nearly touched and he kissed her. In the beginning, their lips just touched, but he could not content himself anymore and took her into his arms. His kiss grew from a mere touch to lust, urging her to react, to cling to him; her hands caressed his neck and it was his turn to lose the last bits of reality.

“I love you,” he whispered against her ear, feeling her tremble as a unique answer. He tightened her body closer…his caresses more daring, till she sighed and put her forehead to his chest. It took a long time for them to separate. Elizabeth leaned on him, her shyness almost vanquished by the power of her sentiments. She wanted him to ask that question again—the one she heard many times in her dreams. But Darcy was silent, he lovingly caressed her face and then he touched her lips burned by the kiss, overwhelmed by happiness and hope. His eyes followed her as she left the room, remembering the kiss and her maddening reaction.

Elizabeth’s luck was the winter from outside, they all had red cheeks and burned lips from the cold. Only her mother’s intense look discovered more, noting the stars in the eyes that each person in love had. She was happy for her but also worried. Elizabeth was so independent and unlike other women that she could love someone and still end up alone. But then she looked at Mary, and she knew love could change a person.

Sophie just glanced at her and knew why she had arrived later than the others, ‘Good for you, Elizabeth,’—she thought. She hoped that it was more than a kiss and she had finally answered ‘yes’ to the question she had denied or avoided in the past.

Ultimately Elizabeth was sure she wanted to be with Darcy, but he let her leave that room without a word. Before they kissed he tried to ask her to marry him but after…he just kept silent. She dreamed their kiss to be the perfect time for him to ask and for her to say yes, but things went differently. And she could not understand why.

She kept on gazing at him, hardly eating while in front of her at the table, he just smiled. That kiss had changed everything between them, however how different were their reactions. Darcy received his answer most stunningly, he was filled by happy expectations while Elizabeth wanted to hear the words.

“How can a kiss change everything?” she whispered to Sophie, who was seated near her.

“It is the difference between being someone’s friend and betrothed.”

“But he did not ask me to marry him, neither before nor after the…” Elizabeth said and Sophie guessed the fear behind her words, so she smiled and said, “He will, my dear; he looks at you with such a hunger that it is not going to take long, just have patience. You told me you want a little time to enjoy…”

“Now I want just to be with him!”













Chapter 21




The night of the theatre party the whole house was in chaos. The maids ran from one lady to another and more than once Elizabeth, Jane and Sophie reunited in one another’s room to ask or give an opinion.

“Are we elegant enough for the theatre?” Jane worried while she looked in a mirror.

Elizabeth and Sophie nodded, she was resplendent in a violet dress that accentuated the whiteness of her perfect complexion.

“Yes, my dear,” Sophie said. “You look like a princess, London will be stunned by your beauty. And believe me, all eyes will be fixed on our box.”

“All of London…yes,” Elizabeth said, “but not the viscount, I am worried he knows we will come.”

“Don’t be worried! He is cunning enough not to make any scene in front of his peers, he will pretend to be our best friend. I have a suspicion he is, in fact, a gossiper and all he wants from us are subjects to present in front of his friends.”

Elizabeth was not so sure it was the only motive. She still remembered the hateful glance the viscount threw to Darcy and feared his obsession. That fire was not extinguished and could reignite with force at the slightest incident.

But then she forgot everything in the carriage that took them to the most significant event they had ever attended in Town.

Theatre Royal was an essential place for those who spent the season in London.

“Those who venture to the theatre do not attend to simply watch a play,” Sophie said. “You will see long carriage lines as many just sit in the carriage wanting to see and be seen.”

“Odd custom,” Elizabeth commented with humour, “I hope we will exit the carriage as soon as we arrive to give a chance for our dresses…not to crease.”

They all agreed, incapable of suppressing their excitement, eager to see the play but also London society at its best.

Darcy—accompanied by Georgiana and the colonel—was already waiting in the lobby, his eyes fixed on her from the second he perceived them coming. It was difficult to cross the impressive crowd—people dressed to the nines laughing and speaking with high voices, hundreds of candles that lit the lobby making every piece of jewellery sparkle in thousands of shiny stars.

Sophie and Andrew led the party, but they often had to stop and to answer the greetings. And it seemed all London wanted to say a word to Lady Sommershire and her company. Sophie smiled and presented Elizabeth and Jane as the Duke of Sommershire’s future sisters-in-law. As the two ladies were making their first appearance at the theatre, many men in the lobby decide to pay their respects imagining that an alliance with the duke would be beneficial but also stunned by their beauty and elegance.

Bingley, just arrived, tried to keep his composure in front of his future bride’s beauty, so he whispered to his friend, “It seems this evening we will have to fight for our ladies.”

Unfortunately, he did not know how true he was.

That night meant to be for entertainment and leisure turned into a disaster at the end of the third act.

∞∞∞

 

The first act was delightful. Elizabeth hardly watched the auditorium as fascinated as she was by the play. She admired the luxurious decor and costumes, the masterpiece of the actor’s interpretation. While the others spoke and laughed, she could not take her eyes from the scene. She had been to the theatre before but that night’s performance was exceptional and the stage, seen from a box, looked so different—she could see every detail.

At the finish of the first act, Mr and Mrs Bennet went to the lobby to meet the Gardiners while the others walked into the spacious hall which connected the boxes. Stewards passed with sparkling wine and glasses of brandy. It was a place for gathering but what a difference from the lobby where the audience from the auditorium met.

She was at Darcy’s arm, excited by the play, dizzied by the surrounding uproar and impatient to share her feelings with him. During that first act seeing her enchantment, Darcy withheld his wish to speak but in the noise around he dared to ask, “So, Elizabeth, how shall we go further?”

Delicately he was questioning her if she wanted to pretend that nothing happened or…

“Yes,” she said. She intended to express in one single word the answers to all his questions but walking side by side he did not see her eyes nor understand the meaning of that word.

He trembled imagining she wanted to forget the kiss. He took two glasses of wine from a tray and made her stop, just wanting to see her eyes; not caring anymore about the people around.

“Yes to which question…?” he asked, offering her the glass.

His gaze was almost hurting her. People were passing by in a continuous stream, many looking at them. In the distance, he noticed the colonel with Georgiana, so he asked in haste with his heart full of fears, “The question from Rosings?”

“Yes!” she said again, but this time as she looked at him, that word could mean only one thing,: Elizabeth wanted to be his wife. He almost dropped his glass, the colonel saved it at the last moment but did not say a word seeing their excitement. What had happened between them was obvious. He looked at Georgiana who was carelessly looking around. He was sorry for her as he knew the happy event would be a difficult one for Darcy’s little sister. However, he had confidence in Elizabeth, and for the time being, he just felt happy for his cousin.

Back in their seats, Elizabeth forgot to follow the actors in the scene; the lines came to her as from a distant fog from the moment Darcy sat behind her. Everything blurred, even the auditorium that rustled in a continuous murmur. Elizabeth could hear Jane’s voice or Andrew’s, asking Sophie if she wanted a glass of wine.

They did not talk, but their silence was full of the last word spoken between them.

It was the sweetest possible punishment, to be engaged between the first and second act—the play that went on and so they could not see each other’s face or speak…or kiss.

During the next break, it proved to be impossible to stay alone. Friends and acquaintances wanted to greet Darcy or Lady Sommershire, asked questions and did not wait for answers, drank and spoke and laughed, but Elizabeth and Darcy could not touch the ground. They still floated on a cloud where they perceived the real world as a distant echo.

He put his hand on her back to protect her from the crowd and her body answered with a quiver he could not miss. He lost his head looking at her long neck, dreaming of the moment he would kiss her.

The third act was delicious torture. At some point he bent toward her to ask a question and he kissed her neck, worried they could be seen but incapable of containing his desire.

Floating in that fabulous happy world—at the end of the third act—they heard a voice.

They both turned at the same moment, violently falling from happiness, fearing the person who entered the box. Elizabeth searched in haste for her parents, hoping that their presence would stop the viscount from any dangerous act. Still, again her parents were missing, probably with the Gardiners in the hall or lobby. She saw Georgiana who was looking at her brother with much curiosity, the colonel and Jane and Sophie with their betrotheds, still unaware of the danger.

“Lady Sommershire, allow me to greet you and your party,” the viscount said with a joyful voice as if he had have forgotten the situation of their last meeting. He was making incredible efforts to be again admitted. The sight of Darcy near Elizabeth wiped the smile from his face for an instant. But he soon recovered and after greeting everybody in the box, he turned to Elizabeth. They were standing with their backs to the theatre with many eyes fixed on their box.

“Miss Bennet,” he said bowing in front of her, utterly ignoring Darcy, “will you do me the honour to accompany you in the lobby?”

It was the very moment when everybody ended up motionless, so obvious was his desire to hurt Darcy while the colonel made a step forward to protect them. Darcy was strangely calm, for only minutes ago Elizabeth agreed to be his wife. He thought nothing could happen anymore and answered in a light, almost friendly tone, “Lord Devonshire, Miss Bennet will stay with her friends and family this evening, please join us, if you want.”

However, he was wrong to adopt such a tone, as unexpectedly ferocious the viscount said, “Will you not give Miss Bennet the right to decide for herself?”

In front of that attitude, Darcy lost his composure, he approached the viscount and said, “Miss Bennet wants to stay with us, with me! So, good evening sir!”

They all held their breath during the conversation hoping Darcy could end the conflict. But they were also wrong. The viscount turned to Georgiana, who was standing near Elizabeth and said, “Maybe Miss Darcy would like to accompany me!” There was such disdain in his words that Georgiana, ashamed, let herself fall into a chair. The viscount’s words were so injurious that Darcy took one more step, close up to the viscount. Lord Devonshire did not say ‘to accompany him to the lobby’ but just ‘to accompany him’. It was such an insult to his sister that Darcy could not take it anymore. He spoke in anger, “I will not make a scene here in front of the ladies but consider I punched you in your face, and you lie at our feet, you knave!”

The viscount’s face was scarlet, distorted by anger and hatred when he spoke, “Consider then receiving my ‘second’, in the morning.”

As he ran out he almost hit Mr and Mrs Bennet who were returning to the box. The happy people they left behind only ten minutes earlier were in a state of shock. They witnessed a dramatic scene, but only the colonel and Lord Montrose really understood what had happened.

Lady Sommershire was the first to recover. She took Georgiana by her hand and said, “Sit, please sit, Miss Darcy, please wave at your friends in the auditorium.” She was doing the same, smiling and waving. “We will stay for another act and only at the first break we will leave.”

It was a smart decision. Elizabeth tried to smile and speak to Georgiana, but she failed, so she raised the opera glasses to her eyes only to hide her tears.

It was the longest half an hour ever. For the first time that evening Darcy was happy Elizabeth could not see his face or that of the colonel’s. They silently decided to step out in the hall and only there, Darcy murmured, “What do you think all this is about?”

From his cousin’s face he understood more than the words could tell, “He is out of his mind!”

Darcy concurred.

“I am afraid he meant what he said,” continued the colonel. “But let us wait for the morning and see if he really sends his ‘second’. But they,” and he indicated the box, “did not fully understand what happened.”

“Excepting for Lord Montrose,” Darcy replied. “What shall we tell the others?”

“The truth.”

Darcy silently agreed and they went back to find Elizabeth standing near the door waiting for them. The colonel took her place in the front row while they sat in the second row, side by side. Darcy took Elizabeth’s hand, he could not do more because the theatre was amply lighted and almost every move was seen from the auditorium.

Darcy kissed her hand and said, “Please, my love, we will talk at home.”













Chapter 22




Lady Sommershire’s supper, meant to be a joyous reunion after the theatre, became a time of anguish and questions. Finally, everyone understood that something serious had happened. While in the carriage Jane and Bingley told Mr and Mrs Bennet about the incident. Once seated at the table they waited for Darcy and the colonel to speak.

“Let us wait for Lady Sommershire,” Darcy said, glad to gain a little more time before exposing the dire enterprise.

As soon as they arrived, Lady Sommershire went to discuss the situation with the duke. The duke and Mary had been invited to meet the Regent who wanted to know his godson’s future wife. Lady Sommershire was worried that some rumours may precede their arrival at the palace. She knew how fast gossip travelled among the Ton and in the viscount’s case gossip spread even faster as he was the one to spread it. They became aware of more and more information about the viscount. He was a womanizer and vile character, but the Ton tended to protect its scoundrels. Lady Sommershire blamed herself for receiving the viscount without knowing what he really was.

As soon as she arrived, she rang for Thomas’s butler. “Is His Grace asleep?” she asked the servant.

“No, madam, His Grace and Miss Bennet are in the library.” And he led her to the library where she found her nephew.

She was anxious, even scared, not knowing what his reaction might be. They had lived a retired life for so long that the outside world appeared complicated and even mad—filled with strange chaos challenging to understand and get used to its rules.

“What is it, Sophie?” the duke exclaimed, seeing her worried face.

Near him was Mary. They were examining a huge map of the world and if it had not been such a tragic situation, she would have smiled at the quiet and serious air around them.

“Sit down, dear Sophie,” Mary said with a sweet and serene voice.

Sophie shook her head, it was not the time for small talk; she was determined not to lie but to avoid the whole truth as she still wanted to protect Thomas.

“You remember that odd personage Viscount Devonshire, who disturbed us the other day?”

Thomas nodded, “The one that I kicked out.”

“Yes,” Sophie said, happy that Thomas was making her task easier.

“He came into our box at the theatre and made a horrible scene, he offended Miss Elizabeth and Mr Darcy’s sister, Georgiana.”

“Georgiana Darcy?” he asked with much interest.

“Yes, do you remember her?”

“Of course I do, she was here a few times with Lady Anne and Mr Darcy. You said that person offended Miss Elizabeth and Miss Georgiana?”

“Yes, yes, my dears,” she answered.

Before her eyes, the happy smile on Mary’s face vanished, cast off by fear, “What does he want from Elizabeth?” she asked.

“Apparently he wanted to court her, but in fact, he just wants to get close to us.”

“But Elizabeth prefers Mr Darcy,” Mary said.

“Exactly! And here comes the horrible part, the viscount challenged Darcy to a duel in front of us all…and by now in front of all England as the viscount is one of the most ferocious gossipers in the Ton.”

“My God, and what does it mean?” cried Mary.

“I know only what Andrew could whisper during our way home from the theatre, but I assure you that Andrew is distraught. Everybody is in the dining room, we planned a supper, but this evening will not be a very pleasant reunion.”

They looked at the duke who seemed deep in reflection, “Come, my dears,” he finally said, “I want to hear everything and discuss this with Mr Darcy and the other men.”

While they walked the distance up to the dining room, Sophie could hear Thomas recounting his meeting with Georgiana; they may have been only five years old, yet his memories were fresh. And again she wondered in admiration about the relationship between Mary and Thomas. Any other girl in Mary’s situation would have felt insecure while she was delighted Thomas recalled a friend from childhood. She encouraged him to remember his former life and his previous experiences and friends. They were two children in paradise and Sophie feared that their golden age could soon be shattered by the villainy of the outside world.

Lady Sommerville did not need to introduce them. Georgiana and Thomas recognised each other and for just an instant the pleasure of meeting again lighted the atmosphere. But it did not last long. Thomas saw the anxious faces and spoke in haste, “Please sit Georgiana; we will have time for memories when all this is over.” He approached Darcy, who introduced the colonel.

“I need to know everything. I am not accustomed to such a situation!” The people around the table admired his composure and the real interest on his face.

It was the colonel to tell every detail of the scene, how the viscount entered their box with the intent to stay and when refused, he offended Miss Elizabeth and Georgiana.

“I admit,” Darcy said, visibly distressed, “I was extremely angered.”

“No, Mr Darcy, it was a gentleman’s reaction in such a situation…only…” Lady Sommershire said.

“Only it did not end well,” the colonel said, “Darcy was angry, and his words enraged the viscount who reacted in the worst possible way…at the end he told Darcy he will send his ‘second’.”

“And what exactly does it mean that he will send his ‘second’? I know what it means but how seriously do you think he is about this course of action?”

“The ‘second’ is the witness to a duel…and I am sure he is determined to pursue his threat,” the colonel spoke with much pain for all who did not know what a ‘second’ was.

At this moment all the gathering understood the gravity of the situation.

As if awakened from sleep, Elizabeth grew pale and stood up watching Darcy with intensity while he came near her.

“What is this nonsense?” she asked.

Georgiana looked at them desperately, unlike the others she was well aware what a duel was, and how dangerous it might be.

“No, you cannot do that,” she said to her brother coming up to him. Darcy just took her into his arms while whispering, “Please, do not be worried.” But his tone was not enough to calm her.

Mrs Bennet approached Elizabeth; on her face, one could see all the pain of a mother for her child in need. “We just got engaged, Mama!” Elizabeth said and a murmur filled the room. Instead of smiles and congratulations, the newly betrotheds received fear and concern.

“The ‘second’ will come in the morning to decide the details, the arms will probably be pistols,” the colonel spoke those tragic words with a mild tone.

“No!” Elizabeth cried, looking at him from her mother’s arms.

“Duelling is forbidden!” Bingley said with a hint of hope.

The colonel honestly answered, “Yes, Charles, it is forbidden by law. But for a man like the viscount, a duel is an exciting experience.”

Georgiana sat down near Mrs Bennet, who took her hand in such a protective gesture that the young girl started to cry, there were no sighs just tears pouring on her face.

“Is there a penalty for the ones who participate in a duel?” the duke asked. Besides the colonel, he seemed the only one to remain calm.

“Yes,” Andrew of Montrose answered, “the participants risk going to prison, but in fact, everybody is accepting…it is considered a manly duty one has to fulfil to the end.”

“It is absurd!” Elizabeth’s cry made Mary leave the duke’s side and come near her. In was the first time in their life when she comforted her sister, “Thomas will find a solution,” she said with much confidence looking at her man.

‘But what solution could an unworldly boy find?’—everybody thought.

“You could refuse to fight,” Elizabeth spoke again in pure agony.

“He cannot!” the colonel’s words fell like a final decision; one nobody could change.

“But why, Darcy, why?” Elizabeth was looking at him with tearless imploring eyes.

“Because if I do not do so, that scoundrel will never let us live,” he said. Then he turned to the duke, “I am so sorry, Lord Sommershire for this turmoil I have brought into your life just days before your marriage.”

“Nonsense Darcy…I do not intend to live with Mary like we have these last weeks, separated from the world. You are my family now, we are a family with Mr and Mrs Bennet and the Gardiners, our parents and we the children…grown up children…all that is happening to anyone of you affects me!”

And he invited Mary to leave but not before he said to Georgiana, “Do not cry, Georgi, everything will be fine, in the end.”

A glance passed between the colonel, Darcy and Andrew—a silent decision to depart and discuss the situation far away from the others, who did not need to know more as any word could trigger despair.

“We will leave now, we have to decide what to do next.” The colonel’s voice was so calm that Darcy thanked the universe that his cousin was near him. He just could not imagine what he would have done without his support and experience. He was the only one who knew how one must prepare for a duel. And for the first time that evening the idea that he could meet his death became true. Not a faraway event but one at two days distance. He looked at Elizabeth but then he decided to chase away those thoughts.

“But why do not you stay here?” Lady Sommershire asked, but a mere glance from Andrew made her understand. They needed to keep a clear mind and the atmosphere at Sommershire Palace was far from the lucidity they required.

“Come, Georgiana,” the colonel said, “I will drive you home.”

Sophie looked at Georgiana and then at Elizabeth, both with the same idea in mind. They imagined the young girl alone in the house.

“Miss Georgiana,” Sophie asked, “will you stay here with us till this situation is solved?”

“Yes, thank you, Lady Sommershire, I do not want to go home!” Georgiana cried and sat down with a sigh.

It was the best solution and Darcy thanked Lady Sommershire for her incredible sensitivity and her capacity to help and understand. He just looked at her and said, “Thank you!”

“Go, Mr Darcy, just go!” Lady Sommershire said. “Miss Georgiana is safe with us!”

“You will stay near them, Bingley,” the colonel said before leaving, “we need Mr Bennet and you to take care of the ladies.”

It was a gentleman’s way to explain to Bingley why he would not be Darcy’s second. The colonel had already decided the second witness would be Lord Montrose.

Andrew stood up near Sophie, he held her hand in his and he gently caressed her on the face.

“What are you doing, Andrew?” she asked, but she already knew what he was doing.

“I am Darcy’s second witness,” Lord Montrose said, leaving Sophie in a state of despair.

She could not talk to him in front of Elizabeth. How could she tell Andrew not to go? Yet her heart was in agonizing pain as she imagined horrible accidents when a stray bullet might hit a witness. And in one moment her despair exploded as it was so unfair to face yet more suffering.

Elizabeth could not accept the situation. She thought in despair that it was also her fault. She had accepted the viscount’s advances or even believed that he could be a suitable man for her. She blamed her poor judgement and remembered how she had once even liked Wickham.

‘What is wrong with me?’ she thought with much anger, ‘I had the most wonderful man in the world right next to me and all I did was to stupidly quarrel with him. If I had said yes at Rosings none of this would have happened.’

Desperate and scared, she was also angry with herself. If Darcy faced death, it was also her fault.

“I need to talk to you!” she said to him looking at her mother.

“I am sorry Mrs Bennet, I am sorry Mr Bennet, these are not the circumstances in which I wanted to ask for Elizabeth’s hand.”

Mr Bennet tried to hide his feelings, to remain calm. Just some hours ago they were enjoying the play and their new happy life with the Gardiners and discreetly accepted that Lizzy was almost married.

“Go to the library with Mr Darcy, Lizzy,” he said.

But as they did not move, he added, “You have our blessing, my children.”

It was all they needed to know.

“I will wait for you in the carriage with Andrew,” the colonel said, “but take your time, there is no rush!”

∞∞∞

 

As soon as the library’s door shut behind them, Darcy took Elizabeth into his arms. There were love and despair in their gesture along with so many dreams that they had intended to make true. Yet destiny decided otherwise. Their happy march to the wedding had to pass through the viscount’s fury and resentments.

They kissed as if they were experiencing the last day of their lives.

“Do not go,” Elizabeth said, her lips close to his.

“I cannot refuse, my love, I have to go, for our peaceful future!”

Elizabeth tore herself from his arms, she was frantic and angered, “Let us leave tonight for Pemberley and never come back to London.”

“I do not run Elizabeth, you know me too well.”

She looked at him with love; indeed, she knew him—proud, honest and courageous.

“I know,” she said defeated. She directed her gaze to the ground and he took her into his arms to make her look at him. “I love you and I will come back to you and we will marry. You cannot get away from me.”

“I am not leaving, foolish man, you are!”

“No, never, it is something to be solved; otherwise, he will make our life a hell.”

And he kissed her again, her mouth, her face, her neck caressing her body in a staggering wish to remember her deep into the dramatic night he was going to have.

“I want to be with you,” Elizabeth mumbled and she blushed under his gaze.

“You are with me, we are engaged, remember?” he said with a sweet, loving voice.

Elizabeth was breathing as after an effort, “No, no…I want to be…”

“You want to be mine,” he said with his lips touching her ear—her body engulfed by a tremendous shiver she could not control.

“Yes, I want to come home with you now!”

He held her tight away from him to see her, “You make me the happiest man in the world, but you will be mine in three weeks after we call our banns. Tomorrow I will go to church.”

“Tomorrow you will have other things to do,” she said, trying to kiss him again.

“Our wedding is a good omen, you will see!”

“Ah,” she cried, “but if you…”

She could not say the words so outrageous were they.

“Nobody is going to die, my love; prepare for the wedding!”

But as he left, he knew he had lied. Only a year ago, one of his close friends had died in a duel.













Chapter 23




The three men headed to Darcy’s place. They intended to discuss the situation and come up with a plan, but they were aware that any plan could be shattered by the viscount. He was unpredictable, but also he had impulsive courage that made him never think about the consequences of his acts.

“Do you think he will send his ‘second’?” Lord Montrose asked.

The colonel answered while he looked at the fireplace.

“I think he will. I do not know how much was seen by others in the theatre but if only a rumour exists he will not accept losing his crown of dare-devil he has all around London.”

He was pondering all the possibilities and the action to be taken. Darcy was a good shooter, he hunted often, but pistols were different, less reliable and he did not know how good his cousin was at that kind of duel.

“We will use tomorrow,” he said, “to teach you some secrets about pistol shooting.”

Lord Montrose nodded, “Yes, a good decision. If the viscount sends the ‘second’ we go next to shoot, and I think it best we not dine with the ladies.”

“Yes,” Darcy agreed, “I will go at noon and see Elizabeth and then go home, to rest and prepare.”

They drank in silence; there was nothing more to be said.

Lord Montrose and the colonel went home for the few hours of sleep that remained. The plan was to be back early in the morning.

Alone in his bedroom, Darcy continued to sip his brandy. He tried to understand and accept how it was possible to be so close to happiness yet to find, again and again, new obstacles. And Viscount Devonshire was a considerable obstacle. He was wild and reckless, on the verge of a sort of madness that gave him a courage nobody had. A reconciliation was not possible—he had no doubt. The viscount was too proud to step back, and he wanted a glorious end to this story. Even a tragic one. The viscount was interested more by his reputation than his life. But in the end, the fanatical man was sure to win.

With no other solution at hand, Darcy was obliged to accept the duel. To say he was not afraid would have been a lie. He was afraid of dying, of losing his life just before getting married, of not having the privilege to make Elizabeth his wife and woman…He was worried and angry. One moment he decided to go back and take Elizabeth with him but the next he was again reasonable…Nobody was allowed to see his real state of mind, the turmoil that engulfed his mind and heart. His pleasant and calm life from the past ten years had carried him far away from the restlessness that had governed his youth. He thought of Elizabeth and having children, living at Pemberley or in London but among people of their kind. People with families and simple life. And that horrible man was prepared to destroy his future.

He fell asleep late in the night and his dreams—more like nightmares—did not let him rest.

The morning found him impatient and angry, waiting for the arrival of his friend and his cousin. He hoped a day in their company would change his thoughts and help him prepare for the duel. How he wanted to elude the truth, that the meeting was not a common one: it was a fight for his life.

Despite the reason, he still had a secret hope that the viscount’s ‘second’ would not come. Maybe the viscount realised the absurdity of the duel. But, at 11 o’clock, Darcy’s butler led two men into the library.

The colonel and Lord Montrose stood up to receive them. They thought the viscount’s ‘seconds’ would be people from their world, maybe acquaintances, prepared to discuss or even to mediate a reconciliation but the men who bowed were unknown. Just a glance was enough to see they were not part of their society. And if the colonel hoped to find some another way of solving the situation, the men in front of him shattered his hope.

The ‘seconds’ had presented the viscount’s letter challenging the duel. The letter did not raise the possibility of apologies. Neither did Darcy intend to apologise. So the colonel and the viscount’s ‘seconds’ decided the place and hour. It was Battersea Fields which were near London yet secluded enough to reduce their chances of being caught by the law—at dawn.

The weapon was decided to be the pistol, and only one shot was permitted.

The whole meeting took less than a quarter of an hour. Who could believe—Darcy thought—that a man’s destiny could be changed by a quarter of an hour of indifferent discussion.

“They are both professionals,” the colonel said after their departure. As the others did not understand, he explained, “there are in London a few people who are paid to attend and witness a duel.”

“What does this mean?” Darcy asked.

“I do not know anybody from our circle who would accept to be his ‘second’; he has a terrible reputation among husbands, and most of the people around are husbands.”

“But why is he still accepted in our society?” Darcy asked.

The colonel’s smile looked more like a grimace, he was dead worried and tried not to show it. “If he were expelled, it would be like an admission that the gentlemen feared him because of their wives.”

“It is a rather perverse answer from society…” Darcy replied.

“Like accepting the duel while it is outlawed and not punishing the duellist,” Lord Montrose said.

The colonel knew quite a lot about duels. “The courts are made up of peers, who are usually reluctant to charge another peer with murder as a result of a duel. There is a case where one nobleman was charged with murder. And he used as a defence that his behaviour was gentlemanly and honourable, meaning that he acted within the proper code of conduct. He was acquitted by his peers.”

“Yes, it is a discussion we have had in the past, but for the present, let’s go to Battersea Fields and exercise,” Darcy said, and for the first time since last evening he succeeded in being calm.

∞∞∞

 

The gentlemen spend all morning and half the afternoon at Battersea Fields. Darcy was indeed a good shooter but, as the colonel feared, he was accustomed to the hunting rifle. The colonel told Darcy about the posture, how to hold the pistol in his hand and how to aim and only when Darcy shot eight targets out of ten did they leave for Sommershire Palace.

There was no more that could be said, so all along the way the colonel repeated his advice as a way for them to accept and prepare for the next day.

“Do not be angry or frustrated, nothing of that kind,” Lord Montrose said, “think of your loved ones and wish with all your mind and heart to return to them.”

They found a sombre grieving atmosphere at Sommershire Palace that flustered Darcy. He came determined to comfort the women of his life—Elizabeth and Georgiana. But it was impossible. Georgiana ran to him and cried long minutes in his arms until Jane gently took her to a sofa, speaking to her as if to a child. Darcy tried to talk to her, but a sign from Lady Sommershire made him stop. It was better to leave without any farewells that would only accentuate the drama. He bowed to all his family and friends present in the room and followed Elizabeth into the library.

Elizabeth was in shock—petrified—despite her attempt to be brave. Silently Darcy took her into his arms; they did not kiss just continued a long embrace for the courage they both needed.

“Come, my love,” he said, in the end, “nothing bad is going to happen. Tomorrow night we will celebrate our engagement!”

Elizabeth nodded and a pale smile appeared on her face just for his sake.

However, something was tormenting him more than anything else, “Elizabeth, please look at me,” he said. She gave him a gaze full of pain, “You are a strong woman, you have all your beautiful family around you to love and support you in times of crisis…”

It was true, Elizabeth felt the same although she also suspected that no one could take away the sorrow and pain. She thought of the young duke’s tragedy and suddenly his strange behaviour made sense. Pain could destroy the world around them.

“It will be impossible to continue living if…” she said and he understood her half sentence.

“No, my love, not for you…but for Georgiana…”

The tears began pouring from Elizabeth’s eyes, and she cried, “You also think about…you cannot deny, do not lie to me!”

“I would not lie because you are a strong woman. It is impossible to go to such a place and not think about all the possibilities. Of course I have, but I think of you and Georgi and all our family and friends and I intend to be calm.”

“I am not strong,” she whispered.

“You are, my love, this is one of the many reasons why I love you so much. Please promise that you and Sophie will take care of Georgiana.”

She made a considerable effort not to cry when she looked at him and said, “I will, we will take care of her!”

Embracing tightly, they tried to forget their sorrow and remember only their love. He slowly bent to kiss her while his eyes declared his love, his desire to be her husband. Elizabeth’s answer was no longer shy or timid. Darcy was her man and she was ready to be with him at any moment.

“No, my love, not now. I want you to be mine under beautiful circumstances, I want to watch your body for a long time and prepare you to be mine with kisses and caresses. Not in a rush…we will have hours and hours…”

“Promise?” she said.

“Yes, I do.”

However, he did not promise to return. He said, “I do,” the way he imagined he would speak before a pastor.

If he were never to return, he would have left as her husband by his own will.













Chapter 24




The ride from Sommershire Palace to his home took only fifteen moments, but to Darcy, it seemed an eternity. He had asked the colonel to leave him alone. They decided to meet the next morning at Darcy’s house and take one carriage while Lord Montrose would ride directly to Battersea Fields. A doctor had to be present and Lord Montrose promised to solve that matter.

“It is such a paradox,” Darcy said after a while of driving in silence, “that nothing happened my entire youth when I played with my destiny a few times and it occurs now when I am a grown-up and my life is so normal and eventless.”

“Yes, it is the way life is; I am so sorry to see you on the verge of happiness and obliged to face such a mad situation.”

“I have a meeting at 7 o’clock with my parish vicar…”

“I understand. It is a wise decision, yet I pray for it not to be necessary.”

“You, Arthur, you are my best friend!”

The colonel smiled faintly, nobody called him Arthur anymore.

“Yes, Fitzwilliam, tell me whatever you want.”

“This evening my solicitors will also come for my testament—the only heiress is Georgiana, and I want to be sure all the documents are prepared. Your father is the guardian I chose for Georgiana, a long time ago in the event…”

“I know,” the colonel said.

“But I want you to observe every step she takes until she marries. I also asked Elizabeth and Sophie to be her advisors, the female presence near her. Still, please take care that she receives all the inheritance and her money is kept away from a man like Wickham or the viscount.”

“It goes without you asking me…I will be her shadow…but please finish all you have to do this afternoon and evening and then act normally; tomorrow you will come back and your life will go on as if nothing had happened.”

Darcy nodded, it was also his decision not to think of the worst possible outcome.

“This is not all. This evening I will write a codicil to my testament. My mother had a small property near Dover; it will go to Mr Bennet. It is not much and it does not impact Georgiana’s heritance, but for Mr Bennet and Elizabeth it will be the difference between anxiety and quiet life. In my bedroom you will find a box; there are some pieces of jewellery for Elizabeth and all the money I could gather. Please give it to her in a most discreet way. And that is all.”

“Are you sure you want to be alone tonight?”

He was. So the colonel gave him a rare embrace at the front door of the house. He and Darcy had been together from birth, the difference between them was insignificant and he could not imagine life without him. If he could, he would have gone in his place, just to be sure that the despicable viscount would never come back in society. He only hoped that Darcy would keep his nerve and aim for the heart.

∞∞∞

 

Elizabeth sat down in the library, incapable of moving. She wanted to be alone, but she knew that, in the end, she would have to face the others and…Georgiana. For her, losing the man she loved was a tragedy whereas for Georgiana losing the only close parent she still had was beyond sadness. It was as if the universe should collapse.

Jane and Mary were near Georgiana and kept her occupied. There was also Mr Bingley, who left Sommershire Palace only to sleep. He was a kind and brave man who wanted to be near Darcy but accepted that the colonel or the Marquess of Montrose were more suitable for such a task. Instead, he did what he knew best: offered kindness and comfort. Clearly, her sister had chosen a man she could depend on.

But then she also had her man, and he was right for her. She closed her eyes and imagined she was at Pemberley with Darcy, married; she saw their children and their everyday life, not continuous bliss but a family with bad days and good days…She stopped, the torment was too great, so she just remembered the few moments they had been happy together in the last week.

In the silence of the library, Elizabeth got an idea. Forced to wait until the outcome of the duel, she got caught up in a sort of frenzy. She had to act, to do something to help him…to try to dissuade the viscount from going on with the duel. To look into his eyes and maybe find an ounce of humanity and empathy.

She could not wait any longer; her decision to go to the viscount was a last desperate try to cancel the duel.

She asked a maid to invite Lady Sommershire and Lord Montrose to the library. Worried, they came in a hurry, only to find a woman with a peaceful and determined face.

“Lord Montrose,” she said, “I want your help!”

“Anything, Miss Elizabeth,” he said, and Sophie nodded.

“You need to accompany me to the viscount’s house.”

If they were astonished, neither of them showed it; on the contrary, Elizabeth saw only dedication and approval.

“I am at your disposal.” Lord Montrose answered, ready to help her

“We both are, my dear,” Sophie said firmly. “But we do not know where the viscount lives.”

“We can find out, he is well known in Town,” Lord Montrose said. He instructed his valet to go to a certain friend, a solicitor, who had the viscount’s address.

It was after 7 o’clock when left the palace, Lord Montrose and the two ladies in a carriage, while another one was following them.

He did not show it to the ladies but had a pistol. He even thought that if the viscount tried to put even a finger on Miss Elizabeth, he would have a motive to shoot him.

Arrived in front of the viscount’s house, Elizabeth got into the empty carriage while Lord Montrose and Sophie were closely watching her. Elizabeth was protected by four servants who stood in front and behind her carriage, ready to intervene at the smallest signal. One of the servants knocked at the door and passed a verbal message for the viscount—“Miss Bennet kindly asks you to come to her carriage.”

In the beginning, Elizabeth wanted to write a note, but Lord Montrose objected, “It is better not to write him; we do not know how he could use your letter.” And while she waited, she could not but appreciate Lord Montrose’s help.

It was cold in the carriage, but it did no matter, through the open window she could see the viscount’s silhouette as he came down the few steps to the street. He was accompanied by a servant with a candlestick and in the pale light, Elizabeth could see his smile, “Miss Bennet what an honour,” he said. One short look at the carriage behind made him understand that Elizabeth was not alone. He did not try to get into her carriage, he silently accepted that their discussion would be through the open window.

“Good evening, Viscount Devonshire,” Elizabeth said and her voice did not tremble.

“I see you came accompanied, I hope you are not afraid of me!” he continued still thinking he could conquer her.

“To be truthful, sir, I am!”

Surprised by her answer he wanted to say more but Elizabeth cut short, “I have come here sir to ask you to renounce the duel; I am sure you could find an amiable way of solving this situation.”

“My Lady,” he replied and this time his voice was sharp like a sword blade, “I am afraid nothing could compensate the offence…but a duel.”

“I am ready to do anything,” Elizabeth said.

Lord Montrose thought that maybe a large sum of money would tempt the viscount. They did not know the situation of his fortune but years of gambling could have had an impact. That was the idea behind her last words. She even thought that the Duke of Sommershire could gain him a particular privilege…but the viscount totally misunderstood her words. A sly smile appeared on his face that made Elizabeth realise what he was going to propose to her, but again she did not tremble.

“Then, Miss Elizabeth, please come in to have dinner with me,” he said dinner in such a way that his intention was evident as the daylight. Elizabeth blushed in the darkness of her carriage but did not lose her composure. She brought her face to the open window and began to laugh. It was the only way that the viscount’s indecent proposal could be vanquished.

“You are dreaming, my lord. In three short weeks I will be the wife of the most marvellous man in London…why do you think you could make me accept such a bargain?”

“Because it is not certain that after the duel the marriage will still take place and you can save your man if you love him. You have my word you can save him this way!”

“Well, Lord Devonshire, your word does not amount to a rusty pence for me.”

She could see the anger growing in the viscount.

“If you cannot persuade him to cancel the duel, at least make him angry, make him lose his mind with your disdain,” Lord Montrose said to her in the carriage, “an angry, frustrated gentleman is not a good shooter.”

“Good night, then, Lord Devonshire!” Elizabeth said in the same tone.

“You will be sorry, madam!” the viscount shouted and then he looked around to see if anyone had heard, but the street was empty. “If Darcy dies, you will have his blood on your hands, because you hate me,” he whispered in the same hateful tone.

Elizabeth fixed him with angry eyes and said, “It is not I carrying the pistol…and I do not hate you, Lord Devonshire, I despise you!”

Then she shut the window and knocked for the servants to start the carriage.













Chapter 25




It was still dark when Darcy with the colonel arrived at Battersea Fields.

Darcy had slept all the way from home while the colonel’s turmoil grew with every mile. He had been on a battlefield, ready to fight and die, but he had never felt the fear that was now overtaking his mind. He looked at his cousin and could not imagine having to take the way back to Town without him and then to announce the news to Georgiana. But once at Battersea Fields, he tried to think about practical matters. He made some measurements and waited for the daylight to decide which was the best shooting position.

Rarely did someone die in a pistol confrontation because the pistols were not very accurate; more often there were wounds of different severity. But there had been cases of death, the colonel was sure not because of the duellists’ skills but mostly by chance. Or rather by mischance.

When another carriage approached, Darcy got down onto the field. He was strangely calm as it was not his nature to anticipate the worst. He had slept a few hours till his butler came to wake him up—a sleep without dreams like a black cloud to cancel his worries.

He did not have any thoughts but those regarding the details and clues his cousin told him a day before.

He knew that the time had come. He looked as the viscount’s ‘seconds’ got out and started talking to the colonel. Almost at the same time Lord Montrose arrived riding a horse near the doctor’s carriage. They were all on the field excepting the viscount.

“Lord Devonshire will approach the moment you are ready,” one of the ‘seconds’ told the colonel. They presented the pistols to the colonel and Lord Montrose, who took each pistol and attentively considered each of them.

The doctor was inside the carriage, waiting for the fight to end. He was prepared to help and the colonel wondered why the viscount did not bring his own doctor. In the case of both being wounded, it was highly improbable for the doctor to have time to attend both of them. But it was not his problem.

He looked around at the forest that provided isolation for the fight field and then he looked at Andrew, who was also waiting for his signal.

They were ready.

Both men approached Darcy and silently embraced him. And suddenly Darcy felt better; he had good friends near him which was much more than his enemy had.

At the colonel’s sign, one of the ‘seconds’ headed to the viscount’s carriage and in a few seconds, the duellists saw each other for the first time that morning.

The indifferent expression on the viscount’s face looked more like a mask than a real state of mind. The colonel’s experience with men on the battlefield told him that the viscount was scared and trying to hide.

‘A good point,’ he thought. In the end, the viscount had nothing valuable to fight for—a ruined reputation was not the best reason, while Darcy had a beautiful life before him with the woman he loved and a family that proved how solid was its support in times of crisis.

‘Be calm, my cousin,’ the colonel thought as if Darcy could hear him…and maybe he could because his face was so serene, such as the colonel rarely had seen.

Darcy and the viscount each took a pistol and as they arrived at their position they bowed.

The colonel stopped breathing, so enormous was the pressure he felt. He was not very religious. Still, he said a silent prayer while Lord Montrose kept in his hand a talisman Lady Sommershire gave him.

It was at that very moment that an unusual noise came from the trees on the side. It sounded like a group of people marching in a constant rhythm and indeed in a very few seconds through the trees, twelve soldiers led by an officer appeared.

A profound wonder covered the gathering. The colonel made a vigorous gesture to stop the duellists while the officer came closer and said, “This duel is outlawed, I have the mission to arrest the duellists. Please, gentlemen—Mr Darcy, Lord Devonshire—put your pistols down on the ground; in the name of our king you are under arrest.”

He spoke with a deep and severe voice expecting everybody to obey.

Darcy looked at the colonel who made an unmistakable gesture inviting him to drop his pistol in front of him. Yet, he still hesitated. He did not look at the viscount, nobody did until they heard him shouting like a madman, “You traitor and coward! You called your servants to stop the duel and save yourself!”

Stunned, the officer turned to the viscount. “Watch what you are saying, sir; we are here on the order of our commander. Just put down your pistol!”

“You too, sir,” he said, turning again to Darcy.

It only lasted for a moment when all eyes were on Darcy while he slowly bent to put his pistol down. Then as he rose, all eyes turned to the viscount who, before anybody could make any move, aimed his pistol at Darcy and fired.

Shock and chaos filled the scene. At the officer’s order the soldiers ran and arrested the viscount, holding him tightly while he was shouting, “Is he dead?” Nobody answered and the soldiers almost dragged the viscount who wanted to escape and see for himself if he killed his enemy.

Darcy was down. The colonel, Lord Montrose and the doctor knelt near him. He lay with his eyes shut, covered in blood but from only one glance the doctor whispered, “He is not dead,” and the colonel breathed for the first time in seconds, his lungs burning, his heart completely broken in pain.

He looked at the viscount as he was leaving, surrounded by soldiers while his ‘seconds’ were nowhere in sight. It was over, yet what a tragedy.

They helped the doctor undress Darcy who opened his eyes and looked rather curiously at those near him, “What happened, where is he, is it finished?” he whispered.

“Yes, it is over, do not talk,” the colonel said, “you are slightly wounded and we will take you home.”

“He is lucky,” the doctor mumbled as he was trying to stop the blood, “that mad man aimed right, but the bullet passed between his arm and chest, along a rib…three inches right and it would have been in his heart! He is superficially wounded, he is not in any danger as soon as I stop the bleeding.”

They helped the doctor to lay the wounded man down on the carriage seat and the colonel and the doctor headed to Darcy’s home.













Chapter 26




Lord Montrose mounted his horse to take the good news to Sommershire Palace.

He was so relieved that he galloped through the streets of London like a lunatic; all he wanted was to arrive and shout that Darcy was alive.

He found everybody in Sophie’s parlour in a mournful atmosphere, they all looked frozen in pain and worries. Even the duke and Mary were present. They did not talk, but from time to time one of them went to the window to see if a carriage or horse was coming. When Lord Montrose finally arrived, they were all tired and sad as they expected horrible news.

In vain the duke tried to tell them that the duel would not take place, but Elizabeth and Georgiana would believe only the news coming from Battersea Fields.

“He is alive,” Lord Montrose shouted from the door watching as Georgiana almost fainted in Mrs Bennet’s arms while her sisters and Sophie surrounded Elizabeth.

“He is slightly wounded!” he continued and again all the joy froze.

“How?” shouted the duke looking at Mary, “What happened?” Mary asked in her turn. “Yesterday we asked the Regent to arrest them both and stop the duel; it was what we have been trying to tell Elizabeth for the last hour.”

“Indeed,” Lord Montrose said, “a squad of soldiers came with the order to arrest the duellists.”

“To arrest?” Elizabeth said for the first time attentive to the conversation.

“Yes, Elizabeth,” the duke said, “they had orders to stop the duel and present the duellists to the court. For their release they would have had to sign a document by which they pledged not to continue their rivalry.”

“Lord Montrose, please tell us what happened!”

“The soldiers were prepared to arrest them, Darcy was placing his weapon on the ground when the viscount, in a fury, aimed at Darcy and fired!”

Elizabeth fell into an armchair incapable of believing such a horror. “He shot an unarmed man?”

“Yes, that dishonest, unscrupulous, worthless man shot Darcy after he had placed his weapon on the ground.”

“What shall we do now?” Elizabeth asked.

“I have to go home,” Georgiana said finally recomposed and everybody around agreed. “My brother needs me.”

“We all have to go!” Lord Montrose exclaimed as he looked at Elizabeth’s face; she wanted so much to be with Darcy, yet she did not know how to propose such a visit.

“Elizabeth also has to go. The poor man was full of blood and in pain but his only thought was to bring Miss Georgiana and Miss Elizabeth at his place…so what I propose is to accompany the ladies to Darcy’s to celebrate that this horrible story had a happy ending.”

Mr Bennet wanted to protest but Mrs Bennet was at her best, “We have a duty to help Lizzy to see her betrothed is well cared for. It is a good idea to go, Lord Montrose.”

Mr Bennet hid a smile, Mrs Bennet took good care of her daughters’ betrotheds and never let them from her sight. It was a good method to assure that neither of them would change his mind. He looked around. Mr Bingley was there from the first minutes of the morning, anxious about his friend. He may live in the clouds but not when it came to helping the people around him. Jane would be a happy woman near him. While Mary was already the Duchess of Sommershire; the few days until her wedding were just a formality, as she was regarded as the mistress of the house and as the most precious jewel by her future husband.

In the carriage that took them to Mr Darcy’s house, Mr Bennet had all the time in the world to gaze at his favourite daughter. She was still scared and worried but her face was also full of expectations. He did not understand how she came to love Mr Darcy but he had to admit his future son-in-law was a man of character and he loved his Lizzy. In that extended family he was sure that Kitty would find her way, closely watched by Elizabeth and Mary…and in the end even Lydia might begin a new life near her sisters.

He finally smiled; all the turmoil vanished in the cold winter air and he agreed with his wife they had to make sure that their three daughters would all marry in the next month.













Chapter 27




Darcy’s parlour was full of people. Lying on a sofa, he looked in disbelief at his family. It seemed everyone wanted to be near him, to see him and be sure he was out of danger.

He had some pain and the doctor assured him this was normal as he probably had a broken rib. “The one that saved you, sir!”

He could hardly imagine only a day ago that he would have Elizabeth’s hand in his and nobody seemed to care. He even suspected it was Mrs Bennet to encourage her to stay on a chair near him.

But when breakfast was ready, the doctor forbade him to attend. He looked at Elizabeth for help, “My Lady, please make him go to bed. It is not a very dangerous wound, but at any minute he could bleed again from the effort; he must stay in bed for at least three days.”

“And he will stay, sir!” Elizabeth decided and looked at him the way she would probably look at their children.

“Come, my dear,” she said, “your butler will help you to your bedroom.”

Led by Georgiana, his guests went to the dining room. It was after all a celebration even if Darcy was absent.

Around the table, they did not observe that Elizabeth was also missing. Or simply they considered Darcy and Elizabeth had the right to celebrate by themselves.

The day was indeed special, with Darcy slightly wounded and well cared by Elizabeth and the Duke of Sommershire at their table, they felt they were a family.

“Tell us all, cousin!” Georgiana exclaimed with much anticipation, but it was the wish of everybody.

“I need a huge brandy first,” the colonel’s voice was again like thunder. And his joy for living was also back.

Lord Montrose sipped from his brandy and looked at Sophie who, near him, was keeping his hand prisoner.

“How shall I eat, marchioness? he kindly whispered to his betrothed.

“Lady Sommerville,” she said.

“For how long?”

“Maybe a month but today you will go to Mr Bennet and ask for me in marriage.”

“I will, my dear, but still, how shall I eat if you have my hand?”

“You will not, you will only look at me!”

“So, Colonel Fitzwilliam,” the duke said, “we are waiting for the story, and do not bypass any details.”

“It was the most difficult endeavour of my whole life!” the colonel said and Lord Montrose concurred. “In mine too!”

“We arrived on the duel field before dawn and as the duellists were preparing—face to face with the pistols in their hands, ready to shoot—we heard a noise coming from the wood that was on one side. In no time we perceived through the trees twelve soldiers and their officer. They came to Battersea Fields to arrest the duellists.”

“My God!” Georgiana cried. “How was it possible?”

The colonel had a suspicion. He smiled and said, “Someone at this table informed the Regent about the duel!”

They looked around the table, but besides the Duke of Sommershire, nobody had access to the Regent. Obviously, it was he.

“Good work, Lord Sommershire!” Mr Bennet exclaimed.

“Well sir, I do not know how good it was, for in the end, Mr Darcy was wounded.”

“True,” the colonel answered, “but his wound is not serious, and he will be on his feet in no time! But…” he made a pause for effect, “what this scheme solves forever is the viscount problem. He is arrested for good, and he will be judged for a horrible crime: shooting against an unarmed gentleman. He will go to prison and his reputation is shattered forever.”

They all breathed in relief.

“Thank you, sir! Mrs Bennet said, addressing the duke with tears in her eyes.

“How many time do we have to tell you, dear Mrs Bennet, that I must be addressed by my name— Thomas!” He was so nice and playful, jokingly scolding Mrs Bennet that everybody burst into laughter.

“Maybe after the marriage, Lord Sommershire,” Mrs Bennet replied.

∞∞∞

 

In the end, Elizabeth succeeded in convincing Darcy to rest. She made sure he had everything he needed, including a brandy…

“But you have to eat first!” she said still very severe.

“You heard the doctor, my dear, I have pain, I can drink without eating just to ease my pain!”

But Elizabeth was relentless, “When was the last time you ate?” she asked.

“Come and sit near me, my love,” Darcy said, “there is time for everything, only our love cannot wait.”

Elizabeth remembered the doctor saying just as they arrived in the room, “Your husband has to protect the wound for some days, madam.”

She wanted to protest, but Darcy took her hand and said, “My wife, sir, is very strict with me!”

“Splendid, in this way, she will ensure you will heal in no time.”

There was such a difference between their last meeting and this one. Back then she had an empty heart, now her future husband was safe, the viscount arrested and they could think about their future.

“What do you want now?” Elizabeth asked like a wife—she was thinking to help him eat or give him another pillow.

“Do you really want to know what I want?”

“Of course,” she said sure about his desires.

“Then I would like you to come near me and kiss me.”

“Sir!” she exclaimed shocked. “You are ill; the doctor said you are not to make any effort.”

“Exactly, I will stay still and you will kiss me…no effort, maybe my right hand will caress you, but the wound is on the left.”

“Impossible,” Elizabeth said and blushed, she was no longer the wife but the girl who enjoyed being kissed. “Even being here is forbidden.”

“By whom?” Darcy wanted to know.

She had no answer, so she just looked at him.

“Do I have to remind you that yesterday you were ready to be mine?”

Elizabeth’s gaze was clouded by her own desire to be near him. He extended his right hand and she came closer, but then he made her lie near him.

“We are not going to…” she said vaguely scared but not by him but by the idea that her parents and sisters and friends were one floor below.

“No, love, not now, as I told you we are going to wait the three weeks. Now I want just to caress you.”













Epilogue




Mr Darcy was looking at his wife as she approached. Elizabeth was the mistress of Pemberley for almost five years and still…he looked at her the same way he had that distant night in Sommershire Palace when he arrived so close to asking her in marriage. Mrs Darcy knew too well that glace and looked at him rather severe but only on the surface. She was in love with him as on the first day.

On that beautiful summer morning, the little James Darcy was close to his first riding lesson. He was about to ride a tinny horse his father had brought from a distant convent in Ireland where monks bred ponies no bigger than the Irish wolfdog.

James was so excited that his nanny hardly could retain him in her arms, he was calling for his father and then, seeing his mother, he turned to her. Elizabeth hardly could resist any of his wishes, but that morning Elizabeth had a letter on her hand and all her attention went to her husband,

“What is it, Elizabeth?” Darcy asked. “I hope it is good news.”

“In fact, it is,” she answered, cheerfully. “The letter is from Mary. You would not believe what the last idea of her husband is.”

Indeed, since they got married, Thomas of Sommershire had decided to recover every one of the years he had lost in grieve and was continually inventing plans and activities for all their big family. And they had a big family as Mr and Mrs Bennet accepted delighted to be the parents of seven daughters—Georgiana and Sophie included. 

The only upsetting news for Mrs Bennet was Lydia’s departure in India to follow her husband. But as Mr Bennet said, “Lydia has to find her way in life, and finally it seemed she and Mr Wickham like each other,” it was not, in the end, a sad event.

Darcy helped by a man from the stable mounted James in the tinny saddle, and all of the sudden the agitated infant calmed down and a happy smile appeared on his face. He was a natural horse rider.

“This is not your child Elizabeth Darcy!” he exclaimed astonished as it was well known that Elizabeth still did not ride.

His wife delicately hit him with the letter from her hand.

“So?” Darcy asked, “what is he expecting from us this time?”

Elizabeth could not quit from her eyes the little cavalier…he was so sure in the saddle that his father took his arms off and the child walked in a steady rhythm while the stable boy just kept the bridles.

She gave him the letter and heard her husband laugh while he read. “He wants us to arrive in haste at Sommershire as he built a swimming pool like the Roman baths in Bath…”

“Yes, and he wants the children to learn to swim…”

“And some of the mothers!” Darcy joked, as nor did she know how to swim.

“I will never go close to a swimming pool!” Elizabeth exclaimed rather sure.

“Even if we were just the two of us” her husband whispered at her ear, “naked?”
















END
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A STRUGGLE FOR LOVE

A Pride and Prejudice Variation

Kindle Edition




Just weeks before his wedding to Elizabeth, Darcy departs for London to attend some urgent business. After three painful days, neither Georgiana nor Elizabeth has received any news from him. Has he run away, suddenly fearing married life or have more somber circumstances occurred? A Struggle for Love is a Regency Pride and Prejudice Variation, with an original touch of mystery that triggers angst and passion in a plot that will keep readers on the edge of their seats until the long-awaited happy ending.




EXCERPT

At the end of their meal Mr Bennet forced himself to ask a question he profoundly disliked, but knew it was necessary to find an answer. “Dear Georgiana, please forgive me, but I have to ask you a question.” The girl looked at the man in front of her in total confidence; she understood that there might be many doubts regarding her brother's disappearance. With a frank look, she invited him to continue.

“Is it possible that Darcy simply wanted to escape his future marriage and just went abroad or far away in the country?” Mr Bennet was flushed from the effort he made, while Elizabeth looked absolutely devastated. For a moment Georgiana hid her eyes in the cup in front of her not sure she was capable of answering. It was at that very moment that Parker made a step towards the table, addressing only Mr Bennet, “If you may permit me, Mr Bennet, sir, to speak.”

The butler's words miraculously eased the atmosphere, as someone else was to carry the burden of an answer. They all looked at Parker, waiting for his words, confident that his butler was the man to give them an honest answer.

“Please, Mr Parker, continue!” said Elizabeth in her father's place. “My master is a gentleman, a genuine one, not just in name but in spirit and mind; if he had decided not to marry, I assure you that he would have found a way not to hurt Miss Bennet’s reputation. Absolutely not, neither would he leave Miss Georgiana with no notice from him. He is the most attentive and responsible brother; he is even attentive to me. He tells me when to go to sleep and not wait for him, for all years I have been in his service. No, I am sorry to say this, but something had happened to him.”

 

MR DARCY’S LEGACY

A Pride and Prejudice Variation

Kindle Edition

Paperback Edition




Mr Darcy is eagerly awaiting his wedding to Miss Elizabeth Bennet, the young woman he considered to be the mistress of his heart. Unfortunately, his family and mostly Lady Catherine and Lord Matlock are against this union. While their love grows stronger and their future seems it will be filled with connubial bliss, a letter from Darcy’s past shatters their present, making him question everything he has known his entire life. Is he prepared to open his heart and his mind to such a tormenting revelation? Is London’s Ton ready to accept such a disclosure, or will it turn it into a new subject for more disturbing rumours? Will a gentleman such as Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy, who takes pride in his family’s past, accept that his legacy is not what he believed it to be?




EXCERPT

Darcy smiled for the first time that morning, and kissing Elizabeth’s hand, he looked around the table. In the past he harboured a secret displeasure thinking he would be associated with Wickham as brother-in-law, but Mr Bennet dispelled his worries by his unconditional and unselfish support.

The breakfast continued in a more serene atmosphere; the ladies engaged in quiet talk about the dresses and weddings while the gentlemen discussed horses and hunting when Darcy’s butler made an entrance with the silver tray for correspondence and whispered some words in his master’s ear. It was obviously something important, Georgiana knew instantly. Parker had perfect manners and he never would disturb her brother in the middle of a meal unless…

Darcy coloured and took the letter in an evident state of emotion.

“I beg your pardon!” he said. “I have to read this letter; the coach is waiting for my answer.”

He hesitated a moment with the letter in his hand, unsure of sharing the identity of the sender with the whole party, but then he said rather determinedly, “The letter is from the Duke of Blandford!”

An exclamation of astonishment circled the table; Charles and Georgiana were astounded, the others just curious but Darcy understood it was too late to conceal the contents from them, so he read in a somewhat uncertain voice:

Mr Darcy,

It was such a pleasure to meet you at the Opera and get acquainted with your lovely lady. Please oblige me by joining me on Wednesday at the Club to discuss important matters. I will be present at early hours, till 1 o’clock. Please attend me in that period.

FitzRoy William, Duke of Blandford

 

WEEDING AT PEMBERLEY

A Pride and Prejudice Variation

Kindle Edition




Following an unexpected encounter in London, two months after Hunsford, love grows tentatively, then turns into passion when Elizabeth and Darcy are reunited in Derbyshire.

Eager to marry as soon as possible, they find in their way to happiness despite opposition and unexpected obstacles.

Love, hate, elopement, an unexpected turn of events; enemies and friends - all lead to a long-awaited happy ending at Pemberley!

Florence Gold offers once again her receipt for a Pride and Prejudice Variation where our beloved characters take a path filled with adventure, romance and suspense.




EXCERPT

The following morning, Elizabeth woke up very early and dressed without any help from the maid. It was a sunny day, and the sound of birds animated the silent manor. She felt too much joy to stay inside – so what she did not dare do in the middle of the night, seemed allowed in the full daylight.

Therefore, she hurried downstairs and—with a little guidance from a servant—she found the main door and exited the house. She found herself in an inner yard, paved with stone. Through a large arch, she arrived in front of the house, just at the edge of the lake. On her left, there were impressive stairs, leading to a path between the lake and the colourful gardens.

She closed her eyes, breathing the air of Pemberley deeply inside her so she could take it with her upon leaving.

“Miss Bennet?”

She startled and looked around, taken aback. Darcy was approaching her, wearing a broad and warm smile.

“Are you well?”

He wanted to believe he had seen on her face a hint of enjoyment at his sight.

“Very well, thank you,” she responded surprised yet very happy.

“I hope you found your room comfortable?”

“Very much so,” she smiled. “But I believe that a room—as comfortable as it is—is not worthy of staying inside when you are at Pemberley.”

He approved with a nod. “I agree.”

During a momentarily awkward silence, both glanced around. One could say that the same question was in each of their minds, a question about love that could shatter the incertitude they were living in. He wanted to dare take her on a stroll, far away from other eyes; she wanted to spend with him as much time as was possible.

“Would you like to take a stroll before breakfast?” he eventually asked, his heart beating at the rate of his emotion.

“Yes, that was my intention.”

“Would you… rather be alone?” he continued, yet he was far from intending to leave her alone on Pemberley’s lawn.

“Some company would be lovely,” she whispered.

They started to walk, trying hard not to look at each other.

“Pemberley is even more beautiful than I was told,” Elizabeth declared with a voice that was desperately trying to sound normal, remembering the conversations they used to have when both were self-assured and unconstrained by a sentiment so complicated as love.

“I am glad you enjoy it. There is so much more of it to see.
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ELIZABETH AND DARCY IN THE 20TH CENTURY

Kindle Edition




The novel is placed in 1916 and it is based on Jane Austen’s novels.

Elizabeth & Darcy at 1900 is a powerful story, involving all the significant circumstances of that tormented period, focused on the changes that took place over a century but continuously related to Austen’s incredible perenniality.




EXCERPT

“Mr Niven Darcy Lancashire—Miss Jane Elizabeth Austen,” her father made the honour even if it was not his office. 

The two youngsters became acquainted in a rather cold atmosphere emanating from both of them. The old gentlemen regarded their meeting with a little naughty smile, they tried to hide.

Mr Addington invited them to sit on the massive leather armchairs that completed so well the décor but Nevin looked for a chair because of his leg; it was a rather peculiar momen¬t—he, very stiff on a high chair, and the rest sunk in the comfortable armchairs, it looks like Nevin was at an exam, all of them being the enquirers.

Eliza saved the moment when she stood up, the book still in her hands and sat on a chair near Nevin while she gave him the book. It was a graceful and straightforward gesture and he had to admit that, despite not being very beautiful, she had a certain elegance of posture and…spirit.

“It is the first edition of Pride and Prejudice, from 1813,” Eliza said, still not knowing exactly what they expected from her. She was looking at the book’s first page, opened in Nevin’s hand, but she was not reading. She knew everything about that first edition, so she continued, “It was written when Jane was not yet twenty-one. After an early rejection by the publisher Cadell, who had not even read it, her novel was finally bought by Egerton in 1812 for £110. It was published in late January 1813 in a small edition of approximately 1500 copies and sold for 18 shillings.”

Looking more at the old gentlemen than at Nevin she still waited for indications yet her father and Mr Addington just smile approvingly, they considered her to be on the good track.

Nevin was silent, browsing the book in a rather violent manner sufficient to worry Mr Addington that his precious treasure was not in good hands.

“Careful, Mr Lancashire,” he said, “you have in your hands that first edition, Eliza told us about!”

Without a word Nevin place the book on a table near him, but his expression did not change. He did not consider the book a treasure which should have been taken care of in any manner. His disdain for the novel was so evident that Eliza took his eyes from him, uncomfortable with his attitude.

Her father and Mr Addington were suddenly caught in a particular discussion, leaving them to initiate their conversation, but it was so difficult to begin as neither of them knew how their collaboration would function.

“Well, Mr Lancashire, how will we go further?” Eliza broke the silence.

“I read last night Pride and Prejudice. Not that edition,” he said, pointing out to the book still on the table between them, “but one that I found in my mother’s library.”

“It was the first time you read the novel?” Eliza asked, very politely.

“Yes, it is the first time!” While the expression on his face clearly said—“Do not imagine that I would have ever read the book without this assignment?”  

His condescendence made her kind attitude disappear. A change he instantly perceived making him want to be forgiven by this strange girl who was unable to hide. 

“Well, Miss Elizabeth…” His accompanied his words by a smile.

“Well, Mr Darcy…” Eliza said and abruptly stopped, the name flew out of her mouth in spite of her wish.

They looked at each other finally understanding the real motive they were together in that endeavour; the two gentlemen still talked, but behind their apparent innocence was the little trick they played on Eliza—Elizabeth and Nevin—Darcy.

Eliza felt the urge to admonish her father in a way never dared before. She was undoubtedly hurt but most of all she despised the situation he forced her in; working with this Darcy became so difficult now that she knew that neither her talent nor knowledge were essential but mare the fact that her name was Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth and Darcy, what a better couple to write about Pride and Prejudice. She was also ashamed because her father could play such a trick on them, on him; he may be arrogant and so snobbish when it came to his studies and education, but he was a young gentleman who fought for their country and was severely wounded.
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