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 Prologue 
 
    It was a pleasant evening at Mrs and Mr Hurst’s house in London. Several close friends were present, as well as Miss Caroline Bingley, Mrs Hurst’s sister. Caroline had accompanied Louisa and her husband when they decided to leave Netherfield as their brother’s estate had been overtaken by the Bennet girls. 
 
    The unthinkable had just happened: their brother proposed to Jane Bennet and Mr Darcy to that country nobody, Eliza Bennet. If they still had a sort of appreciation for Jane, the Bingley sisters had nothing but contempt for Elizabeth. How it was possible for a gentleman like Mr Darcy, connected to the Ton, with impeccable manners and such a distinguished attitude to fall for a girl like Eliza Bennet, was a mystery.  
 
    As Jane, seemingly, was going to be their sister in law they decide to forget the subject for a while, allowing time and distance to contribute to a decent relationship, only because they dearly loved their brother. In time Jane would inevitably evolve to be the Lady their brother needed and his sisters would be the first to salute the change and accept her. 
 
    In these new circumstances, all their rancour and hostility turned on Elizabeth. They discussed this situation for days, between themselves or with friends, and decided that no matter how much they appreciated Mr Darcy, they would tolerate but never accept Elizabeth Bennet. They were sure London society would react appropriately to her lack of qualities, her common behaviour, and her questionable beauty.  
 
    But when Acton, a cousin on their mother’s side, came only a few days ago with some intriguing news regarding Mr Darcy, their rancour turned instantly into jubilation. Mr Darcy had mysteriously disappeared and Charles, as well as many people in London, were searching for him. For days they debated the subject; the Bingley sisters were absolutely sure Mr Darcy had run away scared by marriage. It was not the most delicate solution a gentleman could find to the marriage problem, but they were ready to forget the scandal and forgive him. Moreover, they intended to make a triumphant return to their friend, because they were sure that once back, Elizabeth would be a forgotten complication.  
 
    Mr Darcy’s disappearance quickly became the most interesting news London had seen in weeks. The subject was discussed in all houses in different ways and attitudes. It was always a significant event for a groom to run from his wedding but, some of them agreed, this time it seemed to be more than a lovers’ quarrel or a frightened groom. No sane gentleman would disappear leaving his family with no news; ready to go to extreme measures to find the missing one.  
 
    “I strongly believe that Mr Darcy has not run from his marriage to Miss Elizabeth,” Mr Hurst said, and all the party regarded him in astonishment. He rarely contributed to their discussions and even less so to the gossip. He had a natural indifference for the events around them that his wife tended to encourage allowing her words to prevail in all discussions. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Mrs Hurst asked in a very sharp voice, meant to discourage her husband, but it seemed he had recovered his appetite for London’s gossip. 
 
    “Remember when the Earl of Northshore disappeared just a day before the marriage?” he said. “Nobody searched for him as it was obvious the family, and even the bride, knew what had happened. He was not really missing, but he left for Leuven…” 
 
    “… For Antwerp!” his wife interrupted him with an even sharper voice, but her husband did not intend to let her silence him. 
 
    “It does not matter, my dear, where he was headed; we all knew the gossip was a lie as he had never left London. In that twisted way he announced the world and family that he would not marry. But in this case, Darcy’s sister, Miss Georgiana, is desperate. She made the trip to London asking Charles and your cousin, Acton, to come and help find her brother. Miss Elizabeth and her father, Mr Bennet, are also in London searching for him.” 
 
    “How do you know such details?” asked Mrs Hurst in an angry burst. 
 
    But Mr Hurst kept his temper, and smilingly he answered that he found out all from Acton whom he met some days ago. 
 
    “You met Acton and you never told us?” Louisa Hurst was grimly looking at her husband, only the presence of their friends stopped her from admonishing her husband. 
 
    “Yes, Madam, I find it is my duty to assist a friend in need; I met Acton and offered my help.” 
 
    Luiza Hurst tried to temper her nerves as it was an excellent opportunity to find more about what happened in Darcy’s London house where, it seemed, all Hertfordshire was now present.  
 
    “And?” Caroline Bingley asked seeing her sister’s anger. 
 
    “And Acton told me about the efforts made to discover Mr Darcy’s doings in the last days. As they were increasingly worried about his disappearance, Charles and Mr Bennet organised a search party in London, imagining, in despair, he might have been attacked or robbed and wounded. When I spoke to Acton, he was alone in London, all parties being gone, following another trail in the country.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment, but continued, “No, dear friends, I am sure it is not the usual story.”  
 
    “And yet, it is not what London says!” Mrs Hurst boldly tried to regain her place in the discussion, but her husband seemed to enjoy this new attention he was getting from his guests. 
 
    “Well, London likes to gossip a bit too much,” he said, “and not only about the news they have heard but also, so many times in the past, about stories invented by those who wished to stand out.” 
 
    “I heard, for instance,” one of the friends around the table said, “that it is possible he had been summoned by the widow of Sir John Hadleigh to marry her, as her child, she says, is Mr Darcy’s child.” 
 
    Everybody was silent for a moment; they remembered some years ago a scandal with Lady Francine, but nobody was sure Darcy had been involved. 
 
    “I do not think that the lover was Mr Darcy,” another guest got involved in the conversation, “I think Mr Darcy had an affair in his youth with Lady Eleonora Atherton…” 
 
    “No, no!” Caroline Bingley almost shouted, “I do not remember him being involved in any sort of scandal. He was very discreet and in no way, would he ever fall into the trap of someone like Lady Eleonora Atherton!” 
 
    “And yet,” her sister said, “he fell into the trap of Miss Elizabeth Bennet!” 
 
    She said the name with such irony and disdain that everybody around the table smiled. They did not know Miss Elizabeth Bennet, but they had confidence in Mrs Hurst.  
 
    “I am sure,” Mrs Hurst continued, “that it was her or Mr Bennet’s idea to spread the news of his disappearance through London, to make it look like some dramatic event and encourage people to believe he had an accident and had not just left her in front of the altar.”  
 
    “Well, my dear,” her husband said, “maybe something bad has really occurred to him and it was a good decision to alert everybody! Have you, at least for an instant, considered that he might truly be ill or has suffered an accident or even been smuggled and wounded, somewhere in dangerous London?” 
 
    But nobody answered that question; they fully enjoyed all the rumours that were circulating across Town, almost instantly invading their dining room and parlours. 
 
    Each evening they gathered in someone’s house for dinner, sharing the latest news their servants, and butlers peddled all day long. 
 
     “I can tell you that the last time London has seen such a disturbance was when the elder son of the Duke of Yorkshire married a dancer from Paris.” 
 
    “My dear, it was not a dancer, but there are ladies around this table and I cannot tell you what she really was!” one guest said with a wicked smile. 
 
    They all laughed, especially the ladies who knew much more of that story than their husbands imagined. 
 
    “And what is this cousin of yours doing with the search party?” another guest asked. 
 
    “Acton is a dutiful, young gentleman, eager to please and to be helpful. He was at Netherfield when we left, so most likely he accompanied Georgiana and the Bennets to London, to help them. I wonder if they are all staying at Darcy’s house. Mr Darcy was never too fond of guests,” Caroline Bingley muttered. 
 
    *** 
 
    Unfortunately for their plans and their usual gossip, one evening, as they prepared to eat, Charles Bingley made a rushed entrance. Their brother was looking awfully tired but smiling, obviously having good news to announce. He was, at first, surprised by the large assembly that he found in his sister’s dining room but in his pleasant manner greeted everybody and then sat nearby his brother-in-law, with a glass of wine in his hand and a happy smile on his face. 
 
    He hesitated for some moments, glancing around the table, then finally he breathed deeply and said, “I am so happy to announce to you all that my friend Mr Darcy is back in London.” 
 
    He made a pause for sipping some wine and looking around the table, to see the effect of his words.  
 
    “In fact, he did not disappear, he was not missing but just had the bad luck to fall ill in a remote place in the country unable to inform his family and friends. In the end, all the ado and the trepidation has been for nothing, but we are very grateful to everybody who worried about him. It was a great proof of appreciation that London society showed to my friend!”  
 
    His speech was eloquent and affectionate as it came from his good heart – of that, nobody in attendance doubted. 
 
    “My dear,” Caroline said in her affected tone, “you have to tell us more! We were all nervous and even frightened and feared the worst about Mr Darcy’s misadventure.” 
 
    Bingley was again slightly uncomfortable; he did not have any details to spare, especially to such a gathering, but he regained his amiable spirit and said, “Darcy is grateful to you and everybody around who obliged him by making such efforts to search for him through London. He is still weak after his illness but as soon as he recovers I am sure you will meet him and his betrothed, Miss Bennet, at parties and happy gatherings.”  
 
    “And Eliza?” Caroline asked with a false concern that her brother, with his benevolent nature, was far from understanding. 
 
    “Miss Bennet and Miss Darcy are well; they are both in London, waiting for him to get well.” 
 
    “And you, brother dear, do you not think that the time has come to spend more time with us?” Caroline asked in a last attempt to have their brother at their disposal and discover all the details that he still kept to himself.  
 
    “My dear Caroline, I will sleep at home tonight, but Darcy still needs me. Most surely you will see me frequently in the next days, but now, I must excuse myself from this enjoyable company as I am invited to the dinner to celebrate his return.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The happy news delivered by Bingley fell like thunder in the Hursts’ house; for all the hopes for a change in Mr Darcy’s life that they had entertained in the last days were completely shattered. That Bennet woman was at his side, making sure he would not escape again! 
 
    Their next evening dinner was not as animated as it had been in the last days. Only Mr Hurst seemed in a splendid mood. 
 
    “My ladies,” he said, “tomorrow I intend to pay my respects to Mr Darcy. You may accompany me if you want, as I wish to congratulate him on his safe return!” 
 
    But neither his wife nor her sister was eager to express a joy they did not feel. They had hoped that Darcy’s marriage to Elizabeth would not take place, after all. And, in her inner self, Caroline still believed Darcy would turn to her after abandoning Elizabeth. Being the mistress of Pemberley had been her and her sister’s dream for a long while.  
 
    At dinner, only two of their friends were present; unfortunately, their house was no longer a centre of interest as it had been in the last days when London hoped that, through their brother, the Bingley sisters would have first-hand news. 
 
    “It seems,” their guest said, “they arrived in London yesterday at noon and Mr Darcy had already applied for a special license. It appears they intend to marry soon, right here in London.” 
 
    Caroline glared at her friend with a displeased look; she seemed already to know so much more than they did. Charles provided them so few explanations that they had no subject to discuss. 
 
    “But why marry in such haste?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Maybe the young lady has a motive to hurry…” her sister answered with the disdainful tone she used every time they were talking about Elizabeth Bennet. 
 
    It was not said in plain words but they found it possible she had some sort of motive that would, eventually, show in a few months. 
 
    “Yes, it is possible for a country girl like her to find other means to trap a man of Mr Darcy’s consequence in a most advantageous marriage.” 
 
    “Fortunately for her Mr Darcy seems determined to marry her,” their friend said, in a benevolent tone. She was a pleasant young woman who enjoyed the gossip but was prepared to like Mr Darcy’s wife, as she knew that Mr Darcy’s influence in London was much more significant than the Hursts’. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Darcy was alone in his rooms in London. He tried to sleep, but he was not tired. He started to write a letter to Lady Edwina, his godmother, but the words just did not form on the paper. He wished to be alone, and yet he yearned for Elizabeth.  
 
    He stayed on the balcony for some time, enjoying the sunset despite the coldness. His butler put a heavy blanket on his shoulders. The mere gesture brought back recollections from a childhood illness at Pemberley, when his father used to wrap him in such a blanket, and they stayed together on the balcony, promising he would take Darcy hunting as soon as he recovered. It was a happy time; his father was young, healthy and full of life, and Darcy liked nothing more than to be in his company and learn from him at every opportunity.  
 
    He searched for his father’s image deep in his soul with a plea for help. His father did not appear to be an emotional person, he might even seem distant or harsh, but James Darcy knew how to solve any situation.  
 
    Following that illness, for some time, the young master Darcy feared falling ill again; therefore, he avoided cold water, opened windows, or walking in the rain. He dressed excessively and drank all sorts of tisanes Mrs Reynolds prepared for him. Then one evening his father came into his room, just before bedtime. It was an unusual visit, and Darcy watched his father sitting on the edge of the bed and saying: “This evening we will forget your illness entirely. We will put all the memories in a drawer, shut it with the key and we will throw away the key together.” It seemed a magic trick but it worked, and from the next day young Darcy returned to being the courageous boy he had ever been. The memory of their throwing the key out the window had followed Darcy for many years in the most difficult moments that tormented him after his father’s passing away.  
 
    Only a few days ago he was at Netherfield with a single major focus in his life: to see Elizabeth as often as he could; he adored the days when they were together and dreaded the nights that separated them. She had finally agreed to be his wife and in her eyes, he could see all the promises a woman could make to a man.  
 
    Around Elizabeth, he was no longer the master of his thoughts or of his senses. Bingley called it love, making jest of him, “Darcy, you were never in love before, and now you discover this feeling at its highest level. Do not worry; you will survive.” 
 
    Darcy had been happy and full of expectation for his life and marriage till that unfortunate decision he took, more than a week ago, to go to London. He made an effort not to remember, struggling to recover the happy state of mind he had recently lost. 
 
    The cold helped; alone, on his balcony, he decided to find a drawer and put the last week in there; then, with his father’s image in mind, to throw away the key. And, indeed, he used the magic of his childhood and his father’s figure to regain his peace. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was the first dinner in London, since Darcy’s return.  
 
    Around the table were people dear to him, celebrating his presence. He looked around with affection and gratitude. First of all, was Elizabeth, who proved to be the woman he always imagined her to be: wise, courageous and ready to protect her love; then Georgiana, the young sister who had grown into a beautiful lady he could no longer regard as a child; then his future father in law and his friend Bingley. He observed with a friendly smile the young Acton; a fine young gentleman he was, capable of hard work and sacrifices, as Elizabeth depicted him. 
 
    They hardly spoke, hiding their fatigue under the interest for the meal that looked, indeed, more like a feast than a family dinner. Darcy was back, their efforts to find him had been successful, and, in a silent decision, they all agreed the unfortunate happening had to be forgotten forever. 
 
    Mr Bennet excused himself just before the syllabub; although it was his favourite dessert; he was too tired to enjoy it. Elizabeth watched her father with an intense and worried gaze, for the first time in her life seeing him as an old and tired man. Her heart ached as she realised that in the fever of her wedding’s preparations, she had not given much thought to her parents, mostly to Mr Bennet. Her departure for Pemberley was not a visit that would, eventually, end; it was her new life, far away from her parents and sisters and Meryton friends. Besides her incredible happiness, she would undoubtedly miss everybody, but especially her father. It was a strange discovery that overshadowed the joy of her bright future.  
 
    “Yes, dear papa, do go to your room and please rest; we can leave tomorrow as late as it is convenient for you.” 
 
    Mr Bennet managed a pale smile and said: 
 
    “Mrs Bennet will be waiting for me in front of the house, on the pathway.” 
 
    A small joke, just to reassure his daughter but everybody laughed in a sort of general relief imagining Mrs Bennet with a stern face waiting for her husband to come with the essential news from London. Her daughter’s betrothed had not run away; the wedding would still take place.  
 
    Darcy whispered to Parker, his butler, “Send Mr Bennet the syllabub, in his room.” 
 
    “I was about to do just that, sir,” the butler bowed.  
 
    Darcy was, as usual, attentive to the others’ needs, but that special night he was so grateful that he wanted to show, on and on, his appreciation to all the people who helped recover him.  
 
    Then he looked at the young Acton who wanted so much to help and please. He was the one who remained in London while Elizabeth, Georgiana, Mr Bennet and Bingley went after him.  
 
    Mr Acton noticed Darcy looking at him and said with a shy smile, “I will retire, but first I would like to inform you what happened in London after the party left. Maybe Mr Darcy does not know, but Mr Bennet and Charles left me here with the mission of receiving any information that would eventually arrive. I was instructed to open and read all messages and redirect them to anyone that I considered appropriate. I shall return shortly, to show you all the messages that were received.”  
 
    Mr Acton left the dining room in haste, apparently proud of his mission and impatient to share his knowledge with the party. 
 
    As they all moved to the parlour Darcy thought that it was a good thing to have Mr Action, with his youth and enthusiasm joining them, to remember that they were indeed celebrating; in spite of the tiredness, for it was a victory.  
 
    After Darcy’s disappearance, in the despair of being completely oblivious to his whereabouts, Elizabeth, Mr Bennet, Georgiana, Bingley, with the close assistance of Mr Action, decided to organise a large search party to cover the neighbourhoods, parks, and streets. They made inquiries to all Darcy’s friends, at the Gentlemen’s Club, and in any places where he could have been seen. They thought of all possibilities, even the darkest ones that included Darcy being attacked, robbed, or even murdered.  
 
    And then some new information made all of them rush to the country hoping to find Darcy and bring him home. 
 
    At first, Mr Acton had been upset that he was excluded from the search party outside London. But soon enough, as the messages kept arriving at Darcy’s Town House, Mr Action understood the importance of his assignment and the trust that was granted to him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Mr Acton joined the others in the parlour, with his arms filled with papers. Most of the messages and letters were of little importance; but Darcy invited the young man to present them, nevertheless.  
 
    Mr Action laid two piles of papers on the table, carefully organised by some criteria of his own. Darcy and Elizabeth glanced and smiled at each other, both pleasantly surprised by Mr Acton’s diligence. 
 
    “In the first bundle you will find,” Mr Acton said, naturally addressing Darcy, “all the simple messages we received from people participating to the search. Some of them are just referring to a place, a street where they pretended to have seen Mr Darcy. As promised, till your arrival I cheeked every place, trying to gather information. At this moment, they are no longer important, as fortunately here you are, Mr Darcy, and we praise God for this happy ending.” 
 
    It was a good speech, they all agreed, and their appreciation for the young gentleman was growing with every word. 
 
    “In this second pile, you have all the messages received from friends and acquaintances, worried about your disappearance…” 
 
    Mr Acton stopped at Darcy’s apparent disturbance.  
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” he asked fearfully, staring at Darcy. 
 
    “No, not at all; you did an excellent job, please continue.” 
 
    Darcy’s expression was neither content nor relaxed, as Georgiana immediately observed. Elizabeth was still learning to read his expressions, but she could not miss that he was preoccupied and even slightly displeased. 
 
    As Mr Acton hesitated to continue, Darcy showed a smile to encourage the young man. 
 
    “I only followed the instruction I received,” Mr Action repeated, “I took only the liberty to divide the messages in a certain order I considered important!”  
 
    “And you did a great job, Mr Acton,” Elizabeth said. “Please, continue!” 
 
    “Here is a list with everyone who wrote, as I supposed you will want to answer each of them.”  
 
    He handed Darcy a piece of paper, written in his elaborate writing, which held a large number of illustrious names from London society. 
 
    Darcy looked at the list and his face, Elizabeth saw with growing astonishment, coloured as if under tremendous tension. 
 
    “Important names!” Darcy mused with the same strange voice, almost angered. 
 
    “Yes, sir! And the most prestigious, without any doubt, is His Grace, the Duke of Blandford!” 
 
    Georgiana and even Bingley, who seemed asleep just a moment ago, both at the same time exclaimed in astonishment: 
 
    “The Duke of Blandford?” 
 
    The only one in the room not impressed was Elizabeth. Her rare sojourns in London had not been enough to familiarize her with the Ton. Her relatives, the Gardiners, socialized with people of a certain wealth but rarely with nobility. In fact, Elizabeth, never really cared about nobility and titles. Not even wealth was a preoccupation for her; as many times she had seen herself as the wife of a well-educated, witty and honourable clergyman, a solicitor, or a little landowner with no pretentions or infatuations.  
 
    Preoccupied only with the wedding day, she did not give particular thoughts to what would happen after… when she would become the mistress at Pemberley. Not more than the notion that Darcy would be her husband and they would share their lives together – with everything that meant. It was the very first time that she fully realised her new life would be filled with unknown duties and obligations, making her wonder if she was capable of assuming such a role.  
 
    Her face was an open book to Darcy as though she had spoken. His intentions, before the unfortunate adventure, were to let Elizabeth get accustomed with her duties little by little. He wanted her to see the benefits of her new life and only after a reasonable time to explain her their role in London society. But the previous week had destroyed or distorted all his plans, and now he – and mostly Elizabeth – had to face the problem of London’s Ton, whose members were far from being compassionate or benevolent. In small villages like Meryton or Hunsford, or even in Derbyshire, gossip was a daily preoccupation with no dramatic effects; unfortunately, in London, a mere rumour could destroy reputations and careers. William FitzRoy, the 6th Duke of Blandford was one of the most preeminent figures of England. One word from him and someone could be banished forever from their world.  
 
    Darcy was more and more convinced that the search party through London, at his Club and among the Ton had been a mistake. He was displeased, alarmed, and worried about their future. But could he blame his friends, Georgiana or Elizabeth for making every effort to find him? Still, his distress and concern were difficult to conceal in front of them. The Duke of Blandford was the last one he wanted to be up to date with his adventures, and yet he was! 
 
    The others on the list were all unimportant when compared to the Duke. 
 
    “And this is not all!” Mr Acton said, more and more unsure on his actions and his voice, “As Charles asked me in a message I received before your arrival, I went to your Club just to announce to them you are in perfect health and returning to London in two days.” 
 
    At these last words, Darcy stood up, filled his glass with brandy, and took a gulp wondering what more there could be. Only then he remembered Bingley and silently asked him if he wanted a drink too. He had forgotten his manners amid attention to that feeling that misfortune had happened, and he had no idea how to act in the future or how to make do reparations. 
 
    Darcy remembered discussing the necessity to spread the news about his return; not to give any details, just that he was in good health and ready to meet friends soon after his arrival in London. He had also decided that the best way of spreading the news would be at the Club. But those memories were vague and distant; he had not been fully recovered, and now all the decisions that were taken in that condition seemed wrong. 
 
    “Go on,” Darcy said, willing to hear once and for all, the disasters caused by his absence. 
 
    “So, I went to the Club and I presented myself, as your secretary…” Mr Acton watched Darcy’s face with growing apprehension, but all he could see was worry. 
 
    “I hope you approve this, sir.”  
 
    Darcy nodded, encouraging him to continue. 
 
    “All I did was to prepare a message and deliver it at your Club, as your secretary,” Mr Action repeated. “But in the hall, the doorman took me directly to the Club’s superintendent, Mr Crosby. I thought he would take my message and let me go, but to my astonishment, he invited me into a private parlour. I confess passing through the Club, I became nervous; I was prepared to deliver a message, and now I was invited to a member of the Club.” 
 
    “And?” Darcy said with a rather harsh tone.  
 
    “It was His Grace, the Duke of Blandford!” 
 
    “The Duke?” Darcy said, puzzled and distressed. “What is the meaning of all this? What did you tell him?” 
 
    Mr Acton remembered with a shiver the moment when the superintendent told him the Duke had given explicit instruction whoever might come in regarding Mr Darcy be guided to his parlour. And “Sir,” the superintendent said, “what a chance for you, as His Grace just arrived a few minutes ago!” 
 
    Mr Acton had come only to deliver the message; he was not prepared for more and a meeting with the Duke of Blandford was an honour he was not sure he could face. But, at the same time, the young man had a most useful quality: he embraced all the new circumstances that life offered, greeting them with courage and cleverness when needed.  
 
    “I put my apparel in order and entered the parlour just as the superintendent whispered at my ear about the honour to be received by His Grace. I must confess I had never imagined that such an illustrious person could be so benevolent. He wanted to know everything about what happened to Mr Darcy. But I had little to say; I mostly described what had been done in London regarding the search party. So, His Grace wrote a letter for you and confined it to me.” 
 
    Darcy looked again at the letter pile; it was the first, exactly how Mr Acton ordered them, in the importance of rank. 
 
    All their fatigue vanished in front of such an occurrence; Elizabeth regretted her father was not present, Mr Acton was happy for his essential role in those circumstances, as for Georgiana and Bingley they were listening with a curiosity that surpassed all previous events. Only Darcy was incapable of sharing their interest, as he was still more distraught than enthusiastic. He read the letter in a clear voice, for everybody was eager to know its contents. It was the only letter that Mr Acton did not open, and his curiosity was equal to the others. 
 
    Mr Darcy, 
 
    It pleases me to find out from your secretary, Mr Acton, that you are in good health and out of danger. 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 in that period. 
 
    FitzRoy William, Duke of Blandford  
 
    It was a short message that gave no sign on the subject the Duke wished to discuss, but the politeness showed it was a request and not a demand.  
 
    “Wednesday is tomorrow,” Darcy said with all eyes fixed on him. 
 
    It was, undoubtfully, an important message, and Elizabeth received it with even more nervousness than the others. She was equally curious, interested and distressed, as FitzRoy William, the 6th Duke of Blandford had just become a real person and not merely an almost imaginary character living near royalty.  
 
    Her future life with Darcy was so unlike anything she had experienced at Longbourn in so many ways. Being the mistress of Pemberley meant assuming so many duties, some of them substantially different from her mother’s daily work but being Darcy’s wife meant so much more. Tomorrow Darcy would meet a Duke, and most probably, soon she would have to face that new world, too. 
 
    Standing still and silent, with the Duke’s letter in his hand, Darcy was staring at her, and Elizabeth felt he knew every thought that passed in her mind. She would need him to be near her, to support her, even teach her. But she was ready to be his wife. She smiled at him, and in that long and distressing evening, her smile was the support he needed. Darcy longed for her; he was anxious to remain alone with her. With a simple gesture, he ended the evening and invited Georgiana and his guests to retire for sleep. 
 
    “We will continue our conversation tomorrow at breakfast. I want to leave at 10 o’clock for the Club, so please oblige me and come to an early breakfast at 9.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Darcy took the candle from the maid’s hand, wanting to guide Elizabeth through the vast house that would be hers in a short time. She was staying in Mrs Darcy’s apartment – while he did not occupy the master’s suite.  
 
    He had kept his childhood apartment, close to Georgiana’s, reluctant to move to his father’s rooms. James Darcy was dead for almost 5 years, but Darcy could still feel his presence and the pain of losing him and was hesitant to take his place. 
 
    However, that situation would have to change soon - after his wedding.  
 
    For the time being, Elizabeth was slowly becoming accustomed to the mistress’s chambers – her chambers to be – while Darcy was pleased with that arrangement, dearly appreciating his sister for letting Elizabeth have that part of the first floor. During his childhood, while they stayed in London, Darcy used to spend most of the mornings in his mother’s welcoming and warm parlour. He remembered with perfect clearness the beautiful image of his mother. Warm, gentle, carrying, she was utterly different from her sister Lady Catherine. He knew she would love Elizabeth and would approve of her. Very much unlike Lady Catherine.  
 
    He left Elizabeth in front of her apartment and briefly kissed her hand, his eyes gazing into hers. He intended to return just after the maid helped her prepare for the night. They had, indeed, important things to discuss but deep in his heart, there was another truth: he just wanted to be with her. His misadventures had created so many problems, and he wanted to reassure his future wife that their life would be the image of connubial felicity. He was sure she would commit, with grace and intelligence, to any new duty that eventually might stand in front of her. He had long ceased to doubt that she would rise to any expectation of her new position. 
 
    After half an hour, which seemed an eternity, Darcy, dressed in his robe, dismissed Parker and knocked at her door. Just hearing her voice aroused a storm of feeling within him, unlike anything he had known before Elizabeth. 
 
    He found her seated at his mother’s Sheraton mahogany secretaire, writing a letter. Darcy lay on the long sofa in front of the bureau, as he did so many times in the past when he was a child playing while his mother was reading or writing.  
 
    Elizabeth finished her letter and looked up, meeting his eyes. He was smiling. 
 
    “You were quite displeased only minutes ago! And distressed,” she said 
 
    “You calm me down. It is the effect you have on me! But I am still apprehensive.” 
 
    “Apprehensive about what, my dear?” She briefly caressed his hand and he took her fingers to his lips while he continued. 
 
    “Elizabeth, I know it is unfair to you all, as you made such an effort to find me. However, – a search party through London, an announcement at my Club were probably not the best of choices.” 
 
    “You think we did wrong?” Elizabeth asked, taking his worry upon herself. He took both her hands in his. 
 
    “Come, sit by me!” he said tenderly, with a gesture towards the long sofa. 
 
    But Elizabeth could not move, only abandoning her hands in his. She wanted to be near him, but she feared the closeness, remembering countless moments they spent alone in Hertfordshire after they became engaged. More often than she wished to admit, they indulged themselves in many liberties that a lady should not accept, but she did allow and even encouraged. One day in particular, when she happened to be alone with Darcy in the carriage on a long ride in the country, and his caresses put her cheeks and her entire being on fire. She was blushing only remembering his touches so daring that she could not imagine they existed before meeting him. 
 
    “I cannot come, Darcy. I do not know what happened to me in the morning, maybe you still had the delirium of your illness on your lips,” she smiled shyly, blushing. 
 
    “Come, Elizabeth, come sit near me, it is all I am asking you!” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    Darcy gently laughed, fixing his gaze deep into her eyes: 
 
    “And what do I have to promise, my beloved?” 
 
    His tone was insinuating but mild, a new Darcy she had not known before. The candles depicted unexpected shadows on his face, making her remember all the ways she had ever seen him, from the proud Darcy who barely noticed her to the man from the carriage, who almost took all her secrets. 
 
    Elizabeth coloured again, not only from her fear or shame or shyness. Deep inside her there was a strange, new stirring, never felt before. It also happened in the carriage yet from those hours she hardly remembered anything because he was so close to her. But now Darcy was at some distance, only looking at her and again all her inner body was aching in a delicious wave. She had discussed with Jane in the past, how it was possible for Lydia to accept Mr Wickham before marriage. Near Darcy, she finally understood that there were no before the wedding and after the wedding feelings and dispositions, but a unique sentiment that was called love and desire. It was the same love and desire before and after... That the wedding day and the ceremonies surrounding it, were only the demands of society and did not cause a wife to feel different from the young girl she was. 
 
    “I am scared,” she said. “Not of you!” she added in haste, “I am scared that we have disrupted some rules of life or society. It is so important to go to the church pure, and I do not feel I am, anymore!” she confessed reluctantly. 
 
    In just one step, Darcy was near her. Bowing deeply, he placed lingering kisses on her hands in a gesture full of tenderness and respect. 
 
    “We did nothing wrong, my love. You are the purest woman I know!” 
 
    “Who travelled with you alone, in a carriage and allowed you…” 
 
    She did not continue as she was not entirely sure of what truly happened in that carriage. It was so intimate and enjoyable at the same time, but also frightening. For her, everything that happened was for the first time: every kiss, embrace, every caress… She let him conquer territories on her body no man had seen before… but for him, it was so normal, so natural as if he had done that many times before.  
 
    She genuinely wanted explanations to a question she did not dare to ask, but Darcy had other problems in mind. He helped her to stand up and sit on the sofa, while he sat in the other corner, not touching her at all. 
 
    “We will be married as soon as I get the license!” he said, wanting her to come closer but instead Elizabeth rose up, in a hasty movement of denial and ire. 
 
    “No, my dearest!” she said in a rather decided tone, but still with a smile on her face. “We are not going to be married like that!” 
 
    It was not at all the reaction Darcy expected. 
 
    “You do not want to marry me anymore?” he asked with an incredulous expression on his face. 
 
    “No!” Elizabeth said. “God, no, of course, I want to marry you, but not like this, in haste, almost hiding, here in London with only this little party around us. Darcy, we are all tired and just returning from a horrible adventure. Please try to understand!” 
 
    But it seemed he could not. All the happiness in his face, he had when he entered her rooms, vanished, replaced by concern and a bit of sadness. 
 
    “Come Elizabeth,” he said, “we discussed this before leaving for London. This is why I sent Parker to London, to find out what is necessary for us to acquire the Marriage License and to find a church in which to wed. We can marry in any church you choose in London, or anywhere else, but let us marry, forget this week and depart for Pemberley.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    It was just a whisper but the decision in her voice was as firm as if she had shouted. 
 
    Darcy stood up, wanting to leave, but Elizabeth blocked his way. 
 
    “Stay, please stay; it is our first dispute as a couple.” 
 
    “We are not yet a couple, my dear,” Darcy said with a voice that Elizabeth did not like. 
 
    Gently she made him sit once again on the sofa. She was facing him, attempting to smile, but Darcy kept his gaze away from her eyes, annoyed and sad. 
 
    “My love,” Elizabeth said, “we also have to face these circumstances, for we will not agree with each other every instant of our lives. But I do wish to discuss and solve our problems.” 
 
    They were silent for some time; obviously, Darcy did not intend to speak, so Elizabeth continued: 
 
    “You must understand that you were not the only one living an ordeal; imagine how desperate I was or how scared was Georgiana. Now when you are safe, you do not agree with the methods we used, but back then we tried to find you, by any means. It was not a joke, it was not leisure, nor an everyday happening, but a disappearance. You could have been wounded or… I cannot even name the worst of our thoughts; we had to consider every possibility. Even that…” 
 
    Elizabeth hesitated; it was so obvious Darcy did not enjoy their discussion. 
 
    “Even that I ran away from marriage!” 
 
    “Yes!” said Elizabeth hesitantly. “Even that!” 
 
    “Because it was what you knew of me!” The mockery in his voice was like a knife that pierced her heart. 
 
    “I do not know you, Darcy, how could I? There have been only a few weeks since you proposed to me; we danced together, we walked, but we had few opportunities to talk! I was waiting for our living day by day to know you.” 
 
    “You did not know me, but you had some particular ideas,” Darcy said in a bitter tone, “how did you put it, so in the past: my arrogance, my conceit, and my selfish disdain of the feelings of others! Nice opinion of your future husband!” 
 
    “Darcy,” Elizabeth cried, “how can you say that? Those feelings were a long time ago; I would never accept your proposal if I still had such an opinion of you! I told you the day you came to Longbourn to ask me to be your wife that all my feelings and my opinion of you had completely changed. You are an honest and generous man!” 
 
    “Precisely, Elizabeth, I may have all the faults in the world, but I am an honest man! It is my legacy from my parents and all my ancestors. But you choose to doubt my honesty towards you.” 
 
    “No, no, it was not like that, but I must confess that this question arose among us in the first moments when we finally understood that you were missing. I am sorry, this is my own weakness and you have all the right to blame me! But please consider I was terrified when this idea floated in my mind. I have full confidence in you, but you have to accept that being left before the marriage is the most feared event in a young woman’s life. I grew up with this dread, we all did, my sisters, my friends, it is better not ever to marry than to be deserted at the altar.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a long time. The tension between them was lessening, but Darcy was still sad. 
 
    “I longed to marry you tomorrow!” Darcy said. 
 
    “As do I, you must believe me! But I do not want such a wedding day forced by circumstances, almost in fear that something might come between us again! I want my pale-yellow dress I made from the silk I received from you; I even want my mother to be present, and of course, Jane and Mary and Kitty. Our wedding day must shine not only from the sun in the sky but also from our hearts. Admit it, please: we are not yet ready to be married when we still have these clouds in our souls”. 
 
    Darcy considered all she said carefully, barely keeping his countenance. Her ideas made sense but, still, he had wanted so much to marry her and depart together for Pemberley. Yes, it was haste in his wishes, but he felt that their marriage would finally put an end to the horrible incident that had occurred in their lives. But maybe Elizabeth was right; their wedding had to signify a beginning and not an end. He was still displeased with her request, but he decided to accept her wish. 
 
    “I agree,” he said. “However, we will not be married in six weeks as we planned but in two, and we will travel to Pemberley immediately. Just the two of us.” 
 
    Elizabeth tried to remain calm; two weeks was a very short period, but it was obvious she had to accept his terms, yet she tried to resist, to gain at least one more week. 
 
    “But we cannot marry then… the last announcement for our marriage is in three weeks.” 
 
    Darcy saw the acceptance on her face and instantly, his humour changed. After all, their discussion was so exciting because there was no winner or loser but delicious compromises on both sides. An elegant battle with a satisfactory truce, for both.  
 
    “Do not worry my dear,” he said, “tomorrow we will have our license; we can marry at once or in one week.” 
 
    “Two weeks!” Elizabeth said, with a small smile on her face. 
 
    “Two weeks.” Darcy agreed to end their first dispute, smiling as he had one more proof he had finally found a precious woman who deeply loved him but, at the same time, had her own will, that would be imposed and accepted by him at certain moments of their life together.  
 
    There were still some problems from the past to be solved between them, and Darcy wanted to discuss them as soon as possible, allowing no cloud to hover above their love.  
 
     “Now Elizabeth, just ask the question you want to ask. Let us finish all the problems tonight!” 
 
    Elizabeth was stunned, “It seems you know me so much better than I know you!” she said. 
 
    “Yes, my dear, so it seems!” He prevailed over his resentfulness caused by her lack of confidence. Once again, he adopted a witty tone, but he had to admit that it was only on the surface; deep inside him, he was still hurt, mostly because she needed all that time to marry him and did not feel the same urge to become his wife as he felt to become her husband. He sensed something was broken between them. After the intimate moments they shared in the carriage he expected her to commit to the wedding, regardless of all the people around.  
 
    The storm between them had passed but there still were some flashes of lightning and both of them resented their disagreement in different ways.  
 
    “Come, Elizabeth,” he said again, “ask your question and let me go to bed; I will have a difficult day tomorrow.” 
 
    But Elizabeth did not know how to ask. She was silent, incapable of translating her inner troubles into real words. After all, he had admitted that in the past, he knew other women. 
 
    “How do I know that I will love you and only you forever? This is the question, is it not?” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, her cheeks on fire. She wanted to know more than anything else, but at the same time she was remorseful; she could not stand her feelings that seemed like jealousy.  
 
     “I do not know for sure what the future will bring. Now we are friends, we will be lovers in a very short time…” 
 
    Elizabeth coloured again, but it was no more out of shame but because she sensed those strange transformations inside her body that announced a new world of feelings she was unaware of till some days ago. 
 
    Darcy laughed despite the tension between them. 
 
    “Why did you blush, now, my love?” he gently asked her but with a drop of humour as he felt her tremor. “You ask for me to tell the truth, I cannot ask for less!” 
 
    “I blushed,” she said, “because I can now imagine how happy we will be after…” 
 
    “After…?” 
 
    Elizabeth was not to be trapped into a conversation she did not want to have… yet. So she said in a bristly tone:  
 
    “Fitzwilliam Darcy! Do not use such an insinuating tone! I still cannot talk about certain subjects the way you do; and besides, it is your turn to answer, not mine.” 
 
    Darcy was watching her with such frankness in his eyes that Elizabeth smiled; in fact, she did not know for sure what bothered her. One moment she thought she was not jealous of the women before her, no matter what had happened. But the next instant, she found it hard to accept her husband knew other women. It was not only jealousy; it was also fear. What if in the future she would not be enough for him anymore? 
 
    “Elizabeth,” Darcy said, “a gentleman has in his life before marriage, certain experiences; to me, none of those was nearly close to love, as I understand it, now.”  
 
    “And how would you describe those experiences?” she said in a slightly rough tone. 
 
    “Intimate and at times pleasant moments…” he said, relieved to resolve that problem. But it was not as simple as he imagined it to be. 
 
    “I am jealous and frightened,” Elizabeth admitted. 
 
    “Let us take them one by one, my dearest. You are jealous because…?” 
 
    “Why were you intimate with other women, before me?” 
 
    “Because a man has certain needs a woman does not have!” Darcy said, smiling at her face full of worries. Her beautiful forehead was slightly creased, in a completely new expression on her face. Despite the distress of their conversation, he could not but imagine Elizabeth with the same frown and raised eyebrows in front of their children, when she discovered a prank or a fault. 
 
    Elizabeth was looking at him, trying to understand his words. They were skilfully chosen; they did not hold a definite statement, but they were close to a revelation.  
 
    “I am not sure I understand what you are saying. You mean in your life there have been other women because you needed them? Were you engaged before?” 
 
    Darcy had an urge to laugh but he realised that he could not mock her because her question appeared from the most profound purity that could exist in the world. In the society where he lived, purity was no longer a shared legacy for all the young girls. In London, he could count on his fingers those who followed those values. But he was not sure how to explain that to his wife to be. He imagined that her only discussions with her friends and sisters were about kissing. In all families, there was a Lydia, but her type was the exception not the rule and, in any case, he was sure Lydia did not discuss such matters with her sisters; at least not with Jane and Elizabeth as they would not allow it. 
 
    “Why are you hesitating?” Elizabeth asked. She was again worried, following each shade that his face revealed. 
 
    “My dear,” he said. “I am not totally sure you understand these matters between men and women.” 
 
    “I want to understand all between a wife and a husband!” she said stiffly. 
 
    “Yes, I agree, but a wife is… a woman and a husband is… a man, so…” 
 
    “Are you pleading for the consummation of our marriage before our wedding?” she asked. 
 
    “No! Absolutely not!” he responded in a determined tone. “What happened in the carriage was marvellous, but you are right. We both were under a spell, or just so happy to be out of danger. For me, it was important to discover you, but we will wait for the wedding night for more!” 
 
    Elizabeth looked at him and tried not to smile; she was certain Darcy could read her face and knew her inner thoughts, which at that moment were very contradictory. From one point of view, she was glad he took that decision but she also had some regrets that their discovery − as Darcy named it − was forbidden for at least two more weeks. 
 
    He gazed and smiled at her, that bizarre, insinuating smile that caused her heart to race at a dangerous speed. He wanted to say something, but Elizabeth came near him and covered his mouth with her delicate fingers. His smile did not disappear while he kissed her fingers and said: 
 
    “It is your decision, my love; we can be married as soon as I am back, tomorrow, with the license!”  
 
    It was a game, nothing but a game. They had decided their wedding day would be in two weeks, but Darcy liked most of all to see her little expressions on her face: wonder, confusion, shyness, each dear to him as they reflected her world that was about to change. 
 
    “So?” she insisted further. “Were there other women in your life?” 
 
    “Yes, there were, but no one you should know of.” 
 
    “How is that?” she asked again with that confused face he adored.  
 
    “Because in the life of a 28-year-old man there usually have existed other women, of a certain type.” 
 
    They were still sitting on the sofa, not touching but that distance had a particular advantage for Darcy and disadvantage for Elizabeth. He could clearly see her blushing as she could not conceal her thoughts. 
 
    “I want to know…” Elizabeth said quite uncertain of what she wanted to know. 
 
    “You will, I promise you; even those secrets a man does not tell his wife to be. You are a special woman who needs to know, not out of pointless curiosity but because it is important to understand the relationship between a man and a woman. Now tell me, before I go to sleep, why are you still afraid?” 
 
    Elizabeth was not at all tired, on the contrary, she was in an unusual state of excitement; the other nights, when turmoil had kept her awake, were utterly forgotten. She did not want him to leave; they were having such a good discussion, and she feared that the magic, once interrupted, would be lost forever. She longed for his hands, as daring as they had been in the carriage, to prolong their delicious time together. But Darcy was exhausted, not completely recovered and he needed rest. 
 
    “I told you that I was jealous and afraid”. 
 
    “So, for jealousy, we will have a longer discussion, one day. As for the fright, I do not see the reasons, so I am waiting for you to share them with me.” 
 
    For Elizabeth fright and jealousy were closely related, but it was not easy to explain. 
 
    “I am scared to lose you,” she eventually admitted.  
 
    Darcy understood her rather well; it was precisely one of the reasons why he suggested to Elizabeth to get married in haste. Therefore, Elizabeth was right not to agree to marry in the next days. Such a hurried marriage would have revealed his fear and he refused to be afraid as he was in his childhood. There were no motives that could change his intention of marrying Elizabeth. He had thrown away the key and nothing could happen even if they should wait the two weeks she pleaded for. 
 
    “My dear,” he said as he stood up and kissed her forehead, “we are going to be married in two weeks. It is our decision and nothing will change my mind. It is only you who could, but I will make sure you will want me so much as not to be capable of rejecting me again!” 
 
    He was laughing and mocking, and his tone made Elizabeth feel a sudden urge to take him into her arms, just to be sure that this man was to be hers in a very short time; so she led him to the door and made a delicious move towards him. They were both in such obvious need of a real kiss that he could no longer resist and folded her into his arms; then he stopped and said with a hoarse tone: 
 
    “That discussion…, we have to have it very soon!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    They all met at 9 o’clock for breakfast, as Darcy had asked them to, their spirits much improved from the last evening. There was not yet real joy among them but, after a good night’s sleep, all of them were rested and relieved. They all expected Darcy to speak, and indeed, he started the discussion. He could not be angry with the party for the decisions they took but they had to decide on the future consequences his misadventure would have. 
 
    “First of all, I want to thank you for your struggle to find me. Each of you had an important role and together you reached this outcome: my being here at the table next to my beautiful wife to be.” 
 
    Darcy smiled mostly at Elizabeth, who was sitting next to him and kissed her hand. Elizabeth had tears in her eyes and even his butler turned away for some moments, not letting anyone see his own emotion. 
 
    “I know, yesterday, I may have proffered some unjust words towards your actions regarding the search party you organised, but please understand that it took me some time to see all the struggle you went through to find me. But you must agree that at this time all my acquaintances need an explanation. What I am asking you all is to decide on the story we will pass along to anybody interested.” 
 
    Mr Bennet nodded, followed by all the others.  
 
    “I do not see any advantage in another story other than an unexpected, difficult illness that prevented me from informing my family and fiancée where I was. Here in London, Bingley had already talked to his sisters, and I will speak to the Duke of Blandford and then at my Club. The rest will be informed by others. We cannot stop gossip but my presence in the next days will, eventually, curtail most of it. Fortunately, life goes on and another scandal will appear, as we speak, to end of this one.” 
 
    Mr Bennet was the only one at the table, who was obviously nervous. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “I may have made a mistake. I wrote a letter to Mrs Bennet, with some details, so she knows many circumstances regarding our adventure. I am so sorry… now I see it was wrong to write those letters before talking to you!” 
 
    There was a considerable silence around the table, as no one could tell how Mrs Bennet had been reacting to her husband’s disclosure and if she had already spread the news. 
 
    “I am truly sorry to say that, knowing my wife as I do, she may have already repeated her knowledge to friends in Meryton.” 
 
    There was nothing to be said. Elizabeth felt sorry for her father because he had remorse, but it was not his fault. 
 
    “My dear father,” she said, “I am sure that mama is well-intentioned and the news that we will get married, after all, will overcome other details she might have!” 
 
    “Of course!” Darcy said, but he wasn’t pleased about that letter. “Anyway, no matter what the talk will be in Meryton, here we will give the variant I told you. There will be time before the Meryton gossip arrives in London. I hope that it will create confusion, and in the end, all will be forgotten.” 
 
    “Well,” Darcy added, “yesterday evening Bingley told me about the happy gathering in Mr Hurst’s hose he had found; the good man wanted to warn me that London is already talking!” 
 
    Mr Bennet’s letter to her mother, Elisabeth agreed, was a mistake, but compared to London’s appetite for gossip it was just a drop in the ocean. She felt so sorry for Darcy who, in the past, had seldom been the subject of malevolent rumours. She knew how important his name and social status were for her future husband, and the present situation made him angry and frustrated. Suddenly she understood that for the first time in their life, she had to be firmly by his side, to support him, showing not only her love but, also, her unconditional trust in him. 
 
    “I am staying here in London with you!” Elizabeth said in an admirably purposeful, determined, and unwavering tone. “We will confront and defy any difficulties together; and I am sure Georgiana will help us!” 
 
    It was an unexpected decision, so unconventional that it made Darcy’s heart race. 
 
    Georgiana silently nodded. 
 
    Darcy looked at Elizabeth with a smile that warmed Mr Bennet’s heart. He was so sorry for his mistake but so proud of his daughter. It was an excellent decision to be near her future husband and a very bold one, but his Lizzy was a young woman who knew her way; she was not a disoriented lamb like Lydia, nor a beautiful girl living in the clouds like Jane. She was a person of trust and courage, who could assume her destiny and put her man’s wellbeing above any social conventions and personal gain. 
 
    “Thank you, Elizabeth!” Darcy said. “We will also ask Mr Acton to stay as our guest here in London, if it is not a nuisance for him!” 
 
    The young man was so happy that he wanted to jump from his seat and dance, but instead, he looked with a serious mien to Darcy and responded properly: 
 
    “I will stay as long as you need me, sir, and…” he smiled and continued reluctantly. “I would be happy to help you in any way you consider it necessary…just like your secretary!” 
 
    Darcy smiled and after kissing Elizabeth’s hand, he said good-bye to Mr Bennet and Bingley, who were leaving for Hertfordshire. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Darcy was astonished, once again, by his betrothed. Only a few hours ago she refused to marry him in haste, but she was ready to stay in London, near him, unmarried just to help him face the world. Her attitude made him forget the difficult appointment he was going to have. He wondered for perhaps the hundredth time in the last hours, what the Duke might want from him. He remembered the Duke from different parties or gatherings, but they had never had any close encounter. He did not even recall sharing more than a respectful greeting or being closer than ten feet from the Duke.  
 
    One of the things he loathed the most was the scandal around him. Any scandal. During all his years, even when he crossed some lines with his friends, he always tried to find a decent solution avoiding malicious gossip and scandal. His youthful adventures were still looked upon like dares, admired not condemned. And now he had to face this circumstance that could plunge him into London’s villainous mouth. He imagined there could be people around to think he wanted to avoid marring and the decision to return to London was made under some pressure coming from the future bride’s father. There were so many stories that could be invented so he decided to keep his calm and face the crowd. 
 
    As he entered the Club’s large hall, the first person he saw was a certain baronet, well-known for his cruel delight in vicious gossip. If Darcy had a choice, he would have turned and run like a child, far from the Club; but instead he composed an amiable face and headed towards the slanderer. The baronet was in a group of three, obviously gossiping. Darcy even had the impression that the subject was him, but to his great surprise, they all turned to him and bowed with an obliging look on their faces, no trace of malice so usual in their society, in the face of a scandal. 
 
    All the men wanted to shake his hand. As shaking hands was not so much a sign of greeting but more a mark of unusual affability or intimacy, it meant a single thing: they all knew he had been missing, and his coming back was seen in a benevolent light and not a subject for gossip. At least that was the impression they gave to Darcy. They exchanged some polite words when the Club’s superintendent, Mr Crosby arrived in haste. He positioned himself rather far from the group, but from his attitude Darcy found the excuse to quit his acquaintances. He turned to the superintendent who spoke in a clear voice that could be heard by anyone in the lobby: 
 
    “His Grace is waiting for you!” 
 
    Darcy bowed, happy to leave, but his state of mind was not so peaceful, he still wondered what the Duke could want from him; but so close to the encounter he had to compose his attitude and master his feelings. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Duke stood up the minute he entered the parlour and did not even let him bow; he took his hand in such a friendly manner that Darcy made an effort to recall all his memories to try to understand the Duke’s benevolence. But there was nothing beside the occasions he had already remembered, when nothing significant happened. 
 
    “Do sit, my boy!” the Duke said, addressing Darcy in a warm manner that only close family would use. If Darcy expected a sort of confrontation, it became clear the encounter was quite the opposite.  
 
    “Thank you, your Grace!” Darcy said most respectfully. 
 
    “Forget the protocol, just call me, sir!” 
 
    The steward prepared the drinks and he retired, leaving the two men face to face with a glass of brandy in their hands. 
 
    “I know it is very early for brandy, but we have to celebrate your safe return. I was very concerned about your disappearance and I felt a huge relief when your secretary, that excellent young gentleman, announced you were back in London. Now, I need to know everything that happened. Indulge an old man with a gripping story.” 
 
    Darcy hesitated for a short moment; was it wise to let the man in front of him know the details of his story? And what could be his interest? The Duke was arguably one of the most influential aristocrats in London: he could defend or destroy anybody’s reputation. Yet, the warm reception and his friendly attitude made Darcy trust him. 
 
    “I understand your reticence in telling such an intimate story to a stranger, but please believe me that I have only good intentions regarding you! In fact, the best!” 
 
    Darcy, usually so reticent in society, decided that the Duke could really help him in more than one way, but mostly to stop the rumours. People will gossip but those chats would be only in close families and little groups and will not affect his reputation in the least. 
 
    So he smiled and said: 
 
    “Your Grace…” 
 
    But the look in the Duke’s eyes made him smile again, recommencing: 
 
    “Sir, it is not a dramatic story. I fell ill, I was delirious for some days and the people that took care of me did not know who to inform in my family… or did not want…” 
 
    He let that sentence hang in the air, as it was nearer the truth; those attending to his illness wanted to take a benefit from him and from his state of mind and body! 
 
    “Enough stories!” smiled the Duke, “you are here and I see you are in good health now. It is all that counts. It is a blessing knowing you have loving people around you!” 
 
     “You speak in truth, sir! I have family and friends and… future family!” he smiled with bright eyes that told the Duke all the story. 
 
    “My betrothed, Miss Elizabeth Bennet, my sister Georgiana, my dear friend Mr Charles Bingley and my future father in law, Mr Bennet searched in London at first, but Elizabeth and Georgiana followed my trail and found me.” 
 
    “Good for them; I am so pleased you have people of such high virtue and courage around you. Do not worry, London will talk about what we want to.” 
 
    He made a grand gesture of reassurance as he stood up and strolled to the windows. As returned, with the sunlight strongly coming from outside, Darcy was hit by an epiphany. He could not tell for sure, but the Duke’s majestic posture was an image he knew so well. He tried to chase away the vision. It was not at all unusual, as at Pemberley he had a full gallery of paintings of his ancestors, almost all in martial posture. Still, that image seemed stronger than a mere resemblance to a painting.  
 
    The Duke assured him once more as he sat on his armchair that he would not allow any gossip to circulate. They could not control the familiar chatter, but in society, no rumour would be spread. Darcy understood how significant the Duke’s influence was in London; and, for the first time in days, he had a sense of relief, as his life and Elizabeth’s were finally entering a calmer realm.  
 
    As in the morning, with the party he met in the Club’s hall, London would treat his story decently if not benevolently. How the Duke might achieve such results was a mystery to Darcy, but it appeared that he had the means to influence the world around them.  
 
    “I am grateful sir for your support and I hope I truly deserve it.” 
 
    “You deserve it, my boy,” said the Duke, “I assure you!” 
 
    And just as Darcy prepared to leave, the Duke stopped him by taking his elbow in a very familiar manner: 
 
    “You and the ladies of your family will do me the favour of attending a party I am hosting in a few days in your honour. I hope you will be fully recovered, by then.” 
 
    It was a privilege Darcy did not expect. He was startled by the Duke’s amiable manners and cordial tone; his more than benevolent perspective on Darcy’s family and his desire to help became more than puzzling.  
 
    He could not fail to observe that his one-hour discussion with the Duke had contributed to his status in the Club; as he passed through the main chamber, he was greeted with curiosity and more deference by all those in attendance.  
 
    But somewhere in his mind, no more than a shadow of an idea continuously bothered him. It was so insistent that he could hardly concentrate when collecting his Marriage License. He had to attend the Office of the Archbishop of Canterbury at Doctors’ Commons in London and cost him £14 12 shillings, a fair price that gave them the right to marry in any fashionable or imposing places, such as abbeys and cathedrals, or at home, at a time of the family’s choosing. He was happy to have his license in his pocket as he intended to use it at the slightest sign something or someone would try to infiltrate between Elizabeth and him. 
 
    *** 
 
    As his solicitor’s home was in the Club’s neighbourhood, he presented himself to announce his soon to be wedding. Darcy knew from his mother’s will that there was a codicil to be revealed only at his marriage. When his mother died there was so much pain that he did not give a single thought to that codicil. He was 18, then, and marriage looked like an event from another world. But in the last months, since he began to admire and then to love Elizabeth that secret his mother saved for his marriage became a sweet question that he kept posing in his mind. What did his dear mother think of his marriage? Did she have some special recommendations for him and, perhaps, for his wife, too?  
 
    The solicitor was a gentleman in his forties, partner in the profession with his father, who decided to let his son continue their work. Possibly the old solicitor his mother knew was more rigorous but his son tried to make things easy for himself. Legally he should have waited to see the marriage consent signed before revealing the codicil, yet the Marriage License proved to be enough for him. Although surprised, Darcy did not protest as it was in his interest to read, as soon as possible, his mother’s legacy for his marriage.  
 
    He received a thin package, tired up with an old and delicate ribbon that his mother had taken from one of her dresses. Darcy experienced a moment of profound emotion as he imagined his mother tying the white ribbon while thinking of her son, who was only a boy then. 
 
    He felt an irrepressible urge to be alone for some a moment, alone with his memories. He would share all his treasures with Elizabeth, but first, he had to discover solely what his mother left him. He asked his coachman to lead him to a park where he could sit on a bench and open the package. 
 
    In the package he found two papers and a key, which fell to the ground. He looked with curiosity at the key; he could not imagine what it belonged to. It could be from any drawer in her rooms in London or Pemberley. It was a secret to be unveiled later, most probably after reading her letter.  
 
    He recognised the first paper as a part of her last testament with a new provision: his wife was to receive from Anne Darcy’s personal money a certain sum. Darcy bent his eyes to the ground to hide his emotion. His mother, so thoughtfully, had supplied an important gift to his future wife. It was a gesture that impressed him more than he could say. He intended to assure Elizabeth’s independent future as soon as she became his wife and yet, his mother had the same idea. He tried to conceal his emotion and read her words: 
 
    I decided to provide this stipend to my future daughter in law, so as to obtain her independence and be sure she becomes a good wife for my son out of love and not material interests. 
 
    He read the codicil over and over; even if it was written in legal terms he could feel between the rigid lines his mother’s care for his future, her wish for him to find a woman he would love and she, in her turn, to marry him for love.  
 
    He closed his eyes and told his mother that he, indeed, had found such a woman. 
 
    After a while, he decided to read the letter. He imagined Anne Darcy writing it in her parlour in London. H could see her in front of her secretaire; but once this image appeared the fog that had floated over his mind for the last two hours, violently dissipated. He knew what the epiphany he had in the Duke’s Club parlour meant. He was sure. Sudden cold sweats ran all over his body and a huge shiver took him with equal violence. He knew.  
 
    Darcy ran to the carriage shouting to the coachman to hurry; it seemed the road to his house took an eternity. Not even waiting for the carriage to stop in front of the house, he jumped out and ran up the stairs to Elizabeth’s door. He knocked impatiently and entered to find her at the secretaire. He stopped for an instant, in surprise, to see the secretaire was no longer at its usual place his mother loved, but just in front of the windows. Elizabeth stood up to find her betrothed sweating with a reddish colour on his face that made her heart stop. Something distressing had happened again; she was certain of that. A moment later, her concern increased, as Darcy said: 
 
    “The secretaire, you moved the secretaire!” 
 
    “Yes,” Elizabeth said, “did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “No, no!” Darcy absently said but forgetting about Elizabeth he ran to a wall covered wooden panels that had stood in front of the secretaire. After some efforts and struggle, a panel slid, revealing a painting behind it. Elizabeth was in a state of shock, her initial fears reassured - it was not about their marriage - but something else, something regarding the hidden painting which affected Darcy most profoundly. Darcy sat on a chair like all his strength had abandoned him, repeating:  
 
    “It is he… It is he…” over and over, until Elizabeth put her hand on his cheek, tenderly trying to calm him. 
 
    “Who, my love? Who?” 
 
    Attracted by all the noise her brother made, Georgiana appeared at the door. She looked in complete disbelief at the painting and as her brother did before, she stood on the nearest chair facing the picture. 
 
    “My God!” she said, “What is this painting doing in mama’s room? Who is he?” 
 
    Both equally interested, the two women turned to Darcy, whose dark expression disclosed that he knew the answer. 
 
     “It is the Duke of Blandford,” he said wholly astonished, then turned only to see on the opposite wall their mother’s portrait facing the Duke. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    They were living a mystery!  
 
    “A maddening mystery” Darcy said, “as no one can tell us the story behind the painting. Maybe the Duke of Blandford! But I do not have the audacity to ask him what his portrait is doing, well hidden, in our mother’s parlour”. 
 
    “But,” Elizabeth asked, “how did you know how to unveil the portrait?” 
 
    It was a good question, yet Darcy did not respond as he spotted his butler in the doorframe.  
 
    “Parker!” Darcy shouted in an unusually harsh voice. 
 
    The man stepped in, apparently averting his eyes from the painting, which was rather impossible as it was placed in the centre of the wall. 
 
    Darcy approached the painting brushing the frame with a finger, then showed the finger to Parker: 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to me it was not dusted for 10 years!” 
 
    Parker continued to be silent. 
 
    “Please, speak, Parker, tell me the meaning of this, if you know…” 
 
    Darcy was so upset that he could hardly find his words; he wanted answers, yet Parker was still silent. 
 
    “If the maids dusted the painting it is because someone told them to. You are the only one here and at Pemberley to give orders to the servants, so…?” 
 
    Hesitant, like carrying a burden on his shoulders, the butler eventually replied, “Master, her Ladyship, Lady Anne, used to let you see the painting. I did not imagine you forgot, I only thought you did not want to speak about it.” 
 
    That was true, Darcy finally realised. He had known about the painting since he was a toddler, but he forgot! He could not understand how it was possible.  
 
    “We need to know why this painting hangs in mama’s room,” Georgiana said, “do you know something about it?” 
 
    “Of course, he does!” Darcy shouted, and after a moment he spoke again, in a calmer way, addressing Parker directly: 
 
    “I thought there were no secrets between us, after all the years you have been in my service. You know all my secrets; I never imagined you have some hidden from me!” 
 
    Parker looked devastated by the harsh reproach coming from the most important person in his life.  
 
    “I am sorry, sir, I do not have personal secrets from you, but this was not my secret. I cannot tell you more unless her Ladyship left some instructions about this matter.” 
 
    At his butler’s words, Darcy remembered the second letter in the package he received from the solicitor. It was on the sofa, where he had thrown it when he entered the room. 
 
    Parker was right; he had not the permission to talk even if he knew all the story; as it was clear to all three of them that there was a story behind the painting. 
 
    “Thank you, Parker!” Darcy said. “You may retire now!” His voice was calm again. 
 
    The butler headed towards the hall, but as he stepped out of the room, he turned and said: 
 
    “Maybe you could ask Lady Edwina about the painting!” 
 
    With his mother’s letter in his hands, Darcy looked at Parker in wild astonishment, ‘Of course, − he thought, − Edwina, I must have her in London, at once!’ 
 
    Lady Edwina was his mother’s best friend; his and Georgiana’s godmother; it was Lady Edwina who stayed with his mother in her last moments of life and stood near them when their father unexpectedly died; if there was a person close to them it was, no doubt, Lady Edwina. 
 
    Parker finally shut the door, leaving the three of them alone. 
 
    Darcy sat on the sofa looking at Georgiana while Elizabeth came to sit near him. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he said, “I need a few moments to calm down”. 
 
    Elizabeth took his hand with a delicate and loving gesture. Georgina who was following their movements and tender gesture wanted to leave, but Darcy said in a tired voice: 
 
    “Stay, my dear, please stay, it is about our dear mother and you are no longer a child. You can hear the truth, any truth, about her.” 
 
    It was Elizabeth’s turn to ask if she should stay; she asked Darcy with her eyes only, as they succeeded so many times in understanding each other silently. Darcy smiled at her and said: 
 
    “You are soon to be my wife, my love, and this letter is also about you and for you!” And he showed her the letter in his hand. 
 
    They did not look any more at the paintings; now all their interest turned to the package he brought and the letters inside. Darcy gave Georgina the package and the ribbon watching how her eyes filled with tears. She was only 10 years old when their mother died, but she remembered so much about her. She spoiled and loved them, and only the illness prevented her from being close to them in her last two years of life.  
 
    “She was beautiful and elegant and full of life,” Georgiana sadly smiled, remembering her mother. “When I was five years old, I received a pony while my mother had a stunning white stallion; one day she proposed we race and the stallion, as if he understood my mother’s intention, let me win the race on my tiny pony!” 
 
    Darcy nodded, now that his sister told the story he remembered that scene, forgotten a long time ago. He realised that it was the same as the painting. A hidden memory that needed a clue to burst into reality. And in that case, the evidence was the Duke himself. 
 
    They hesitated to read Lady Anne’s letter; despite their shared curiosity, there was a certain embarrassment, for no matter their age, Georgiana and Darcy would be forever her children.  
 
    “In the package I received from the solicitor there were two papers, a codicil to her testament and a letter for me.” 
 
    He was silent again. They were in her rooms, near the secretaire where she used to pass all her mornings, and both Georgiana and Darcy had the impression they were children again disobeying their mother. But Anne Darcy had died a long time ago, both her children were adults, and the letter she left Darcy had been written from her conscience and by her own will. 
 
    Darcy had the two papers in his hand while Georgiana held the package and the ribbon tightly to her chest. 
 
    Darcy pulled a key out of his coat pocket and looking at Georgiana said: 
 
    “In mama’s message I also found this key.” 
 
    Georgiana took the key with the same wariness she had when she took the package as if she was not entitled to touch the object. Elizabeth had to admit she was from a very different family, and it was not a question of wealth or power but the intimate relationship that existed in families. Darcy and Georgiana were approaching those objects from the past as if they were holy relics and not some memories from their parents. In her family those letters would have been read in no time and followed by a lot of discussion and arguments. She and her sisters dearly loved their parents, but the respect was at the same level as the love. In Lady Anne’s parlour her children, who were by now adults, treated the memories with a solemnity that made Elizabeth wonder how a usual day looked in the Darcy family at the time both parents were alive. She reflected that, regardless what Darcy’s notions about children’s education might be, she would also impose her rules based on joyfulness and all contributing to the general good of the family. 
 
    Darcy moved his hands towards Georgiana as an invitation to join them on the sofa and in a familiar gesture they made room for the girl to sit between them, then both embraced her.  
 
    It seemed that Elizabeth was more curious about those letters then the two siblings themselves. 
 
    “I will invite Lady Edwina to London,” said Darcy. “Parker will send a carriage to bring her.” 
 
    Elizabeth was again unable to understand; how could they imagine that a Lady would just jump in a carriage and come. Even the Bennet girls needed at least one day to prepare for a trip. 
 
    Again, Darcy read her questions on her face.  
 
    “Lady Edwina has her estate 20 miles from here; she does not have a house in London but she has an apartment here with us, it was our mother’s wish to have Edwina with us every time we were in London. That was a long time ago when Georgiana was still a young girl and she missed her mother.” 
 
    “I still do!” Georgiana said, “Edwina was always near me when I needed my mother.” 
 
    But instead of being happy for them at the prospect of seeing such a dear person, Elizabeth was afraid; the well-known sentiment, a combination, in fact, of fear and cautiousness as her past experience with Lady Catherine made her extremely sensitive regarding Darcy’s relatives. 
 
    “Edwina is a special woman, you will adore her,” Georgiana said. “She is very close to us and not at all led by any form of etiquette. She is spontaneous and very intelligent. You will see.” 
 
    “Yes, my dear,” Darcy said, looking at Elizabeth over Georgiana’s head, “if she were 20 years younger, I would have married her!” His voice was slightly mocking but much less than a night before, as he was still dominated by a powerful emotion. So, Elizabeth looked at them both and said in a deliberately joyful tone: 
 
    “Do you want me to read the letter?” 
 
    If she had been looking at Darcy, she would have seen pride, but not that insolent pride from other times but pure enchantment with her, but Elizabeth was looking at Georgiana who needed her attention much more than Darcy did at that moment. 
 
    *** 
 
    With every passing day, even in those instants of intense emotion for his mother, Darcy realised that Elizabeth would bring to their family a fresh breeze that would change the relationships they had in a positive way. She was spontaneous and cheerful, and her devotion was so genuine and caring that she did not impose on the other but offered her help with a kind heart, ready to commit herself without any reword. 
 
    “Yes, my dearest!” Darcy said. “We will not wait for Lady Edwina to read the letter; I want to know its contents now!”  
 
    “As you can see,” he said looking at Elizabeth, “I have lost my propriety in favour of this new spontaneity…” He was mocking Elizabeth who only smiled at his tone that made her imagine the little master Darcy, 10 years old, who thought he was the head of the world.  
 
    “But first,” he continued, “I will read mother’s codicil, or at least unveil its contents as it is written in a language only solicitors understand.” 
 
    He rang for Parker, as he needed a glass of brandy; however, in truth, he wanted to show his butler he was sorry for his former anger. That man had been a father and a friend to him since he was born; Darcy hardly remembered his governesses as almost all his time was passed with Parker. He had to admit he found himself envious that Parker was so dedicated to his mother, too. Like a selfish child he would have wanted Parker only for himself; but his dedication to his mother, the perfect way he kept her secrets over the years, was one of his noble character traits. 
 
    The girls were waiting rather impatiently. Darcy was too restrained for Elisabeth’s taste, but she had to learn to adapt to his rhythms as sometimes his way of considering before acting was a perfect way to avoid mistakes. But not always as the past showed; sometimes his very stiffness caused him to make mistakes. 
 
    Parker entered the room with the glass of brandy on a tray; still, both men knew it was only an excuse, Darcy was sorry. The butler nodded with a smile while offering his master the glass and all bad feelings between them were forgotten. 
 
    “Mama,” Darcy said rather brusquely, “left my future wife a yearly income of 1500”. 
 
    Elizabeth was so surprised that she could not speak. 1500 pounds a year was a huge income, especially considering that she would live at Pemberley. She looked from Darcy to Georgiana not knowing precisely what to do. She was tempted to refuse; after all Darcy’s mother was a stranger to her. However, those matters were established with the family solicitors and the old Mr Darcy certainly was present when his wife signed the documents, as customary when it was about money and incomes and estates, so it was not easy to refuse. But then she realised how selfish on her part it would be to refuse when her father’s death might plunge her mother and unmarried sisters into a state of near poverty. Having a personal income would give her the possibility to help them. Suddenly, Anne Darcy was no longer a stranger but an angel who looked equally upon her as she did her children. 
 
    “This money” Darcy said, “is yours; you can dispose of it exactly as you wish; you understand that the codicil is a moral duty for me for as long as you shall live.” 
 
    “I accept it!” Elizabeth said with a shy smile. 
 
    Darcy knew her thoughts just from looking at her. That money would be spent on good causes and not on frivolities.  
 
    Unfortunately for her, Elizabeth could not read her future husband’s mind, as he was thinking that regarding the frivolities he would attentively take care to provide them, all. He had only a half-smile on his face imagining some of his gifts. 
 
    Only then Elizabeth remembered Georgiana and turned to her in haste. She was curious about her reaction, but instead, it was her future husband who responded to her silent question. 
 
    “Georgiana is an heiress, our parents were very careful in providing for both of us, and now, we find out, they also thought about my future wife!” 
 
    Georgiana was smiling; she was in so many ways like Elizabeth, unselfish and considerate.  
 
    “I am so amazed by mama,” Darcy said mostly to Georgiana, “how well she knew me! She spoiled us every moment of our childhood, but she was certain I would choose my wife on her personal qualities. Mama knew our inner essence and never doubted that. I hope I have grown-up to achieve her trust and expectations.”  
 
     “Now,” Elizabeth said to overcome her emotion, “let us read the letter unless you decide otherwise”. 
 
    Elizabeth and Darcy were looking at Anne’s portrait; placed on a wall opposite the Duke’s portrait as if they were intended, forever, to look at each other. 
 
    Anne Darcy was dressed in an elaborate court dress with panniers, corset and a weighty blue silk material that constructed her gown in style à l’anglaise. Elizabeth wondered how much fashion had changed in only 30 years and how happy she was about that change. Just Anne’s hair was natural, dressed merely in a mass of curls that gave her a delightful appearance. In the portrait Anne was happy; she had a glow around her that Darcy recognised as love. He had seen that portrait so many times in the past but now, as an adult, he could discern between emotions.  
 
    It was so difficult to admit that the portrait was placed in front of the Duke and not his father. Maybe Georgiana still did not understand but he was a grown-up man who had seen love in all circumstances. He wondered if he had the right to shatter his mother’s image in front of Georgiana. In fact, the letter was for himself; but then more than 30 years had passed since that portrait had been painted and not only the fashion had changed but also the people.  
 
    “Good,” Darcy said, “enough hesitations, my only doubt is regarding you, little sister; I have the feeling that after this letter we will look differently at our past. It is my decision to get you involved in these disclosures, as I am almost sure the letter is a confession of a kind.” 
 
    Darcy had been wrong. The letter was not a confession, at least not a direct one. 
 
    Elizabeth was reading in a steady voice; for she did not want to create more emotions: 
 
    ‘My dear, 
 
    In the package, besides this letter, you will find a codicil to my testament that entitles your future wife to a comfortable income. I want her to love you for all your qualities and not for the wealth you will bring into the marriage. The codicil is signed by your father as the law asks, but he has been so gracious to accept any of my wishes about your inheritance. 
 
    I would have loved to know your wife, but I am sure you chose appropriately and will marry a worthy, strong and independent woman, the way I had never been. 
 
    I cannot be ungrateful, as my destiny blessed me with an understanding husband and, most of all, with two beautiful children who are my unique gifts. 
 
    In the package you will also find a key. It guards a long-kept secret, my life’s secret, and it is up to you if you decide to unveil it or not. In any circumstance, I approve of your decision.  
 
    If you decide to find my secret, that will be possible only after your father’s death. Lady Edwina will guide you in the use of the key. 
 
    It is also entirely up to you if you decide to include dear little Georgina in this secret, but no sooner than her 21st birthday. 
 
    I hope both you and Georgiana will have splendid lives and please, both of you, heed this advice: never marry without love. 
 
    Your mother who loves you, 
 
    Anne Darcy’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    It was decided that Georgiana and Mr Acton would accept an invitation for dinner that evening sent by Mrs Louisa Hurst. The young Acton had the secret mission to sneak into their casual conversation a word about Darcy having a one-hour encounter with the Duke of Blandford at the Club, and Georgina the news regarding a party the Duke would have in Darcy’s and Elizabeth’s honour. It was such a privilege that, Darcy was sure, the two Bingley sisters would change their attitude towards Elizabeth forever. If Elizabeth were received at the Duke’s party as a guest of honour, nobody in London would dare speak of her but with respect and reverence.  
 
    “It is not so important how they treat me,” said Elizabeth to Darcy and Georgiana. 
 
    They were in the music room where Georgiana was playing the piano, all three of them trying to act normally, to calm the tension that Lady Anne’s letter provoked. Darcy wanted more than anything else to be alone with Elizabeth and the dinner invitations to the Hursts came at the right time. With Georgiana and Mr Acton gone they would be alone in the evening.  
 
    Georgiana and Mr Acton – who was entirely on their side, of regardless his kinship with the Bingleys – had to use the new relationship with the Duke of Blandford to make the two sisters understand that an unfriendly attitude towards Elizabeth was not to their advantage. Darcy knew too well that in many circles, in London or elsewhere, friendship and a benevolent attitude were obtained with ruse and privileges and not through a natural admiration, truth, or respect. In the past, he had little regard for those aspects; but when Elizabeth became his wife, he wanted only goodwill and kindness around her, no matter how those attitudes would be obtained. Elizabeth would naturally enchant persons of goodwill by her wit and her presence, as for the other he would vanquish them by his influence and this new protection from the Duke of Blandford. He was not going to tell the truth to Elizabeth because it was not a vital matter between them. He was glad Georgiana correctly understood his plans and was cunningly playing her part. Not that he wanted to continue a close relationship with Bingley’s sisters in the future, but they were important in a particular circle they would attend from time to time. He intended to take his wife and be gone for Pemberley ten minutes after their wedding and pass a quiet winter only with Georgiana and Edwina, who would eventually join them. 
 
    “I know you do not care about Caroline’s and Louisa’s opinion,” said Georgiana while she played, “but now that you are going to be his wife, I think that all old animosities must stop.” 
 
    “Georgiana is right!” Darcy said. “They need to tame their gossip regarding us and find new subjects.” 
 
    Mr Acton was nodding as he approved those ideas, “I do not understand how people have gossip as their principal activity; as soon as someone leaves a room they begin to talk about that poor individual and then when he comes back they smile as if nothing happened. It is a side of human nature I do not comprehend. They like and dislike someone out of motives I do not accept. I wanted so much to live in London or in other places with society, but I can say that I am mostly disappointed.” 
 
    It was rather a strong declaration for a young man who just entered society but it was so honest and so full of wisdom that everybody looked at him in admiration. Only then he realised what he had said and coloured violently.  
 
    “I am sorry!” he continued, “it is not for me to judge!” 
 
    “Well, my friend” Darcy said, “do not feel a bit sorry; we all admire your position and I assure you it is also ours. But the society around us does not appreciate respect and truthfulness and we have to oblige them by playing the game using our rules. They respect wealth and titles and power, so let them see we are rich and powerful.” 
 
    It was indeed an appropriate school for the young Acton, his luck being having Darcy as a teacher and not his cousins. Indeed he was grateful for being accepted into such a good company and hoped they might keep him around; he was ready to attend in any possible way.  
 
    “Are you ready to be my secretary?” Darcy asked. 
 
    Mr Acton’s eyes were like two bright stars in a black sky, “Yes, sir!” he said. 
 
    “Then, from tomorrow morning, Parker will arrange for you to have a desk, all for yourself and you will begin by answering all the messages I receive from friends or acquaintances. We will work for an hour together and then the work will be done by you, all alone! Of course, you will receive a monthly salary!” 
 
    “Sir, I do not need one, thank you! I have a nice income; what I do not have are the manners for this world!” 
 
     But Elizabeth was smiling with indulgence as she knew the value of money. 
 
    “Mr Acton, if you permit me!” she said. “Never refuse a salary!” 
 
    On these kind words, Mr Acton and Georgiana left for the Hursts’.  
 
    *** 
 
    The door was barely closed behind the two young people when Darcy took Elizabeth in his arms. It was what he had dreamt of since the morning, a moment of peace and love, just hugging like friends.  
 
    “Come, my love,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    She let him lead her but to her surprise, they went to her rooms. The panel was opened and the two figures were facing one another. Darcy stood between them watching them by turn, then he looked at Elizabeth, who was sitting on the sofa and asked:  
 
    “What is your impression of this story?” 
 
    Elizabeth hesitated briefly. 
 
    “Come, tell me what you are thinking, do not hesitate!” 
 
    “They loved each other; it is the only answer. It is obvious, the way she arranged the paintings and her letter about marrying only for love. Most probably, they wanted to marry but were not allowed to.” 
 
    “Yes!” Darcy said, “I arrived at the same idea. But it is so difficult to imagine my mother in other circumstances than those in which I knew her. My mother in love with another man. It is simply preposterous for me and I am sure for Georgiana, too.” 
 
    “She was a woman”. 
 
    “She was my mother!” Darcy almost cried and sat at the far end of the sofa. 
 
    He was troubled, confused and Elizabeth realised that he had tried in the afternoon to look calm just for Georgiana’s benefit. Her heart was full of worries and sorrow regarding this unusual situation, but it was for her to show how she could help. In all that turmoil she had one positive thought: he no longer had to pretend calmness, as he did all afternoon; with her he could be exactly as his inner state dictated without fear or shame, and that was the value of their relationship. They were lovers and friends and companions! 
 
    “She was probably very young; you have to accept she had a life before becoming wife and mother. Exactly how you told me that you had such a life!” Elizabeth said. 
 
    “You did not forget,” Darcy smiled into her eyes, a real smile that interrupted his pain. He made a gesture towards her obviously wanting to take her into his arms, but instead, Elizabeth just gave him her hand. He looked to her hand for such a long time that Elizabeth was not sure he saw her fingers, but then he began kissing them one by one. 
 
    “What shall I do my love?”  
 
    It was a complicated problem; his mother left the decision in his hands. He could hide the portrait, or throw it away forever, and never open that discussion again and never know the use of that key. 
 
    “Is this what you really want?” Elizabeth asked him. “Ignoring your mother’s secret forever?” 
 
    “I know her secret!” he said, “I am absolutely sure she loved the Duke. We both are, it was so simple to understand from the paintings and her letter. Even from the Duke’s attitude towards me. It is so clear that he loved her too. He wanted to help me, her son, he was worried for me.” 
 
    Darcy was silent for a moment playing with her fingers then he looked at her: 
 
    “How far can a child go into his parents’ secrets?” 
 
    “As far as his parents allow him. Your mother left a door slightly opened asking you to decide if you want it further opened or forever shut. But, you see, my dear, I am a woman…” 
 
    Darcy looked at her and laughed, a real teasing laugh meaning so many things between them. 
 
    “I will rip that smile from your face, my Lord, in just two weeks! I intend to be a woman, a real woman, that will make you regret all the mockeries I have endured these last days!” 
 
    She was laughing too, emphasizing mockeries in a light tone. 
 
    “You envisage some specific punishments, madam?” 
 
    Elizabeth threw a cushion in his face, but his laugh did not stop. He approached her and took her into his arms, completely hiding her upon his chest. 
 
    “Come, Elizabeth, tell me what to do!” 
 
    The proud and arrogant man that she met a year ago was asking her to decide such a delicate matter. It was a change she could hardly understand but which brought her intense happiness. She closed her eyes and let all the winds of love invade her. Darcy was right, being away from his arms for two weeks seemed a long time. If he made a gesture that night she would instantly agree to be his, right there under his mother’s and the Duke’s eyes. 
 
    But Darcy just embraced her and lightly caressed her. He was a man ready to be married but that night he was also the young boy he used to be when he came in the afternoon into his mother’s parlour to find her writing. 
 
    “Speak my love,” he whispered near her ear, making it so difficult for Elizabeth to answer. So she stood up to see his face and finally said: 
 
    “If your mother wanted her love story to be forgotten forever, she would have buried it without any further word. But she wanted you to know about it!” 
 
    Darcy was looking at her with such confidence that she continued: 
 
    “Do not let her love be forgotten forever! That is what I think. I agree it is difficult for you and her gesture is quite selfish, but you are an adult and you must carry out her last wish. Ultimately, she wanted you to know her secret..” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Elizabeth was so tired but also so relieved that she fell into a night of sleep with no dreams that left her fully rested in the morning. She dressed, helped by Jane, the young maid who seemed she would choose to be her lady’s maid; she liked her excellent spirit and more than anything a splendid hand for arranging her hair, a quality that Elizabeth appreciated the most; she could dress by herself but never succeed in creating a presentable bun. 
 
    The knock at the door was impatient, as was the voice. 
 
    “Good morning,” Darcy said, “Hurry up, we are waiting for you! Lady Edwina is here!” 
 
    “Darcy, I am almost dressed, I will be down in five minutes!” she responded, hoping he would force the entrance and come in to kiss her; but Darcy was nervous, as she could tell by his countenance. 
 
    She smiled at the maid, admiring the curls and the exquisite little bun enhanced with two golden ribbons; it was simple and yet it made her look sophisticated. In front of her mirror, Elizabeth was worried, as the people from Darcy’s circle tended to treat her with disdain - an aspect of her new life she did not like at all. But, more and more, she left behind the young girl from Longbourn, becoming the young woman who in a short time would become the mistress of Pemberley. That was the thought she must have each time she entered a room in London or elsewhere. 
 
    But that morning she did not have to remember her future status as Pemberley’s mistress because in the dining room she was greeted by a handsome, impressive lady who was totally prepared to like her. Elizabeth looked in amazement across the table as she could not imagine that the red-haired woman full of spirit and goodwill was the same age as her parents. She bowed with respect, but Lady Edwina hugged her in a spontaneous gesture of acceptance. Then she took Elizabeth’s chin in her right palm and glanced at her with much attention and a smile: 
 
    “My dear boy,” she said, “I like your future wife at first sight!”  
 
    Elizabeth wanted to sit near Georgiana, but then she saw Parker inviting her to sit at the other end of the table in the mistress’s chair, facing Darcy. Very confident in her new bun and the pearl coloured dress that she was just wearing for the first time, she sat. 
 
    “I am sorry I am late,” she said, smiling. 
 
    But Georgiana chased away her words with a broad move of her hand, pointing towards Lady Edwina: 
 
    “Do not be, my dear, Aunt Edwina arrived when all of us were still sleeping.” 
 
    “Where is Mr Acton?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    “Well, that industrious young man,” Lady Edwina said, “was up and ready to work when I arrived. I had an early breakfast with him and forced him to tell me all the details from Darcy’s adventure!” 
 
    “Aunt Edwina knows all the secrets of this house…”  
 
    “And many others, dear Georgie,” Lady Edwina laughed with a loud and merry sound. 
 
     “As a matter of fact, Aunt Edwina knows secrets of this house we do not know!” Darcy said, looking at her with a rather mischievous expression on his face. 
 
    “He is naughty as he has always been,” Lady Edwina smiled not at all offended and then she continued looking at Elizabeth, “take care, my dear, he can be a rather spoiled boy!” 
 
    In no more than a half an hour, Elizabeth was totally conquered by this friend, aunt, and godmother with the vitality of a young woman.  
 
    By the time breakfast was over the informal atmosphere around the table, began to change into a sort of agitation, visible particularly in Darcy. With a rather brusque gesture he helped Lady Edwina out of her chair inviting the party to the parlour. Once seated on the sofas around the elegant low table they had to face the real motive of their meeting, the two letters and the key, all three displayed as an invitation. Edwina read the papers one by one, first the codicil, nodding in a clear sign of approval and then the letter Anne Darcy wrote to her son. As she took off her pince-nez they could see the tears she was not trying to hide. 
 
    Lost in her thoughts she took the key from the table and began playing with it in her fingers, gaining some time to order her feeling and ideas, but nobody was in a hurry. Darcy and Georgiana wanted to know their mother’s secret but still had the impression they were entering forbidden territory. They requested Lady Edwina to be present not only because she probably knew the entire old story but also because they needed a figure to replace their mother and assure them it was not an impiety they were committing. More than ever the sister and brother seemed two children caught in the middle of a scrape. 
 
    “I must confess to you, my dears” Lady Edwina began slightly hesitantly, “that I did not agree with your dear mother when she decided to reveal her secret. First, it was not entirely her secret, as FitzRoy was also involved.” 
 
    And as all three were looking at her with a question on their faces she smiled and said, “I call the Duke, FitzRoy, as we have been friends since we were children.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment with memories from a long-gone time. 
 
    “But it is a secret that could ruin even now her and his reputation,” she continued to speak. 
 
    They wanted to protest but Lady Edwina stopped them with a vigorous hand movement: 
 
    “Let me finish, please! Just months before her death, Anne decided that she wanted you, Darcy, to know the truth; nothing was said about Georgiana as she was a little girl at the time. I think Anne hardly could imagine her little girl as the splendid young woman Georgie is now. 
 
    “I understand, Aunt Edwina!” Georgiana said, “but my brother decided that I am mature enough to be part of this secret and in the present, the decision was only his.” 
 
    “I know dear, and I admire your brother for the role he has had in your education and, now, for the trust he has in you.”  
 
    They kept silent for a long moment, not exactly knowing how to go on. They did not want to rush but at the same time, all of them were alert and curious. 
 
    “Do you know where this key is from?” Darcy asked finally. 
 
    “Yes, I know; your mother told me that the time would come when I would have to show you the secret cabinet. But I do not know what you will find inside”. 
 
    “I must tell you, Edwina,” Darcy said, “that we understand the secret!” 
 
    Elizabeth was astonished by their relationship, Lady Edwina seemed so close to them, and Darcy, calling her Edwina was a sign of intimacy accepted only in the family. It was so lovely to see them together and she was convinced Lady Edwina had an essential role in comforting them when their dear mother died. 
 
    “Is it FitzRoy, I mean the Duke, who told you? Mr Acton related to me your encounter with the Duke.” 
 
    “No,” Darcy was still hesitating, yet he continued, “but meeting the Duke offered me a clue about an old story; I think it is better to go into my mother’s apartment.” 
 
     “Yes!” Edwina agreed, “after all, the secret cabinet is right in your mother’s bedroom.” 
 
    They left the room, Darcy leading Lady Edwina while Elizabeth and Georgiana closely followed hand in hand, hearing every word that was said; Darcy was explaining to Edwina that Elizabeth was staying in his mother’s rooms. Although Elizabeth liked the apartment she wished, at that moment, she were staying in another part of the house. She imagined her dresses in Anne’s cabinet and all her personal belongings scattered around the parlour and bedrooms and it seemed to her that she was committing a disrespectful act. However, Lady Edwina turned to her with a broad smile in total accord with her staying in those rooms. 
 
    Lady Edwina who was the first to enter Anne’s parlour, considered herself to be a strong woman, but the sight of the dear décor that looked unchanged made her stop; she turned to Darcy who took her into his arms, a touching scene. 
 
    “It is unchanged!” Lady Edwina said. As often as she had visited Darcy and Georgiana in the past, she had never had the occasion to see that apartment again. By old Mr Darcy’s order, the rooms were locked at Anne’s death and the interdiction remained until Georgiana decided to open the apartment for Elizabeth.  
 
    “You opened the rooms for me?” Elizabeth whispered to Georgiana in disbelief.  
 
    “Yes! I thought it was time to unlock them to life; if mama had ever returned from haven to her apartment, I am sure that she would have been sad to see her rooms with no flowers and the curtains obscuring the daylight or the night sky. Mama adored reading in the bow window; it was her preferred place.” 
 
    The shock of seeing the two portraits facing one another was a day old. Lady Edwina placed herself between the portraits, but she was looking at Darcy and Georgiana, and the beautiful girl who was promised to her godson. 
 
    Lady Edwina was not shocked, as she knew the secret too well. She let the past conquer her as she spoke in a mild and tender voice: 
 
    “It was the greatest love I had ever seen.” 
 
    “Do you know the ballroom in the Duke’s palace?” she asked but she was not waiting for an answer, already plunging into the history, her eyes seeing other times. “FitzRoy’s ancestor Louis FitzRoy, 1st Duke of Blandford, was an illegitimate son of James I by his mistress Mary, Duchess of Grafton. FitzRoy means “son of the king”. It is said that he rebuilt that palace especially for Mary with an impressive stair in greenish marble that descends directly into the ball hall. The king liked to see his mistress descending the stairs like a queen. Anne was in her second season in London, she was, maybe 18 years old. Was she beautiful? I really do not know, not really in the epoque expectations, but she was resplendent. She exhaled an energy other girls and young women did not have at that time. 
 
    “Their meeting was one of those happenings destiny knows how to match. It was the night of the Grand Seasons’ Ball, the young ladies were presented up to the stairs and they descended in a sort of magnificent display of their dresses and jewellery, while the young gentlemen were downstairs waiting for them. We were approaching 1800, and the fashionable outfit had a raised waistline, without the hoops and the enormous white wings, we were finally free to feel comfortable at balls and in carriages and on the streets. Anne had a magnificent pink dress with a very long tail that followed the shape of the stairs like a living snake. As I told you it was destiny, in another hour or just five minutes later or sooner nothing would have happened, but Fitz was at the bottom of the stairs and Anne was absolutely a dream. When she put her shoe on the floor, they were in love. Forever.”  
 
    It was her brother conducting her, but he was so impatient to arrive in the hall that he nearly abandoned her… in Fitz’s arms. 
 
    “Where you there that night?” Georgiana asked. 
 
    “I was not, but Anne told this story so many times that now, even after all these years, I have the feeling I was.” 
 
    “And what happened?” It was Elizabeth asking but the question was on their lips. 
 
    Elizabeth was living Anne’s story with the highest tension because, strangely, she still feared that her marriage to Darcy was in danger. It was illogical because they had could easily marry as soon as they wanted to, and yet she had decided to wait. Maybe it was a mistake. Hearing that long-ago story she realised that there are obstacles in front of each marriage. The anguish overwhelmed her with the power of a hurricane; she was frightened but also felt selfish because it was not her story and Anne had the right to be the heroine of the day. So she turned to Darcy, hoping he would tell her that he loved her and nothing could separate them.  
 
    Darcy was standing near the bow window, slightly leaning against a panel, he was very aware of the portraits and the story Lady Edwina was unfolding. But his attention was directed to Elizabeth. He wondered what he was ready to do if any obstacles should stand in front of his love. What happened to Anne and the Duke to renounce their future together? 
 
    He asked the question in haste, but he knew the answer long before Lady Edwina responded. 
 
    “They prohibited Anne and Fitz to marry.” 
 
    “They?” Darcy asked. “Who might these ‘they’ be?” 
 
    But Lady Edwina did not respond. With the key still in her hand, she stood up, and without a word, she headed to Anne’s bedroom.  
 
    The emotion in the chamber was as thick as a foggy day over London; Georgiana sensed she could not breathe, so she wanted to open a window, but her brother took her by the shoulder and all three followed Lady Edwina. It had been ten years since she had entered that room; she hesitated not because she did not remember where the secret drawer was but because she was not sure it was the right thing to be done. 
 
    “Lady Edwina, please,” Darcy said, “we decided to find what mama left us, regardless of what this drawer may contain.” 
 
    Edwina turned to them and whispered, “I am only afraid this drawer’s contents could change the way you remember your mother.” 
 
    “Lady Edwina, nothing can change our memories, as I am utterly confident that she did nothing wrong, that she was a victim of the circumstances, therefore we will love her more and be compassionate for the love she lost. It was a disturbing revelation to admit that she did not love our father, but in the end, she lived with him for 19 years and not even once did we suspect that she was not happy with him.” 
 
    “Anne was a generous person; she did not love your father in the way she loved Fitz, but she fully enjoyed the life they had as a couple and she loved you. Motherhood was a gift she heartedly embraced and never complained about not being content and fulfilled. She was kind and understanding with your father and he was happy with what he had.” 
 
    Lady Edwina opened the drawer that was in sight yet still well hidden in the cabinet and returned with a pile of letters and a box. 
 
    At first, they were all disappointed, as the expectation was so intense they imagined they would be in possession of the secret as soon as the drawer was opened. But then they all knew the secret and the letters could only provide them in depth about the story. It was a tale of love and separation, one of the oldest plots in human history. Holding the letters, Darcy fathomed that the real secret could be hidden in the motives behind their separation. Probably the letters would reveal why two worthy young people were forbidden the right to live their love, together. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    They silently returned to the parlour from the ground floor. The presence of the two portraits was too intimate to be bared for too long. It was like they were watching a couple in their most private moments, in a continuous consummation of their love. 
 
    They expected Darcy to be the first to touch those objects. It was still his decision to open the letters and to reveal the contents of the box.  
 
    “Dear Mama” Georgiana said, “she liked boxes; she had a full collection and each box was full of little objects.” 
 
    The box on the table had exquisite woodwork with mother of pearl incrustations and gold; when Darcy took it into his hands they saw on one side the blazon. Instinctively Darcy gave the box to Lady Edwina. 
 
    “I assume it is Lord FitzRoy’s coat of arms, it is not difficult to find out as the picture from above had to contain the blazon. But I am sure it is his. My Goodness, this box was a commitment, no one would give a box with the blazon unless he had a serious intention. Come, Darcy, open it!” 
 
    Her tone was at the edge; it looked impossible to discover new elements in a story she was so sure to know.  
 
    The box had a golden handle in the form of a snake; like the box itself, it was a masterpiece of craftsmanship. Tied with a ribbon around the handle, there was the key. Georgiana laughed again at her memories with her mother’s boxes and keys and the mysteries that a little girl of only a few years old wanted to find out. Her wish came true as she was about to discover her mother’s most intimate secrets that, it seems, not even Edwina knew. 
 
    She stood up and went near Darcy as he opened the box. The box held a ring, nothing else but a ring, in a very intricate velvet support. They looked in disbelief at the ring in the shape of the griffon they had already seen on the blazon from the box; covered in precious stones the same colours as the blazon. The ring had an elaborate gold mounting fitted for a young girl’s slender hand. The Duke did not give her one of his rings but made a ring, especially for her, with his family’s arms. 
 
    “It was more than she let me know!” Edwina exclaimed, equally astonished and sad to find her beloved friend had kept such secrets from her for such a long time. She tried to remember every circumstance of the thirty years old story, but nothing was said between them to induce Lady Edwina to conclude there was more than some chaperoned meetings, dances, and holding hands.  
 
    “It was not a simple love story between two young people, as she let me believe,” Lady Edwina said with a trace of reproach. “He gave her a ring, it was a promise, maybe he even proposed to her.” 
 
    “You were not aware that he asked her to marry him?” Darcy could hardly take his eyes from the ring that he gave to Georgiana, who, in an instinctive gesture put it on her finger. It fit her perfectly. She hurried to take it off but Darcy tenderly indicated for her to keep it. There was a new bond, a new understanding growing between the siblings, now that they were together in such extraordinary circumstances. For many years, Darcy had been not only the elder brother but also the father figure for Georgiana. But in the presence of past secrets, a new relationship was flourishing between them, brother and sister. Georgiana was thrilled and Elizabeth could see that Darcy also enjoyed the situation. 
 
    “I never knew about any marriage plan between them,” Lady Edwina finally said. “I will tell you all that I knew and maybe with all the letters she left you we could decipher the secret, but first of all, I need a drink.” 
 
    They all laughed at her words, the tension began to dissipate, for it was not such a dramatic secret the ring revealed. They wanted to know more but had the impression they had already guessed most of it. 
 
    Lady Edwina wiped her tears with a gesture of both hands and then she held up a glass, inviting Darcy to pour her orange wine, her favourite drink. Edwina came from a different society; at Pemberley or in Hertfordshire a lady never drank before dinner and even then generally only the married ladies could have a sip of wine, but in London, where Lady Edwina had been born and lived most of the time there were totally different manners. Over the past days, since they were together Georgina and Elizabeth had discussed this difference; it seemed that in London, a woman of their world could have privileges inconceivable for women in the countryside. Elizabeth just moistened her lips into the wine and smiled. Lady Edwina brought with her a different air, not only in the stories she shared but also in the way she lived. 
 
    “That night at the Duke’s palace they fell in love the moment they saw each other. In those times at a ball a girl like Anne had all the dances promised, but that night only a few men could approach her. Anne told me that…” Edwina hesitated, it was so strange to be in front of her children, who were by then grownups, and narrate the passionate love story between their mother and a stranger.  
 
    “Come, Lady Edwina,” Darcy said, “we have already overcome any concerns. We know a part of the truth and we want to know more, everything you remember. And then we will see the letters. It is too late to step back. We have decided we want to know our mother, the real woman.” 
 
    “She was real, in everything she felt or did for you!” 
 
    “I know, I just wanted to say we need to have a fuller picture of her.” 
 
    “Please Edwina,” Georgina continued pleading their cause, “we know her as a mother and from time to time as a wife and mistress of the house, but it is so special for us to come to know her as a woman in love.” 
 
    “Well, my dears, I am not at all sure children should be told such details about their mother’s life”. 
 
    Elizabeth was reluctant to enter their discussion, but at one point, she wanted to be a part, as she had the privilege of being invited into Anne’s heritage, by Anne herself. The codicil regarding her was in the same package as the letter for Darcy. 
 
    “I think, if you allow me to intervene, that it is Lady Anne who took the final decision on this problem, neither her children nor you, Lady Edwina, but she when she decided to write that letter to Darcy and leave behind those portraits after her death. It was her decision to let you know about her love, and to give you more details than even her closest friend knew.” 
 
    Darcy was looking at her with genuine appreciation and a hint of pride. 
 
    “Yes! I totally agree with Elizabeth; the reticence we have, now, springs from our own feelings and not from her will. She wanted us to know as much as she offered in the documents she left behind. So Edwina, please tell us all you know!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
     Lady Edwina was still reluctant, but in the end it was a 30 years old story that could not affect the present. The Duke’s benevolence towards Darcy was a sign of reverence towards Anne, and that could come only from a dear memory he still cherished. There was nothing dangerous in the past that could affect the two young Darcys, in the present. 
 
    “A love like theirs only rarely exists,” Lady Edwina said and all three smiled. “I know I have already told you this but it is the only image that can translate their love into words. When they looked at each other, there were bolts of lightning around. It was impossible not to see, yet nobody did, or at least not that mass of gossipers that usually shredded news among the Ton. I think that around that time there was a considerable scandal around a royal figure, and nobody had eyes for two young people in love. I have forgotten much from that time but not the morning she entered my bedroom and cried ‘I am in love, I am in love’. Anne and her whole family were staying at my parents’ place; your grandfather and my father were great friends, imagine we met when we were toddlers and never separated from that moment on. I was ill, I had terrible flu, but they suspected something more serious; I could not leave the house, and my only enjoyment was Anne’s story. We were not allowed to stay too close; I remember her sitting on a chair next to the door but only for a moment as she kept rising up and sitting, on and on as she told me about Will.” 
 
    “Will?” Darcy asked in disbelief.  
 
    “Yes, his name is FitzRoy William. Everybody called him FitzRoy after his ancestor; only for her, he had been Will from the beginning, from that first night at the ball.” 
 
    “She called you Will!” Georgiana exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes!” Darcy said. “She called me Will and I had always thought it came from Fitzwilliam.” 
 
    “Well, the name was a coincidence, in old times Fitz meant son; exactly as FitzRoy is the son of the king, Fitzwilliam is the son of William, in your ancestry there probably was an important William, but the name comes from your father’s side. He decided how to name you and I think Anne was amused by this coincidence. She told me once that her destiny was to live with Will and even after they were separated, she continued to think that way.” 
 
    It was past noon, but they did not feel tired, it was important to continue and they decided to stay on, to retire only for refreshment before dinner, so Edwina continued the story but this time she was completely enveloped in memories; she no longer told a story but she was living it exactly how it was once. 
 
    “Lord FitzRoy had just turned 21, he was so young that nobody expected him to marry at that age. In those days, men married around 30, it was more than usual for a young heir to have more than one adventure before his marriage.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked to Darcy wondering if that had also happened to her future husband but the little smile in the corner of his mouth told her it had. He promised her a discussion that would take place soon, but this day was entirely for Lady Anne.  
 
    “I think you understand that there were, and I am sure still are, different kinds of young girls; some of them lived all their lives deeply attached to the Ton, like myself. In those times, we stayed in London all year long. Most of my friends left London only in summer; the young ladies made their entrance in society at 16, most of us did, but I must say we had not the best examples in our mothers, aunts, grandmothers around us. Women lived separated from the men, meeting only for breakfast or dinner, rarely interested in the other, discussing important things only when asked. They were, I am sorry to say, rather far away from an ideal that still existed in the countryside. Anne was another species if you ask me. She was exactly how a young girl of 18 years old must be: pure, innocent full of dreams and ideals. I am sure that Lord FitzRoy was conquered not only by her beauty but also by her nature, so different from the girls and young women around him. Probably he proposed they get away from the ballroom and met in vast gardens; as he and others did so many times, but once together he discovered the truth about her. She was not a girl for an adventure but one for life. They knew each other for two hours but already there was a sense of belonging between them. Anne told me that she could not remember very well what happened, so intense their feelings were as if they were living a dream.” 
 
    In that atmosphere full of love, Darcy took advantage of the little pause Lady Edwina asked for and while she and Georgina were absent, he took Elizabeth in his arms. He wanted to feel her body next to his, and she searched for his lips; for the very first time in their relationship it was not he initiating the tender gesture, but her. So he captured her lips and gently taught them how to mingle and give up to his desire; so what Elizabeth thought to be only a kiss became passion and lust. Edwina entered just moments after they parted but her experienced eye could see the passion in their bodies. She wondered for a moment if Elizabeth had accepted him yet but then decided that she had not. The girl was much too affected after a kiss, as it was evident that they had been kissing in her absence. A woman would have been more composed after a little kiss, and she congratulated – in her mind - the young girl for being so decided as to wait for her wedding night to be with Darcy. She was sure Darcy also appreciated this attitude that defined his beloved. Elizabeth was in many ways similar to Anne but, fortunately, 30 years had passed since the times when Anne could not marry her beloved because someone decided otherwise.  
 
    “She never told me about the ring or their intention to marry; it was more a girls’ discussion, and she confessed her hope to marry him, but there were no plans, no proposal, at least this is what I knew, what she had told me. It is so strange that she concealed such an important matter from me. Their whole story lasted two months. The old Duke had a huge party every year on March 25. All the Ton was present; anyone who did not receive an invitation could be considered cut from society at least for a season. You must understand that the old Duke had an important influence at the court. George III was the first king from the Hanover family who was born in England and spoke native English. All the relatives around had a horrible accent and often they spoke German. It was decided for the young prince to be surrounded only by English children and, later, young gentlemen. The old Duke, who was only a few years older than the young George, became his best friend. They studied together, travelled together, played together. He had, till his death, a huge influence in the Ton. I think the king appreciated that the Duke was not interested in politics, it was not that kind of favour he wanted. It turned out that the Duke wanted to marry FitzRoy into royalty - that was his dream. He failed with the king’s daughters, but the king offered him, in compensation, the hand of a Hanover Princess. The marriage was decided between the parents and…” 
 
    “And this love of theirs could ruin the Duke’s plans,” said Darcy with a sad voice. “I begin now to understand the sadness that appeared so often in mama’s eyes.” 
 
    “If they intended to marry, as the ring shows, I understand why she kept the secret even from me. The Duke was powerful and vengeful; he could destroy lives as he pleased. Anne kept her secret even after they were separated to protect her new family. She left London and the Ton and went to live at Pemberley never to meet Fitz again.” 
 
    “But how? And why? Asked Georgiana, her questions almost incoherent but so well understood by the party around the little table. 
 
    “My dear, 30 years ago a girl in our society married only if the parents agreed, and when they decided on a husband, no one could refuse. There were a few marriages for love, but they were the exception. It is hard for you to understand, but society evolved, and love is more important now, it has a certain value it did not have. I could say you are lucky.” 
 
    “Lady Catherine told us that together with Lady Anne, they decided to marry Anne de Bourgh to Darcy.” Elizabeth was speaking from her fears that could not be overcome. 
 
    Lady Edwina stared in disbelief from Elizabeth to Darcy: 
 
    “What are you talking about? Anne wanted her son to find his great love, she would never impose such a burden on him. Not her! And I hope you are sure of what I say now that you know her story.” 
 
    “No!” Lady Edwina spoke again, almost in a rage, “that intriguer lied as she has more than once in her life!” 
 
    “Do you think she had any involvement in their separation?” Georgiana asked. 
 
    Lady Edwina was somewhat sceptical, “Their separation was decided at the highest level where your grandparents or aunt had no access. Your mother married Darcy that summer. Fitz married in Hanover and stayed there for a long period. They separated them one from another in very precise movements. Darcy received huge privileges around Pemberley. Even the way Darcy was selected showed a plan because I am sure there was a kind of choice among the suitable bachelors, but Pemberley is three days from London or five in a carriage. They wanted Anne as far away as possible.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we will not know more then you told us!” Georgiana said with a visible sorrow. 
 
    “I would not be so sure,” Lady Edwina smiled, “Anne wanted you to know more than I know.” And she pointed her delicate hand with a beautiful ruby stone to the pile of letters on the table. 
 
    “The ring,” Georgiana said, looking at the ring that was still on her finger. 
 
    “Yes! The ring, the letters, we know that in one way or another Fitz asked her to marry him, no man would give such a ring to just any girl. Everything your mother told me was in that direction, only she kept the proposal secret. I am sure now they were engaged.” 
 
    “Without the old Duke’s consent!” Darcy said remembering how benevolently even affectionately the actual Duke had looked at him. It was not the look for a distant acquaintance but for someone close. His Grace saw in Darcy his long-lost beloved! 
 
    “It seemed that even after thirty years, His Grace has tender memories and feelings for mama!” Darcy continued. “It was obvious in the way he treated me! And his protection keeps me out of the infinite gossip my misadventure would have produced.” 
 
    Georgiana was looking at the letters on the table: 
 
    “It was not an unimportant relationship between two young people, nor does it matter it lasted only two months; it seems their love survived forever. We need to read the letters to know more. Now I am convinced it is mama’s will; she wanted not an act of revenge because it was not her character but a restoration. With her well-known delicacy, she did not want to hurt our father but wanted us to know she had loved and was prevented from being with the love of her life.” 
 
    “She wanted to recover in death the right to her love!” Elizabeth whispered tearfully, and all of them agreed as a powerful tension filled the room.  
 
    “The secret unveiled,” Lady Edwina uttered, “perhaps it was a triumph for her wounded love!” 
 
    No words were found for a proper reply – nor necessary. So much – too much – had been already said for one day. They all needed to rest after such an emotional conversation. They needed to reflect and prepare for the secret Lady Anne wanted to unveil and share with them from beyond the tomb. 
 
    For Darcy, there was nothing else he wished for except Elizabeth. He desperately needed her company to soothe his tormented mind and soul.  
 
    Therefore, while all the others retired to their chambers, he stayed only moments in his, then followed Elizabeth to Lady Anne’s apartment.  
 
    *** 
 
    Elizabeth’s yearning for him matched his. She wished and hoped he would come to her – just as his dark glance silently told her – to comfort and to support each other. She knew it was outrageous for him to be in her chamber, but she cared little. There was no reputation to save or honour or other principles imposed by society. Not anymore. Darcy was her man, just as FitzRoy William, The Duke of Blandford was Anne’s. In death, Anne wanted to leave a solid trace of her love, to be remembered by her children. She had been an honest and faithful wife, she had never had any contact with the Duke during her lifetime, she had played her role of mistress of Pemberley with dignity and adored her children but near death, she decided to disclose her true love and make that love their heritage. 
 
    Darcy entered without knocking and Elizabeth met him with an adoring gaze, while his arms closed around her. 
 
    With Elizabeth in his arms, Darcy whispered: 
 
    “For the first time in her life, she could decide for herself and for her love. Nobody had the power to stop her, not the king, the old Duke, her father, no one had any power in the realm of near death. But she did not impose her wish on us. It was not a demand on the death bed but an invitation I could take or leave.” 
 
    “We want to know everything that can be discovered!” Elizabeth murmured in his embrace. 
 
    “Yes, we will go to the end of all her memories…” 
 
    “I want to be with you!” Elizabeth interrupted him. 
 
    Elizabeth was not joking or teasing him. There was such determination in her voice that Darcy pulled her out of his arms in a rather violent way, just to see her face; she coloured but her eyes were bright and truthfully, no longer afraid or shy, Elizabeth wanted to be his woman.  
 
    “We will... my love,” he said, “we will be married in less than two weeks.” 
 
    “No,” Elizabeth said, “you do not understand; I do not want to wait anymore, not a single night!” 
 
    Darcy looked at her in astonishment. 
 
    “It is my decision, my love!” she said. “You are the man I love, I want you to be my first man, no matter what may happen!” 
 
    “Nothing will happen, Elizabeth, nothing! We will be married in two weeks.” 
 
    “That will be our marriage in front of people and God, for us tonight will be our wedding night!” 
 
    “But why?” he asked, “Why?” 
 
    “There is too much love around us not to transform this intense benevolent feeling into our wedding night!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    They have gathered in the dining room again – only the four of them. Mr Acton did not attend the dinner. With a very correct sense of the events he excused himself, he declared his tiredness, but in truth, he wanted just to let them decide when he might return to their meals. 
 
    “I have looked over the letters,” Lady Edwina said. “Mostly they are from Fritz to your mother, I imagine Anne had read them countless times as some of them are almost torn apart. Poor thing!” 
 
    Darcy remembered his mother’s parlour and could hear that noise, the panel that slid. In another sense, it was strange how his mother did not conceal it from him, for he was only a child, and he could have been indiscreet at that young age. But it seemed his mother knew him well, as he never told anybody about the portrait. Then, as he grew up, he completely forgot about it. 
 
    “There are some papers your mother wanted FitzRoy to have, they are sealed and tied up with a ribbon. I do not know what we should do about them. It is so strange that she did not leave a single word beside the letter from the solicitor, as if she left destiny or us to decide. We are calling him the Duke, but back then he was not, his father lived for three more years, but, when he died, it was too late for them. Maybe those letters were written after their separation and never sent. In any case, we can read only the letters intended to be read by us, for the others you decide if you will give them to FitzRoy.” 
 
    They were silently waiting for Lady Edwina to continue: 
 
    “Do you want me to read the letters?” 
 
    Again nobody said anything. They wanted her to make the decision; Edwina smiled, she had around her three children waiting for her to decide.  
 
    “Elizabeth, you read, you are the least involved now, my dear!” 
 
    Edwina’s tone was one of sweet command; she wanted to see if Elizabeth was strong enough to take on such a role. 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Darcy but, to her great surprise, his face was blank, offering no expression to help her understand his position. But she remembered the discussion they already had and decided that Lady Anne indeed wanted to take revenge on her fate and let the world know her story, and a mother’s world was her children. And then she remembered how close she had been to losing her Darcy and tears appeared in her eyes as she took the first letter. 
 
    “At the time Fitz was a baronet, but he used his family’s arms.” Lady Edwina said. 
 
    Indeed the blazon was at the top of the letter and Elizabeth could see the green griffon so masterly transformed in the ring Georgiana was still wearing. 
 
    My dearest, 
 
    Elizabeth stopped and looked at Lady Edwina, asking for advice. 
 
     “Continue my dear,” she said with a smile, “it is indeed the first letter, some do not have the dates, yet Anne was scrupulous in ordering them.” 
 
    “He was calling her my dearest after their first meeting!” Georgiana whispered; however, it was not a reproach but a wonder. She was imagining that kind of love that springs instantly at the highest intensity. No incertitude or analysis just the feeling perfectly understood and accepted by both… after a ball. 
 
    My dearest, 
 
    I could not sleep for an instant; it seems I do not need to rest anymore or eat or breathe; love is enough to live. 
 
    I am under a spell; I need us to meet as soon as possible. I will find a solution. 
 
    Fitz 
 
    “I covered up for her those first days,” Edwina smiled to her memory. “My God, I almost forgot that part of the story! I had an old aunt, Countess Edwina of Rothes, I take my name from her; they were wealthy, no children, but a lot of nieces and nephews around waiting for my uncle’s testament. The count and countess were two old people living in their own world, surrounded by dogs and horses and an army of servants.” 
 
    “My mother received an invitation that week from aunt Edwina, for us the young ones, to pass a few days in the country. The dear old woman preferred the children and young people who were less aggressive when it came to the inheritance. Anne was so desperate to see Fitz that I feared she might run away and start a scandal. Despite my illness, I announced that we would go. It was not far from London, a splendid ancient stone castle with a vast forest around. My mother was so enchanted by my decision that she forgot about my illness; it was so rare that we agreed to go.” 
 
    I am outside, close to the park entrance on your street, waiting for you. 
 
    Please come to the door, just for a second so I can see you or send me a message where and how we can see each other!” 
 
    Fitz in love 
 
    “Yes, my God!” Lady Edwina was almost shouting in deep emotion. “Fitz was in a carriage, so close to my house! He had just sent the coachman with the letter, waiting outside for her answer. At first, I was terrified because I knew Fritz and the young gentlemen of his age and rank. They were at that time totally unrestrained, they kept going from party to party all night long, and not the most decent ones! Meanwhile, Anne was a rosebud, pure and innocent, and I was the only one capable of defending her. Anne wrote a short message that we were heading for my aunt’s estate and he could follow us. She was happy; I was terrified. I needed to talk to Fitz and ask him to find another victim. When we arrived in front of my aunt’s castle Anne was sleeping, overcome by tiredness; I jumped from our carriage and went like a mother lioness to his carriage, which was a little further away. I was ready to tell him that I would go to his father or the king or God, only to renounce to her and go back to London. But what I found in the carriage was not the young baronet, Duke to be, but a boy in love. It was so obvious that my suspicions broke down to the ground like a crystal glass. He was as in love with her as she was with him. I can say that even now, when I am an old lady who has seen a lot in her life, even in my memories I could hardly find a love like theirs.” 
 
    Lady Edwina was reliving the excitement of those days, making them all enjoy every word she said. 
 
    “We stayed at the Rothes’ castle for three memorable days. The atmosphere was so different and at first, I thought that it was their love that changed the air of that stone house but it was something different. My aunt and uncle liked Fitz because for once he did not want anything from them, like all of us did, so they were full of benevolence and happy not to hide in another world to escape cajolery.” 
 
    Lady Edwina had the letters in her hand, gently playing with them like a fan. 
 
    “There are five more messages they exchanged during the first day and night,” she said and gave Elizabeth one. 
 
    I can hardly wait for the morning; come, my love, we should take a walk before breakfast. 
 
    Fitz 
 
    The letters were so intimate so full of sentiments that Elizabeth had the feeling she was reading her own words or Darcy’s. They shared the same urge to be with the loved one.  
 
    “I do not remember that morning, but probably they did take a walk.” 
 
    Lady Edwina, as she was handing the letters to Elizabeth, took a quick look at each of them, deciding not to let a too daring message to be read, for she feared that at that passion rate inevitably there would appear some she did not want to be read at the dinner table. The letters would remain in their possession and it was for each of them to decide if they wanted to read all the messages, even those intimate ones. 
 
    But after that first night's messages, Edwina began searching and then she looked at them, obviously puzzled. 
 
    “What is happening, Edwina?” Darcy asked. He was impatient to hear all as he wanted dinner to finish and go to Elizabeth’s room; he tried not to think, not to be impatient or worse, not to find reasons against listening. He would have preferred to marry first, on the spot, as he had proposed to Elizabeth, because for him the marriage day was not so important as for Elizabeth and he understood her reticence but did not clearly understand her new decision, her rush to be his.  
 
    As strange as it might look he had difficulties in understanding that the messages were for his mother. It was more like a well-written novel that Edwina was narrating and his beloved Elizabeth was reading. 
 
    Edwina looked at him somehow astonished, not finding the words, but finally, she said: 
 
    “For the next two days, there are no messages!” 
 
    “Maybe mama lost them or misplaced them!” Georgiana said, not understanding the real question. 
 
    “No, no!” Edwina said. “They are in a very rigorous order, maybe they are lost or maybe…” 
 
    She stopped; her thought was impossible to share with Anne’s children. 
 
    But they were all adults, the girls undoubtedly less initiated than Darcy; however, they were young women capable of understanding that those two days Anne and Fitz had been together all the time, needing no messages. Lady Edwina was in a state of shock for a story thirty years old. Anne had been with Fitz the second day of their love. The second night! Inconceivable as it might seem, knowing Anne, she had to admit, they were lovers! Love could perform incredible changes.  
 
    How was she so naïve not to see the change in her friend during those two long days? Lady Edwina was more than shocked; she was angry with her long-dead friend. Anne had kept all her secrets, even from her. She had been the first Anne ran to, telling her she was in love but then, all that followed was veiled, obviously by a very tough decision. 
 
    “We returned from my aunt’s and I became really ill. I was delirious for many days, everybody thought I was going to die. It was not consumption but a very severe lung disease. My mother was hopeless so, your grandmother decided to stay on with Anne and try to help. My mother and your grandmother were close friends, as I have already told you. This is how I imagine Anne had such liberty to see him. My brother was also ill, the house was in an uproar and her doings were not observed as they should have been in regular times.” 
 
    I will come to collect you at 10 o’clock, I will be waiting for you near the corner, as usual. 
 
    I was afraid someone will see you coming so late… or so early! We have to be more prudent in the future, but how could I when my only thought from morning till night is to see you, to feel you, to be near you. I discovered one of my uncles has an estate near your house where I can go as a guest when you return home. 
 
    Almost all the messages were short and full of indications on how to meet.  
 
    “They lived together and no one knew!” 
 
    This was the wildest thing we did, sleeping in your bed till morning, maybe the best way of being together is to let them catch me and oblige me to marry you! Will you then be my wife? I imagine your father coming to mine with the news, all my father’s plans gone; I will not be a prince in an unknown German state but obliged to marry the Earl of Fitzwilliam’s girl. 
 
     “He knew his father wanted him to marry a German heiress from the king’s family.” 
 
    Lady Edwina was talking again with her eyes opened to the past; they listened to this fragmented story with hearts full of sadness, for unlike the two protagonists they knew the ending. It was so sad, so tragic.  
 
    “I do not understand what happened!” Darcy said. “And it is obvious we will not find much more; the letters are short and no details about the events can be found.” 
 
    “There were love declarations but not the circumstances of their love and meetings,” Georgiana said, almost sad, she would have wished to know every detail. 
 
    “Yes! And I know so little, for I was ill for two or three weeks and then too feeble to be a talking partner; maybe she told me things, but I do not remember anything. And the story developed in such haste that when I was well again, it had already ended.” 
 
    I am so happy, Anne, it is the happiest day of my life, but then again I keep saying that every morning when I wake up remembering you are mine. 
 
    “No doubt after he proposed to her and she accepted, he gave her that ring. What happiness it must have been. They thought that somehow the Duke would be induced to accept their marriage. I wish I knew all the story! But I have this impression that it was not because of my illness that she did not tell me more but because they decided so. I think from the beginning Fitz knew his father would oppose the marriage and they decided to keep the secret from everybody.” 
 
    “I long for you, for your body next to mine!” 
 
    Elizabeth stopped, blushing with embarrassment, and tried not to look around the table. She had taken a letter without Edwina seeing her, as the lady seemed utterly lost in the past. But the colour in Elizabeth’s cheeks did not fade; Darcy was sure it was not only the letters that troubled her but also her own feelings. She could not read anymore. 
 
    So Darcy stood up, kissed Lady Edwina’s hand, inviting everybody to retire for the night. 
 
    “We have had a most difficult day; it is time for reflection and rest.” 
 
    Only Georgiana looked disappointed and sad. She would have liked the evening to go on, to read all her mama’s letters. So Lady Edwina gave her the letters with a smile that filled Georgiana’s heart with happiness. That august lady considered her old enough to read all the messages. It was a ritual of passage from girlhood to maturity that Lady Edwina performed for her in her mother’s absence. Georgiana was so delighted she forgot to say goodnight, eager to be alone in her room with the cherished letters. On the table remained only the letters for the Duke. They were still tied up with a ribbon, as nobody dared to untie them. Darcy took them and said to Edwina: 
 
    “I will decide in the morning what to do with them.” 
 
    Lady Edwina remained silent, as it was not her decision. She affectionately caressed Elizabeth’s face in a long, tender movement. 
 
    “Very well. I shall see you all tomorrow.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    In the last day Elizabeth had been living sweet torture: she always wanted to be near Darcy, to touch him, to make him take her into his arms. That ride that they took together in the carriage had revealed feelings she did not know she had, a whole new world of sensations and yearnings. She anticipated his prolonged kisses with a desire that ached sometimes.  
 
    Their love was not the madness Anne and Fitz shared in the past but Elizabeth remembered the carriage again and during those hours their love was an ardent and overwhelming passion. So she had to admit that it was she who must draw a limit to their physical love. Anne had abandoned herself to that consuming love, with confidence in her feelings and in her beloved. She did not care about the wedding day or what the world would think about her.  
 
    For the first time in her life, Elizabeth let desire conquer her, like an intense river that took possession of her veins. And as she put her diaphanous nightgown on, she felt grateful to Anne for her courage, not only to be with the man she loved but also to reveal the secret that showed her as a mother and a wife, as well as a woman overwhelmed by passion. Anne did not marry her love, but Fitz was the first man in her life and Elizabeth was certain it was this memory that made her accept her life without him. 
 
    Elizabeth’s decision was taken with all the force of passion and the courage Anne conveyed to her through her own example.  
 
    She admired the house with the spacious halls so well lighted all night long but for once it seemed too large; it took her too long to arrive at Darcy’s door, as their rooms were too far apart. Eventually, she breathed deeply and knocked at the door with her heart pumping, and her feelings overcoming her thoughts and her senses. She startled when Parker appeared – she never considered the butler might open the door. 
 
    "Miss Bennet. Would you like to come in?” The butler invited her with obvious surprise.  
 
    She nodded and stepped in, ignoring the butler.  
 
    Darcy was at his secretaire writing a letter, still wearing his clothes, his jacket on the back of his chair. He raised his eyes in astonishment but a smile flourished on his face. He stood up, waiting for Elizabeth to approach. 
 
    “Go to sleep, Parker,” he said, “I will not need you anymore tonight!” 
 
    Darcy was so delighted that his heart was pounding. Finally, he caught his breath but with an effort; she was blushing and he was gasping like after climbing a mountain, looking at each other with an intensity that accentuated their emotions. 
 
    “Are you sure, Elizabeth? We could be married tomorrow, you know!”  
 
    It was her turn to sigh; an urge that almost prevented her from speaking was travelling through her body like incandescent blood. She saw in his eyes how much he desired and wanted her and at last, she said: 
 
    “Because I want my wedding day as I planned it, with flowers and ribbons, the white carriage and all the family around; I want the beautiful dress I purchased and even to have a long trail that will follow the church’s stairs like a living snake.” 
 
    No matter what the fashion was, she wanted to look like Anne at the ball where she met the Duke. 
 
    Elizabeth paused for just an instant; she was not undecided but excited. 
 
    “However, that day would be only to sign our union in front of society. In front of God and us, we can solemnize our wedding tonight. I do not want another day to pass without being your woman.” 
 
    “You are my woman, Elizabeth!” 
 
    “No, my love, I am your promised woman; I want to keep this promise tonight in Lady Anne’s bedroom!” 
 
    “Or mine!” he said, and a smile finally grew on his face after all that tension. 
 
    “Or yours!” 
 
    But he did not intend to approach her, he wanted more answers: 
 
    “Why, Elizabeth? Why? 
 
    “Because you or even I, one of us could walk out the front door and disappear forever…” 
 
    She was almost crying, but she was not scared; it was just the passion that had so many ways to erupt. 
 
    Darcy attempted to respond, but Elizabeth covered his mouth with her fingers in a delicious gesture. 
 
    “Let me finish!” she pleaded. “Life is like that; there are so many circumstances that could come between us even in this final two weeks and I want you, my love, to be the first man in my life no matter what happens after this night.” 
 
    “I have already told you, nothing will happen after this night. There will be tomorrow night and so on until the marriage and finally on your wedding night you will not be a virgin and your husband will forever reproach you for this.” He was smiling but the perspective of her body made him less confident in his capacity of hiding his feelings and lust. He only hoped Elizabeth was not yet capable of seeing his profound excitement. 
 
    “Yes, knowing my future husband, I am sure he will blame me all our life for my lost virginity, but it is a risk I take…” 
 
    She wished to say more but Darcy raised her up and carried his precious burden to the bedroom. He undressed her and not taking his eyes from her for a second, he undressed in front of her, letting her become accustomed to his body. 
 
    “Are you sure my love?” he whispered as he approached her so near that she could feel him; she sighed, a little sound between passion and fear. 
 
    “I am!” she said. 
 
    “Do you know what you have to do?” Darcy asked with the sweetest possible tone. 
 
    Elizabeth coloured, or she had never recovered from her last blush as she was nodding. 
 
    She didn’t know what to do and Darcy was so happy about her innocence that he tenderly kissed her on the forehead: 
 
    “Come, my love, do not be frightened; you will see how wonderful love is, just let me guide you!” 
 
    She wanted to close her eyes but Darcy told her to look at him. Her body, tense and almost immobile, began to vibrate in an inconscient rhythm she could no longer control. It was his voice whispering in her ears, his hands that moved along her body in all the places she considered to be secret. At first, she tried to resist but from time to time a single touched made her blood explode and the sensation was so intense that she did not want to resist. The staggering promise hidden in his caresses and in his kisses made her want to go further; his hands on her body suddenly were not enough anymore as she finally understood what he meant when he whispered, “I want you!” Her whole body on fire, she sensed she was ready for him, no longer afraid or shy, no longer hesitant, and for the first time she could say, “Yes, come!” The girl she still was did not know for sure what would follow but she had confidence in him; she let his body conquer her and what was painful at first became pleasure, happiness and bliss. 
 
    Unsure at first, her moves were timid and unskilful but he was there melding her to his own rhythms and when she did not know what to do she understood from his caresses and his body. 
 
    And when at the end of the night it was her turn to caress him, Darcy had to admit that he had found not only a mistress for Pemberley and the mother for his children but a woman who would give him pleasure as no other had in the past. He was so astonished by this discovery that he looked for a long time to his sleeping beauty wondering what secret she owned to put such a spell on him, and how lucky he was to be her choice.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    It took just a glance for Edwina to understand what had occurred. Elizabeth had dark circles around her eyes but they shined with an unmistakable confession; she was deeply happy and fulfilled. Edwina decided to temper the tension of that first day after the first night, so she smiled and said to Parker: 
 
    “Please, Parker, invite Mr Acton to breakfast.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked to Lady Edwina with gratitude. It was precisely what she needed, a simple day, like any other, no more letters or passion or stories from the past.  
 
    They were expecting Darcy; Elizabeth could hardly wake him long after she was dressed.  
 
    Elizabeth was expecting him with a hint of curiosity but also worry; what if she was not what he expected? But then she realised that she had no means to answer that question, as he could not discuss with her details from their bedroom during breakfast. 
 
    But Darcy looked unchanged; he greeted them, kissed Georgiana’s and Lady Edwina’s hands, and took his place at the table. And only then he looked at Elizabeth, his eyes telling her how wonderful she was and how much he had missed her. Her heart began to race, her senses awakening as had happened in their bedroom. She could not believe what effect he had on her. She looked around, blushing. Lady Edwina already guessed the truth, there was little doubt about that. Georgiana was so happy after reading her mother’s letters that she hardly noticed anything else. She needed to speak about those letters and she hoped Elizabeth would come with her after breakfast. But then, she realised Elizabeth was almost as young as she was and inexperienced like her; she needed a woman able to advise her. Lady Edwina could read her thoughts, so she promised Georgiana to spend the morning together.  
 
    The breakfast was joyful, as Mr Acton carried most of the conversation, and everybody was grateful for his exuberance; he was passionate about every task Darcy asked him to do and was anxious to prove himself to the master and to them all.  
 
    At the end of breakfast, Darcy invited the ladies into the parlour. 
 
    “Just for a short while,” he said, speaking in a very neutral tone that gave no sign what he wanted to tell them about. They knew the subject was Anne as they were far from concluding the story. 
 
    However, Darcy did not want to resume the letter reading, as Georgiana feared; he just made a brief announcement. 
 
    “I decided to give His Grace, the letters my mother left for him. I dedicated a lot of thought to the matter − I assure you − and took this decision on my own. I hope you understand that mother gave me the power to decide.” 
 
    Nobody protested or said anything, so he continued: 
 
    “I wrote and sent him a letter asking for a meeting tomorrow. I will go and give him the letters, no need for many words or explanation. It is a gesture that I must make for her, despite what the consequences might be. I confess that I do not care anymore about the London Ton and gossips. Elizabeth and I will leave for Pemberley soon after the wedding and we intend to stay there for a long period, as a proper beginning to our marriage. For this morning Elizabeth and I will go for a walk in Hyde Park I want people to see us together and to become accustomed to our soon to be marriage.” 
 
    Lady Edwina agreed; she loved and admired Anne’s son who had turned into such a fine man. For some years she had been afraid he was too proud, selfish, and snobbish but during the last day… and night, he proved to be a responsible gentleman and, most precious of all, a lad in love. 
 
    “Just one word before we leave,” Lady Edwina said, “when I fully recovered from my illness, Anne was going to get married.” 
 
    The party looked at her in general bewilderment but it was Darcy who spoke: 
 
    “They were married that summer?” 
 
    “Yes!” Lady Edwina said. “And from the moment she was wedded to Darcy, Anne never spoke again about Fitz, till the last days of her life, when she gave me some instruction regarding her secret being conveyed to you.” 
 
    “Perhaps the Duke left her by his own decision,” Georgina said with a sad voice. 
 
    “Absolutely, not!” Lady Edwina was firm. “Fitz was obliged to marry Hilda of Hanover and Lady Anne Fitzwilliam was obliged to marry James Darcy, your father. I am sorry children, but this is the only truth I am absolutely sure about!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Elizabeth and Darcy strolled for half an hour in Hyde Park. The day was cloudy but as in the morning it had snowed for an hour, some of the trees still had a white coating, making a mirific scene. Elizabeth had borrowed a fur-lined pelisse and a vast muff, in white fur, from Georgiana. Even though she was lovely in her appearance, Darcy decided that it was the first and last time his wife to be would borrow clothing from someone else. Just before arriving at Hyde Park, they stopped, in front of a store and to Elizabeth’s surprise an exquisite woman came to their carriage, agreeing with Darcy to visit them at one o’clock. 
 
    Elizabeth was surprised by all the events of the day, as she had imagined them staying together, maybe even cuddling and kissing and instead they went for walks and received visits. 
 
    “It is not, properly, a visit, my love. Mrs Camberley has a very successful business in women’s clothes and she will make all the outfits you need, for now; then the next time we are in London, I am sure that you will visit her on your own.” 
 
    There was nothing to be said; Elizabeth was not as happy as Darcy expected, and there could have been only one cause. 
 
    “Listen to me,” he said before getting out of the carriage, as he knew how delicate the subject was.  
 
    Secretly he had asked Mr Bennet not to give him any dowry; he knew perfectly well the Bennets’ financial situation and he wanted to help them as much as he could, but it was something he did not want Elizabeth or anyone else to know. Thanks to his mother, these problems would be fixed forever once they were married.  
 
    “You seem to forget you are rich and you do not need your father or me to indulge you.” 
 
    “I did not forget, my love. But I am still not comfortable about receiving such a generous income of 1500 pounds a year, for my expenses only. It is generous but also a bit overwhelming. It seems impossible to be true.” 
 
    “It is true, my love. Marry me today and tomorrow you will be a rich woman or marry me in two weeks and be my mistress until then and I will pay for all your dresses and anything else you would like to buy!” 
 
    He was laughing and she, at once, shared his delight. They strolled in the park arm in arm, showing their happiness to strangers or to the people who stopped to salute them. To her pleasant surprise, all the people they met were very courteous, inviting them to parties or dinners, or just wanting to congratulate them on their engagement. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Darcy was very content with the results of their stroll; he was now sure that his misadventure left no visible traces and he did not care much who contributed to this end or how it was achieved.  
 
    They intended to have a light meal and maybe rest for an hour or two, but the very moment they entered the hall Parker arrived in a hurry, handing Darcy a letter with great solemnity. Elizabeth was walking up the first stairs when Darcy, silently, held her hand, stopping her. He led her to the library, a room she liked less than the others in the house. The library was impressive with a high ceiling full of marvellous paintings and intricate wood bas-relief carvings; on three walls the books were arranged behind crystal glass doors on shelves as high as the room. She had entered that room several times to choose a book, each time intimidated by the mahogany shelves where the volumes stood in an order she hesitated to disturb. She made a promise to herself that when she became the mistress of the house, the library would have all the glass windows widely opened and anybody would be allowed to take books and even leave them in disorder.  
 
    But for the moment, the austerity of the room was in perfect accord with her future husband’s face. Without words he gave her the letter he had just read, with only his intense gaze on her face as if asking for advice. Elizabeth lived a short moment of deep satisfaction; the man in front of her had abandoned all the imperfection she had blamed him for when she first met him. The letter was from the Duke of Blandford inviting Darcy to call on him as soon as he received the message. The letter was entirely written without any ceremony. It sounded familiar and began with Dear Darcy; the invitation was so informal that only a member of the family would dare address it so. 
 
    “He is a Duke,” Elizabeth said as Darcy waited for her opinion. “I do not know, maybe a Duke can write such a letter to anybody! It is the first time I received a letter from a Duke!” She was joking and he smiled, but Darcy was perfectly aware that highly ranked people were very formal and utterly dependent on the society’s protocol. 
 
    “What did you write to him?”  
 
    Darcy smiled again, but this time, his smile had another meaning. He remembered her coming into his room as he was writing and the extraordinary event that followed… 
 
    “You are, sir,” she said with a sweet reproach, “remembering things from last night with no importance for the present moment!” 
 
    “You are wrong, my lady; what happened last night is the only important circumstance of my life, before any dukes, princes or kings!” 
 
    He came near her, begging for a kiss, the first real kiss since they woke up together. Elizabeth leaned towards him in total abandon, forgetting about letters and dukes. Darcy was right, only their love was important. He was the first to return to the world, looking at her and saying: 
 
    “What shall I do, my love?” 
 
    “In the morning you said you had already made a decision.” 
 
    “In the morning, I was very sure it was the right decision to go to His Grace and give him the letters my mother never sent him.” 
 
    “And now? What is changed now?” she wanted to know. 
 
    Darcy hesitated for an instant: 
 
    “He is a very influential man, a powerful one. I do not know what his real intentions are or why he is suddenly interested in me when we barely know each other!” 
 
    They both startled in astonishment hearing a discreet cough; Lady Edwina was standing in the library’s open door, and very likely she had seen them kissing. 
 
    “I apologize for disturbing you,” the lady said.  
 
    “Do not worry – do come in,” Darcy invited her while Elizabeth blushed.  
 
    “I will stay only a moment. A week ago, just after you disappeared, Georgiana sent me an anxious letter asking for help. The Duke is the most influential man with whom I am well acquainted in London, so I went to ask him to help Anne’s son.” 
 
    But Lady Edwina chose not to inform them about certain parts of her conversation with the Duke. FitzRoy William, the Duke of Blandford, admitted he had never stopped loving Anne and he had always kept an eye over her children, ready to help them in any way possible. It was a touching encounter, both having the image of Anne vivid in their hearts. 
 
    “I will let you now continue your discussion and I will also shut the door!” Lady Edwina said with a somewhat wry smile. 
 
    As soon as she closed the door, Elizabeth turned to Darcy. 
 
    “All the questions are answered now, my love”. Elizabeth said. “Go to the Duke, as you wanted in the morning, and give him the letters. I have reasons to assume he would be grateful for any sign from Anne.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The Duke of Blandford was expecting him, so Darcy was taken directly to the library where he found an impatient man. With the letters so present in his mind, Darcy imagined the man in front of him, young and in love. As he was! He could not imagine his life without Elizabeth. And for a long time neither could the Duke live his life without Anne. 
 
    They drank in silence for a long time, but the atmosphere between them was serene and the silence leisurely. 
 
    “It seems to me,” the Duke, finally, began, “that you already know the story!” 
 
    Darcy nodded, not yet ready to talk, but the Duke’s voice was so benevolent that he tried to vanquish, little by little, his hesitation. 
 
    “I know what Lady Edwina remembered and what we found out yesterday evening… from your letters.” 
 
    It was so strange to confess such a thing, as one could think it was an indiscretion; nevertheless, the Duke was smiling at the memories, for he probably remembered all the moments when he had written those letters to Anne. 
 
    “So, you have my letters,” he said, his voice cheerful and anxious.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Darcy. “Now I feel we might have made a huge indiscretion, but yesterday night we were all under my mother’s last wish and, I must confess, at the time you were not a real figure but a memory from a long time ago. I do not try to justify our doings; I just wish to explain our state of mind. My mother left me your letters, but I received them only now. It was nothing like her last will; she never imposed any demand on me - on us, my sister and I. It was entirely my decision to read your letters as a homage to her because your letters were the most precious treasure she had.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” the Duke asked full of emotions and expectations. 
 
    Darcy hesitated; the Duke seemed amiable, even friendly, but they were in delicate territory. It was, after all, his life that they were discussing.  
 
    “My boy,” the Duke said, “the months I shared with Anne were the happiest period of my life. Afterwards, I did everything that was expected from me, I complied with every duty, but nobody could ask more from me, nor was I willing to give more. I have lived with her in my heart and mind. In my bedroom, opposite my bed is her portrait, which has been there for the last 25 years.” 
 
    Darcy was stunned and whispered: 
 
    “Opposite to my mother’s picture in her parlour is your portrait.” 
 
    “Is it?” the Duke asked incredulously. “You mean – now? At this time?” 
 
    “Yes, sir! It was hidden beneath a wooden panel but in my childhood, I had often looked at it while my mother was reading or writing.” 
 
    Darcy felt regret, genuine sympathy and sorrow for the impressive man in front of him. The Duke was grieving a love thirty years old; there was so much sadness in his face, in his eyes, in his entire expression that no words seemed capable of comforting him. 
 
    “How much of the story do you know?” the Duke asked. 
 
    “Not much, sir. Just what Lady Edwina told us and what we infer from your letters and… the ring.” 
 
    “The ring! My God, the ring! I asked her to marry me the third week, I was so confident in our love, and so was she. We were born for one another. When you hear such a statement you tend to believe it is just a story, but we lived this, together. It was reality. I knew my father had plans for me but like any young man, I believed no one could stand in front of us. I was sure I would convince my father. I gave her the ring before talking to my father. The first month we were together in London, but then Edwina recovered and Anne’s mother wanted to go home; it was a nightmare. We decided that I would find a friend near St. Alban to stay for a while, but nobody was close enough to the Fitzwilliam estate. Imagine, I slept for two night in a hunting cottage on the estate. 
 
    “Yes, I know the cottage, but it is only for shelter, not for living.” 
 
    “Exactly, I slept on a wooden bench and your mother brought me food and a blanket, but it was wonderful. There we made a plan; I was to come with my horse from St. Albany road and fall off the horse, we were crazy to be together. A servant from the estate found me on the road with a swollen ankle and from there on the plan worked marvellously; her parents were more than happy to take care of me, so I stayed maybe five days.” 
 
    Darcy could imagine that week very well. His grandparents were not so different from the people of Hertfordshire; they were better connected in London and had a title and higher income but had the same life and aspirations as Mr and Mrs Bennet. They wanted their two daughters to marry above their current position and, for sure, the son of the Duke of Blandford, wounded at their gate was regarded as destiny’s hand. He remembered his summers passed at their estate like a perpetual drudge, his grandmother trying all the time to make them behave like they were at the court. He was sure a lot of his defects came directly from her dinner table or parlour where they had to act according to a rank they did not have. But the future Duke was received according to his position and all the house knew how to show the guest they were prepared even for the king’s visit. 
 
    The Duke stopped from time to time, as some of his memories were too painful to remember. Darcy was completely submerged in the past; he was like a spectator in a theatre, but a strange sort of play was on the stage, as he intimately knew the characters. He didn’t want the Duke to stop talking, but he was always afraid he was going to find too much about a past that did not belong to him.  
 
    “We had some wonderful days, but then I understood that we could not live like that and we had to marry as soon as possible. I came back from St. Alban full of confidence, knowing her family. Your grandparents, in fact!” He suddenly said looking at Darcy as if he were aware of that fact for the first time: Darcy was Anne’s boy; her parents were his grandparents… 
 
    “Your grandparents were very respectable gentlepeople, with a good income. I had in mind all the things I wanted to tell my father, all the evidence to convince him. I was certain that he would eventually agree because I knew him as a harsh but reasonable father. He was not a loving parent because, in my time, the children were not raised in close relationship to their father, but I could not find any faults in him, until that situation!” 
 
    That day unfolded in the room with the power of a continuously lived memory. The Duke had not forgiven his father, nor forgotten that day - his story was alive. 
 
    *** 
 
    His father, the 5th Duke of Blandford, was waiting for him in his grim and cold study. It was one of the rooms where, as a child, Fitz did not enter. It was not forbidden, but as a toddler, he was intimidated by all the portraits of the Dukes who lived before his father. The 5th Duke of Blandford wanted to have his ancestors near him; he arranged his massive desk as a homage to them and, Fitz suspected, as a reminder of the family greatness to all the people who visited that room. The first decision Fitz took as the 6th Duke was to move the portraits into the main hall, where their place was. 
 
    That day he entered the suite with the same sentiments he had when he was a child, fear! He was not at all pleased to admit, but the place, the portraits, his father made him shiver. It was the worst attitude he could have, but the fear came in spite of him. He tried to control his feelings, to think about his beloved Anne, but in that gloomy space, her face refused to appear. His father was amicable enough but Fitz knew, too well, how easily his disposition could change. He had to admit he knew his father would forbid their marriage. In truth, the fear came from that presentiment, moreover good knowledge of his father’s character, wishes and feelings. His mother died a year before those events but he doubted she could have helped him in any way. Nothing could stop his father when a decision was taken. 
 
    “I am listening!” his father said imperatively. They just finished breakfast and he liked to rest for an hour in his study. Fitz realised he had chosen the worst moment, but he sensed such an urge to move things that he had no more patience. 
 
    “Father,” Fitz said in his most courageous tone, “I need your permission to marry!” 
 
    He wanted to continue, but the old man cut short his intention: 
 
    “You have my permission, my son; you will marry Hilda of Hanover soon. You may choose the date, but it should be this year.” 
 
    It was decided, Fitz had no right to oppose or ask anything else. 
 
    “But, father, I am in love with another woman!” Fitz finally said. 
 
    His father raised up his eyes from the papers he was pretending to read. He even tried a condescending smile: 
 
    “Good for you, my boy, a gentleman must know love and be in love as many times as possible in his life.” 
 
    His tone was so sarcastic, obviously referring to other kinds of love a gentleman from the Ton might find in London. 
 
    That allusion was so distasteful and offensive that Fitz felt his body shake, his face turned purple-red and he could barely breathe, but he resisted and replied: 
 
    “I am talking about true love for a precious lady whom I intend to marry.” 
 
    The apparent calm and the falsely benevolent conversation were blown away by his words; his father stood up and came in front of him where he was still sitting. He was a force of nature even at 70; he had buried three wives and seemed he would live forever. He was not shouting, but the whisper-like tone was even more frightening. 
 
    “You cannot have any intention of your own, regarding your marriage, boy! I make all decisions in that matter.” 
 
    “Please, father, let me tell you all the story, and introduce to you the young lady I love!” 
 
    It was a desperate plea, but it was all he had left. 
 
    His father laughed with his superior, sardonic laughter that Fitz profoundly hated as it was meant to point out how unimportant his love was for His Grace. 
 
    “I know exactly the story and the lady!” 
 
    Fitz froze. All his feelings and thoughts, all the intentions he came with disappeared in front of that man who could destroy destinies with a superior smile. 
 
    “Or do you think I am an imbecile? It is one of the daughters of that Earl who so kindly hosted you after your shameful fall from a horse! Do you think behaviour has changed since my youth; I should have told you how many Earl’s daughters tried to catch me in marriage! Go to Madame Laure my boy and cool off and be prepared to leave for Hanover; as I see the situation now, I will announce your departure for the next week.” 
 
    Fitz knew he had lost the battle and this new decision on his father’s side to hurry up his marriage in Germany was most unexpected and dangerous. Even after thirty years, the horrible taste of desperation was still present in his heart. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “When I told him I wanted to marry and how I loved Ann, I remember him asking with a lot of disgust if I fell in love in the last five days when I stayed in St. Albans. I have lived my life trying not to be him. I never spoke to him again, despite my aunt Roberta, his sister’s attempts to reconcile us. She used to say to me that if he dies, I will regret my resentment. But I did not!” 
 
    The Duke took a few steps, gathering his thoughts together, then continued.  
 
    “I left his rooms desperate, broken, and helpless. He had been peremptory and relentless: no marriage was possible. There was already a settlement completed between families for the wedding between me and Hilda of Hanover and the King had approved it. My father wanted to marry me with one of the king’s daughters but it seems he failed, so he went lower, but still in the royal family. It was his mad, unreasonable idea to make me a sort of prince or even king. I had to tell Anne the truth. But then an insane plan passed through my mind, the only one that could help us stay together. I decided to marry her in secret.”  
 
    Darcy could hardly stay seated; he had an urge to stand up and stroll around or even run. When he had left home he knew his mission - to bring some letters and share a polite talk about his mother. Not for an instant, did he imagine that the Duke would trust him with such a confession and at this point, he feared that he was going to hear things that could shatter his life. The Duke wanted to marry his mother, which was not so difficult to understand from the ring he gave her and even from some messages addressed to her.  
 
    Darcy stood up, unable to master his turmoil any longer. He was aware of his impoliteness, but he needed to escape the tension that weighed on his head and his shoulders. He went to the windows and only seconds after the Duke came near him with a glass of brandy in his hand. They drank again, wordlessly, but the silence did not last: 
 
    “Yes, my boy, I was married to Anne, for nearly six hours.” 
 
    The Duke fixed his eyes on the ground trying in vain to control his pain. 
 
    How was it possible to be married for six hours? Darcy asked a silent question that was all over his face. But the Duke was so far away that Darcy feared he would never find the whole truth. 
 
    He was not an emotional man, at least he was not before Elizabeth; it was she who opened the door to feelings he had denied for so long. But now, he suffered together with the man in front of him who thirty years ago lost, his wife. He knew all the dangers that might arise before getting married, from inside or outside, but suddenly he found that there were also dangers that hung upon marriage and had the power to destroy it. 
 
    Darcy sat and then he stood up again going next to the Duke’s armchair; he wanted to give him the letters but, overwhelmed by sorrow and compassion, he put his hand on the Duke’s shoulder. The Duke looked up at him, and caressed the helping hand, receiving with all his heart Darcy’s comfort. Darcy gently placed the letters in the man’s lap and went back to his chair. He was profoundly touched as he could not remember a moment in his life being so close to a person. Elizabeth was the exception, but in the Duke’s library, there was another kind of communion, one he never had with his father. James Darcy had been a good-natured father, with whom he spent countless hours in long rides or endless conversations and shared a brandy each evening, as soon as Darcy was an adult. But they did not show their feelings or they did not acknowledge many emotional states. Even on his death bed, he kept his composure and gave his son only pieces of advice on how to administer the estate. In the end, he said, ‘You have been a good son!’, that was all, and minutes later he was gone. But in the Duke’s presence, Darcy felt so much more, a human sorrow that could be shared, the need for compassion and gratitude for his concern. 
 
    For just a few moments he moved his eyes from the Duke, and absently admired the library. Elegant but also unpretentious, it was arranged to provide peace and comfort - a place to study but also to read for enjoyment. There were books everywhere, some had a silver bookmark which showed they were being read in the present. He grew calmer, enjoying the atmosphere, but suddenly he had a feeling something wrong was happening. And indeed the Duke was as white as snow, breathing deeply and unsteadily, struggling for air. Darcy jumped from the chair while the Duke was trying to take off his cravat and loosen his neckcloth. Darcy wanted to help him, but the Duke said in a meagre, barely audible voice: 
 
    “I am well, do not worry!” 
 
    Then he pointed out the letter on the ground, probably responsible for his dizziness.  
 
    “May I, sir?” Darcy asked still very worried. 
 
    “Yes!” the Duke briefly approved. 
 
    As Darcy took the paper, he saw it was not a letter, it was a piece of paper larger than a letter. On its upper side was written Watford Parish. 
 
    Darcy had to sit, as he began to understand the meaning of the document. 
 
    It was from a marriage register, a page that was obviously cut, with a sharp knife. The page contained three registrations; three couples who got married. The third, Darcy read, was Husband: FitzRoy William, Marquess of Brimpsfield, son of the Duke and Duchess of Blandford, wife: Lady Anne Fitzwilliam, daughter of the Earl and Countess of Fitzwilliam then followed the witnesses and the minister: John Somerville. 
 
    Darcy was stunned and his knees weakened while his hands trembled from torment. The last two days he had imagined all sorts of stories about his mother and the Duke, but he never had the audacity to go so far. 
 
    “I do not understand, sir!” he said in a low voice, not daring to allow his mind to accept the obvious. 
 
    “Nor do I!” the Duke said. “I thought my father had destroyed the page after ripping it off.” 
 
    And once again the library was the past, nothing more than a scene where Darcy could see the events dancing out of the powerful words the Duke was uttering. The Duke unveiled his soul yet Darcy was not prepared to think of his mother as the Duke’s wife Anne, so he closed his eyes and imagined he was witnessing a story about Will and Anne, two strangers. 
 
    *** 
 
    The plan grew in FitzRoy’s mind as he left his house thirty years ago, after the discussion with his father.  
 
    The two nights he spent in the hunting cottage made him understand he had to find a way to be with Anne. Not a night stolen in someone else’s house but a life together. In the past, he had never thought of marriage. He regarded his father’s plans of marrying him with an heiress as a kind of illusion his father was living in. But since the ball, his life completely changed. Anne was his woman, he sensed this truth with his heart and body. There was no other way to have her but to get married. He wanted his father to be on his side, but the 5th Duke of Blandford made clear his position. His son had to marry the German heiress and not the Earl’s daughter who could not bring the honour his father dreamt of.  
 
    He had to wed hastily and secretly. But most of all he needed all his doings to be legitimate, not leaving any possibility of an annulment. He knew from the past, not from his direct experience but still first-hand information, that his father was a dreadful enemy. He had all the protection one could get from the king and an army of servants ready to please their master. 
 
    The License for Marriage was the first important step to be taken. But first, he needed Lord Fitzwilliam’s accord to marry Anne as she was only nineteen. The same day he headed again for St. Albans; strangely, he relied on something his father said during their conversation. Lord Fitzwilliam might be interested in marrying one of his daughters with the son of a Duke, as powerful as his father was, and Fitz was only hoping that he would not ask too many questions. He prepared himself with some answers, some lies, some truth, a combination that would eventually convince Anne’s father. 
 
    He found the family at dinner, and he was at once placed near Lord Fitzwilliam. He was not hungry, although he did not eat much at breakfast while in his father’s company. Back then, in the morning, he had been nervous, but still he had hope; in the evening he was full of anger, but determined to marry his love. Anne was looking at him with her sweet smile, as they did not hide their feelings anymore. His arrival, at that hour, meant only one thing - he had come after her. She laughed and spoke happily and seeing her so delighted Fitz forgot about his father. The image that tortured him all the way from London had dissipated in Anne’s joyful disposition. He looked at her neck; he knew that on the delicate gold chain hung his ring, hidden from everybody. As the dinner was ending, he whispered a few words to Lord Fitzwilliam. He asked for permission to talk to Anne for ten minutes and then he asked for a private discussion, only the two of them. 
 
    Lord Fitzwilliam stood up and ordered everybody to retire to the music room. 
 
    “Not you, Anne!” he said, the Marquess will lead you to the library and when you finish your discussion, I will be waiting in the parlour for him, only for him!” emphasized her father. 
 
    But Anne was not listening anymore. She was running to the library, and the second the door was shut, she threw herself into his arms. They did not think clearly when they held each other. It was a tremendous power that swept them away from the entire world. 
 
    He would not confess the truth to the young man seated in front of him, but each time they were together, they made love. Even that night he sneaked into her bedroom and made incredible hasty love under the threat of being caught or prolonged tender love in her girlish bed.  
 
    That night was the last time they made love. 
 
    “Why did you come?” she asked still in his arms. 
 
    “Will you marry me?” he said and looked at her as she smiled and showed him the ring hidden at her bosom. 
 
    “I have already said yes… did you forget so soon?” She was teasing him and he had not the heart to tell her the horrible truth, but he had to. 
 
    “My father refused to consent to our marriage!” he said and watched as the happiness drained from her face. 
 
    Suddenly she was feverish, her face on fire; she tried to comfort him, but it was he the desperate one. 
 
    “Let us run away!” Anne said. It was not an unreasonable decision taken under the momentary tension; her voice was determined, even cold but steady, unlike her body that was shivering. 
 
    “Now, immediately, I do not care about marriage, I want to be with you!” She was almost crying and for a moment Fitz was scared someone might hear them. 
 
    Thirty years after that night, he still regretted his decision; he should have taken her in his carriage and run far away with her and never come back. But he wanted a normal life for her, to appear on his arm in society, not to expose her to a scandal that would eventually ruin her reputation. She seemed reckless, yet she had a clear and determined mind while he had been nothing else but an arrogant young man. He thought he could solve all their problems. 
 
    He told her his plan in very few words. 
 
    “Do you think your father would give his consent so we could have the license to marry?” 
 
    It was a difficult question. Anne did not know her father well enough to answer such a question and in the torrent of problems around them they forgot the only plan that could have saved them, the single clear and straightforward plan: to run away that very night. 
 
    “My father will probably allow us to marry, but you must not tell him the whole truth. After the marriage, we will tell him more, but for now, just tell him your father was against it because we are too young…” 
 
    It was precisely what he wanted to tell to the Earl.  
 
    *** 
 
    As he expected, Anne’s father realised in less than an instant all the benefits such an alliance could bring. 
 
    “I will come with you tomorrow to London to help you get the license. Perhaps my presence could guarantee the rightness of your plea.” 
 
    It was more than Fitz could hope for, and he began to see the future in brighter colours, a deep unforgivable mistake. In desperate cases, only vigilance could bring success. 
 
    He obtained the license with less difficulty than he expected, and again he felt that fate was on their side; it was a judgment that proved to be misleading and wrong.  
 
    The Earl had several estates near a parish he knew well as he had grown up in the region. The clergyman was an old man who had baptized him and his brothers and was trustworthy. In fact, this was not a favour they were asking for but a legitimate marriage. The presence of the bride’s parents could have reinforced the legitimacy if any doubts subsisted. 
 
    He went home that night as he did not want his father to believe he had run away. Fitz descended for dinner, but very few words were spoken. It was a horrible evening but not that different from any other meal they shared together. He was happy he would leave after his marriage and hoped he would never come back to live in that house. He had a lovely estate in north Wales where he intended to live with Anne, but first, he arranged to depart to Ghent. A ship would be waiting for them to cross the sea. 
 
    It was the first night he had slept in a long time, between the passion and worries there had been little time left for rest. Yet he woke up still tired and with a terrible headache due to the difficulty of being apart from Anne, even for a day. But that day was meant to be the last without her, so he thought! 
 
    As planned, they met in front of the church at 9 o’clock. It was a cloudy day, but as they entered the church, a ray of sunshine passed through the clouds and lit up the steps of the church, just when Anne arrived. It was the image that would haunt his life: Anne, with a little bouquet of flowers climbing up the few steps with a smile that competed with the sun. He wondered if his heart which was so full of happiness could blow up and return to earth like an ethereal rain to envelop his love.  
 
    It was too painful to remember the marriage, and during all the years that passed, he never did because the moment she said yes he thought they were together for life. 
 
    *** 
 
    “At the end, Mr Somerville, the minister, invited us to the Parsonage…” the Duke’s voice was only a whisper, and Darcy moved his chair to be closer just to hear all his words. He repeated: 
 
    “In thirty years I have not thought, not for a single time, of that day!” 
 
    He stopped and silently asked Darcy to give him the paper from the register. He looked at the writing intensely while he continued to speak: 
 
    “We agreed to go, and that was another mistake. At that moment, my plans with the boat and Ghent were secret, not even Anne knew. I did not conceal it from her deliberately, but we did not have time to discuss it in the madness of those last days. If I had taken Anne away that very moment, nobody would have found us, my father could have ripped off all the pages in the world, for from Ghent we would have gone further away!” 
 
    The Duke had tears in his eyes, but he did not try to hide them. He was too tired. 
 
    “And?” Darcy inquired like a child eager to continue the enchanting tale, and the gentleman smiled between tears. “How did your father find you in that parish?” Darcy insisted. 
 
    The Duke looked again at the document and read: 
 
    “Watford Parish” I had decided to forget this name, a long time ago. What a way to remember! We were at the table where the clergyman’s daughter had prepared a light meal and a glass of wine, a nice offer for which we were grateful. We were happy, but the Earl had a drink too many and was telling us stories of his youth. Then suddenly there was a disturbing movement in the courtyard. Mr Somerville went to see what was happening, but when he returned he was so troubled that he could hardly speak. 
 
    “It is for you! − he said and he looked at me with much sadness; he was not afraid but sad, that I remember so well! The next moment my father was in the room. And not alone; he had six or more people waiting outside. He was very polite, only I could see the anger under his court manners. He asked for the register and as the minister was not moving he ordered his daughter to bring the register and in front of us one of the men ripped the page off from the register. And then my father, as polite as ever, copied on the next page the two marriages that were before ours. All traces removed! Then he grabbed me against my will, with the help of four men against whom I could not fight by myself. And we left forever.” 
 
    “And Anne?” almost shouted Darcy, forgetting that Anne from the past was his mother. 
 
    “The last thing, that was seared in my mind and in my soul, was her cry for help, her begging them not to hurt me and her face covered in tears. I never found the details of the events that followed, but I assume my father and your grandfather arranged the marriage with a Mr Darcy, a man whom I knew to be respectable and worthy. For months I wallowed in such despair that life lost all its meaning to me.” 
 
    Suddenly the Duke stopped as if struck by lightning. 
 
    “My God!” he said. 
 
    “What is it, sir?” Darcy had the impression that the day they were reliving would never end, bringing more and more events from a past that seemed more powerful than the present. 
 
    “This page!” The Duke said, “Do you not see it?” 
 
    Darcy saw, clearer than a bright day. He was confused yet somehow happy for the Duke, but then again he plunged into confusion as he did better understand how that page would affect his own life. And Georgiana’s.  
 
    The maids came to light the candles and they kept quiet until they were alone again, but they both knew. 
 
    “This page, my boy…” and he handed Darcy the page, “… means I am still married to Anne!” 
 
    A burst of impromptu, disturbing laughter broke the silence of the library, betraying the relief for which the Duke had longed for so many years.  
 
    “My God,” he said, patting Darcy on his arm. “Anne is my wife! All the trouble my father took to separate us, and he failed. Beyond life or death, she is my wife.” 
 
    Only then he realised that in front of him was Anne’s child with the man she was no longer married to… 
 
    “Do not worry!” the Duke said. “If Anne had decided to change our lives after she received the page, she would have done what was necessary, but she just wanted me to be happy that in front of God she is still my wife. How could a thirty years love not die, still hurt, and make me happy at the same time?” 
 
    In his lap, the unopened letter was still waiting to reveal its contents so well hidden for a lifetime. 
 
    “Let us read the letter together, Darcy. I completely trust in you and you deserve a proper closing to this tale as much as I do.” 
 
    “One more thing, sir, before that. Do you know how your father found you the day you married my mother? Who betrayed you?” 
 
    “I can only guess; I have no proof. I believe my father suspected I was preparing my marriage, so probably he went to the Archbishop of Canterbury’s office. It was not very difficult for him to find out I had a license to marry.” 
 
    “Yes,” Darcy said, “but how did he know where the marriage would take place?” 
 
    The Duke was silent for a moment. It was one of the questions of his life. 
 
    “I have no evidence but most likely he went to St. Albans and someone told him where to find us. Anne’s brother and her sister knew, I suppose. In fact, it was not a villainous act; it could have looked like a natural demand from a father who wanted to attend his son’s wedding. But still, I could never stand Catherine and your uncle, because I decided one of them told my father about us.” 
 
    Darcy replied nothing, as his own suspicions were not far from the Duke’s.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “Maybe this letter will tell us more!” the Duke said. “I must confess that I have been waiting for this letter all my life! I will read it aloud, but I will keep to myself the passages which concern only Anne and me.” 
 
    Darcy understood and approved; he had no desire to intrude even more in so intimate and long-lasting a relationship. He considered that as a son, he already knew too much. 
 
    The Duke opened the letter with slow movements, but he began reading so suddenly that Darcy startled, pulled out of his thoughts by the Duke’s voice. 
 
    My love 
 
    I know there are still so many things unfinished between us. But I decided to let all be forever forgotten, except one.  
 
    If you read this letter, it means Will came to you… 
 
    The Duke stopped from reading and looked at him: 
 
    “Will? Who is Will?” 
 
    “It is I,” Darcy responded with his mother’s sweet voice resonating in his head. “It was only she who called me so.” 
 
    The Duke was looking at him as if trying to go deep into his mind and soul. 
 
    “Stand up, please!” the Duke suddenly demanded. 
 
    Puzzled, Darcy thought he was furious, and wondered what happened in such a short time. But the Duke’s countenance showed no anger; it wore deep tiredness and a storm of other feelings that Darcy could not read. So he stood up as he was told to, not understanding the sense of the request. 
 
    In just a few instants the Duke stood up too and he shortly said: 
 
    “Come with me, please!” 
 
    He followed the Duke to the far end of the hall that was brightly lit; Darcy could only imagine they were heading to the ballroom. Indeed at the end of the main hall, there were the famous greenish stairs that marked Anne and the Duke’s first encounter. The view from upstairs was breath-taking; to his surprise an army of servants was moving around. 
 
    The Duke invited him to descend: 
 
    “They are preparing the room for Saturday night, for the ball in your honour!” he stated and continued with a peal of happy laughter. “Call it fate!” 
 
    Darcy was still oblivious to the meaning of all this. He assumed the Duke just wanted to show the preparations for the ball but why so suddenly, and why in the middle of the letter? They descended the stairs in total silence, and the servants stopped working at their sudden appearance. The Duke made a grand gesture, still on the stairs and said: 
 
    “Leave us alone! You will continue later!”  
 
    In an instant everybody was gone and the fabulous room remained empty. The room opened with a glass wall to the park while on the other walls there were enormous Venetian mirrors making the large room look even more grandiose. Darcy descended the stair with a strong sentiment that his mother’s shadow was surrounding them. Still, he did not understand why the Duke brought him there. Maybe it was just to remember her. They stopped in front of a mirror next to each other, and then the truth burst out from him, whole and plain as if he had always known it and now it erupted to the world. 
 
    “You are my son, Will!” the Duke said, his voice trembling, a smile softening his face, his eyes tearful, and his gaze filled with affection. It was the most powerful smile Darcy ever saw on a man’s face. 
 
    It was obvious - they were alike: same stature, some posture, same features. 
 
    As suddenly as he decided to bring Darcy into the ballroom, the Duke took him in his arms. Darcy needed a moment to return the embrace, while the Duke whispered: 
 
    “What would my life have been with her! And with you…” 
 
    “Sir…” Darcy attempted to speak, but the Duke leaned against him as if he had lost all his power and needed support. He was relying on his son’s strength.  
 
    After some moments, he continued: 
 
    “Go home, my son, we will discuss this more in the morning. I need to be alone.” 
 
    As did Darcy – so he slowly broke the embrace and stepped away from the Duke, from the past and from the present. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Darcy was relieved that the Duke ended the meeting, as he could not bear more of it for the moment, nor see any person in the world. He was disconnected even from Elizabeth. She was there, in his heart, but he could not reach her. During the first moments, there was the shock, but now, on the street, he felt exhausted, spent, astounded, furious. He refused to take the carriage that was waiting for him. He needed time to sort things before facing Elizabeth and Georgiana. But with every step on the street, his feelings began to flow at an uncontrollable speed. He was astounded at first, but then he became sad and angry and bitter and then again his feelings were tumbling, remembering his mother was dead and she could not defend herself. He needed to quarrel with her, to argue for hours trying to find an explanation for her decisions, to accuse her of betraying his father, the only father that he had known. He needed to stand up for his dead father and try to regain his dignity.  
 
    Then he was angry again at Anne who decided to destroy his life and the Duke’s and, in the end, everybody else’s. She had thought only of her feelings and Darcy saw her gesture like a kind of revenge, but those who contributed to her unhappiness were no longer present to be confronted or to suffer from her revelations. There were only Darcy and the Duke and their families who would be affected. But only two streets away he felt sorry for his mother who carried that burden all her life. He wondered then if his father knew the truth, maybe he accepted taking her into marriage knowing the circumstances. Darcy tried to remember anything about his parents’ wedding day, but he had no memories of it. His parents never talked about it or about their feelings. He would, eventually, find their marriage contract, but he was not sure he wanted to dig deeper into that story. But most of all amid all that turmoil he thought of his father, a dear and highly respected figure in his life, a man who raised him to be the man he was. If he had known Darcy was not his son that truth did not prevent him from being an attentive and wise father. 
 
    Moreover, that proved his beautiful and strong character. Darcy was proud to be his son, because, after all, a father is the one who raises and educates the child. He was also happy that despite the horrible story of her youth, his mother had the chance to share her life with such a worthy man. 
 
    He was not willing to think further, but he had to admit his life would completely change as all the well-founded convictions a child has about his parents were shattered. But still, only one guiding line remained: whether he knew he was not his son or not, Mr Darcy, the master of Pemberley, remained the bright figure to guide him through that difficult time. As he approached home, he made an effort to accept that both his parents and the Duke were the victims of circumstances they could not control or oppose.  
 
    The only one to blame was the 5th Duke of Blandford, who played with his son’s life as with a puppet and lived to have no remorse. The 5th Duke of Blandford, his grandfather! 
 
    As, finally, he arrived near his house, he was not calmer but at least he tried to make peace with all the events. He was thinking of the Duke; he was his father; they did not need his mother’s words to understand into their souls and to see in the mirror. He remembered the Duke was shocked, but he seemed to take the news with a light heart even to enjoy it. He had embraced him as a father does, accepting him as his son the very same instant. As he climbed the few steps to his door the revelation invaded Darcy and again broke him in pieces: he was the 7th Duke of Blandford. He had to lean on the door, as he sensed his blood beating in his ears like a savage drum. He did not know what to do with that knowledge, where to put it, in his mind or in his soul. He was sorry he left the Duke, but at the same time, he also needed to be alone. Only, for him, alone was no longer to be with himself but to be together with Elizabeth. 
 
    *** 
 
    He found the ladies, still at the dinner table, waiting for him. Elizabeth immediately stood up and moved to him. Darcy kissed her hand and his eyes told her he was fine and he loved her more than anything else. 
 
    He sat at the table for a moment, but he could not eat. 
 
    “My ladies,” he said, “I had a long and very emotional talk with His Grace. I am not capable of telling you more this evening; I need to rest and reflect, but I promise, in the morning you will find out the whole story. But I have wonderful news for you. On Saturday we are all invited to the Season’s Ball the Duke will give in honour of our future marriage. So, ladies, I want you to light the ballroom with your presence!” 
 
    A few minutes of excitement were shared by the ladies, with Darcy watching them.  
 
    Eventually, he kissed Lady Edwina’s hand and Georgiana lightly on her cheeks; then took Elizabeth by the hand saying: 
 
    “We wish you a good night, my ladies! I have something important to talk to Elisabeth about, and we will see you in the morning.” Then he led his blushing betrothed through the door. He knew he was misbehaving and that he should not take such liberties in the presence of his sister, but he had not enough strength to disguise their relationship anymore.  
 
    Georgiana looked after them with a reproachful gaze that Edwina understood so well. Georgiana could not yet wholly understand she was no longer a girl in her brother’s care but an adult who had to face her brother’s marriage and their new relationship. In other times it would have been she to hear his stories and now she had to wait till morning. And, yet, she still refused to understand the full meaning of their departure together. Lady Edwina took her hand: 
 
    “Do not be sad my angel, he will tell us all in the morning! Be sure I will torture him if he does not!” 
 
    Edwina wanted to joke, to dissipate the girl’s sadness and resentments that mingled to form a rather dangerous feeling. 
 
    Georgina smiled, but it was a polite smile out of education and not one from her soul. 
 
    “I am not jealous! she said. “Please, believe me!” 
 
    “I believe you, my child!” Edwina tried again to comfort and calm her. 
 
    “But I am so alone, I do not know what to do without him!” 
 
    “He is not leaving you; he is just getting married! You are his young sister and you always will be. But he will have his family with Elizabeth, just as you will have yours one day. You both belong to each other’s lives forever.” Edwina smiled, wiping her tears. Still, Georgiana did not smile. 
 
    “Please, Aunt Edwina, please stay with me in the next weeks!” 
 
    Edwina took her into her arms as they were stepping out of the dining room and she said: 
 
    “I will stay, my angel, as long as you want me to. You will have to shut me out of your door to get rid of me!” And this time Georgiana smiled with her whole heart. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Darcy left the dining room hand in hand with Elizabeth, but as they climbed the stairs, he turned to her and said, “I need to sleep in my room.” 
 
    Elizabeth understood, maybe even more profoundly then he had. It was not his bed that he wanted just for a comfortable sleep, but he did not wish to sleep in his mother’s bedroom.  
 
    “I know you do, my dear,” she said, “just let me take the nightgown from my rooms.” 
 
    Elizabeth was eager and anxious to find out what happened, but she knew that, for the rest of her life, she would have to learn to be gentle and patient. Especially her husband. So she prepared her nightgown and her brushes and everything else in a slow rhythm to let him think. He sat on the bed looking at her, happy with their utter and unrestrained intimacy. It was such a perfect coincidence that Elizabeth decided to complete their union, to accept him as her husband in every sense, at the very instant he needed her the most. He was confused about what occurred and could not yet admit all the changes in his life, but that night would have been infinitely more dramatic if Elizabeth had not been in his life. From time to time, she looked at him lovingly yet worried and just her gaze was enough to re-establish a part of his universe. 
 
    “The Duke of Blandford is my father,” he said as if he expected the ceiling to fall on them. But nothing happened. Elizabeth stood near him and took his hand, caressing it as she said, “I know, my love!” 
 
    He startled and looked at her incredulous and distraught. 
 
    “Elizabeth, how? When? Why did you not tell me?” 
 
    Despite all the questions raised almost at the same time, Elizabeth did not lose her composure. She gently pushed him into the parlour where the Duke’s portrait was still open and in a rather strange way, the scene from the ballroom repeated itself as she made him stand near the painting: 
 
    “You look so much alike, my love. Yesterday you kept on strolling around the portrait and it was obvious to anybody looking at you… and him!” 
 
    “Why did you not tell me then?” 
 
     “It was a feeling,” she said, “nothing more than a hint; I could not tell you such a dramatic circumstance just on a feeling.” 
 
    “I need to know all your feelings, from now on!” he said in a demanding tone, the way he used to talk when he first met her. 
 
    “Do not behave like a spoiled lad, my love!”  
 
    Darcy did not feel her teasing. He needed to escape from that room - he could not breathe anymore in all the secrets surrounding his mother that still lived all those years since she was gone.  
 
    He took her hand and, in haste, wanting just to escape, they hurried to his apartment. Once arrived in his chamber he opened the ceiling-height doors, leading Elizabeth to the balcony. The moon was high in the sky and its light was just invading the gardens from underneath; he made a gesture towards her and took her in his arms: 
 
    “I just want to feel you and have you as the only certainty in my life. Since this afternoon, everything I have known is now shattered in pieces I do not recognise. I fear I will never be able to be me again. Or to be whole again.” 
 
    Elizabeth embraced him with all her power; she wanted him to trust her and to understand that she would be near him from that day on, all their lives. 
 
    “I am here, my love, forever! Tonight and tomorrow and no matter what may happen, I am on your side. Unconditionally!” 
 
    “I want to see you!” he said, and he distanced himself an arm's length from her, looking into her eyes. The moon and stars were the only light between them, but he could clearly see her face as he said: 
 
    “I am the next Duke of Blandford!” 
 
    And even for him, those words were strange and very little understood. 
 
    Elizabeth was finally stunned and for an instant, he smiled at her astonishment.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Shush, my love,” he said, “I cannot stay away from you a minute longer.” 
 
    He undresses her in haste, his moves were so brusque and eager that she helped him smiling while he spoke words of love and lust. Elizabeth thought she could keep her composure, she wanted to see him wanting her, to observe his eyes, to follow his love gestures but when his hands were finally on her naked body, her world exploded in bliss to let him conquer her.  
 
    He loved her with eager passion, wanting to wash away the turmoil of the day, all the events he had experienced, the uncertainty and the sadness, and to lose himself in their passion. Elizabeth, with her new senses that womanhood discovered in her, knew that night was for him. The tender love they made only one night before was gone, replaced by his urge to chase away all the shadows that weighed on him. His passion was a battle and Elizabeth readily rejoiced in it, helping him to win!  
 
    Only after all his tumult was finally consumed in their love, he gently took her into his arms and told her everything he had been through that day. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    There remained a single question between them: what to tell Georgiana and Lady Edwina. It was complicated to decide as it was not just his secret and it was not a simple one. But that problem was solved when just seated at the breakfast table, Parker came to inform him that the Duke of Blandford was waiting in the library. It took Darcy a few seconds to understand: 
 
    “In my library? he asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the butler asked, “His Grace asked me to lead him there and announce his arrival to you.” 
 
    Darcy stood up in a hurry and rushed to the library without even a glance around. He was again confused and worried as he had been the night before when he left the Duke’s house.  
 
    As Darcy entered, he discovered the gentleman pacing the room impatiently. They both hesitated, the same dilemma on their faces, but the Duke was happy to see him and a genuine smile appeared on his face. 
 
    The Duke had not slept the entire night, thinking about this child of love who finally found his way to him. And for the first time in many years, he let all the memories come back and invade him, all the recollections come back to life. The love between him and Anne was not dead as he had thought for so many years; it existed in this young man that he already loved and cherished after only a day. All night long, he prepared himself to offer Darcy the place in his life that he rightfully deserved. He could wait no more. So great was his impatience that, as the morning had broken, he was ready to leave. Too soon to arrive at Darcy’s house, he decided on a ride throughout his dear London. He saluted the Thames as he did each time he was happy, then along the empty, foggy streets he tried to put his feelings and thoughts in order. It took him a long time to find the proper solution but the Town helped him. Regardless of how difficult it might seem, he had a moral obligation to put into practice a state of matters the page from the marriage register unveiled, and also, the document in his possession gave him a legal direction. 
 
    In front of Darcy’s door, a unique wish remained in his mind: to recognise him as his son and heir. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Sit!” he said in haste. “Sit, Darcy, we have to talk.”  
 
    The Duke had been thinking till now, but in Darcy‘s library, the circumstances began to fall into place. 
 
    “The document from the church register has to be proven original. Unfortunately, the minister is dead, but I hope his daughter is still alive.” 
 
    Darcy listened in silence, looking at the Duke with the expression of a reluctant, fearful child. 
 
    “The letter we did not finish, my boy!” the Duke impatiently said. “Your mother was explaining what happened to the registered document. Anne received the paper only a year before her death. It was the minister’s daughter who brought it.”  
 
    And as Darcy was still silent. The Duke tried to temper his nervousness and continued less impatiently and more benevolently: 
 
    “It is all written in your mother’s letter, we did not finish reading it yesterday,” he repeated with a tender smile and kept talking hoping that, eventually, Darcy would recover from his strange state of oblivion. 
 
    “The poor woman came to Anne and apologetically gave her the document. She said that the document was not destroyed, as my father had wished, but it was abandoned near the church. It is possible that the man who ripped out the page was afraid to tear it apart. It was, after all, a church’s property. The minister found the page by chance in the grass, saving it from destruction. He kept it for a long time, unsure of what he should do. His mission as a clergyman was subverted by weaklings and cowards, and his honour was shattered by this act. Anyway, on his death bed, he instructed his daughter to find Anne and give her the document. If we can prove that the document is the original page, then my marriage to Hilda is annulled.” 
 
    “Sir, no!” Darcy looked like he had just woken up from a heavy sleep, struggling to stop the man in front of him. It was too much for him, too soon! He needed time 
 
    “My dear boy,” the Duke said and this time it sounded like a father addressing his son, “it is not for you to decide. You are one of my children like the other three, your half-siblings: Luis, Harriet, and Ralston…” 
 
    He stopped seeing Darcy breathing with difficulty, but he was determined to go on, so much so that he missed seeing all the effects of such an act. It was impossible for him to see that Darcy did not share his feelings and did not agree to that solution to their problem. The Duke was almost drunk with happiness. Anne gave him his first child and it did not matter that he found out only thirty years later. His son was a definite proof of his long-lost love and he yearned to re-establish the order that they had lost in that churchyard. He had neither time nor understanding to find out what was happening with Darcy; he just wanted to mend all the mistakes from the past. But in front of Darcy’s troubled face, he made an effort to temper his joy. 
 
    “I had all night to make plans. I will try not to rush you, as I understand it is difficult to accept and maybe you need time. Only now that I know the truth, I think we have already lost too much time. Almost 30 years.” 
 
    Darcy was torn between such contradictory feelings that he found no proper words to reply. 
 
    The Duke tried to regain his calm in front of his son’s obvious distress making the conversation difficult to carry.  
 
    “Do you want me to tell you what happened after that afternoon in St. Albans?” 
 
    Darcy was nodding but only to gain time, not that he was inquisitive. The Duke offered a storm of information and actions that could not be stopped and Darcy felt carried off into the air by those heavy winds to a destination he did not know. He was the son of Mr Darcy, the master of Pemberley. These words were like a verse in a prayer meant to protect the one who repeated them, over and over. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I stayed in Hanover for five years, the most horrible years of my life. All I did for days and weeks and months was hunting. I left the Electorate of Brunswick-Lüneburg with no game…” The Duke smiled, trying to obtain a smile from Darcy, but as nothing happened, he continued to speak. “I was taken to Hanover like a prisoner, heavy guard around me, men in my father’s service. My father informed me in a letter that Anne was married and from then on, nothing mattered for me anymore.” 
 
    “Do you know when they got married?” 
 
    “I received the letter from my father a few days after I arrived at Hilda’s castle, maybe a month or so after our marriage.” 
 
    Darcy was stunned by the short period they needed to marry his mother. He did not know for sure who ‘they’, were; certainly, the old Duke and Anne’s father but also someone from his father’s family, maybe his paternal grandfather. He could not imagine that his father was involved, but he could easily see the late Duke and his two grandfathers deciding on such a dramatic matter as if it were something reasonable or straightforward. But not his father; his father liked Pemberley and the life in the country, he was not at all fond of London or the Ton. But maybe he loved Anne and it was an excellent opportunity to marry her. He referred to his mother, Anne, with a kind of estrangement. He passionately wanted not to soil the images he had of his parents and he loathed that the Duke seemed the one who started all this madness. But in the end, it was not the Duke, he had to admit; it was his mother who wanted the truth to come to light. Did she wish for her son to become Duke of Blandford, did she have that aspiration for him, or did she simply want the Duke to know he had a son? That would remain a question forever unanswered. 
 
    “Why did my mother do all this?” Darcy asked in a desperate tone. 
 
    “I know that she had to tell me the truth about you; she could not die and take this secret to the grave. It was my secret as much as hers! I am so grateful… but what she wanted to achieve with her revelations… that will remain forever hidden!” 
 
    “But her letter? Yesterday’s letter?” Darcy asked. 
 
    “There was nothing else in her letter, except the revelation about you and the torn paper, nothing else. You may read the letter whenever you want.” 
 
    “No!" Darcy said, “I will not read any more letters; in fact, I think I will keep away from the letters for a while!” It was the first time he smiled, but the Duke took it as an excellent sign.  
 
    “Sir!” Darcy said for the first time, calmer, “I need time!” 
 
    “I understand! But, now you know at what extent I am ready to go!” 
 
    For Darcy, it was evident that the Duke appeared decided to annul his marriage with Hilda of Hanover and deprive their elder son of the title and fortune. Darcy admired him, but he also feared that powerful man who could ruin so many lives for a woman he met for two months, thirty years ago… and for her son, and for the first time, he looked at the Duke trying to accept and then understand that he was the son of this man! 
 
    “Sir, let us move to the dining room. I am absolutely sure you have not eaten anything since last night!” 
 
    “Since yesterday morning, my son; I could not eat yesterday evening and this morning I departed at dawn. Yes, I could eat now and I want to meet your family.” 
 
    “Lady Edwina is here, too!” 
 
    “Dear Edwina,” the Duke said, “I am glad she is here to be with you!” 
 
    “Elizabeth knows the truth about me… us!” Darcy said as they walked out of the library.” 
 
    “You told her? Good for you, my son!” 
 
    “I did not, sir, she guessed the truth when she saw me near your portrait!” 
 
    He feared the Duke was not pleased, but in fact, the gentleman showed the opposite: happiness, jubilation, as though rejoicing in a grand success. FitzRoy William, Duke of Blandford, wanted the entire world to find out he had a son from his Anne. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    He was so proud that he took Darcy by his shoulders as they entered the dining room and everybody who did not know the secret yet, found it out in the blink of an eye. It was so evident that Elizabeth and Edwina, both at the same time, started to smile, while Georgiana stopped talking, lost in disbelief.  
 
    The Duke appeared amused by such a reception; it was what he hoped all along with − people stunned by their resemblance, understanding they were father and son. 
 
    As he sat down, he glanced with delight at the three ladies around the table. He was well acquainted with Lady Edwina, he admired Elizabeth’s beauty, but Georgiana’s resemblance to Anne made his heart stop. She had the same hair and smile, the same blue eyes and fragile, enchanting beauty. 
 
    All eyes were staring at him as he finished eating, so he said: 
 
    “We have great news to announce to you!” 
 
    But if someone had looked at Darcy he would find he did not share the Duke’s enthusiasm. He smiled, but he was still reserved. 
 
    “From the documents Anne left me, we found out that Darcy is my son!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Georgiana cried, glancing around, dumbfounded, pale and incredulous. Then her eyes filled with tears while her lips trembled from distress, much to the Duke’s astonishment. Lady Edwina embraced her and she continued to sob while Darcy stepped to her and took her hand in his. 
 
    The Duke was abashed, wanting just to comfort the young lady who resembled his Anne so much. She looked so desperate and grieved, he came closer, then gently caressed her hair.  
 
    “I apologize if I hurt you, Miss Darcy,” The Duke said.  
 
    “I apologize for being so silly…” Georgiana tried hard to regain her calm, “…but… what does this mean? I cannot lose my brother!” she whispered through tears.  
 
    “I assure you this will not happen, Miss Darcy,” the Duke continued. “You will not lose a brother – you are forever bound by blood and affection! But I dare hope you will soon consider that you have gained a father.”  
 
    Georgiana stared at him, tearful, doubtful, and reluctant. The Duke forced a smile.  
 
    “Edwina can confirm I am a rather understanding father!” he declared.  
 
    Edwina was looking from the Duke to Darcy still astonished by their resemblance, wondering how she could not see that truth long before. But she was smiling, the Duke was an incredible man, a devoted father and a good friend. 
 
    “Yes!” Lady Edwina approved with all her heart. “Indeed, he is a wonderful father!” 
 
    “I am sure he is,” Georgiana said, holding her brother’s arm for support. “I am sure you are, your Grace,” she repeated to the Duke, while they sat at the table.  
 
    *** 
 
    As breakfast ended in a slightly calmer atmosphere, Darcy decided to accompany the Duke home, worried how tired the elderly gentleman looked. The Duke accepted the company, as he enjoyed being near his son, but denied he was in any need of care.  
 
    “Sir, you do look exhausted,” Darcy insisted. “You should rest as soon as you arrive home. Galloping for almost three hours is a significant effort even for a young man.”  
 
    “I am still a young man,” the Duke replied with kind irony. “And I am stronger than many others with far fewer years on their shoulders.” 
 
    “I shall not argue that,” Darcy responded lightly. “Still, you must promise me you will rest.”  
 
    “Very well, then – I promise. I do appreciate your concern, and I am delighted that we can spend another half an hour together,” the Duke uttered.  
 
    “So am I,” Darcy agreed.  
 
    The steady carriage pace gave them the only sound suited for their state of mind.  
 
    “I want to thank you, your Lordship, for being so kind and considerate to my sister. Georgina is already distressed, perhaps even a little frightened by my marriage even if she pretends otherwise. And more problems… more news that affects her life might be difficult to bear.”  
 
    Darcy hesitated; out of respect for the Duke he regretted calling their present situation a problem, but in the end, it was. A question that troubled everyone’s lives.  
 
    “I understand that. And everything that I said came from my heart! Both of you, in fact, all three of you now that Elizabeth is almost your wife, are my children from yesterday till the end of my life. And I intend to keep my promise the best I can.” 
 
    “I thank you for that, and I promise I will try to clear up my mind… and my soul. If you agree to meet tomorrow we can discuss further – if this is convenient for you,” Darcy said. 
 
    “Any time is convenient to me,” the Duke responded. “I would like to invite you to dinner, as I intend to introduce you to your siblings. Harriet is already married to a worthy enough gentleman, but the boys are still single and they do not seem interested in marriage.” 
 
    “Do you think it is wise to meet them? I do not want them to resent me in any way.” 
 
    “Darcy,” the Duke said, “nobody in my house will have any harsh feelings for you ever. I expect them to like you, but I can safely promise they will be at least perfectly polite. Do not worry – you, your wife and your sister will be received in my house with affection or politeness, or both!” he laughed, a burst of laughter full of cheerfulness. 
 
    “Thank you. I would also ask your permission to have our final discussion in Elizabeth’s presence. I keep no secrets from her.” 
 
    “Yes! Certainly, I am glad you have such a strong relationship - it is most rare these days.” 
 
    Darcy smiled for the first time that day with all his heart; he intended to have a full life with Elizabeth and give her the place she deserved. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Elizabeth was splendid in her new outfit from Mrs Camberley, a green pelisse with delicate black fur that accentuated the whiteness of her face. As for the dress, it was a masterpiece of ingenuity, made from two different pieces, one shorter in a superb light claret red, the other one longer, in the colour of Burgundy wine with intricate embroidery. She was wearing a ruby necklace, one of Anne Darcy’s jewels that Darcy favoured. He was so proud of her that in the carriage, he almost forgot the motive of their visit to the Duke. He was calm and determined while Elizabeth could not temper her curiosity. She laughed and kissed him on his cheek and told him little stories from her earlier visits in London. But the Duke of Blandford’s house was like nothing she had ever seen. It was a castle built by the first Duke to impress and inspire respect for their social status. After more than two centuries the 6th Duke had imposed many changes that transformed the sombre castle into a magnificent palace with impressive high windows and bright colours. 
 
    They were received by the Duke in his parlour, a manly room, Elizabeth admired from the first moment. It was full of his precious objects, like a stunning watch, elegant armchairs or a valuable antique fireplace. The whole picture was one of a space equally meant to impress and to comfort. It was so different from her image of a parlour; in their homes, it was a room kept in perfect order for the guests where not even a chair could be misplaced. The Duke’s home was impressive but not intimidating, nor cold, as she feared. It was a place where she could have lived. 
 
    The Duke approached them warmly, looking at her with approval and admiration, and inquiring of Darcy teasingly, “May I compliment your future wife?” 
 
    They both laughed. Darcy was pleased to see the Duke bowing to Elizabeth courteously and expressing his genuine appreciation. Darcy was fully aware that the Duke did not exaggerate. No compliment was enough to do Elizabeth justice. Womanhood transformed the young girl she had been into a majestic swan and made her shine. 
 
    Elizabeth sensed the Duke examined her to see if she was fit for a future Duke’s wife and it seemed the result was positive.  
 
    Once they were seated, it was the Duke who abruptly began the conversation, addressing both of them, and glancing at Elizabeth rather often as if asking for her support. 
 
    “I am ready to proceed and fulfil all the implications that ripped page brought into our lives. I know the document is the original page from the church’s register but, of course, I will have to prove it. Then my marriage will be annulled and the first marriage recognised. And you will become the rightful and legal heir of the Dukedom.” 
 
    A deep silence fell upon the room, so massive that it shattered them. Disconcerted, the Duke watched Darcy completely unmoved and pale and Elizabeth appearing less pleased with the perspective of becoming Duchess that he had imagined.  
 
    “Your Grace, I admire your determination in making what you feel is just, despite the scandal or the consequences that might occur. I am proud to be one of the objects of your affection and the inducement for your acts,” Darcy finally uttered, with a low and hesitant voice.  
 
     “I just want to restore the rights we were deprived of when our marriage document was torn from the register. I want to repair a horrid injustice. You are my first son, and Anne de Bourgh was my wife. Do you not approve my intentions?” the Duke asked. 
 
    “I understand your motives, and I am deeply impressed by your love and loyalty for my beloved mother. But then I am also stunned by your decision to face such a scandal that might affect your family and remove your eldest son from his rights.” 
 
    “You are my son, too, my first born! You are my eldest son!” the Duke’s rose his voice with obvious emotions. 
 
    Darcy met and held the Duke’s gaze. Two pairs of eyes betrayed the same strength, the same power, the same determination, the same sense of honour and duty. Father and son, confronting, bonding, learning about themselves and about the other.  
 
    “Yes, I am your first son,” Darcy hoarsely admitted eventually. “But Luis is the son you raised. A worthy son who made you proud. A son you love – just as you also love Harriet and Ralston - in a way few fathers do, which is another proof of your remarkable character.” 
 
    The Duke searched a long moment for proper words. 
 
    “That is true. I do love my children, as I have been both mother and father for them for the last twenty years. But this is not enough compensation for not having you all that time. I feel sad and discontented and angry for not being present in your life and I cannot allow such a situation to continue. The past gave me a lot of pain and desperation. I wish to change the future.” 
 
    Darcy knew precisely what he wanted to say; for a day long, he had been talking with Elizabeth, although their decision was taken within minutes. It was mutual and it was final – and the Duke had to accept it.  
 
    “Sir, I have the highest respect and the deepest appreciate for you and I am sure in time we will bond as father and son. It is my wish and hope as much as it is yours. But I have a father, James Darcy, whom I profoundly love… as I will forever. He is the father who raised me and educated me and made me the man I am today. I respect him, I love him, I miss him. He is the only father I knew for almost thirty years and the only father I and the entire world will know.” 
 
    “So will you reject me?” the Duke shouted with despair.  
 
    “Not at all, sir. I only wish to state that no one will ever take my father’s place in my heart.” 
 
    “I understand and respect this!” the Duke responded. “I do not intend to take his place but to gain mine! I cannot wait for more, as I have not much time left.” 
 
    “But I do need time to get accustomed to our situation, sir,” Darcy replied, impressed by the Duke’s obvious distress. “More time than one day… Elizabeth and I want to be a part of your family and we are honoured by your attention. But I beg you to let Luis take the position he was raised for. He was educated to be a Duke, a peer of Great Britain and Ireland, just as I was educated to fulfil my duties and to honour my heritage. Luis is the Marquess of Brimpsfield. I am Fitzwilliam Darcy; the master of Pemberley and it is what I intend to continue to be.” 
 
    Darcy ended his tirade, looking with intense emotions at the Duke; then his eyes turned to Elizabeth, to receive her smile of approval and tearful, adoring gaze.  
 
    “It is what suits us,” Elizabeth told the Duke, her eyes still locked with Darcy’s. “And it is the life Darcy promised me,” she ended.  
 
    “You could be a Duchess!” The Duke made one last attempt to convince her, but Elizabeth responded with a splendid smile. They all knew the final decision had been made and nothing would change it. It was a rational decision based on honour, wisdom, delicacy, and altruism. Darcy was worried for a brother he did not know yet, willingly letting him take the position that was his, by birth. 
 
    “I am sad and happy at the same time,” the Duke admitted. “I am sad that I cannot remedy the mistakes from the past, but I am happy and proud to see the kind of gentleman you became. And I must thank your father, James Darcy, for that.” 
 
    “On that, I wholeheartedly agree with you,” Darcy answered. 
 
    Little by little, the turmoil that governed their lives for the past days was fading, leaving in its place a serene atmosphere.  
 
    The Duke smiled and unexpectedly turned to Elizabeth: 
 
    “I am finished talking to my son. Now I will speak only with my future daughter in law. I accept your decision with some conditions!” 
 
    Elizabeth was startled by such an address, looking at Darcy who returned a joking helpless gesture, denying any involvement in that argument.  
 
    “What would those be, my Lord? And I respectfully ask your Grace to remember that no man has the right to impose any conditions on me, except my husband,” she replied with her usual teasing tone that Darcy so loved and had admired since they first met.  
 
    The Duke laughed.  
 
    “Upon my word, you express yourself very decidedly for someone so young!”  
 
    It was Elizabeth’s turn to laugh. “I was told that before, your Grace. So what would those conditions be?”  
 
    All three were smiling, as it was a courteous and light conversation, now that the essentials were settled. 
 
    “First of all, we will discuss with our closest relatives this great news. We will reveal the truth - that you are my first son and I do not intend to hide it any longer. But we will limit this news to our families; the others might suspect something when Darcy is at my side, but we shall not publicly reveal anything more than you want. We will let them all presume, imagine stories, gossip and all that news like that could imply. In the end, nobody will dare do more than gossip and I think in a short time it will become a settled fact in London society and among the Ton.” 
 
    Elizabeth agreed it was the best way of solving a problem in such a difficult situation.  
 
    “Then,” the Duke continued, “in two weeks I will be your godfather along with lady Edwina and if the tradition asks to have a pair as godparents then I will marry her!” 
 
    Elizabeth laughed; she was so pleased to have the Duke at their wedding, but she wondered if the Duke really joked about Lady Edwina or it was a secret he has been keeping even from himself. She scrutinized him, at the limit of the politeness, but the Duke was too happy to understand her glance. 
 
    “Well, Sir,” Elizabeth said, “we have nothing to negotiate, as I do approve your suggestions entirely. We will be happy to have you at our wedding… and Lady Edwina!” 
 
    Darcy looked at her in total astonishment; the way she said ‘Lady Edwina’ was so insinuating that he wondered if his future wife knew more about the Duke’s relationship to Edwina than he did.  
 
    “And in the end, we will all be one big family and we will spend as much time as possible together. And I hope your children will call me, grandfather!” 
 
    “Absolutely accepted too,” Elizabeth said with an affectionate smile looking from Darcy to the Duke. 
 
    “One more thing!” the Duke said and Darcy wondered if the truly difficult part might come only at the end.  
 
    “With or without that page, you are my first son and you have the right to a title! The first Duke of Blandford was the illegitimate son of James I. In the present situation, even if you are considered my illegitimate son – I hope Anne will forgive me for saying this – you are entitled to a title. His Majesty will understand the situation and I am sure that in a decent period you will receive a title. Marquess and Marchioness of Pemberley is what I have in mind…” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The night of the Season’s Ball at the Duke of Blandford’s residence finally arrived. It was said that to prove one meant something in the London Ton, one had to receive an invitation to the ball.  
 
    The last to arrive were the Duke and his guests of honour, Darcy, Elizabeth and Georgiana. They descended the marble stairs, Elizabeth on the Duke’s arm, Darcy with Georgiana while all eyes were directed to them. Even from a distance, the resemblance was staggering, and an involuntary murmur crossed the crowd. The Duke tilted his head as a silent but decided acceptance of the fact they were revealing. Looking stunning in her new ball gown, Elizabeth coloured a little, just enough to improve her complexion. Darcy wondered how many of the guests were aware of Elizabeth’s identify as his betrothed, as she had not been officially introduced to them.  
 
    But it was soon proved that he needed not to be concerned for his future wife but rather for his sister Georgiana, whose appearance was generally admired. Luis, the Marquess of Brimpsfield, was waiting downstairs for his father to arrive with the guests. He was blond and tall, with beautiful blue eyes that immediately fell upon Georgiana. The young Duke appeared suddenly oblivious to everything and everyone else and minutes after Georgiana put her delicate ball shoe on the ground in front of him, they both fell in love. It was like fate was playing a delicious game which neither of them could oppose. 
 
    And when, fourteen months later, the Duke was presented his first grandchild, he was not from his daughter Harriet or from Darcy and Elizabeth but from the Marquess and Marchioness of Brimpsfield.  
 
    He was in his parlour with all his family while Lady Edwina held the infant in her arms, proud as only a grandmother could be, of such a splendid new-born. His name was James, after his maternal grandfather and James I, his ancestor. 
 
    Georgiana was shining near her blond husband, smiling as the Duke took his grandson in his arms and embraced him.  
 
    The Duke was happy for the present blessedness, but deep in his soul he celebrated the arrival of the beloved boy, who was his grandchild and Anne’s. 
 
    End 
 
   
  
 

 Read by the same author  
 
    A Struggle for Love 
 
    Fragment: 
 
    They silently walked away from Longbourn; Darcy with his horse's reins in his hand but very close to Elizabeth. He wanted to take her in his arms and feel her slender yet firm body next to his. An impossible adventure for at any minute a member of the Bennet or a servant or a friend paying a visit could appear. From time to time he took her hand, but she playfully rejected his attention, scolding him for being too audacious toward his betrothed. That is why he enjoyed staying at his dear Pemberley, where a man could walk closely near his betrothed with nobody around to disturb their stroll. He longed to be with her that very second at Pemberley, but then he realised that once at Pemberley they would be man and wife, with no need to walk out to share a kiss or a hug. Actually, he dared to imagine her at Pemberley far away from the meadows and deep away in their bedroom. 
 
    “I like your petticoat,” he said in an intentionally intimate tone as he knew she was still reticent about a certain kind of intimate speaking.  
 
    She thought he wanted to punish her for not going to London but in fact, Darcy liked it when she coloured, and she did, unmistakably, any time he came close and whispered words she could not have known about before. 
 
    “You must write to me every morning and every night!” she ordered still blushing. “I will not be pleased with less from you, sir!” 
 
    “Yes, my lady, but you could have news from me directly if you come to London, it is not too late; we can go back and take the carriage. Please, Elizabeth!” he made one last try. “Please come with me to London.” 
 
    He was serious while she smiled and kissed him on the cheek, gently pushing him toward the way to the capital. 
 
    At least her kiss was no longer a naïve girl's kiss. In the last two weeks, their intimacy had continuously grown making him anticipate their wedding night with joy. His Elizabeth was not a false shy young lady, her body being a promise she began to know how to use, even if she was still very far away from the wife he meant to have in a very short time. 
 
    ‘Let her have her wedding day,’ – he thought – ‘I will have my wedding night, no preparation needed.’ 
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