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Chapter 1

Summer of 1811




Darcy settled into a chair in Lady Matlock’s parlour, waiting for his cousin Richard to join him so they could depart for their club. He anticipated, as always, ten enjoyable minutes in her company, for Lady Matlock was well-versed in the latest happenings of London society. As he sipped the fine cognac she had offered, his gaze lingered on her with mild interest, and indeed, her words soon turned into a leisurely conversation.

“Lord Matlock recalled something peculiar last night when we spoke of your dear parents—a curious tale he once heard from your father.”

Darcy smiled, for nothing pleased him more than hearing stories of the parents he had lost too soon.

“It seems that your ancestor, the first Darcy to acquire Pemberley, had twin sons.”

“No!” he exclaimed, ready to dismiss the story with a laugh, for certainly he would have known if such a thing were true. “When was this supposed to have happened?”

“I am uncertain, though it might have been around two centuries ago. George mentioned to my husband that the twins, once close, became bitter foes, compelling their father to divide Pemberley in two, splitting the estate—the lands, the forests, all of it. But of course, such a division proved difficult, and the elder of the two, the one born first, claimed the greater portion, including the house. He is your ancestor.”

Darcy shook his head in disbelief and laughed. “I have never heard of such a tale. Are you sure this is not the myth about Castor and Pollux?”

Lady Matlock joined in his laughter. “You are incorrigible, always making light of things. But no, it was not about Castor and Pollux—those two loved each other, while the Darcy twins, as the story goes, fought bitterly over Pemberley, eventually taking their shares of the estate and never seeing each other again, while darkly swearing to forbid all their descendants from knowing each other.”

“It must be a legend, dear aunt! Or an ancient unfounded rumour,” Darcy exclaimed.

“Perhaps,” Lady Matlock conceded before her tone shifted, cutting through the convivial atmosphere between them. “But what is no rumour is that Mrs Younge is Mr Wickham’s aunt.”

Darcy froze, his hand gripping his glass. The warm summer day turned icy, and he nearly shouted in disbelief, “What are you saying?” He was overwhelmed by a tumult of emotions: shock, concern, and a wave of anger that simmered beneath the surface. Mrs Younge, who had recently been appointed as his sister Georgiana’s companion, had accompanied her to Ramsgate for a summer by the sea. If Lady Matlock’s information was accurate, it spelt the possibility of disaster.

“Just as I said,” Lady Matlock affirmed calmly. “A few days ago, Mr and Mrs Williams, our neighbours from Matlock—you know them, do you not?—joined us for dinner.”

Darcy nodded impatiently, restraining himself from interrupting his aunt, who had a tendency to meander into irrelevant anecdotes if given a chance.

“Of course you remember them. Mrs Williams was a close friend of your mother’s in their youth. They asked after you and Georgiana, lamenting how Pemberley has not felt the same since your parents died. They mentioned it has been ages since they last saw you—not since your father’s funeral.”

Darcy clenched his jaw, struggling to maintain his composure. Although he had great affection for Lady Matlock, her narrative tested his patience.

“And during our conversation, I happened to mention that last year you spent a great deal of time in London as Georgiana was attending a girls’ academy here, under the care of Mrs Younge. It was then that Mrs Williams recalled Mrs Younge’s connection to the late Mr Wickham, who was, of course, your father’s steward. It is indeed true—Mrs Younge is Mr Wickham’s aunt.”

“What?” Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam, Darcy’s cousin, exclaimed from the doorway, having overheard his mother’s final words. He glanced worriedly at Darcy, well aware of the deep-seated animosity between him and Wickham.

“This is troubling news,” Darcy said, his voice measured but tense.

“Troubling?” Lady Matlock repeated, her expression puzzled.

“Yes, Mama,” Richard interjected. “Wickham is not the man we once knew.”

“I am not familiar with him now, but I do recall he was once your parents’ protégé,” Lady Matlock remarked.

“That was a long time ago,” Darcy replied, his tone clipped. “My mother, in her large-heartedness, left him a considerable sum to attend Cambridge, hoping he might become either a vicar or a solicitor. But he failed to complete his studies and instead squandered the money on a life of indulgence in London. And when I say indulgence, I mean it in the mildest terms out of respect for you, Aunt.”

Richard nodded in agreement, also knowing the unspoken details.

Despite its vast population, London could still feel like a small town within their social circle. No matter how distant the relationship, any misdeeds quickly became common knowledge. With his smooth talk and charm, Wickham had used his connection to the late Mr Darcy, gaining entry into circles where he had no rightful place, and soon word spread that he was a ruthless gambler and was searching for a rich widow to marry.

“Dear Mama, with her generous heart, looked after Wickham, and Papa continued her work. But after her death, we soon discovered how he had misused the inheritance she had left him. My father was furious and confronted Wickham, offering support if he chose a more honourable path. But within months, more gambling debts emerged, and my father left him nothing further. This sparked a bitter conflict between us. Wickham pestered our solicitors, who eventually refused to see him, and then he turned his attention to me. I refused to engage, as I had no obligation to justify my father’s decision.”

“But how did you come to meet this Mrs Younge?” Lady Matlock asked, her face etched with concern. With a sinking heart, he recalled how Mrs Younge had smoothly inserted herself into their lives, never once revealing her connection to Wickham.

“Our vicar at Pemberley introduced her to us… Oh my God!” Darcy exclaimed, the weight of realisation crashing down on him. “She had a plan all along, and I allowed Georgiana to spend more than a year under her care.”

“But what could she possibly do?” Lady Matlock asked, the worry in her voice now unmistakable.

“Wickham—that is what she can do!” Richard exclaimed, his own anxiety evident. He knew all too well the kind of man Wickham had become.

“Georgiana has a dowry of thirty thousand pounds,” Darcy murmured, too afraid to fully voice the dark thoughts that had taken hold of him and Richard both.

He leapt from his chair, and Richard followed suit, their plans for a leisurely dinner at their club forgotten.

“I must go home and prepare. I am leaving for Ramsgate at dawn,” Darcy declared.

“Do you want me to accompany you?” his cousin asked, already resolved to join him.

“Yes, thank you,” Darcy replied with heartfelt sincerity. The two men then moved to the door, eager to begin their arrangements for the morning’s journey.

∞∞∞

They departed half an hour after dawn. The streets of London, usually bustling, were quiet, save for the merchants making their way to market. The grim set of Richard’s face mirrored Darcy’s own torment.

“Thank you,” Darcy said again as his cousin climbed into the carriage, but Richard waved off his gratitude. He was just as anxious as Darcy, perhaps even more so, for he feared what might await them in Ramsgate. The thought of Darcy confronting Wickham, possibly in a violent altercation, haunted him. Richard had spent the night imagining the worst outcomes, determined to prevent any form of violence or a duel. Such rash actions would only lead to further misery, potentially ruining Georgiana’s reputation and Darcy’s future.

Unaccustomed to such an early hour, Richard soon fell asleep as the carriage rocked along the road. Darcy, however, could not find rest, his mind consumed by dark thoughts. Yet seeing his cousin dozing in the corner of the carriage brought him some small comfort. Together, they would protect Georgiana and, if necessary, ensure that Wickham faced the consequences of his actions. Darcy resolved that this time, Wickham would not be allowed to torment his family any further, though he dared not contemplate what a permanent solution might entail.

“Stop worrying,” Richard said sternly when they made their first stop for breakfast.

“I will kill him if…” Darcy muttered, the unspoken threat hanging heavily in the air.

Richard chose not to respond, inwardly congratulating himself for having joined his cousin on this journey. No matter what transpired, no one would die. There were many ways to make Wickham’s life miserable without resorting to such extremes—ways that would protect Georgiana’s reputation and preserve Darcy’s future.

“When we arrive, you will speak to Georgiana, and I shall deal with Mrs Younge.”

Darcy nodded, finding great relief in his cousin’s calm presence, but he could not be dissuaded from confronting Wickham.

“I have always admired your composed approach to resolving matters. I was the one who acted first and thought later.”

“For once, I intend to change roles and act on my first impulse when I see Wickham,” Darcy replied darkly.

“Please, stop this. We do not even know whether he is in Ramsgate, or whether he harbours any malicious intent towards our girl.”

“You know…” Darcy began, then paused, lost in thought. “I never had any premonition about my parents’ deaths. Until the last moment, I clung to the hope that my mother’s illness was just a minor ailment, and with my father…I never imagined he would die so suddenly, only five years after her—”

“No one has premonitions. It is a fashionable notion now, but I am certain it is nonsense—”

“I fear it is not nonsense in every case. Ever since Lady Matlock told me about Mrs Younge being Wickham’s aunt, I have felt as though my heart is in an iron grip, making it hard to breathe. Something has happened. All I can hope for is that we arrive in time.”

“Nothing has happened, and what you are feeling is the overwhelming fear of a father imagining his child in danger. It is far from a premonition. Calm yourself. Let us arrive and judge the situation based on reality, not on your imagination.”

But it was easier said than done, and no matter how hard he tried, Darcy could not shake the sense of impending doom. Still, having Richard beside him was a great comfort, though the iron grip on his heart did not loosen.

They arrived at the house Darcy had rented for Georgiana by noon, and before Richard could stop him, Darcy dashed up the steps and burst through the front door.











Chapter 2




Richard exhaled sharply, finally allowing himself to breathe as he entered the parlour, hastening with great urgency after his cousin. To his relative relief, he found only Darcy and Mrs Younge within, though the atmosphere was far from calm. The tension in the room was palpable—Darcy had evidently raised his voice, while the lady stood her ground, unflinching in the face of his wrath.

“Where is she?” Darcy demanded once more, his voice thick with vexation.

The two cousins exchanged anxious glances; Mrs Younge’s hesitation was clear, her silence serving only to heighten their worry.

“Mrs Younge, where is Georgiana?” Richard asked, his tone no less intense than Darcy’s. Georgiana’s absence, coupled with the woman’s evident discomfort, suggested a story they scarcely dared to imagine.

“She is out for a walk,” Mrs Younge finally responded.

“A walk?” Darcy cried desperately. “And what are you doing here? She is fifteen, and you are her companion!”

“She is in excellent company, with Lady Amelia—”

But Darcy silenced her with a vehement gesture. “Where is she?”

“I cannot tell you where she is at this moment,” Mrs Younge murmured. Richard feared his cousin might resort to drastic measures to compel her to speak. He grasped Darcy’s arm, but Darcy shook him off and advanced upon Mrs Younge, just as voices echoed from the hall. To the immense relief of both cousins, Georgiana entered the room.

Their relief was short-lived, for the young girl was in such a state of distress that she immediately flung herself into her brother’s arms, sobbing desperately.

Although Richard’s main interest was his cousins, he noted Mrs Younge’s expression—a fleeting mix of puzzlement and concern that only confirmed Darcy’s suspicions. Yet, in that moment, all that mattered was that Georgiana was home.

Regaining some composure, Richard intervened before Darcy could speak, inviting Mrs Younge to follow him. She did so with uncharacteristic haste.

Overjoyed to have his sister back, Darcy postponed any confrontation with Mrs Younge. Discovering that she had left with his cousin, he turned his attention to Georgiana.

“What happened, Georgiana?” he asked gently, striving to remain calm despite the storm brewing within him. His sole aim was to soothe his precious sister.

He allowed her to cry out her grief, handing her a glass of water when her sobs subsided into silent tears. When she continued to weep, he tenderly wiped her face. Whatever had occurred, he knew she was not to blame. She was still a child, inexperienced in the complexities of life. Since their father’s death, she had lived almost sequestered at Pemberley or in London, deprived of a mature lady’s guidance during this difficult period. He blamed himself for not being closer to her, yet he knew not how to manage the guardianship of a young girl. He had done his utmost, but it seemed insufficient. Now, as a young lady with considerable wealth, Georgiana had become prey to fortune hunters before she could comprehend it, and certainly without realising she was no longer a child.

“Now, my dear, I need to know what happened,” he said, noting her efforts to regain her composure.

“I made a terrible mistake!” the girl exclaimed. Darcy’s heart tightened with dread, imagining the worst.

“Does it concern Wickham?” he asked cautiously, striving to keep his fury in check.

“Yes, how did you know?” Georgiana asked, her admiration for her brother growing immeasurably.

“I suspected,” he replied, eager to hear the truth from her lips.

“He is Mrs Younge’s nephew,” Georgiana continued, while Darcy nodded, realising how much torment could have been avoided if he had known this sooner.

“He appeared at our house as soon as we arrived in Ramsgate.”

“A well-made plan,” Darcy murmured.

“What plan?” Georgiana asked, innocent of any suspicion towards the two scoundrels. Her pure heart had been pleased to see a familiar face from happier times—her childhood, spent with a loving mother and a joyful father.

“Never mind that. Just tell me what happened.”

“We fell in love!” Georgiana declared, and once again, tears began to fall. But Darcy did not allow her to be overwhelmed by distress this time.

“Please, cease your tears. I must hear the entire story, my dear!”

His stern tone had the desired effect. She wiped her face, now a deep crimson, making it difficult to discern whether her flush was due to embarrassment, pain, or the effect of prolonged weeping.

“Mrs Younge allowed you and Wickham to be alone,” Darcy stated, his voice firm. It was not a question; he already knew the answer. Poor Georgiana simply nodded, her cheeks flushing deeper with guilt.

“I should never have agreed,” she lamented.

“No, but I do not place all the blame on you. Others bear more responsibility. Please, continue.”

“I truly believed he loved me—”

“And Mrs Younge assured you of it—”

“Yes!” Georgiana exclaimed, her astonishment evident. Her brother seemed to know the story as if he had been present, while her youthful mind struggled to grasp the full implications.

“He proposed to me,” she whispered, and Darcy’s temper flared.

“Did he attempt anything inappropriate?” he demanded, his voice a forceful roar that made Georgiana flinch, pulling her hands away in fright.

“No! What could he—” She halted mid-sentence, a deeper blush spreading across her face. “You mean…kiss me?” she whispered.

“Yes, that is precisely what I mean,” Darcy replied, relieved that her knowledge of what might transpire between a man and a woman remained limited.

“He did try,” she confessed, “but I did not permit it, and he behaved like a gentleman.”

“Oh!” Darcy exclaimed, the single word carrying the weight of his doubts, fury, and frustration. But Georgiana was too young to understand the depth of meaning in his exclamation.

“He agreed to kiss me only after we were married.”

Amid the tumult, this was the best news Darcy could have hoped for. Although he did not understand how Wickham’s plans had unravelled, Georgiana’s presence in the room was evidence enough of their failure.

“When did you intend to marry?” he finally asked, though it no longer mattered; the rogue would never approach his sister again.

“He wished us to elope to Gretna Green,” Georgiana admitted. Relief washed over Darcy as he saw the depth of regret and guilt in her eyes.

“I am so sorry!” she said, her voice steady and resolute. “I should never have made such a decision without consulting you.”

Darcy nodded, at a loss for words as he awaited the full account.

“They convinced me that you would be happy, given our families’ connection and Mr Wickham’s friendship with you.”

“They?”

“Yes, Mr Wickham and Mrs Younge persuaded me that our marriage would be a joyous occasion you would surely approve of. She even helped me pack my belongings—”

“No!” Darcy’s tone was so angry that Georgiana recoiled in fear. He softened his voice. “You were prepared to leave for Gretna Green? Today?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “I had told Mrs Younge last night that you would be arriving.” In truth, Darcy had sent an urgent message upon discovering Mrs Younge’s identity, informing Georgiana of his imminent arrival—a detail not included in the rogues' elaborate scheme.

“But as I travelled to meet Mr Wickham, I suddenly realised I could not go through with it. I love you too much to exclude you from my plans, and Myra told me this morning that Gretna Green was not a respectable place to marry.”

Darcy closed his eyes momentarily, silently thanking the honest maid who had sown seeds of doubt in Georgiana’s mind. He chided himself again for keeping her so shielded from the truths of life that she did not know Gretna Green was a place of disgrace, not happiness.

“In truth, I set out this morning to inform Mr Wickham that I could not accompany him to Gretna Green, but I did not reach him—”

“You intended to meet him and tell him you had changed your mind?” Darcy asked, his heart pounding as he imagined Wickham’s fury upon learning of Georgiana’s decision.

“Yes, but I decided to wait for you first, and I returned to find you here.”

Darcy sighed deeply and embraced her. “You are a virtuous young lady, my dear,” he murmured. “I am immensely proud of you for making the right choice.”

“I did it because I love you more than anything else in the world,” Georgiana said, her voice muffled against his chest.

“And I love you just as dearly,” he replied. “However, our lives will change significantly. We must find a suitable companion for you, much younger than Mrs Younge and far more honest. From now on, you will spend considerable time with Lady Matlock and Lady Roberta, Andrew’s wife. Their guidance will help you become a refined young lady.”

“Whatever you say is good for me,” Georgiana replied, and he released her to better view her face. Although still concerned that Wickham could have crushed her spirit, he observed her serene demeanour and doubted the depth of her affection for the man. It seemed her feelings had been more imagined than genuine. The two rogues had convinced her of emotions she did not truly feel.

“I was mistaken, and I regret it from the bottom of my heart—”

“No, you did the right thing,” Darcy interrupted gently. “You acted honestly and demonstrated your love for me and our family. That is what truly matters.”

“I am relieved you think so, but I was also mistaken in believing I was in love.”

“You were not?”

“No, I do not feel any regret for not…um…” She hesitated, her youthful innocence reluctant to speak of adult matters.

“My dear, that is the best news you could give me today. It is common to believe we are in love, only to discover it was an illusion. This fleeting attachment bears no relation to true love, like the love our parents shared.”

“Oh!” Georgiana exclaimed, surprised and pleased by her brother’s candidness on such intimate matters.

She hesitated further, but Darcy, seeing her uncertainty, encouraged her.

“You may ask me anything. Today marks the day you have officially become a young lady. Your decision demonstrates your maturity. So, young lady, what would you like to ask me?”

Her cheeks aflame, Georgiana murmured, “Have you ever been in love?” without meeting his gaze.

Darcy paused, surprised by her question. Yet he had recognised that she was now a young lady with a right to make such enquiries.

“No, I have experienced what you have—infatuation—but I have never truly been in love.”

“Will you tell me if you ever do…fall in love?”

For the first time in days, Darcy laughed and kissed her hand. “Yes, Georgiana, you will be the first to know if I ever fall in love.”

Their conversation was interrupted by Colonel Fitzwilliam, who entered with his usual briskness.

“Well?” Darcy asked impatiently.

“I took Mrs Younge to…” Richard hesitated before Georgiana, but Darcy quickly reassured him.

“Georgiana is officially a young lady,” he said with a smile. His smile, more than his words, comforted his cousin. “We shall explain everything that happened. It is the only way for her to understand the realities of life.”

“Very well,” Richard agreed. “I took Mrs Younge to Wickham, who resides in a modest room three streets from here. She is now out of your life forever, Georgiana. She betrayed our trust by placing you in a…”

“Less than honourable situation.” Darcy completed his cousin’s sentence, still hesitant to speak plainly in his little sister’s presence.

“She did?” Georgiana asked, bewildered, and the two cousins exchanged knowing smiles. Although she looked like a young lady, her path to becoming one was still long. Fortunately, they now understood their role in guiding her.

“Yes, she and Wickham were profoundly deceitful.”

“But why?” Georgiana asked, her voice tinged with confusion. She had placed her complete trust in them.

“Because you are a wealthy heiress, my dear,” Darcy explained calmly.

“They wanted my money?” she cried, tears spilling down her lovely face.

“Yes, my dear,” Richard confirmed. “Dishonest people prey on the young and inexperienced, and money is often the primary motive.”

“I want to grow up!” Georgiana cried.

“And you will. Everyone around you will help,” Darcy assured her.

∞∞∞

They spent a few more days in Ramsgate, enjoying long walks by the sea and in the park, where townsfolk and visitors gathered after sea-bathing.

Darcy’s explanation for their extended stay was logical, but he did not reveal the whole truth. He claimed he wanted Georgiana to be seen with her brother and cousin, dispelling any unfavourable impressions the locals or visitors might have. Yet, deep in his heart, he still longed to confront Wickham.

The colonel, understanding the situation better, knew that in the bustling garrison town, no one would pay attention to Georgiana amid the comings and goings of troops leaving for battles in France or elsewhere.

But he was not afraid of encountering Wickham again. In a brief but forceful meeting, he had warned the visibly shaken man that if he ever approached Darcy or Georgiana again, he would eventually face him in a duel, a man who had extensive training in all kinds of weaponry. And Colonel Fitzwilliam was not a man to be trifled with.

“Take your aunt and disappear from this town and our lives. It is your only chance to stay alive and secure any decent employment,” the colonel had said. For a brief moment, he had thought he saw a flicker of worry in Wickham’s eyes.

∞∞∞

“I am so ashamed,” Georgiana said as they travelled to London. “I was so naive.”

Darcy and Richard smiled warmly and understandingly.

“Well, my dear,” Darcy replied, “your naivety is a result of your youth and the absence of a mother or grandmother to guide you. It will diminish in time.”

To lighten the mood and show their confidence in her, he added, “But some people remain naive their entire lives. Take my best friend, Bingley. He falls in love every six months, always with the wrong woman, who is only interested in his fortune.”

“No!” Georgiana exclaimed, surprised and flattered by the mature conversation.

“Oh yes,” the colonel said plainly, understanding Darcy’s intent. “Did you think you were the only one in the world?”

Georgiana blushed, reflecting on how close she had come to dishonour. In the last few days, she had come to understand the true vileness of the man she had thought she loved. All she retained was a deep remorse for worrying her brother, a profound disdain for Wickham, and a valuable lesson about adult life.

“Yes, I thought it had only happened to me.”

And she watched the two men she loved most in the world laugh heartily.

“Your brother must keep a close eye on Bingley whenever a lady approaches him. And he is a grown man.”

“That gives me confidence you will defend me too,” she said.

“No, my dear, you will learn to defend yourself and become a strong lady. But…you will need to wait a few years to experience true love—for that moment when you can distinguish genuine affection from illusion,” Darcy said.











Chapter 3




“If the Bennet ladies did not exist, this county would be dreadfully dull!” Lydia declared with her characteristic enthusiasm during dinner. As usual, Kitty nodded in agreement, and surprisingly, Elizabeth and Jane found themselves aligning with Lydia’s spirited claim. They exchanged knowing glances and smiles, suddenly aware of how often they were at the heart of local events.

“Even though I do not long for constant amusement like Lydia does,” Jane admitted with a soft smile, “I must concede that little happens in Meryton without some involvement from the ‘ladies of Longbourn’.”

“Good or ill,” Mr Bennet interjected with his characteristic half-tender, half-sarcastic smile.

“Papa! What do you mean by that? What do you think we have been involved in that is bad?” Lydia protested, ready to defend her belief that the lively energy of Longbourn invigorated the society of Meryton.

“Gossip, perhaps?” Mr Bennet suggested, glancing from Lydia to Mrs Bennet.

“Mr Bennet, you offend me!” Mrs Bennet exclaimed, though her demeanour betrayed no real offence. Despite her husband’s belief to the contrary, she did not see her conversations with the ladies of Meryton as gossip.

“My intention is not to offend but to remind you and our daughters that moderation in expressing opinions is the best way to maintain good relations with our neighbours.”

“Or better yet, withdraw from society altogether, as your father prefers,” Mrs Bennet retorted with a flash of irritation. “That way, you are safe—no one knows your thoughts, and you offend no one.”

She narrowed her eyes slightly at her husband. “Did you know your father is a member of the Parish Vestry?” Mrs Bennet continued.

Elizabeth and Jane nodded, but the others looked at Mrs Bennet with curiosity.

“What is this Parish Vestry?” Lydia asked.

“It is the local assembly of landowners and prominent residents who meet to manage community affairs,” Elizabeth explained when it became clear no one else would. Not even their father, who had made every effort in the past not to be part of that committee yet had been persuaded to participate after nearly all the other members had begged him to join.

“And what do you do in the Vestry, Papa?” Mary wanted to know, and this time, Mr Bennet had to answer since he had been directly asked.

“We discuss and address community needs—assisting the poor, maintaining roads—”

“And…Mr Bennet…and?” his wife pressed in a more belligerent than inquisitive tone.

“And other matters,” he replied with a smile.

“No, please be more specific. The Vestry members are supposed to welcome new residents and help them settle into the area—which your father never does—”

“Sir William and Mr King fulfil that duty admirably,” Mr Bennet countered.

“Yes, because they are admirable men and honourable fathers who care about their daughters’ futures.”

“I am interested in our daughters’ futures,” Mr Bennet defended himself.

“Yes, but you are interested in their becoming accomplished ladies—a noble goal indeed—but I fear that having educated, accomplished spinsters—”

“Mama!” Elizabeth interrupted, unsure whether to laugh or be vexed, wondering how Lydia’s comment could have led to such a conversation.

“Do not look at me,” Lydia said with a grin. “Mama is not talking about me.”

At this, they all laughed, except for Mrs Bennet, who felt that making fun of serious matters was not the solution to finding husbands for her five daughters.

“Do not be upset, Mrs Bennet. I am confident our daughters will marry despite their accomplishments,” Mr Bennet said with a smile, inviting his wife to join in the merriment. Gradually, Mrs Bennet’s frown softened into a smile.

“And how do you propose to make that happen?” she asked, turning to Elizabeth.

“I am going to London with Kitty and Lydia, and we shall be sure to accompany Uncle and Aunt everywhere,” Elizabeth announced.

“Mainly to the theatre, I assume,” Lydia added with her playful expression, which amused and exasperated her family in equal measure. “Aunt Gardiner’s idea of fun is sitting for five hours in an overheated box at the theatre, following every word of a convoluted play with a dozen characters.”

“This is how my accomplished sister describes The Merchant of Venice by Shakespeare.” Elizabeth laughed, recalling Lydia’s discomfort during that past performance, characterised by incessant sighs, countless trips to seek refreshments, and numerous yawns.

“I never claimed to be accomplished,” Lydia returned.

“Well then, you have all the chances in the world to marry, as men in our society often seek beautiful women with little education but who excel in household activities—”

Once again, the table was filled with laughter. Lydia’s interests were far from household activities.

“Then I prefer to be accomplished,” Lydia joked.

“In that case, you will need to swap your daily walks to Meryton for reading a few books or accompanying Elizabeth to the theatre and following the play rather than the people in the boxes,” Mr Bennet replied benevolently.

“Oh, that poses quite a problem,” Lydia remarked.

“Do not worry, my dear,” her mother reassured her. “I am sure it will be a bustling winter with many visitors to our county. Mr Phillips informed us that Netherfield will finally be offered for rent. Mr Baker, its owner, is eager to find a tenant quickly. He has made many improvements to the house and garden and even asked Mr Gardiner to spread the word among their acquaintances and fellow tradesmen.”

“It is a large house, according to Mr Phillips,” Jane noted.

“Indeed, it is, and I hope to see a family with five unmarried sons move in—”

“Why not ten, Mrs Bennet?” Mr Bennet interjected.

“Because, aside from Netherfield, we shall have other guests in Meryton and its vicinity. But we must wait for news from Sir William and my brother-in-law, as your father—” she paused, glancing at her daughters and then at her husband, “cannot divulge anything of importance discussed in the Vestry.”

“Some conversations are confidential.”

“Confidential? What could possibly be confidential about the arrival of a militia regiment?” Mrs Bennet cried out.

She watched her daughters’ responses, particularly Lydia’s, who nearly leapt from her chair at such delightful news. Lydia imagined a sea of red uniforms surrounding her, all admiring her.

Mrs Bennet smiled fondly at her youngest. Of her five daughters, Lydia reminded her most of herself. She recalled a time when she had responded similarly to such news, only to find her father, like her husband, somewhat reluctant.

“Is it true, Papa?” Lydia exclaimed.

“It is true,” he admitted, though his voice lacked enthusiasm. He had been the only committee member to abstain when it was decided that the town would host a militia regiment for the winter.

“Oh, but this is splendid news!” Lydia declared. “With five unmarried men at Netherfield and the officers of a militia regiment, we shall have a marvellous time…finally!”

“Steady on, my dear,” her father cautioned, more concerned than angry. “Please temper your enthusiasm. Netherfield is not yet let, and the five unmarried gentlemen are but your mother’s dream. As for the officers…there are still some formalities to complete.”

But Lydia’s enthusiasm could not be dampened, and soon, all the girls were caught up in a wave of joyful anticipation as the future seemed unusually bright.

∞∞∞

“Why are you not coming to London?” Elizabeth asked Jane that night as they prepared for bed.

“I prefer to stay here. Summer at Longbourn is delightful. Sir William has bought four beautiful stallions and has promised us long rides along the river.”

Elizabeth nodded, though she wondered why her delicate sister enjoyed riding—something she had found daunting since childhood.

“And…there is another reason. Mary does not want to go, and I have this feeling I must spend more time with her, try to get to know her better.”

“You are always the one who sacrifices herself—”

“No! Absolutely not. Spending more time with our sister is not a sacrifice. But you go, Lizzy, and meet Aunt Gardiner’s friends. Mama is right—we must pay more attention to the gentlemen around us. Do as Lydia does. But…” Jane hesitated.

“But what?”

“Do you think Uncle’s friends are wealthy enough to rent a property like Netherfield?” She blushed slightly, as discussions of money and fortune were rare for them, but her curiosity was piqued.

“I believe even Uncle Gardiner could manage it. They are the same simple folk we have always known, but I can tell you that our uncle has grown quite prosperous in recent years. It is evident from their behaviour. Remember how Aunt Gardiner always insists on gifting us fine garments we could scarcely afford otherwise? And let us not forget the box at Covent Garden. They have never mentioned it, but it must be theirs, as we have occupied the same box every time we have attended the theatre in recent years. When I asked Aunt Gardiner whether they rented it for the Season, she blushed profusely—something quite rare, as she is usually composed.”

“Did she offer any explanation?” Jane asked, intrigued by the mystery and suspecting, as always, a compelling tale behind her aunt’s embarrassment.

“She mentioned something about it belonging to her mother, as the theatre has always been her mother’s passion. She said it was a gift from a friend.”

“That is rather vague,” Jane remarked, somewhat disappointed. Mrs Gardiner’s mother was a widow who lived primarily on a charming estate near London, which the Gardiner children often visited.

“Yes, quite odd, is not it? Aunt Gardiner is usually forthcoming, but she did not elaborate. When she spoke of it, she glanced furtively at Uncle Gardiner as if to ensure he was not eavesdropping. That is why I did not press her for more details.”

“You should press her this time,” Jane suggested boldly, her curiosity overcoming her usual shyness.

“I shall,” Elizabeth promised solemnly just before drifting off to sleep.











Chapter 4




Elizabeth and her sisters’ departure for London was entirely uneventful. Up until the very last moments, Elizabeth made every effort to persuade Jane to reconsider her decision and accompany them to visit their aunt and uncle. However, steadfast in her resolve, Jane chose instead the tranquil pleasures of a summer spent among the familiar company of their Meryton acquaintances and the quiet of Longbourn. Despite her inability to articulate it fully, the prospect of London held no allure for her.

Feigning sleep, Elizabeth reflected at length on Jane during the ride in the carriage Mr Gardiner had sent to convey them to London. Their bond was well-known, extending beyond mere sisterly affection; a profound and unspoken understanding emerged under every circumstance. Yet their temperaments were markedly different, or perhaps this very difference was the silent secret that united them. With her gentle demeanour, Jane tempered Elizabeth’s more impetuous tendencies, while Elizabeth, ever the more spirited of the two, persistently urged Jane to approach life with greater boldness and determination.

“I hope we shall encounter a few interesting young gentlemen,” Lydia said in a high tone, intending to rouse Elizabeth. While in London, Elizabeth wielded considerable influence over their aunt, and it was crucial to her younger sisters that she desire activities beyond merely attending the theatre or spending time with Aunt Gardiner’s friends. “Sometimes, I feel we have more balls and dances than they do in the capital.”

“Last time I was in London, Uncle and Aunt were not invited to any balls despite it being the height of the Season,” Kitty remarked timidly.

Elizabeth smiled at her.

“There were a few dinners,” Kitty added.

“Bah!” Lydia exclaimed disdainfully. “People more concerned with food than with conversation.”

“I did not know you were such a great lover of conversation,” Elizabeth said with a smile.

“Not of your conversations, but no one can accuse me of failing to hold my own in a lively, cheerful—”

“Superficial,” Elizabeth interjected.

“From your perspective. From mine, words are merely part of the conversation. The rest is conveyed through glances, smiles, or even a sigh. A dropped handkerchief can hold more significance than an evening of dull discussions where only opinions are exchanged. Consider Uncle Gardiner—I do not think he knows much about the plays he watches, but he has provided his family with a comfortable life.”

Elizabeth regarded her sister with a hint of reproach. Lydia, though not explicitly, knew how to make insinuations, and in this instance, she was referring to their father.

Elizabeth held her uncle in great esteem, and perhaps Lydia was correct in her statement about him. Within his presence, she perceived her father in a less favourable light. Hidden away in the library at Longbourn, it was evident that fate had cast her father into a role ill-suited to his nature, which inclined towards study and contemplation. He was not cut out for the successful management of an estate, and the lack of a son had caused additional distress that over time had become an indescribable burden, for Longbourn was to pass to a distant cousin upon his death. Uncle Gardiner was the epitome of material success—he was born for business and excelled in all his endeavours. Unexpectedly, her uncle and her father understood each other perfectly. Yet, they were entirely different, akin to her relationship with Jane.

When, late that night, she finally found herself alone with her aunt, feeling somewhat guilty about her thoughts regarding her father, she confided in Mrs Gardiner. Over recent years, her aunt had become a close friend and a compassionate confidante, far surpassing the rigid role of an aunt.

“Do not speak nonsense, my dear,” Mrs Gardiner said affectionately. “I do not know anyone who loves their father more than you do. But you have reached an age where you can recognise people’s flaws. And in the case of those closest to you, it is indeed difficult to accept them. But that does not mean they do not exist.”

“My father shaped me into the person I am today. Everything I am and know is thanks to him,” Elizabeth said, still embarrassed.

“That is very true. Mr Bennet is a good father, an exceptional teacher, and a model of honesty…and class. Still, he lacks the knowledge to manage a property effectively. His tenants deceive him, and his decisions about Longbourn are not always the best…at least, that is what Mr Gardiner has told me. It does not diminish our love or respect for him, but believe me, he is the first to acknowledge his flaws, and he is saddened by his inability to be any different.”

Elizabeth nodded slightly in agreement with Mrs Gardiner’s words.

“I assure you there is no lack of respect. On the contrary, I am inclined to believe that your father would be proud of you if he knew that you had attained the wisdom to recognise the flaws of those around you, even his own. It is a sign of maturity.”

“Or of impudence,” Elizabeth replied, feeling more at ease but still thoughtful.

“By no means. Impudence would be to alter your opinion of a person upon discovering their flaws, to regard those flaws as outweighing their virtues—”

“No, that would never be the case. It is a colossal mistake.”

“I shall remind you of these words should you ever fail to heed them. There are no perfect people. Your uncle speaks only of his business, and I adore visiting Longbourn and engaging in discussions with Mr Bennet in his library. I always leave with a desire to read one book or another, and upon reaching London, I hasten to my bookseller to acquire them.”

“And I relish hearing Uncle Gardiner describe how he negotiated a deal or what success in his trade means,” Elizabeth declared with sincere enthusiasm.

Mrs Gardiner looked at her intently before asking, “What kind of man would you wish to…love?”

Elizabeth blushed deeply. It was still difficult for her to discuss this subject with anyone other than Jane. Yet, at the same time, she felt a strong urge to confide in her aunt, who, being over thirty, had experience in this still mysterious realm. Their mother was no source of enlightenment; her sole interest was seeing them married, indifferent to the qualities of their future husbands, attentive only to securing them a prosperous future.

“I do not know,” Elizabeth answered hesitantly. “A combination of Uncle Gardiner and my father—”

“Taking the best from each.” Mrs Gardiner laughed.

“Yes,” Elizabeth acknowledged, still flushed.

“My dear, that is an impossible ideal. And you would do well to avoid setting such aims for yourself, or you may find yourself alone all your life, waiting for a man who excels in both business and philosophical discussions. It is best to fall in love with a man who loves you too and then strive to accept that the beloved man will also have flaws.”

“What did you seek?” Elizabeth asked with new-found boldness, captivated by the conversation.

“I wished for the man I loved to love me,” Mrs Gardiner answered sincerely.

“Is that not a given?”

Her aunt looked at her in amazement and shook her head. She admired Elizabeth greatly, but this beautiful, intelligent, and accomplished young lady lived in an idealistic world far removed from most girls, who sought husbands based on criteria that did not necessarily include love.

“Do not look at me like that.” Elizabeth smiled. “I understand that in most families, young ladies do not have the liberty to choose their fate, but that does not prevent anyone from dreaming… In my opinion, it is the least they can do. Are you telling me that if someone had a choice, they would not choose the love first?”

“Yes, exactly. That is what I am telling you. Mother married Father also because he was one of the wealthiest tradesmen in Lambton.”

“Did she tell you that?”

“There was no need. It was not her decision—her father and grandfather decided for her. There were never any raised voices in our home nor visible gestures of affection.”

“Not many such gestures in our home either.”

“You are mistaken, Lizzy. Your father loves your mother.”

This revelation left Elizabeth utterly astonished.

“Father loves Mother?” she asked, her voice tinged with the naïveté of a child yet marked by the curiosity of a young woman dreaming of love. “How do you know this? Mother and Father argue often—”

“Yes.”

“Papa’s sarcasm and wit irritate her, while Mother does everything to shatter the peace that he so desires.”

“Precisely. Everything you say is true, but between them, there exists a game with specific rules. Your mother is clever and well-organised, and your father values her ability to manage the household with the limited resources at her disposal. Mrs Bennet admires him unconditionally, behind the nerves she masks herself with. You are old enough to notice that they retire to the same room at night—”

“Longbourn is very small.”

“No, my dear, that is not the case. An additional room would not be a problem. There are four rooms on the top floor—”

“Unused,” Elizabeth interjected quickly.

“Which could be improved with minimal effort if desired. You do not intend to be separated from Jane. It is the same for your parents. Although they argue throughout the day, they retire together, and often I hear them conversing as I pass by their room.”

“Yes, that is true.”

“Talking, not shouting or arguing, because that time is theirs alone as a couple. That is love. One can shout and be sarcastic yet still love a person sincerely. Your mother knows his faults. Mr Bennet is also aware of his wife’s flaws, often exasperated by her, yet I have seen him look at her with affection. Such things were absent in my own family. After my father died, I saw my mother blossom.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed, surprised, hesitant to say more, uncertain of the significance of her aunt’s revelation.

“It did not last long, and I could not tell you precisely what it was, but for a few months, I had the impression that my mother was…in love. Even though she was past the age of fifty.”

That evening at dinner, Elizabeth observed Mrs Wilson, her aunt’s mother, with a new perspective. Although they had met occasionally, she had never observed her, and their conversations had been trivial matters concerning grandchildren and family. Yet that evening, she saw a refined lady with impeccable manners and an innate distinction. When she began discussing the play that they planned to see that week, she proved herself to be a woman of considerable knowledge on subjects far beyond the mere storyline.

“Do you enjoy the theatre?” Elizabeth asked with admiration.

“It is my sole passion. When you love something for a lifetime, you inevitably acquire a knowledge unmatched in any other field.”

“Oh, but that is enough, Mrs Wilson!” Elizabeth exclaimed joyfully, delighted to share her enthusiasm for the theatre with someone.

“Indeed, I am fortunate to have someone to wake me up whenever I doze off during the play,” her uncle joked affectionately, looking at his mother-in-law, who gently reprimanded him with a frown, though her eyes were smiling.

“To change the subject, dear Lizzy, your father has written me a letter asking me to inform our friends that Netherfield has been prepared for a tenant.”

“Father wrote to you about that?” Elizabeth asked, more than a little astonished. She clearly recalled the conversation at home, the sarcasm with which her father had responded to Lydia’s and their mother’s dreams about the bachelor tenants who might occupy that fine property, bringing not only cheer to the neighbourhood but also the prospect of eventual marriages.

“Yes, it seems the owner requested him to.”

And Elizabeth simply smiled without responding. Her aunt was right; her parents did argue and tease one another, but ultimately, there was affection between them. How else could she interpret her father’s gesture? After all, he did agree with his wife, and he was also concerned about his daughters’ futures while delighting in asserting the opposite.











Chapter 5




When Darcy received a letter from his solicitor inviting him to a meeting, he was with Bingley, savouring a glass of brandy in the calm of his library. Although his London residence was on a rather busy street, the library was graced with a tranquil view of a lovely garden lying to the rear of the building.

“Bad news?” Bingley asked, observing the faint frown that had crept onto his friend’s face.

“No, it is merely about a meeting with my solicitor next week regarding a matter related to my father’s will.”

“Your father’s will? What could that mean? It has been nearly five years since Mr Darcy’s death.”

“And we have fulfilled all his wishes.”

“Were there many?” Bingley asked candidly, often unaware that some of his questions bordered on indiscretion. Darcy nodded, neither surprised nor irritated. Regardless of what Bingley said or did, he remained his most sincere friend and, as Darcy highly valued, one who never revealed a word of their conversations—a trust cemented over years of steadfast companionship.

“Quite a number,” he responded with a wistful smile, reminiscing about his father’s thorough review of all those he esteemed, admired, or owed a debt to, each mentioned in a long codicil. Whether it was a piece of jewellery, money, or other tokens, his father had overlooked no one. At the time of his father’s death, Darcy had been so distressed that he had instructed the solicitors to handle the arrangements in many cases.

“Dear Papa, he left something for everyone and, beyond his own list, included every person who had ever shown kindness to Mama.”

“Oh!” Bingley exclaimed with evident admiration. “They must have loved each other dearly!”

“Yes. That I can say without hesitation. They loved each other greatly,” Darcy said, recalling their full life at their London house and the splendid summers spent at Pemberley until his mother’s death.

“What I found unique was their open display of affection towards each other and towards us. At the time, I thought it commonplace, but I have since come to understand that such demonstrations are rare in many households.”

“You are absolutely right. My parents never displayed such feelings towards each other, nor…” Bingley hesitated, unsure whether it was disrespectful to speak thus of his parents. However, seeing the approval in Darcy’s eyes, he continued, “…nor towards my sisters and me.”

“It is how their generation was raised—to be reserved and restrained. The tradition did not apply to Mama. She was different and wished for our family to be happy. Ten years ago, we buried not only her but also the spirit that had once filled our home.”

“Oh no! You cannot say that. Lady Anne would be saddened to hear you speak so.”

Darcy smiled at his friend. As always, when it came to matters of the heart, Bingley was more perceptive than he. Bingley fell in love easily, and although this sometimes left him vulnerable to the schemes of unscrupulous women, his presence was a blessing at every gathering, bringing joy wherever he went.

“Once again, you are correct. My mother wanted us to share her zest for life. Looking at us now, you seem more her son than I, possessing that same joy of living.”

“It is not so difficult to be happy to be alive,” Bingley said with a cheerful smile.

“I am…often happy to be alive,” Darcy replied in his usual manner, a blend of seriousness and irony—a combination his friend knew well, representing Darcy’s habitual stance towards emotional matters.

“Well, dear friend, ‘often’ is quite vague when it comes to you. For me, ‘often’ means daily happiness, whereas for you it could mean…monthly…yearly,” he said, laughing.

“This summer, I had little cause for happiness,” Darcy said, and instantly, Bingley’s face darkened. In a rare moment of vulnerability, Darcy had confided in his friend about the nearly disastrous incident at Ramsgate, where his sister had almost fallen prey to the odious Wickham’s influence.

“I am sorry,” Bingley murmured, embarrassed and saddened that his cheerful demeanour might have been inappropriate. But Darcy dismissed his concern with a sweeping gesture.

“Do not speak nonsense. It was indeed a dreadful time for us, but it ended well, and truthfully, I now consider it a trial of Georgiana’s character. She has become a remarkable young lady, though only two months ago she was still a child.”

“Only praise for her, indeed!” Bingley murmured. “I must confess, besides being deeply troubled by your candour, I felt our friendship grow deeper, which is the most precious thing in my life.”

“You are indeed a sentimentalist.” Darcy smiled.

“And you said it is not bad to be like me.”

“It is not bad, yet sometimes it is dangerous, as you see only the good in everyone. Beneath such a beautiful exterior could lie villainous intentions.”

“And I am certain you will always be nearby to save me,” Bingley replied with a confident smile. “Speaking of which, I came to ask you to promise to accompany me and a few friends this autumn, as I intend to lease a property not far from London.”

Darcy hesitated, and Bingley, perceptive as ever, waited silently for his friend to decide.

“Have you found such a place?”

“No, but I intend to search in the coming weeks. Well…what is your answer?”

“Find such a place first, and then I shall decide.”

“Very well!” Bingley replied, still hopeful his friend would join him and his family if he were to find a suitable estate not far from London. “Will you come to the theatre tomorrow evening?”

“Yes,” Darcy replied without hesitation, for of late he had accompanied Georgiana wherever she went, but particularly to the theatre where that scoundrel might well appear.











Chapter 6




As soon as Darcy found himself alone, he retreated into the study that had once belonged to his father—a room of modest proportions, accessible directly from the library and dominated by an imposing desk. He opened the door with mixed emotions, as always occurred when he crossed that threshold; this had been his father’s sanctuary, a place he had entered only when invited. Little had changed since George Darcy’s death. The hesitation that had initially accompanied each visit had gradually diminished over time, yet the deep sorrow of loss remained, and this room, more than any other in London or at Pemberley, vividly recalled the presence of his father.

If he closed his eyes, he could picture him seated at the desk, raising his spectacles as Darcy entered and offering that gentle smile reserved for conversations with him or Georgiana—a smile that never wavered, even after his beloved wife’s death. His father’s sudden death had shocked Darcy so deeply that for nearly two years, he had avoided the study entirely.

During that time, he had grappled with his grief and despair until he eventually realised that Georgiana was wholly dependent on him, and he could not afford to surrender to his pain. In a way, her perpetually tearful eyes had awakened him to a harsh reality where the carefree young man he had once been had to assume all the responsibilities his father had shouldered.

But today, his purpose was to examine his father’s will, particularly the codicil listing the possessions bequeathed to close acquaintances, for it was only there that he might discover the reason he had been summoned by the family’s solicitors.

He seated himself at the desk and, for a few moments, tenderly observed the pen and inkwell, the paper that seemed to await his father’s compositions. Everything was in perfect order, as it had always been. In the top right drawer, he found the will. Reading it felt as though it were the first time. Five years earlier, he had heard it read by the lawyer, but the words had escaped him, his pain too great to care. He had known there were no issues with the inheritance, and what his father had left to others had been a matter of honour, swiftly fulfilled by the solicitors.

Beyond the legal formality of the document, Darcy felt the warmth with which his father had considered them—to my beloved children, Fitzwilliam Darcy and Georgiana Darcy, who have brought joy to their mother and me at every moment of their lives, his father had written, wishing his final words to them to convey the affection that perhaps had sometimes been lacking since Lady Anne’s death. He leisurely reviewed the list of bequests—money for the servants, personal items for his valet who had served him since the age of eighteen along with a wish for him to reside at Pemberley until his death, a delicate alabaster vase for Lady Dorothy, his wife’s closest friend…and so on. A long list. He recognised many names, but some were unfamiliar, and perhaps the most peculiar was a theatre box at Covent Garden, adjacent to their own, left to a Mrs Victoria Wilson.

Darcy smiled, convinced that this lady had once been among his mother’s circle of companions; Lady Anne was a frequent presence at the theatre, often encircled by a veritable court. He cast his eyes upon the date on the will—January 15th, 1805—more than three years after Lady Anne’s passing, yet no familiar faces stirred in his memory. Bingley was correct—he was neither affable nor convivial, always favouring those he knew well while disregarding mere acquaintances.

“Do you know anything about the family with the box next to ours at Covent Garden?” Darcy asked Georgiana during dinner.

“To the right or the left?” she asked.

Darcy shrugged, prompting her to continue.

“To the right is Lord Somerby’s box, but he rents it out, so there are always different people there, and to the left is a pleasant family with whom we began to exchange greetings a few years ago. You do not remember them?”

Darcy shook his head, indeed not a familiar face came to his memory.

“Since I moved to London last year, we have had a few conversations,” Georgiana said and blushed deeply, for she had attended the theatre several times over the past year, accompanied by Mrs Younge and sometimes joined by George Wickham.

Her flaming cheeks did not escape her brother’s notice, and he suspected the cause of her embarrassment.

“Georgiana, my dear, we have left the past behind. I have told you countless times that you are not to blame for what happened, and I am proud of you for the mature decision you made. We can speak without embarrassment about Mrs Younge or Wickham. I no longer wish to see them in my life…but that is another matter. Now tell me more about our…neighbours.”

“The Gardiners,” Georgiana said. “They are always accompanied by an older lady. I have seen her quite frequently, sometimes alone, but she is extremely reserved.”

“How old are the Gardiners?”

“Perhaps around your age, or maybe slightly older, as last spring I saw a girl who appeared to be about eight years old.”

“And the older lady?”

“She is about the age our parents would be. She must be the mother of one of them.”

Darcy looked at Georgiana attentively; indeed, the child she had been was no longer present. The summer had matured her, and he felt a warm sensation, as though they were finally a family, brother and sister, both children of their parents rather than him acting as her father—a role he had assumed in recent years. He was immensely fond of this new relationship blossoming between them, a bond between brother and sister, united in facing the pleasures and strains of family life.

And suddenly, he decided to share the details of the will with her.

“Today, I looked at Father’s will and was surprised to see that he had bequeathed a theatre box to a Mrs Victoria Wilson.”

“Really!” Georgiana exclaimed, blushing again, this time with pleasure, for it was the first time her brother had discussed such matters with her. “Probably the older lady. Was she a friend of our parents’?”

But Darcy did not know.

“Would you accompany me next week to the solicitors’?” he asked unexpectedly. “They wish to speak to me regarding an issue with Father’s will.”

Georgiana almost jumped from her seat with joy. Yet, as the young lady she had become, she looked into her brother’s eyes and replied calmly, “Of course.”











Chapter 7




Elizabeth was happy. While the bustling animation of Oxford Street and Bond Street or the elegance of Hyde Park were the main attractions London offered to Lydia and Kitty, it was the theatre that truly felt like home to her. There were myriad reasons for this, some of which she kept guarded, as she was not one to quickly reveal her innermost thoughts.

Foremost among these reasons were the plays, performed with a skill that captivated her. Although she knew them all by heart, having read and discussed them at length with her father, the living stage and its actors brought a depth and dimension that mere reading could never convey. Yet there were other, more subtle, reasons for her interest. She found pleasure in the people who surrounded her, not only those engrossed in the performances but also during the intervals when she could observe her fellow spectators with keen interest.

“I believe the theatre is the only place where all social strata of London meet,” she remarked to Mrs Wilson as they waited for the Gardiners and her sisters to ready themselves for departure.

“You are quite right,” Mrs Wilson responded, studying Elizabeth with newfound interest. She was beginning to see this young woman, whom she had previously dismissed as just one of the five Bennet sisters, in a different light. Their paths had seldom crossed in the past; when the Bennet family visited London, Mrs Wilson often remained at her estate in Surrey, just two miles from Epsom. Yet, this encounter with Elizabeth was turning out to be surprisingly pleasant.

“Indeed, it is perhaps the only place where the ton mingle with other wealthy people of London.”

“Do you believe that only the wealthy attend?” Elizabeth asked, surprised. “On the contrary, I am convinced that people from all walks of life are present.”

Mrs Wilson approved Elizabeth’s words with a satisfied smile, finding the conversation engaging enough that she no longer minded the others’ delay.

“Yes, you are correct once again. The theatre reflects our society’s hierarchy—each social class occupies its distinct place within the building, clearly marked by the placing of the seats—”

“Determined by the price,” Elizabeth added with a touch of humour. Once more, Mrs Wilson concurred but said nothing. Hence, Elizabeth continued, “If one has the means, a private box or a front-row seat can be taken.”

“In theory, yes. But in reality, the boxes belonging to the aristocracy have long been sold. No matter how wealthy, a merchant from this part of London would find it difficult to associate with people of rank who would eventually rent him such a box.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed, surprised by this simple yet logical observation. Though unbidden, the thought crossed her mind that Mrs Wilson must know someone of rank to secure a box in such an exclusive part of the theatre. However, she did not dare to enquire further into such personal matters.

Their conversation was soon interrupted by the cheerful noise of the room filling with laughter and voices, signalling it was time to depart for the theatre.

∞∞∞

When watching the play was unnecessary, meaning before the performance and during the intervals, it was a genuine amusement to be in Lydia’s company. A keen observer of what was happening around her, Lydia’s remarks, sometimes whispered, sometimes spoken just loudly enough to be heard, were infused with a humour that never failed to amuse. Elizabeth often marvelled at Lydia’s sharp wit, which, though frequently misapplied, created an atmosphere of good cheer wherever she went.

“Shall we encounter any of your friends tonight?” Lydia asked Mrs Gardiner, her eyes darting about, taking in the crowd, admiring a dress here, noting a lone gentleman there.

“It is unlikely that we shall meet anyone of note this evening,” Mrs Gardiner replied. Yet, as if fate had intervened, an elegant couple accompanied by another gentleman approached them while, almost at the same time, Mrs Wilson discreetly retreated to the box. The whole scene lasted only a few minutes, but it was enough for Elizabeth to observe some interesting facts. One of the gentlemen closely watched Mrs Wilson’s hurried departure, then leant towards his companion and whispered something that brought a smile to her face, and she paused to greet their group. For Elizabeth, it was evident that the gentleman had asked to meet them.

“I am pleased to see you again, Mrs Gardiner,” the young lady said in a warm voice, devoid of the formality one might have expected. She and the gentlemen were undoubtedly of high standing, and their willingness to stop and greet their party was somewhat surprising. Mrs Gardiner and the young lady made the introductions. However, amidst the clamour of the hall, Elizabeth could not retain the names.

Before further conversation could ensue, the gong sounded, and they all withdrew to their respective boxes.

To Elizabeth’s surprise, the trio’s box was adjacent to theirs, deepening the enigma that now occupied her thoughts. Mrs Wilson’s sudden retreat, the whispered words of the gentleman that caused the young lady to stop and acknowledge them, and the prime location of their box—all of these elements suggested the makings of an intriguing story.

“The gentlemen are unaccompanied,” Lydia whispered to Elizabeth, who responded with a reproving glance.

Yet there was no denying that her observant sister had noticed something she had missed in those fleeting moments—neither of the gentlemen were paired with the young lady.

“Two of them are brother and sister,” Lydia said. Elizabeth had heard her aunt greet them, though she could not remember their names. Her mind had been too occupied with Mrs Wilson’s discreet withdrawal and the evident interest the pair had shown in their party. They were clearly not friends of her uncle and aunt’s; only Mrs Gardiner seemed to have met the young lady before.

Instead of names, Elizabeth found herself more attuned to the elegance and refinement of the gentlemen. She had to concede, albeit reluctantly, that London society was a world apart from Meryton. While she had no evidence of their education or intellect, she could only hope they were not superior in all respects, though their manners and sophistication were undeniably of the highest order.

“Do you know them?” Elizabeth could not resist asking Mrs Wilson during the first interval when they were alone in the box, her sisters having nearly fled, quickly followed by their aunt and uncle, as soon as the applause began.

It was clear whom she meant, and Mrs Wilson responded with a slight nod without offering any further details.

“I-I apologise,” Elizabeth stammered. “I did not mean to be indiscreet.”

But Mrs Wilson smiled and reassured her, “You need not apologise. I know of them, though I do not claim their acquaintance. The young lady and the gentleman she leant on are brother and sister from a wealthy family in Derbyshire with numerous connections to the ton. I do not know the identity of the other gentleman.”

Elizabeth waited, hoping for more, but it was evident that Mrs Wilson had said all she intended to on the matter.

“How did you find the play?” Mrs Wilson asked, making it clear that the subject of the Derbyshire family was now closed.

As the play had been performed with great skill, their ensuing discussion consumed the remainder of the interval.

When the performance resumed, Elizabeth took her seat on the far left, where she had sat from the beginning, as far away as possible from her sisters, who whispered incessantly. From her position, she could see the far-right seat of the adjoining box, and without intending to, her gaze was drawn to its occupant. It was the ‘brother’ from Derbyshire, and only then did she realise Mrs Wilson had refrained from mentioning any names. Her discretion was so pronounced that it only heightened Elizabeth’s curiosity. But just then, the gentleman diverted his attention from the stage and looked directly at her. Their eyes met; his gaze was intense—impertinent, she thought—but Elizabeth did not look away, meeting his stare until she was drawn back to the performance. The exchange lasted a few moments, yet in the well-lit theatre, it was enough for them both to recognise that the gesture had been deliberate.

That brief, unintended glance lingered with her throughout the second act, a constant reminder of the connection they had shared. She had noted his impeccable manners, but some boundaries could be discreetly crossed in the subtle dance between a man and a woman. The young gentlemen of Meryton were often intimidated by her. But with his assured bearing and evident pride, this man was clearly someone accustomed to displaying his rank and elegance. During the first interval, she had stayed in the box to keep Mrs Wilson company, then she refused to venture out during the second, sure he was expecting her to do so, anticipating that their unspoken challenge would add a thrilling atmosphere to the evening.

However, she regretted her decision when the third act began, for he was no longer in his seat. His absence was palpable, leaving a void the actors could not fill. Perhaps he had changed seats, for that particular chair remained empty throughout the act, a stark reminder of his absence.

In the following intervals, Elizabeth ventured out, and despite herself, she searched for him in the crowded hall. Yet he was nowhere to be found, and the evening lost some of its lustre. She made an effort to engage in the lively discussions that followed in the hall which finally captured her full attention as the young lady was also someone profoundly enjoying theatre as she did.

She caught sight of him again only at the end of the play, and once again, their eyes met. His smile nearly caused her to blush, but she hid her face behind her fan, allowing only her eyes to return the smile—a gesture he noticed as he bowed slightly in her direction.

∞∞∞

“You will never marry!” Lydia exclaimed cheerfully in the carriage on their way home. “My husband and I shall have to take you in,” she continued in the same teasing tone.

Elizabeth was saved from replying by Mr Gardiner, who laughed heartily. “It is hard to imagine that our Lizzy will remain unmarried. I noticed some glances directed her way.”

Elizabeth looked at her uncle in surprise, wondering whether he had observed the exchange between her and the gentleman. Yet from his playful expression, she could not tell, so she turned to Lydia, who continued her banter. “There would have been more gentlemen if she had not stayed in the box during most of the intervals. Someone should tell her that the theatre is also about the people you see, the connections you make.”

“It was because of me. Elizabeth was merely being polite,” Mrs Wilson interjected. “I rarely leave the box during intervals, and she felt obliged to keep me company. But that will not happen again. Next time, I shall insist she joins you.”

“Will there be a next time?” Lydia asked with mock alarm, her expression so comical that everyone was amused.

“Do not worry. The shops will always be there, and you can visit without a ticket!” Mr Gardiner said with a laugh. “But Lydia is right—the intervals were quite engaging. We exchanged a few words with the Darcys and Mr Bingley during the first, and they were excellent company. And you will not believe it, but Mr Bingley is looking to rent an estate near London. I mentioned Netherfield to him, and he is interested in visiting the estate and taking his two sisters too.”

“Mother’s dream of five rich, unmarried men at Netherfield would be reduced to just one. You must find more, Uncle. We need a family with five sons.”

Laughter filled the carriage, even Mrs Wilson joining in the merriment, much to Mrs Gardiner’s delight. But Elizabeth turned her gaze to the window; she had learnt his name—Mr Darcy.











Chapter 8




Georgiana and Darcy had always enjoyed their walks home from the theatre. The evening had long since settled, and the cool air wrapped the city in its embrace while the crowd gradually dispersed. Although a few people lingered, the streets became increasingly desolate as they neared home. Nighttime in London held a unique allure, with many houses displaying light in their lower rooms and the breeze lending an indescribable charm to their stroll.

“Do you know her?” Georgiana asked after a few steps.

“Whom do you mean?” Darcy responded, not particularly interested.

“The older lady in the box next to ours—she must be Mrs Victoria Wilson—”

“No, I have no idea who she is.”

“I have seen her before, either with her family or alone. She greets me but rarely exchanges more than a word or two.”

“She is likely one of Mother’s acquaintances. Mama loved the theatre. She is probably someone equally fond of it. That was her way—always doing whatever she could to bring joy to others—”

Darcy abruptly ceased speaking.

“Tell me more about Mother, please!” Georgiana implored.

The pain Darcy still felt when recalling his mother often led him to avoid discussing her with Georgiana, a selfish act he only now recognised as such. It had taken the turmoil of the summer to make him realise that Georgiana, on the brink of womanhood, was just as entitled to the past as he was. She had been only five years old when their mother died, far too young to have any genuine memories of Lady Anne as she had been.

“I am sorry,” Georgiana whispered.

“No! Please do not say that again. It was my mistake. Our home should have been filled with memories of her. She was a joyful and loving mother who brought light into our family—beautiful, generous to a fault, and attentive to everyone. At Pemberley, all those who depended on us were under her considerate care. She knew the troubles of every family.”

“I remember riding in the carriage with her sometimes, but I do not know what she did.”

“She looked after everyone on the estate, organised balls and grand dinners, and we would often dance to the simple pianoforte music, for it was only good spirits that mattered. There was nothing formal or pompous about her.”

“I see,” murmured Georgiana, resting her head on her brother’s shoulder in a childlike gesture that conveyed both her sorrow at not remembering their mother and her boundless trust in him.

“I did not want you to be sad. Perhaps that is why I avoided speaking of Mother.”

“No, please tell me whenever you recall something about her. The regret of not having her is a small price to pay for the joy of learning about her.”

Darcy paused and looked at his sister. No longer was there a child walking beside him but a beautiful young woman taking her first steps into life. He was her brother, but he also had a significant part to play in guiding her towards a happy future.

∞∞∞

Early the following week, Darcy, accompanied by Georgiana, visited their solicitors. Thompson & Sons had managed their family’s affairs for at least a century, and those sons in the name were undoubtedly long deceased.

“Mr Thompson is expecting you in the library,” an assistant informed them. They were then led to a room Darcy had never seen before—a beautiful and spacious library resembling a room in a private home rather than a solicitor’s office. The surprises did not end there. From a massive mahogany and leather armchair, the elderly Mr Thompson greeted them. The patriarch of the family—whom Darcy had assumed was no longer practising—struggled quite awkwardly to conceal his surprise at Georgiana’s presence. Mr Thompson knew Darcy well; he had been a close friend of Darcy’s father, despite the ten-year difference in their ages, but he had only seen Georgiana once before, many years ago. She was still a little girl to him, and her presence unsettled him.

“Please be seated, my dears,” Mr Thompson said, attempting to overcome his surprise. Yet he was an experienced lawyer who understood when to accept his clients’ decisions. Darcy was her brother and guardian, so he assumed Darcy had a good reason for the young lady to accompany him.

Only then, in the face of the old man’s unease, did Darcy wonder whether he had made the right decision in bringing her. Strangely, he, who rarely delved into the intimacy of people or situations, began to suspect that the solicitor had summoned him for a matter unrelated to their father’s will—or at least not directly so—and perhaps it was not entirely appropriate for Georgiana to hear. But he dismissed his doubts. His sister was nearly sixteen an age that marked the end of the childhood.

“Is this concerning Father’s will?” Darcy initiated the conversation, not missing the slight hesitation in the man before him.

“Yes and no. A few months before his death, precisely two months, your father decided to alter his will, and we drafted a new one.” And, to allay any potential worries, he quickly added, “Not concerning the major provisions, meaning your inheritance.”

“I assume he did not sign this new will, since it has not been enacted,” Darcy stated.

“No, I prepared it and awaited George’s review and signature. Unfortunately, his death occurred before that could happen.”

The old man cast a furtive glance at Georgiana before continuing, “Your father had decided to remarry.”

An awkward silence filled the venerable room, reflecting the turmoil his words had caused.

He paused to allow them to recover from the shock, as both Darcys were equally stunned. Darcy appeared to have been struck speechless. Strangely, he was more affected by the news than Georgiana, who blushed deeply, though more from feeling privy to a secret too significant for her.

“I would never have disclosed this, as your father should have—and would have—told you himself had he not died, but something has since occurred.”

“Is the lady in question Mrs Wilson?” Darcy asked, unable to conceal the surge of anger within him while observing the solicitor’s surprise.

“Yes, but how did you know? Did your father mention it?”

“No, but when you invited me here, I reviewed his will, thinking there might be some issues. I read everything Father bequeathed to various people and was astonished by the inclusion of that box at the theatre. It was highly unusual.”

Mr Thompson nodded. “Yes, it is indeed Mrs Wilson. Your father and Mrs Wilson purchased a property in Surrey.”

“They purchased?” Darcy muttered as the anger choked him. He did not even understand why he was so upset, for he surely would have learnt of his father’s plans had he not died. Yet, he would likely have been just as furious. It felt like a betrayal of his mother, and their family too.

“Yes, they purchased the property together,” Mr Thompson affirmed, emphasising the word ‘together’. “The new will included the property that had just been bought. At the time, it was in the lady’s name. Still, as it would have passed into the Darcy family’s estate upon their marriage, your father wanted to ensure that Mrs Wilson’s heirs would receive the portion she had invested, which was quite substantial.”

“What was the amount?” Darcy asked coldly.

“The property was acquired at an excellent price, around £25,000. The estate yielded £1,000 per year and could likely have been sold for approximately £30,000. The house and land were in impeccable condition—”

“How much did Father contribute?” Darcy asked. It was not the money that mattered but rather the maddening feeling that his father had betrayed their family.

“Around five thousand.” At that moment, an exchange of glances passed between Darcy and Mr Thompson, both then briefly glancing at Georgiana. There were other things Mr Thompson knew but was reluctant to discuss in Georgiana’s presence.

“In short, not to detain you any longer, Mrs Wilson approached us a few days ago, wishing to return the funds your father had invested. I expect you will need to discuss those details regarding the money.”

After saying this, Mr Thompson rose, signalling the end of the meeting yet discreetly suggesting that Darcy return, this time without his sister.

They made their way home in complete silence. As they neared the house, Georgiana spoke rather unexpectedly, in a pleading tone Darcy had not heard before. “Please do not be angry with him!” This left Darcy breathless for the second time that day, which rarely happened. He struggled to hold back his words, realising that the anger he felt was not the best foundation for such a discussion. Georgiana adored their mother, but only through stories.

By contrast, George Darcy had been the only parent she truly remembered—a loving and attentive father. Darcy barely recalled him in the years after their mother’s death, while for Georgiana, he had been her entire world. And with her heart full of love for him, she saw no betrayal, only his chance for happiness, as it was apparent, even to an inexperienced girl like her, that their father had serious intentions towards the lady. Yet, any discussion was futile; each of them perceived that unknown father, ready to marry another woman, in an entirely different light.

“I am shocked,” Darcy admitted frankly.

“I know. Just please do not be angry with him,” Georgiana said with tenderness, both for him and their father, who, in her mind, had done no wrong.             











Chapter 9




“May I ask you something terribly indiscreet?” Elizabeth asked of her aunt during one of the rare moments they found themselves alone.

“Terribly indiscreet?” Mrs Gardiner replied with a broad smile, but Elizabeth nodded solemnly, her expression serious. “Are you interested in…marriage?” Mrs Gardiner ventured, certain that Elizabeth’s dilemmas were inclined towards that subject.

However, to her surprise, Elizabeth responded in a barely audible voice, “Not quite,” a faint blush colouring her cheeks. The truth was that Elizabeth was indeed curious about that topic, but she was not yet ready to delve into it fully. In their household, the subject of marriage had been discussed for years, and more recently, since Lydia had come out, it had become the predominant topic. Yet, Elizabeth was more interested in love than marriage; she was concerned with what would bind her to a man, not the formal ceremony in the church that seemed to captivate the attention of most women.

“Then what is it that interests you?” Mrs Gardiner asked gently.

“How does one know when they are in love?” Elizabeth queried, watching her aunt closely. Mrs Gardiner remained silent for a long while, but the quiet between them was natural, each woman contemplating the weight of the question—Elizabeth from the perspective of innocent youth and Mrs Gardiner from a maturity that still remembered the troubling questions that had once fascinated her own youthful heart.

“It is a difficult question,” Elizabeth murmured.

“Indeed, not because I am unwilling to answer but because love is something profoundly personal—” Mrs Gardiner began, then paused, but only briefly. “You Bennet girls have been fortunate in your father,” she remarked.

Elizabeth nodded in agreement, knowing her aunt was alluding to something beyond having a father who had taken such care of their education. Mr Bennet had imparted life’s principles in a manner different from other households, through his own presence and the experiences he had shared with them.

“Mr Bennet has not only made you accomplished young women but has also given you the immeasurable gift of understanding what it means to have the freedom to choose. Do you comprehend?”

“Yes, I believe I do. Father never speaks directly of love or marriage…”

“No, indeed. I do not know how he managed it, but you have reached this age knowing that he would never force you into a marriage you did not want.”

Elizabeth looked at her aunt with wonder, for there was a trace of regret in Mrs Gardiner’s voice that Elizabeth did not understand, as her aunt’s marriage had always seemed to her one based on love.

“Yes, I love your uncle, but I had no choice when my parents decided on our marriage twelve years ago.”

“Is it true?” Elizabeth exclaimed, shocked.

“What did you imagine? Do you think the other fathers around you—Sir William, Mr King, and others in Meryton—are like your father? Not at all. Each of them would impose their decision without question, and those girls, unlike you, have been raised to accept it.”

“But you love him…”

“Of course I love him, but when I met him, my father had already decided I was to marry him. I was fortunate to have my mother—God bless her! She was an exceptional woman who knew how to guide a young bride into finding love for the man beside her.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth said again, and she conveyed all her disappointment in that small sigh. For her, love was meant to precede marriage, not something that could be cultivated afterwards; she imagined it as a sudden, overwhelming force that seized the heart.

“I see you are surprised,” Mrs Gardiner continued, “but you have asked the wrong person about love—at least the kind of love you imagine. I discovered your uncle gradually, during the year before our marriage but especially afterwards, as he is truly a special man and an exceptional husband. Moreover, your uncle holds Mr Bennet in high regard and learnt much from him before contemplating marriage. As I mentioned, my mother guided me wisely, helping me understand and embrace love so that marriage would not be a shock. And by then, my father was dead, and she even asked me whether I wanted to abandon the engagement.”

Elizabeth could hardly imagine her uncle married to a different kind of woman. “And what did you say?”

“I already wanted to marry him, and then Mother told me marriage could be…a pleasure.”

Mrs Gardiner hesitated, studying Elizabeth closely, noticing the slight blush that crept across her cheeks.

“So, she loved Mr Wilson,” Elizabeth ventured.

“It is difficult for me to speak of my father in this way, but I do not believe there was ever a question of…love between them. My father viewed marriage as a contract and little else. My mother, however, was different, perhaps more like you, though without your upbringing. For her, it was instinctive. And I suspect she knew what love meant,” Mrs Gardiner added, hesitating slightly but clearly relieved to have someone with whom to share this long-held secret. “She never confided in me, but when she spoke of love, there was a certain light in her eyes.”

“An old love,” said Elizabeth.

“Yes, perhaps from before her marriage.”

“An unrequited love, then.”

“Or forbidden…I do not know. My mother never told me anything directly. But in a way— This must remain a secret between us!”

Elizabeth nodded vigorously, fully understanding that she would never betray this confidence.

“I have always had the impression that the box at the theatre is somehow connected…to that past.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed once more, but this time, Mrs Gardiner looked at her intently, for that little exclamation seemed to conceal something more.

“What does ‘oh’ mean? Do you know something?” But she quickly realised that Elizabeth, who had only recently arrived from Hertfordshire, could not possibly know more than she did, having accompanied her mother to the theatre for as long as she could remember, but much more frequently since they had acquired that box, eight years ago.

“Elizabeth?” she prompted as the young woman remained silent.

“The three people who came into the box next to yours—”

“Yes?”

“Mrs Wilson mentioned that the young lady and her brother are from a very wealthy family in Derbyshire. You lived in Derbyshire, did you not?”

“In Lambton, yes. But we moved to London when I was twenty. After my father’s death, Mama made the sudden decision to sell the estate, and we left for London. I was about to marry Mr Gardiner, of course, and she said she wanted to be close to us, yet I have always suspected there was more to our rather hasty departure from the county she had lived in her entire life. There were a few prominent families in the area—”

Mrs Gardiner abruptly fell silent as if struck by a sudden realisation.

“My God!” she exclaimed. “That young lady and the gentleman we met… You remember they stopped, and she introduced her brother and the other gentleman to us while I presented you.”

“Yes, I remember them,” Elizabeth replied, slightly blushing as she remembered Mr Darcy quite well.

“Those young Darcys—they must be part of the Darcy family in Derbyshire! They were the most prominent family in the area, Pemberley was the name of their estate!” Mrs Gardiner exclaimed.

“Did you know them?”

“No, I only knew of them, as one often hears tales about such families. I remember seeing Lady Anne Darcy a few times but nothing more. They lived in a different world from us. Lady Anne must be their mother.”

Once again, Elizabeth had the distinct impression that her aunt was overwhelmed, piecing together fragments of old and new stories in one.

“Do you not find it curious that your box is adjacent to that of a family from Derbyshire?” Elizabeth asked tentatively, for after all, it was a matter that did not concern her directly, and Mrs Wilson’s reticence was proof enough that there was nothing she wished to disclose. “It could be that there is no secret at all, and we are merely inventing a story,” she continued.

“Yes, perhaps,” Mrs Gardiner agreed in a half-whisper. Shortly after that, she departed, leaving Elizabeth to ponder the matter alone, unable to decipher the mystery. What had begun as a conversation incited by her aunt’s light remarks had blossomed into a tantalising mystery—perhaps born out of their desire to find intrigue in the otherwise ordinary course of their lives.











Chapter 10




Darcy returned to the solicitor’s office immediately after leaving Georgiana at home, confident that the old gentleman had more to say, something he had been reluctant to discuss in front of a young lady. Upon entering, he found Mr Thompson still seated in the library. This time, however, two glasses and a decanter of golden liquid sat on the table between the armchairs, the crystal shimmering in the afternoon light.

“Please, have a seat,” Mr Thompson invited him warmly.

Darcy could not precisely recall when he had first visited the solicitors’, but it was undoubtedly long before he fully understood their role in his family’s affairs. His father had taken him across their estate fields from a young age, explaining the rhythms of the land from spring to autumn. These lessons extended to London, where he was introduced to the bank and the solicitors, with his father certain that by familiarising him early, he would be well-prepared to manage the estate and family matters.

Now, in retrospect, Darcy felt a deep gratitude. When the burden of the family fell upon him, he had been ready, inheriting not only his father’s responsibilities but also his understanding of how to carry them out.

“You did not seem troubled by the notion that my father wished to remarry,” Darcy began, unable to conceal the reproach in his voice, the lingering unrest in his soul.

“No, I was not,” Mr Thompson replied with a broad smile that revealed his true sentiments. “George was my friend, and I knew him well. I cannot think of anyone more devoted to his family. Yet, you must understand, even those who have lived many years deserve their share of happiness.”

“But my mother—”

“Your mother was an exceptional woman, taken from this world far too soon. Have you considered that when she died, your father was only around forty-five? At that age, a man like him still has much life left to live.” He cleared his throat. “Darcy…your father did not set out to rebuild his life, but it happened. He hesitated, deeply concerned for you. We were friends, the way men often are—we shared laughter, a drink at the club, the occasional game of cards. But we did not often confide in one another. Then, one day, something happened that changed his life—he encountered Mrs Wilson again.”

“Again?” Darcy echoed, his voice louder than he intended.

“Yes. Lady Anne had been gone a year or two when your father saw this woman at the theatre, someone he had known long before.”

“He knew her before he met my mother?”

Darcy noticed the solicitor’s hesitation, but it was too late to retract what he had just said. The truth, now poised to emerge, could not be denied.

“Yes, he knew her when they were both very young.”

“And?” Darcy asked, finishing the cognac in a single gulp.

“What happened? I believe you already have an inkling. Your father harboured feelings for this woman. George was a dutiful son, as were we all. Our fathers were the patriarchs, and we obeyed them, often out of fear. Although the young lady’s family possessed some wealth, they did not meet the standards your grandfather had in mind for your father. He imagined a marriage to a duke’s daughter. So, George did not dare introduce that woman into the family.”

Darcy tried to recall what the lady or her family looked like, but his memory failed him. Yet, nothing about them seemed unworthy of the place they occupied in that theatre box. As his anger subsided, it gave way to deep pain and frustration. He wished desperately that his father were still alive to tell the story, explain, and perhaps even justify. But that was impossible. Realising that his father might have loved a stranger and that he could be more complex than the solid, unchanging figure he had always believed caused him the most profound hurt.

“You must come to terms with this, my boy.” Mr Thompson spoke with an affectionate familiarity, a man who had known George Darcy better than anyone else.

“If you see it from your father’s perspective, he denied himself happiness twice for the sake of his family.”

“The second time because he died,” Darcy replied, his voice still heavy with resentment.

“Yes, but he might have enjoyed four years of contentment with this woman if he had not hesitated so long.”

“If he had not hesitated in his youth, neither I nor Georgiana would exist.”

“What you are saying is merely an intellectual exercise. You exist because your father chose to marry elsewhere, not in Lambton but at Matlock.”

“I am hurt—”

“George is gone. Your resentment serves no purpose.”

“Please continue,” Darcy finally said, his tone softened.

“After the encounter at the theatre eight or nine years ago, your father decided to take that box, which had no owner at the time—”

“So he could see her?”

“Probably. This led to a confidence between us. He needed a contract to lease the box to Mrs Wilson, and then, in his will, he left it to her. He did not expect she would inherit it so soon, though. George was far from thinking of death. But I assure you, he did not initially intend to be with her, only to see her occasionally at the theatre.”

“We often went together, the whole family in that box.”

“And he was so discreet that you knew nothing.”

“But eventually, he wanted more.”

“Yes. A year before his death, they decided to be together. They bought the property in Surrey and were waiting for the right moment to tell you. This story would have remained buried forever if Mrs Wilson had not come forward with that money. But she believed it fair to return your father’s contribution.”

“I saw her at the theatre,” Darcy said, feeling an inevitable connection to this woman, as if their paths were destined to cross again and again. “It feels as though we are condemned to meet, and now that I know the truth, it feels even stranger.”

“I would not view it as a condemnation. It could be an opportunity to know your father in all his dimensions. But one thing is clear, and I hope you will accept it—this woman, who twice captured your father’s love, is someone special, regardless of your current feelings.”

“So it was her family that caused him to hesitate in their youth,” Darcy mused aloud.

“I do not know the story. All I can say is that I liked her. When they came to us about the Surrey estate, they seemed so happy that I felt a pang of envy—though it was affectionate.”

But instead of bringing Darcy peace, this image only intensified his distress. He could not stop seeing his mother in his mind’s eye, feeling that his father had somehow betrayed her. He murmured, “Poor Mama!”

The old man shook his head gently. “You must stop thinking like that. Your father loved your mother deeply when she was alive. There is no doubt of that. But we do not owe it to the dead to love them as if they were still living.”

Despite the solicitor’s words, Darcy left the office unconvinced, sad, and still simmering with anger. A deep desire to know more gnawed at him. He felt an urgent need to resolve this ‘problem’, as if it were an unfinished action he was compelled to complete, without fully realising that his frustration came not only from what he had learnt but also from the premature death of his father, which had thrust so many burdens upon him. Since that time, he had relied on the honest, solid, and affectionate image he had cherished in his heart. Now, as he walked away from the solicitor’s office, he wondered with painful uncertainty what remained of that image. But in that moment, it was impossible to say.

He went directly to Bingley’s residence, nearly dragging him out of his sisters’ dining room, where they protested vehemently, wishing to keep Darcy for themselves. But this time, uncharacteristically rude, Darcy did not even glance back, did not promise to return, and disregarded their invitation to dinner.

“Did something happen?” Bingley asked, alarmed by his friend’s tormented appearance.

“Yes, it concerns my father…” He hesitated, then continued, “Mr Gardiner, the gentleman we met at the theatre—”

“I remember him,” Bingley supplied.

“He mentioned a property for rent in Hertfordshire. I would like you to visit it and take it if you find it suitable.”

Bingley looked at him curiously. “Agreed, but you must promise to spend the autumn and perhaps the winter with us.”

Darcy nodded, suddenly feeling exhausted.

“But why do you wish to go to Hertfordshire specifically?” Bingley asked, his innocent nature overcoming the discretion that usually governed their friendship.

Darcy had already confided in Bingley during the summer when he had faced difficulties with Georgiana, so without much thought, he briefly explained that his father had intended to remarry and that the lady in question was the older woman they had seen at the theatre in the company of the Gardiners and their three nieces from Hertfordshire.

“How delightful!” Bingley exclaimed, leaving Darcy astonished.

“You think it is delightful that my father was going to remarry?”

“Of course,” Bingley replied, baffled by his friend’s irritation. “Do you not? Or did you suspect that the lady had an interest in Mr Darcy’s fortune?”

Darcy paused, considering. The woman had not seemed interested in wealth, though it was difficult to judge. Many women, even those with their own means, sought wealthy husbands.

“I do not believe so,” he answered hesitantly, though the thought had not occurred to him before.

“Then I see no reason for your distress—”

Bingley stopped, studying his friend, then continued, “Ah, you are saddened that your father died before he could find happiness.”

Now, it was Darcy’s turn to look at him in silence. Bingley possessed a heart of gold, a quality that shone through in any situation. He could find joy in any circumstance and spread that contentment to those around him. For Bingley, love was paramount—a sentiment Darcy did not entirely share.

“You want to learn more about this woman.” Bingley smiled.

“Perhaps,” Darcy replied ambiguously, for he could not fully express his feelings in the face of his friend’s gentleness. In truth, he wanted to confront the woman, to reproach her for taking his father from them, even if that was not exactly true. He was curious about her family, seeking to understand why his father had wanted twice to marry her. In the end, he was uncertain of his own motives, but he had a deep sense that knowing more would help him heal the wound his father had left in his heart, a wound that had opened so long after his death.

As he made his way home, he regretted his unusual impulse to confide. Yet, surprisingly, after a while, he felt better, and by dinner that evening, he managed to conceal his turmoil from Georgiana. His anguish had not disappeared but had transformed into something more controllable.











Chapter 11




It is a universally acknowledged truth that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife. Regardless of how little known the feelings or views of such a man may be when he first enters a neighbourhood, this truth is so firmly fixed in the minds of the surrounding families that he is considered the rightful property of one of their daughters.

“My dear Mr Bennet,” his wife said one day, “have you heard that Netherfield Park is finally let?”

Mr Bennet replied that he had not.

That was untrue. He had found out a few days earlier from Sir William. Still, he had kept it a secret because he knew such news would destroy the fragile peace in his home and lead to restless days filled with heated discussions about the tenants and countless requests to improve his daughters’ wardrobes.

“It is true, though,” said Mrs Bennet.

“The dream about the five unmarried men taking possession of our town is about to come true,” said Mr Bennet in that sarcastic tone his wife did not appreciate at all.

“He is to take possession of the property before Michaelmas, and some servants are to be in the house by the end of next week.” Mrs Bennet cut short her husband’s mockery to show how well informed she was—something no one doubted. Any rumour, however small, always reached Longbourn first.

Unfortunately, for once, Mrs Bennet knew nothing precise. Still, she spoke a lot about the subject with the certainty of someone who has information but is discreet, which did not fool anyone in her family. The intentions of those at Netherfield were still shrouded in mystery, and most painfully, no one knew how many guests the man who had rented the most elegant property in the area would have.

And there was another important thing that completely escaped Mrs Bennet: although her husband had refused to introduce himself to the new tenant, he was among the first to welcome him.

Without telling anyone anything, not even Elizabeth, Mr Bennet called for his carriage one morning, determined to carry out a task that was far from his favourite. Social intercourse brought him no pleasure, and strangers downright annoyed him. Still, he hoped the ride in the open carriage would alleviate his frustration. It was a beautiful autumn, without rain, and although it was early October, the leaves of the trees had only just begun to change colour.

The forest indeed had the ability to calm him and invite him to reflect because, regardless of what his wife imagined, he was worried about the fate of his daughters. Without being as vocal about it as Mrs Bennet, he realised that Meryton did not offer his girls many chances for marriage. On the other hand, if he could easily imagine Lydia and Kitty married and Mary living with one of her sisters, constantly alone, for Elizabeth and Jane, things would not be so simple.

There was no young man in the neighbourhood to whom he could see either of them married. Jane was friendly, confident, and patient. At the same time, she was well-known for her goodness and her beauty. Still, unfortunately, her somewhat unrealistic dreams made her wait for a powerful love and a perfect man who had to have many qualities. Although he had listened countless times to the list of what Jane expected from a future husband, he had never heard anything about that material security that would ensure her and her children a carefree life. If he could easily see Elizabeth participating alongside her husband in organising their life and future, Jane would be far from having the desire or the strength to support her husband. She would shine in any salon, however wealthy, but the worries of a household were not for her.

In his heart, he acknowledged that Mrs Bennet was indeed correct, and five unmarried men at Netherfield would have been desirable. It would have even been a well-deserved gift for a worried father who knew that marriage was the only way to ensure his daughters decent lives after his death.

But unfortunately, life had offered him a much smaller gift. Mr Bingley, the new tenant of Netherfield, had a charming smile and impeccable manners. He was evidently wealthy enough, but he was just one man. The illusion was wholly shattered when he discovered that the gentleman in question had two sisters coming—a minor calamity considering that their society was not lacking in ladies.

With an already friendly handshake, the young man promised to liven up the atmosphere with a ball, many dinners, and other entertainments he wanted to organise for his neighbours.

His brief visit was much more pleasant than he had anticipated, and his regrets quickly faded into his well-known tendency towards mockery. This made him look at the situation and Mr Bingley with amused goodwill and take only the invitation to fish seriously.

To his moderate surprise, the new tenant of Netherfield had met some of the members of his family already. Indeed, Mr Bingley informed him that Netherfield had been recommended to him by Mrs Bennet’s brother during a brief conversation in the theatre, of all places. Three of his daughters had also attended the performance and had met the gentleman. Mr Bingley had also, it seemed, been offered some information regarding their family from the people he had already met in Meryton, which became evident when, with a charming smile, he offered that he had learnt that the Bennet daughters were the most beautiful and accomplished ladies in the neighbourhood.

Mr Bennet studied him to be certain that there was no trace of malice in his words, and he replied, “Undoubtedly, Longbourn does not lack young ladies, but how accomplished each one remains to be seen.”

As Mr Bennet re-entered his carriage, Mr Bingley looked at him with curiosity, the last remark of Mr Bennet’s, accompanied by a slight smile that was meant to be benevolent but managed to seem sarcastic, made him think that although he had chosen that place mainly because of Darcy, he had made the right choice, and not only was the property precisely what he wanted but so were the people, which he hastened to convey to his friend in London.

Dear Darcy,

This property is in every respect what I wanted—an excellently maintained estate with a house that can accommodate up to thirty guests, situated near a forest where one can shoot and a stream where one can fish. But even more satisfying is the society that welcomed me with open arms. Without effort, I have discovered everything that interests you because people are open and welcoming.

On the first evening, when things were still being put in order in my house and the kitchen was still in chaos, the Phillips family invited me to dinner at their home in Meryton.

In a matter of minutes, I understood that Mrs Phillips is the sister of Mrs Bennet and that Mr Gardiner, whom we met at the theatre, is also their brother.

Mrs Wilson, Mrs Gardiner’s mother, is from Derbyshire, which explains part of the mystery.

The Bennets have five daughters, and we saw some of them that evening in Covent Garden. But I must admit I do not really remember them.

A few days ago, Mr. Bennet paid me a welcome visit, leaving an excellent impression. I must confess, this favourable impression only grew when I had the pleasure of meeting his entire family during my frequent visits to Meryton and the surrounding area. One thing is already certain, this county has no shortage of beautiful and accomplished young ladies.

The Gardiner family often comes to Hertfordshire, I was told, and if you stay long enough at Netherfield, you will meet them and learn more details about the story that interests you.

I shall not say more because I want you to find out the rest directly from me, which means I look forward to seeing you.

Your devoted friend,

Bingley

∞∞∞

Darcy read Bingley’s letter with interest but also with a dose of amusement that increased with every paragraph; his friend wrote as he lived, jumping from one thing to another, interested in everything but not enough to stop and delve into anything, fascinated by the world around him, constantly skimming the surface and most of all observing the young ladies.

In only one direction was he was neither superficial nor lacking in dedication—in friendship. He had been willing to rent an estate just because Darcy had asked it of him. Once there, instead of organising his life, he had gone to Meryton to seek information about the family that interested him.

But with the letter still in his hand, Darcy wondered for the first time in the last month whether it made any sense to dig into the past or how it would help him to know more about his father?

Death had taken him too early, but he had lived with him long enough to remember him as a pillar of strength, support, and love for his family. By his example, he demonstrated the principles of integrity, hard work, and kindness. He created a foundation of trust and respect, fostering a deep bond with his children.

And that image should have been enough.

He looked at his father’s portrait in the library for a long time, and just when he thought he had finally made peace with that past, the man in the picture seemed to smile in an unknown way. Darcy had looked at the portrait hundreds of times, but it was as if he had not seen that smile. His father had posed about two years before he died, and that unknown smile was likely due to his new happiness. And in a moment, all the tumult accumulated again in his soul because it seemed unfair to him that his father had been happy without them being involved in any way. And with that in mind, he prepared to leave for Hertfordshire, both wishing and dreading at the same time to know more.











Chapter 12




“We shall have a wonderful time,” declared Bingley, his face alight with the cheerful smile that rarely left him, no matter the circumstance. Surveying those gathered around his breakfast table—his sisters, Caroline and Louisa, Mr Hurst, Louisa’s husband, and his dear friend Darcy—he felt a thrill of contentment.

Here, he experienced a sense of fulfilment that London, with its relentless pace and transient relationships, could only rarely provide. Life in the city was a whirlwind of distractions, a never-ending quest for novelty, devoid of the deep connections that nurtured the soul. In Meryton, however, he had rediscovered the comforting atmosphere of his youth, surrounded by kind people who welcomed him into their circle as one of their own, not merely as a passing resident.

“I am glad I chose Netherfield,” he said, and as his eyes met Darcy’s, a smile of gratitude graced his lips.

Yet, not everyone shared Bingley’s joy. His sisters, who had arrived only the day before and taken a brief afternoon stroll through Meryton, returned with disappointment etched on their faces. The town’s provincial charm was lost on them, further diminished by the townsfolk they encountered and the sight of a dusty shop they did not dare to enter, hastening back to the comfort of Netherfield. Everything around them seemed imbued with a melancholy air, a lack of refinement or elegance that soured their impression of Hertfordshire from the beginning.

The beauty of their brother’s estate and house could not fully compensate for the disappointment, especially after the grandeur of Pemberley, Mr Darcy’s estate, where they had spent the previous two summers.

Darcy, on the other hand, was filled with a deep unease. He had come to Hertfordshire out of curiosity, yet with each passing day, he feared more and more that this place would not provide the answers he sought. With Bingley’s assistance, he had begun to understand the complex family connections between Mrs Wilson and those he was about to meet in the neighbourhood. But what was it he truly wished to discover? And did those he was soon to meet know anything about a distant relative by marriage from London?

“I do not want to see you in this sombre mood,” Bingley declared as they walked along a wide path in the vast park. For a moment, Bingley’s attention drifted, captivated once again by the gate he had admired countless times before—a grand central archway flanked by two smaller ones, with tall, fluted columns on either side, intricately carved with acanthus leaves and other classical motifs. Dark green wrought iron gates filled the arches, exuding a stately charm. It was these very gates that had first won Bingley over to Netherfield. He turned once more to admire the distant house, its silhouette barely visible through the trees, which lent a sense of intimacy to the inhabited spaces.

Darcy smiled, knowing well the pleasure his friend took in such settings. He felt much the same whenever they descended the hill towards Pemberley, taking in the sight of the house, the expansive park, and the distant forests as though seeing them anew each time.

“It is indeed lovely here,” Darcy admitted, and Bingley, pleased, felt the estate was already becoming his own.

“Thank you,” he replied warmly. “But let us not forget that we are here thanks to you—”

“Or perhaps because of me,” Darcy interjected.

“Nonsense. The moment I saw Netherfield, I knew it was what I wanted. Doing you a small favour only added to its appeal,” Bingley joked, his spirits undiminished.

They decided not to walk towards the town but to the forest behind the estate, eager for a conversation free from interruptions.

For a while, they discussed the war in France, which weighed heavily on the minds of all Englishmen. Napoleon’s recent actions against British commerce with the Continent had deepened the nation’s economic crisis, affecting even the largest landowners, like Darcy.

“Not us,” Darcy reassured his friend. “We no longer trade with the Continent. Everything we produce is destined for the domestic market or for Ireland. The blockades do not affect us.”

“A wise decision,” Bingley remarked admiringly.

“One my father made at the outset of the war with Napoleon. My father—” Darcy paused, feeling once again the urge to speak of his father, setting aside the discretion he once believed should veil all intimate family matters. But Bingley was a trustworthy man; although he indulged in gossip occasionally, it was only about the latest rumours circulating in London, not their private lives. Darcy knew his secrets were safe, for Bingley had proved his loyalty and discretion time and again.

“My father had a forward-thinking approach to managing our estate. He understood that our well-being was inextricably linked to what happened in the country. He knew when to make drastic decisions but always took the time to reflect deeply and plan meticulously. I remember eight or nine years ago when he decided to stop sending our grains and other products to the Continent. We embarked on long journeys to the North—and beyond. Then we went to Ireland and the Isle of Man, leaving no stone unturned in our search for new markets. That journey remains one of my life’s most pleasant and enlightening experiences. But never, not even once, did he express a desire to remarry. He must have known how much it would have pained me.”

“But why would it have hurt you?” asked Bingley, whose view of life, family, and happiness differed vastly from Darcy’s.

“Why?” Darcy repeated almost fiercely. “Because my mother had only just died, and I always believed their relationship was the most cherished aspect of his life. Do you think that is a selfish position?” he asked, his tone less forceful this time.

Bingley’s silence was answer enough.

“You do think it is selfish,” Darcy said again, but now his voice held only sadness.

“I am sorry we do not see eye to eye,” Bingley finally replied, “but I believe we all have the right to happiness. Of course, I would hesitate if my happiness would cause pain to others…perhaps that is why your father did not remarry immediately when he found love. But look at it this way—he died, and his hesitation may have cost him time that could have been spent differently.”

No argument, however, could quell Darcy’s inner turmoil. It was not anger but a deep sadness, a desperate attempt to preserve his idealised memory of his father. Deep down, his greatest fear was that he had not truly known him. First, the unsettling thought that his mother had not been his father’s first love, and then, perhaps even more troubling, that she had not been his last.

“What is it you truly wish to discover?” Bingley asked hesitantly.

“That is the right question. What do I want to find out from this lady? I know I am here seeking information, but in the end, speaking directly to her would be far more helpful. Yet, I am also afraid of what I might learn. If she is an honest woman of good character, then whom did my father love more? And if she is not, how could he have loved her at all?”

Darcy abruptly fell silent, disturbed by how much he had revealed of his inner turmoil. But Bingley sometimes had a way of appearing untouched by the confidences shared with him, particularly when his attention was captured by a lady, as was the case when two young women appeared after a wide turn in the road.

In an instant, the compassionate friend vanished, replaced by the man who could not help but admire a fair lady. Darcy had seen this transformation before, knowing his friend was on the brink of falling in love. He looked curiously at the two approaching young women but had no doubt which one had captured Bingley’s attention.

Indeed, a beautiful young woman with blonde hair advanced gracefully towards them, arm in arm with a more plain-looking companion.

“Miss Jane Bennet,” Bingley murmured to Darcy, his last glimmer of interest in his friend’s troubles vanishing before the vision of the young lady. She was from that family, but when they stopped, her presence alone seemed to eclipse all else.

Miss Jane Bennet radiated a certain charm that did not escape Darcy’s notice. Her long, golden hair cascaded in soft waves down her back, shimmering in the light, while her fair, flawless complexion was tinged with a subtle rosy glow. Her striking blue eyes sparkled as she turned her gaze on Bingley, revealing they had met before.

Bingley introduced his friend, and the ladies curtseyed as Darcy bowed with his customary elegance.

Miss Bennet then introduced her friend, Miss Lucas.

“I met Miss Bennet when I called on her uncle Mr Phillips last week, and we had the pleasure of meeting some of her sisters at the theatre this summer,” Bingley said to Darcy, hoping to spark his friend’s interest.

Darcy glanced again at the young women before him, though his verdict had already been rendered. Miss Bennet was redeemed by her undeniable beauty, but otherwise, the two young ladies had a provincial air that did little to charm him. While the others conversed animatedly, Darcy tried to recall Miss Bennet’s sisters from the theatre, but they eluded his memory. Those young ladies had not seemed out of place in the sophisticated society of London that evening—or perhaps he had not looked at them closely enough to observe anything unusual. Instead, he remembered Mrs Wilson, whom he had glimpsed briefly upon arrival and as they departed. But even she had not stood out among those around her; on the contrary, she had had a pleasant and elegant presence.

Unable to follow the conversation, Darcy cast a furtive glance at Miss Bennet, for he had realised that she was the sister of the woman whose eyes had met his in a long, unguarded gaze from box to box at the theatre. During the next interval, he had tried to find the owner of those expressive and fearless eyes, but she had not reappeared. Then, in their box, there had been a commotion with the arrival of a group of friends, and he had been forced to change seats, and the memory of that Miss Bennet had faded.

But now, as he stood before her sister, Darcy felt a renewed curiosity about her and her family, wondering what secrets might lie hidden among the five Bennet sisters in a society that promised him little entertainment.

“I hope we shall see you at the Meryton assembly,” Darcy finally heard his friend say.

“We shall be there,” Miss Lucas assured them shyly.

With those words, they parted ways. The young ladies continued towards a massive brick and stone house within a well-kept garden, while Darcy and Bingley turned back towards Netherfield.

“This is the Lucas family estate. Miss Bennet and her family live three miles away, on the other side of Meryton,” Bingley explained, showing that in just a few days, he had familiarised himself with the important families in the neighbourhood and had once again found himself on the brink of falling in love with a local lady. This was evident, for all the way back, he spoke only of Miss Bennet, whom he had seen for barely fifteen minutes since his arrival in the country but who had already made a strong impression on him.











Chapter 13




As time passed, it became evident to everyone in the neighbourhood that the rumours circulating about Mr Bingley and the company he was bringing to Netherfield were untrue. Just before the assembly in Meryton, the truth emerged, conveyed primarily by Jane, who blushed deeply as she recounted the story. This led Mr Bennet to suspect that his eldest daughter had discovered something in her encounters with Mr Bingley quite different from the news their neighbours had eagerly anticipated.

In the brief meeting he had had with the young man in question, Mr Bennet had found him agreeable, though he kept these sentiments to himself, for the joy in their household—generated entirely by Mrs Bennet and based solely on the young man’s income, which amounted to £5,000—was already overwhelming.

“We shall have neither five unmarried brothers nor five maiden sisters, then,” Mr Bennet remarked to Jane, who blushed once more, recalling how Mr Bingley had been quick to ask her for at least one dance at the ball the following day.

“No, it was all an exaggeration. Mr Bingley has returned with his two sisters, one of whom is married and accompanied by her husband, and his friend Mr Darcy, whom it seems my sisters also met at the theatre in London,” Jane replied.

Elizabeth observed her sister closely, for the news was true but startling. She had not for a moment imagined that she would again encounter the gentleman with whom she had exchanged a glance more daring than any she had ever before allowed herself.

“And to think,” chirped Lydia brightly, “that we owe it all to Uncle Gardiner, who informed Mr Bingley that Netherfield was for rent. Who would have thought then that a few words exchanged during a theatre interval would bring us this company, which we hope will be pleasant? Even though there are not five unmarried gentlemen, there are still two, and his sisters can surely guide us to the latest London fashions.”

“And what of the gentlemen?” Mrs Bennet asked Jane with keen interest.

“Mr Bingley is exceedingly kind and pleasant—”

“She is right. He is also quite the talker,” Lydia interrupted. “He spoke constantly when we met during the first two intervals, as interested in the play as I was—”

“Lydia!” exclaimed Jane in exasperation. “How can you judge people so hastily? Mr Bingley seemed not only pleasant but also a man of solid education.”

“Well, during the intervals, he did not say a word about the play, which won my admiration,” Lydia replied in her usual humorous and cheerful manner.

“And the other gentleman?” Mrs Bennet asked again, already having heard that he, too, might possess a considerable fortune.

“The other gentleman?” Jane repeated, somewhat confused, though her surprise was directed at herself, for she realised she could recall little about the gentleman accompanying Mr Bingley. She had been so absorbed in conversation that she had utterly neglected Mr Darcy. All she could remember was his name, and that was only because Mr Bingley had mentioned several times that they already knew some of the Bennet ladies.

“His name is Darcy, Mr Darcy—”

“And what else?” Elizabeth asked, striving to conceal her curiosity, though she was indeed quite curious.

“He is a gentleman—”

The room erupted in laughter, for it was evident that Jane had noticed nothing beyond Mr Bingley’s eyes.

“He struck me as rather proud when we met at the theatre. He scarcely said a word while with us,” Lydia interjected again. “But his sister, Miss Darcy, was delightful. She wished for us to become acquainted, but we did not make any plans because some of their friends arrived, and they left in a hurry at the end of the final act… How I wished I had been in that group! But no. I returned to the play and, thank heavens, dozed through the entire fifth act.”

“Which surely will not happen at tomorrow’s ball,” Elizabeth said with a touch of amusement, causing Lydia to shake her head vigorously.

“At tomorrow’s ball, we shall have a grand time!”











Chapter 14




But the amusement Lydia had anticipated was only realised by a few, foremost among them Jane, who experienced the most enchanting evening of her life, wholly captivated by Mr Bingley, who appeared equally smitten with her. For those gathered in the assembly hall in Meryton, it became apparent that whatever schemes other mothers or daughters had devised were rendered futile, as a single dance sufficed to demonstrate that Jane Bennet’s beauty had been both noticed and deeply admired by Mr Bingley, who had eyes only for her, evidently delighted with this new-found attraction.

Lydia, Kitty, Charlotte, Maria Lucas, and the other young ladies present had no choice but to accept this undeniable truth, yet it did not diminish their enjoyment of dancing, conversing, and observing all that happened around them.

On the opposite side of an imaginary line that separated enjoyment from discontent stood the Bingley sisters, Mr Darcy—and Elizabeth.

Upon entering Meryton’s assembly room, Miss Bingley, Mrs Hurst, and Mr Darcy experienced a nearly identical disappointment. The hall appeared shabby and dusty, the people lacking in refinement, the ladies poorly dressed and excessively boisterous, the gentlemen unremarkable, frequently retreating to the refreshment room, clad in the same style of clothing their fathers had worn. The entire scene seemed plucked from a portrait of the previous century.

For the Bingley sisters, it was more a visceral rejection of a past they wished to forget. But for Mr Darcy, the disappointment was more profound and of a different nature. He had hoped to find some solace for his inner turmoil, but within that hall, no answers were forthcoming, and for a fleeting moment, he reproached himself for his self-deception.

Then he noticed that Miss Bennet, whom he had observed at the theatre, yet in this setting, she appeared as unremarkable as everyone else around her, devoid of elegance or fashion. His disappointment deepened; he could scarcely comprehend how he had been so mistaken.

When Bingley finally managed to tear his eyes and thoughts away from his Miss Bennet, he discovered Darcy in a corner, his face a picture of ennui. Determined to alter this mood, which he deemed wholly inappropriate for a party, Bingley hurried over and declared, “Come, Darcy, I must convince you to dance. I hate to see you standing about in this ridiculous manner. You have a much better choice, and that is to dance.”

“I certainly shall not. You know how I detest it unless I am particularly acquainted with my partner. At such an assembly as this, it would be insufferable. Your sisters are engaged, and there is not another woman in the room whom it would not be a punishment to stand up with.”

“I would not be so fastidious as you,” cried Bingley. “Look around. I have rarely encountered so many pleasant young ladies in my life as I have this evening, and you can see for yourself—several of them are uncommonly pretty.”

“You are dancing with the only handsome girl in the room,” Darcy remarked, his gaze resting on the eldest Miss Bennet.

“Oh! She is the most beautiful creature I have ever beheld! But Miss Elizabeth, one of the ladies we met in London at the theatre, is just behind you. You do not need an introduction to invite her to dance, and I dare say she is very agreeable.”

“Which of the ladies do you mean?” he asked, feigning ignorance. Turning slightly, he glanced at Elizabeth, but upon catching her eye, he quickly looked away and coldly remarked, “She is tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt me. You had better return to your partner and enjoy her smiles, for you are wasting your time with me.”

For Elizabeth, the words Mr Darcy had spoken, deliberately ensuring she overheard, were the final affront that transformed a promising evening into a disastrous one. Indeed, the evening had begun with the cheerfulness that typically characterised their gatherings. Still, the arrogant, almost hostile demeanour of the guests from Netherfield, followed by two dances during which she sat without a partner, led her spirits to first collapse into frustration and then into anger after the incident with Mr Darcy.

She hastily left the main hall and seated herself on a chair in the refreshment room, where she drew curious glances. Typically, the young people would pass through quickly, grabbing a glass of lemonade or a biscuit but never lingering, their interest solely on the happenings in the main room.

Elizabeth did not care, holding a glass of lemonade and a biscuit, facing the stares with a faint smile. Yet, the warm drink was tasteless, and the biscuit, usually delicious, baked by Mrs Smith, tasted like sand.

She furiously contemplated the prospect of enduring at least another hour of this when Charlotte sat down beside her.

“What is wrong, Lizzy?” she asked with concern, reaching for a biscuit.

But Elizabeth whispered, “Do not eat, do not drink. Everything is horrible.”

Only then did Charlotte become truly worried. Her friend was the least fastidious among them all.

“Are you feeling ill?”

Elizabeth shook her head vigorously. She was not ill; she was utterly disgusted by the evening.

“Jane is happy,” said Charlotte.

“The only good thing about this evening,” Elizabeth murmured, her voice tinged with something akin to anger.

“What is troubling you?” her friend asked again. But Elizabeth needed a different setting to confide in her. She quickly suggested they meet the next day after noon at Potter’s Cross, their favourite meeting place.

∞∞∞

The following day, Elizabeth arrived first and, unable to contain her impatience, continued towards Lucas Lodge, confident she would meet Charlotte soon. Indeed, after only a few minutes, her friend appeared. Without a word, they walked towards the hunting pavilion, where, at that hour, they were assuredly alone.

The pavilion had been built long ago when the forest surrounding Meryton was much more extensive. Over time, the forest’s owners had converted much of it into fields, leaving the pavilion as a meeting place for the young people of the area.

“I thought you would be coming with Jane,” Charlotte said, but Elizabeth shook her head. Her sister was in such a state of elation that nothing could be discussed with her except Mr Bingley.

“I am happy for her,” Charlotte continued, though a slight twinge of envy had crept into her heart the previous night, just before she fell asleep. She loved and admired Jane immensely, and her thoughts were nothing malicious or vile; they were simply the reflections of a twenty-seven-year-old woman increasingly anxious about her future. Inevitably, any young gentleman who appeared in Meryton was, in one way or another, the subject of interest for all the unmarried girls. But in Jane’s case, those around her rejoiced without any resentment because of her sweet nature and consistently benevolent disposition. Charlotte’s thoughts were natural—Jane seemed happy, and everyone wished to share her joy. Still, at the same time, every young lady in the neighbourhood wanted to be in her place.

But these were not thoughts to be voiced aloud. Kept secret in the heart, they could retain their innocence, whereas spoken out loud, they might seem inappropriate.

“You were nervous all evening.”

“And I had good reason, I assure you,” Elizabeth replied, taking her arm. “Mr Darcy is the one with whom I exchanged that intense look at the theatre.” She had told her friend of the encounter upon her return from London.

“No!” exclaimed Charlotte, surprised, pausing to look at her. “How I wish I had your composure! If I did something like that, I would appear as a desperate woman searching for a man.”

“You are talking nonsense. A look cannot convey so many things. It is more like an unspoken agreement between two people to continue a connection.” Elizabeth sighed deeply. “When I discovered that Mr Bingley’s friend was that gentleman from the theatre, I hoped for a familiar presence. I imagined we would smile and converse, not as strangers but as two people sharing a small secret. That is what a look signifies.”

“And?”

“And? Did you not see what happened? I have never witnessed such a display of pride, arrogance, and prejudice as I did last night.”

Charlotte gazed at her in astonishment. She had seen the people from Netherfield but had thought they were merely uncomfortable, as anyone would be when thrust into a gathering of strangers.

“No, it was something entirely different. Mr Bingley’s sisters and Mr Darcy cast a glance at the room and its occupants, and in the next moment, their opinions were formed, and their disdain was unmistakable.”

“You are exaggerating!”

“And you are inclined to find excuses because you, like everyone else, wish to befriend them and gain access to Netherfield. Indeed, that is what I also wanted before last night—to engage in conversations, to spend a few pleasant afternoons or lively dinners discussing topics other than those we endlessly repeat until dullness sets in.”

“And why do you think that will not happen? I saw the sisters conversing with Jane.”

“Yes, because their brother brought Jane to them, not because they sought her out. No, they are clearly arrogant, and it troubles me immensely.”

“Why?”

“Because I was certain things would unfold differently between us. Mr Darcy’s sister gave that impression. She was particularly friendly towards my family, and then I learnt they came from a very wealthy family, far richer than the Bingleys, and had close ties to the nobility. And Mr Darcy, though not excessively friendly, maintained a benevolent demeanour, and then when we noticed each other in the theatre box…”

“Oh, tell me again!” cried Charlotte.

“There is not much to tell, but that brief, intense moment created a different impression of him. Only to discover last night that he is a horrible, conceited man who disregarded us all evening, danced only with the Bingley sisters, and although I am certain he noticed I was without a partner, he avoided me entirely, refusing to invite me to dance. Then, when we finally found ourselves near one another, he said…”

“What did he say?”

Elizabeth hesitated, for those words had indeed been humiliating, but then she burst out laughing. “Fortunately, my opinion of myself is not reliant on the observations of a conceited man like him, who despised the entire assembly last night.”

“What did he say?” Charlotte pressed, intrigued.

“He had the audacity to say, knowing I could hear, that I am not handsome enough to tempt him.”

Charlotte was utterly shocked. Many things contributed to her astonishment: the complete lack of discretion, the arrogance of such words, the nerve to utter them virtually in front of a young lady, the falsehood they contained, for Elizabeth was undeniably beautiful, and finally, the fact that her friend could laugh and joke after being the target of such an insult.

“I would have died under his gaze,” whispered Charlotte.

“Yes, I believe that is what he expected. But instead of being a mortified maiden, I smiled at him, although I was seething inside. And I think he was surprised by my smile.”

“Surely, he was surprised. How fortunate to possess your composure. But I am sorry you could not enjoy a pleasant reunion with him…which you probably anticipated.”

Elizabeth blushed slightly; indeed, once she had learnt the identity of Mr Bingley’s guest, she had looked forward to their meeting with a confident expectation.

“But it is not over!” Elizabeth exclaimed, looking at her friend.

“No?”

“No! Knowing me, how can you imagine it is over? With Mr Bingley evidently interested in Jane, we shall see each other again, and this time, he will not catch me off guard.”

“He did not catch you off guard last night either. You said you smiled at his insulting words, and he was surprised.”

“Yes, but within, I was in turmoil. That will not happen again. I assure you, I shall be cold and calculating, ready to return the insult at the first opportunity.”

After a while, they rose from the bench in the pavilion. Although the sun had appeared, it was already cold, and they continued their walk in silence, each absorbed in their own thoughts, until Charlotte suddenly asked, “Who is this Mr Collins?”

Elizabeth made a face that Charlotte knew all too well. It was her way of expressing concern.

“How do you know about him?”

“From my father. It seems he had a long conversation with Mr Bennet on the subject and returned home worried. Is it something bad?”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth, her lovely face shadowed with deep concern. “He is the man who will inherit Longbourn if…when my father dies.”

“My God!” exclaimed Charlotte, adopting her friend’s deep concern. “How can that be?”

“Our estate is entailed to a male heir, and we are only daughters.”

“Is he old, young? What sort of man is this Mr Collins?”

“He is about our age, I believe, but…I do not know. Father has spoken to us about him and his father, who has since died, and…well, his words were not flattering. But we shall meet him soon, as he is coming…to inspect his inheritance.”

“Lizzy, no! Please do not think like that. Perhaps he is a kind young man and—”

“And one of us will marry him. Yes, that is what Mother now hopes after a week of hating him and refusing to receive him as a guest. We shall see. Until then, let us amuse ourselves with the prospect of the next encounter with Mr Darcy and the other residents of Netherfield.”











Chapter 15




“How long after meeting a lady do you believe a gentleman may appropriately propose marriage?” Mrs Bennet asked her sister, Mrs Phillips.

“Oh, my dear!” Mrs Phillips exclaimed with delight. “So we shall have a wedding.”

“Yes, indeed. I have seldom witnessed such affection so openly displayed by a gentleman. And I am not alone in noticing it. All of Meryton eagerly anticipates the announcement.”

“And rightfully so. It will be a magnificent wedding like Meryton has rarely seen. Jane’s beauty will shine as Mr Bingley lays a considerable fortune at her feet. There is even talk that he intends to purchase Netherfield.”

Mrs Phillips had indeed heard such talk. In a broad circle, Mr Bingley had proclaimed that Netherfield was a jewel he had no desire to relinquish.

“With Jane’s cold, she will remain at Netherfield for at least two more days, and I hope she will soon go down for breakfast and dinner. It is a perfect opportunity for them to grow better acquainted. I have observed how attentively his sisters care for her. Everything would be ideal if not for Mr Darcy—an utterly impossible person. During our morning visit, he scarcely spoke and seemed perpetually displeased. I cannot comprehend how a man as amiable as Mr Bingley can keep company with such a morose friend.”

“Well, you know how friendships are. Mr Darcy belongs to the aristocracy, as Mrs Gardiner writes to me. How splendid it would be if he were to take a liking to Lizzy, and we had two marriages—”

“Cease such nonsense,” Mrs Bennet interrupted sharply. “What ideas enter your mind! Lizzy would never look at such an arrogant and pompous man. She needs someone like one of the officers—”

“Officers!” Mrs Phillips exclaimed with visible disdain. “You have always favoured officers, but Lizzy is far too accomplished for such a man.” Mrs Phillips then paused, deep in thought, before continuing, “I believe two months is sufficient.”

“Sufficient for what?”

Mrs Phillips looked at her sister with exasperation. “Did you not ask how long it should be before a marriage proposal?”

“Two months, you say. Well, that would bring us to the end of November. Excellent! Three weeks until Christmas, and a wedding on the 24th or 25th of December would be a splendid occasion for celebration.” Mrs Bennet spoke with such conviction that her sister regarded her with some doubt.

“Has there been any explicitly expressed intention?” she asked.

“What clearer intention could there be than Mr Bingley’s behaviour? He has eyes only for Jane. You should have seen how concerned he was this morning. He wished to fetch a doctor from Derby for a mere cold.”

“But is it nothing serious?”

“No, Lizzy is there as well, and I hope she encourages her sister to be bolder. The girls of today are like Lydia, exuberant. That one will have no trouble finding a husband. Yet, I do worry about Lizzy, who is so difficult to please and much too proud.”

∞∞∞

But it was precisely these qualities that drew Mr Darcy to her. Seated in a large armchair, he appeared to be reading, though in truth, he had been observing Miss Elizabeth for some time. She was indeed reading, not merely pretending as young girls sometimes did to prove their accomplishments or education. Elizabeth Bennet was genuinely engrossed in her book, her expressions occasionally betraying her feelings: a delicate smile, sometimes tinged with sarcasm, at other times a hint of concern. He longed to know what book she was reading, and only a day earlier, he might have asked. Yet now, just an hour after her family’s departure, he wished he had the strength to take his hat and leave for London without a word. To leave behind a brief note of apology for Bingley and instructions for his valet to follow the next day.

He was enduring the most perplexing situation of his life. He wondered whether it was a lesson, a kind of punishment for his lack of sympathy towards his father. The woman he had only a few weeks ago arrogantly deemed not handsome enough to tempt him was, in truth, tempting him in a unique and overwhelming way. Only his self-control had prevented him from revealing his feelings, and even that had faltered on a few occasions when Miss Elizabeth caught him gazing at her with an unguarded admiration.

He could not foresee where the sentiment might lead, yet everything had become painfully clear that morning when her mother and three sisters had descended upon Netherfield. The word ‘descended’ was indeed apt. With a complete lack of decorum, vulgar and excessively talkative, the impression they had left was disastrous. His burgeoning feelings for Miss Elizabeth, which had only begun to take shape, now felt burdensome.

His father’s memory intruded upon him once more with force. Undoubtedly, he must have experienced something similar in his youth when he became infatuated with that lady from the theatre, a woman far beneath a Darcy.

He tried to imagine how they had met, probably in Lambton. He could not be certain, as his family did not participate in balls or other social activities with the neighbours in that part of the country—their worlds were strictly separated. Suddenly, he regretted agreeing to come to Hertfordshire, but then he remembered that he had been the one to persuade Bingley to rent the property near Meryton.

He decided to leave the room but hesitated when Miss Elizabeth began to speak. If she was enchanting while reading, she was captivating when she spoke.

“What do you think, Mr Darcy?” Miss Bingley asked, her voice betraying her irritation. It had been thus since Miss Elizabeth’s arrival, a state she could neither conceal nor mitigate.

“I apologise. I was not attending to the conversation. I was reading,” Darcy replied, setting his book aside.

“We were discussing the importance of books in a woman’s life,” Miss Bingley said with a disdain that clearly conveyed her thoughts on the matter.

“And you believe they are not important?” Mr Darcy asked.

“Precisely. Louisa and I were encouraged to read at the seminary in London, but then a woman’s life must be rooted in reality.”

“And you, Miss Elizabeth, what do you think?” Darcy asked.

“I shall read all my life, and that speaks for itself. Books are not merely for a certain period of life but are a constant and cherished companion, at least in my case.”

“Are you suggesting that your mother, who has raised five daughters, has been reading amidst her domestic duties and child-rearing all this time?” Miss Bingley asked with a smirk.

“My mother shares your view that books are no longer necessary, but I know of married women with many children who continue to find instruction and pleasure in reading. My aunt Gardiner, who has four young children, always asks my father to recommend books when she visits. She enjoys novels, though I also read other subjects, but that is my personal choice.”

And because Darcy’s gaze lingered on her, bordering on the limits of propriety, Elizabeth continued addressing Miss Bingley, hoping to divert his intense scrutiny. “The Gardiners are the family with whom we attended the theatre.”

Only then did Darcy avert his gaze.

“Did you not say, Mr Darcy, that you met at the theatre?” asked Mrs Hurst, and Elizabeth looked intently at him. Had he spoken of her despite having once claimed she was not attractive enough to tempt him?

“Yes, my family has a box adjacent to the Darcy family’s box,” Elizabeth said without emphasis, but the surprise on the faces of the two sisters made her smile. Unintentionally, she had struck them where they believed their greatest asset lay—in their social standing, which they considered far superior to anyone from Meryton or Longbourn. But a box next to the Darcy family’s box told quite a different story.

“Is it Mrs Gardiner’s family box?” Mr Darcy asked, somewhat unexpectedly.

“Yes, it actually belongs to Mrs Gardiner’s mother, Mrs Wilson,” Elizabeth replied. She watched in amazement as Mr Darcy struggled to conceal a grimace, though she could not understand the cause.

Later, while attending to Jane, who was sleeping, Elizabeth wondered again whether the story of Mrs Wilson’s box had some connection to the Darcy family. Could it be the source of his discontent? But Jane awoke, and all her attention immediately turned to her patient.











Chapter 16




“This is, without question, the most distressing coincidence of my life,” declared Darcy as they dismounted before the house.

Barely fifteen minutes earlier, while searching for Miss Bennet as Bingley habitually did, they had encountered Wickham in the heart of Meryton. Despite his recent arrival in the area, he was encircled by the Bennet ladies, basking in their attention as though he were an old and cherished friend.

“One of the two officers we saw in the town was Wickham,” Darcy explained, seething with fury as they ascended the steps.

“It cannot be!” Bingley exclaimed in shock. He had agreed without hesitation to return home when Darcy requested it in a voice too low for others to overhear, yet he had imagined it was due to some minor indisposition, not something of such gravity.

They instinctively made their way to the library, which was, at that hour, empty.

“Do you think he might have discovered that you are here?” Bingley asked, but Darcy shook his head vehemently.

“I do not see how. He no longer has any source of information within my family. On the contrary, all avoid him. Furthermore, decisions concerning the wintering of troops are made at a higher level. He is merely an officer.”

But Bingley remained unconvinced. Somehow, this man had learnt of Darcy’s presence.

“No.” Darcy shook his head. “Impossible. It is a coincidence but an exceedingly unpleasant one. I regret not challenging him to a duel when I had the opportunity.”

“Darcy, do not speak foolishly. Besides being illegal, it is highly dangerous. This man is an officer—”

“And I have been shooting since I was ten. Can you not see that fate has placed him in our path with determination? Somehow, this matter must be resolved. He dishonoured my family. He cannot be forgiven.”

“I do not pretend you should forgive him. But you must forget him, for any scandal involving him would also inevitably reveal Miss Darcy’s story.”

Darcy shook his head furiously, though with a trace of resignation. The colonel had made the same argument during the summer, a perfectly rational one. No matter how much his pride urged him to act against Wickham, Georgiana’s angelic face implored him to exercise prudence and temperance.

“We shall do our best to avoid him,” said Bingley, ready to make any sacrifice for his friend, even if it meant ceasing his visits to Meryton.

“I will not avoid him. He ought to feel shame, but he is too base for that. Still, I wish him not to be invited here…”

“It goes without saying, yet we shall likely encounter him at a dinner or ball elsewhere.”

∞∞∞

Darcy wrote to his cousin the colonel, requesting him to investigate how that militia regiment came to be stationed in Meryton. But it scarcely mattered now. Wickham was in the same town, and the place was so small that it was impossible to avoid a meeting.

It was at that moment, without a doubt, that Darcy began to seriously contemplate leaving. The thought of returning to London offered some comfort, yet the prospect of departure filled his heart with another kind of unrest. No matter how strange or implausible it seemed from a rational perspective, that unremarkable place held an inexplicable allure, a force he had never before experienced. And that unrest bore a name he dared not speak aloud—Miss Elizabeth.

The thought of leaving was both a relief and a torment. In vain, he tried to forget or overlook those eyes he had seen at the theatre. They persisted in haunting his mind and soul with the intensity of lightning. What he felt was no mere whim, no fleeting infatuation. He had feared to name the emotion that gripped him, yet his affection for Miss Elizabeth only deepened while his admiration for her had already reached unprecedented heights. He found himself charmed by her virtues and forgiving of her faults; even her weary ankles and mud-streaked stockings after a three-mile walk through the fields amused him, for her face radiated the warmth of exercise. She was witty and engaging, and she relished any elegant confrontation in the realm of ideas.

In the end, the original purpose of his visit to Hertfordshire seemed unimportant. Nothing he had learnt about Mrs Wilson had clarified anything about his father, yet what he had found there was far more precious—and disturbing. His affection for Miss Elizabeth was genuine, but it manifested increasingly as a form of suffering, for he realised he could not court her as he might another young woman. Her family, embodying all he despised in society, stood as an insurmountable barrier. Her mother—vulgar, loud, and obsessed with securing wealthy marriages for her daughters—lacked all social grace, alienating those she most wished to attract. And Miss Bennet, despite her beauty, displayed no genuine affection for poor Bingley, who had unwittingly fallen into a trap he could not see.

The more Darcy reflected on his situation, the more he understood that there was no need to uncover his father’s past, for he was living it. Undoubtedly, his father had faced a similar dilemma: a gem of a woman amidst a mire that threatened to engulf him should he choose to marry her.

Through some cruel twist of fate, Darcy found himself ensnared in the same dilemma his father had faced. The decision his father had made over thirty years ago must be his own as well—he must leave. Without ever revealing his feelings for Miss Elizabeth, he would board his carriage and depart, hoping that somewhere in an elegant London home, a woman like his mother awaited him, perfect in every way for a man like him.

His father had had the wisdom not to tarry in Lambton but to press on the few miles to the estate at Matlock, where Lady Anne awaited him.

It was agonising to leave; it was impossible, yet with each passing day, it became increasingly clear that it was the only course of action.

He danced one last dance with her at the Netherfield ball. That night, the decision was made, unexpectedly aided by the Bingley sisters, who were desperate to prevent their brother from marrying Miss Bennet.

“You must do something, Mr Darcy! You are our last hope to save our brother,” Mrs Hurst had implored anxiously after the final guests had departed.

Before breakfast, Darcy convinced Bingley that Miss Bennet did not love him, that her interest lay solely in his wealth, and that his only choice was to leave.

But as his carriage followed Bingley’s through Meryton towards the London road, Darcy could not help but wonder who was in fact fleeing Hertfordshire.











Chapter 17




The early days of January descended upon Hertfordshire with an uncommonly bitter cold. The entire month was dreary, and the chill in the air only served to deepen the sorrow that lingered over a neighbourhood that had been filled with happiness and joy only a few months prior.

The melancholy began with Mr Bingley’s sudden departure, without a word, at a time when all had expected an engagement. Jane’s despair burst forth, casting the entire household into sadness and regret. Both Jane and Mrs Bennet, inconsolable, wept for a month until Mrs Gardiner arrived and took Jane to London. Then Charlotte Lucas’s marriage to Mr Collins soon followed, adding fury to Mrs Bennet’s suffering. Charlotte’s departure further strained the nearly twenty-year friendship between her and Elizabeth.

To complete this desolate picture, Elizabeth, with astonishment and vague regret, began to perceive Mr Wickham’s true character—something both her father and Aunt Gardiner had warned her about. Fickle and superficial, he slowly revealed a countenance no longer beautified by his smile.

The news from London was disastrous. Jane had met Mr Bingley’s sisters twice, but never the object of her suffering, and every word in her letters was steeped in pain. Even Lydia no longer dared to laugh or jest; unable to endure the sombre atmosphere at home, she would leave each morning with Kitty for Mrs Phillips’s house, returning only in the evening for dinner.

Elizabeth felt an overwhelming need to escape, but it was impossible to go to London, where she would find only the same sorrow. When a letter from Charlotte arrived, she saw an unexpected solution. She burst into her father’s library as she had since she was a small girl. Mr Bennet, masking his amusement with a stern expression, said, “Lizzy, this is not an unused room.”

“I know, Papa, but I am disconcerted,” she replied, extending her letter towards him.

“What is this?” he asked with a touch of suspicion. Having navigated life in a household of six women, Mr Bennet had learnt the necessity of setting firm rules and boundaries, particularly since his daughters had grown older. He avoided involving himself in their romantic entanglements and matters of the heart.

“It is a letter from Charlotte.”

Mr Bennet gently pushed her hand away. “Tell me what it says.”

Elizabeth flung herself into an armchair with a sigh. She never simply sat; she threw herself into furniture, her movements reflecting her moods. Today, however, Mr Bennet noticed something unusual—her distress ran more deeply than he had ever seen. Her face bore the marks of worry, but beneath that, there was a flicker of fear, and he wondered whether it arose from the fact that her closest friend was now the wife of Longbourn’s heir, the future owner of their cherished home.

But no, the cause was something else entirely. “Charlotte is unhappy!” she declared, as though expecting her father to remedy the situation just as he had resolved childhood squabbles between sisters with swift and impartial judgment.

“Lizzy—” he began.

“I know what you will say—that it is not our concern and certainly not yours.”

“Precisely,” he replied without hesitation.

“Papa, but I have no one else to confide in. They”—she gestured vaguely towards the rest of the house—“are too angry with Charlotte to care and too superficial to understand. To Mother, marriage is nothing more than a means of securing our futures.”

Mr Bennet considered saying he shared the same view but held his tongue. He had afforded his daughters the only freedom he could within their constrained social circumstances—the freedom to choose their husbands. Yet, he had to admit, that decision had not been ideal. Their prospects were far from secure, with dowries barely amounting to a thousand pounds. Upon his death, Longbourn would pass to Mr Collins and Charlotte due to an entail made long ago by a distant ancestor.

“Please, Lizzy, be brief,” he implored, hoping to save his morning.

“In short, Charlotte finds the reality of married life to be unpleasantly surprising. Is there truly nothing that can be done?”

“What do you propose?”

“Do you not remember when you spoke to Mr Phillips about divorce?”

Mr Phillips, Mrs Bennet’s brother-in-law, was a solicitor, and their conversations often revolved around legal matters. However, such discussions were more theoretical than practical, shared over a glass of brandy rather than grounded in the harsh realities of life.

Mr Bennet shook his head, a mixture of pity and mild sarcasm in his expression. “Let us not venture so far.”

“But divorce exists,” Elizabeth persisted.

“In theory, yes, in law, but not in practice. Charlotte must adapt to her life as a wife and find activities that bring her contentment.”

“Such as household management,” Elizabeth remarked with disdain.

“Yes, precisely. Herein lies the great contradiction in your beliefs. You scorn the idea of running a household, yet you are prepared to marry a man with no fortune for love. In such circumstances, love and marriage will inevitably lead to the housekeeping you disdain. Consider your mother’s difficult situation—she has just as many servants as Mrs Phillips, who has no children.”

“I shall simply choose not to have children,” Elizabeth declared with her usual determination.

“That is not a choice you can make. Children come whether desired or not…or they do not come, even when fervently wished for, as in Mrs Phillips’s case.”

Elizabeth fell silent, blushing slightly, then stood and moved to the window, gazing out. Although not fully explained, Charlotte’s unhappiness seemed to come from that direction. Yet, such matters could not be openly discussed.

“I shall visit Charlotte.”

“Very well, but I shall say this to conclude our conversation. Your friend has no alternative but to get used to the life of a married woman. If you wish to help her, you must encourage her to see the positive aspects of her situation rather than deepening her discontent with futile discussions. Being a vicar’s wife is no small responsibility. There are many fulfilling duties she can undertake within her parish. Consider Mrs Robertson, the wife of our vicar, and the meaningful life she leads. That is the example you should present to Charlotte. It is pointless to deepen her dissatisfaction through fruitless conversation. Besides, being a vicar’s wife is perhaps the best situation in a marriage arranged by one’s parents, such as Charlotte’s.”

“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked cautiously.

“A husband might have other professions that do not offer as many engaging or pleasant activities as a vicar’s wife can enjoy.”

As Elizabeth remained silent, he continued. “Consider the life of an officer’s wife, for instance,” he said hesitantly, watching his daughter from a distance. “I do not believe you would relish moving from place to place each year, with your only amusement being the company of other officers’ wives, women with whom you might share little in common.”

“You paint a rather bleak picture,” Elizabeth mused, “but I have no intention of marrying an officer. Besides, none have proposed.”

Mr Bennet sighed in relief, for in the past two months, he had feared that there might be something between Elizabeth and Mr Wickham. From the moment he met Wickham, Mr Bennet had seen him for what he truly was—a charming and elegant man, yet one without scruples, willing to do whatever it took to serve his own interests.

“Go to Charlotte with Sir William and Maria and be wise. Help her find peace.”

Elizabeth kissed his forehead thoughtfully. Assisting Charlotte in the way her father had suggested would be difficult. Still, every word he had spoken was both logical and well-intentioned. His advice was not always easy to follow, but it invariably proved to be sound.

Then she smiled, sensing his concern regarding a specific officer. Just before leaving, she said, “I am your daughter, after all. A pleasant face and impeccable manners might deceive me for a time, but not beyond a certain point…”

And they both understood what she meant.

It could not be denied that Mr Wickham had made a favourable impression on her. She had even been flattered by his attentions but was not in love with him. In truth, her interest in him came more from the injustice he claimed to have suffered at the hands of Mr Darcy, a man she found insufferable. Beyond his perfect manners and dashing appearance in his red uniform, she saw in Mr Wickham a victim of the arrogant and disagreeable man who had once dismissed her as ‘not handsome enough to tempt him’. Rather than being drawn to Mr Wickham himself, she had been swayed by the fact that Mr Darcy loathed him, a sentiment evident in that gentleman’s behaviour whenever Mr Wickham was near.

Over time, she had come to see the officer much as her father had from the beginning—a man driven by his own interests, eager for amusement, but ultimately pursuing only that which benefited him. 

Yet this realisation of Mr Wickham’s conduct inevitably raised a troubling question regarding the veracity of his accounts concerning Mr Darcy. Could the tales of a man who had revealed himself to be capricious and shallow, one who so effortlessly deceived in the relationships he cultivated whenever his own interests demanded it, truly be trusted?

The pursuit of truth in the conflict between Mr Wickham and Mr Darcy had begun to become an obsession for her. Charlotte’s letter offered her an unexpected occasion to get closer to the truth.

Amidst the two pages laden with concerns, there was a piece of information that had quietly slipped through, one Elizabeth had not shared with her father and one that her friend, it appeared, did not deem significant enough to elaborate upon—sometime in March, Lady Catherine would be visited by her nephews, Colonel Fitzwilliam and Mr Darcy. Charlotte had said no more than this, offering not the slightest remark on Mr Darcy’s presence, a telling sign of how deeply unsettled she must have been. Elizabeth found herself wondering whether Charlotte had forgotten all that had happened before her marriage.

Although her resentment towards Mr Darcy had not diminished over time, in comparing the two men side by side, she could not deny that Mr Darcy, despite his evident flaws, had consistently inspired a sense of trust and admiration within her. She trusted his honesty, despite Mr Wickham’s assertions, and admired his intellect and refinement, which had been displayed in conversations that were both engaging and substantial. As time passed, she recalled his elegance as often as his arrogance. Mr Darcy remained an enigma, while Mr Wickham had fully revealed his character, leaving a bitter aftertaste for all who had once favoured him.

As Sir William and Maria’s journey was set for March, and no other opportunity to visit Charlotte arose, it became apparent that she would accompany them. Although she expressed to her father only a concern for Charlotte, what lingered persistently in her thoughts was the urge to discover the truth about Mr Wickham’s stories. But then, as the journey approached, she had to admit that she was also driven by the curiosity to encounter once more the man who had not deemed her beautiful enough to tempt him yet had, on several occasions, shown his admiration for her, even at the cost of contradicting his own prior judgments.











Chapter 18




After nearly two months at Pemberley, Darcy resolved to return to London.

He and his sister had departed the bustling city at the beginning of January, convinced that in the serene embrace of their country estate—where he felt a deeper connection to his father and mother than anywhere else—he might find answers to the questions that plagued him. But the day of departure found him as troubled as when he had first arrived. One moment, he was consumed by love; the next, he drove Elizabeth from his thoughts, leaving himself in a state of desolate sadness and isolation.

As always, they climbed out of the carriage at the top of the hill to admire Pemberley and its grounds one last time. But with impatience, Darcy urged Georgiana back inside, as if the beauty of their home only increased his suffering. And in a way, it was true. For two months he had resisted the urge to go to Longbourn and ask Elizabeth to marry him. He imagined her being the mistress of his house, only to find it utterly impossible. And Pemberley, in the distance, Pemberley looked sad, as if the house was waiting for her to come. Absurd nonsense cried his rational mind, but unfortunately, lately, his heart held the power.

Although eager to reach London, he found solace in Georgiana’s company and decided not to rush. He chose to make frequent stops, spending leisurely nights at inns, and turn the journey into a small adventure—one that both he and Georgiana needed, and their conversations were the only moments in which he found an ephemeral peace.

“I need…I wish to ask you something,” Georgiana began, her voice tinged with hesitation, which Darcy immediately detected.

“Anything,” he replied, his tone gentle yet firm. The bond between them had evolved, deepening over the two months they had spent at Pemberley. After the turbulent years following their father’s death, during which Darcy had to learn the demanding role of a guardian, they had finally forged the relationship of brother and sister in the truest sense.

Georgiana, now accompanied by a very dedicated lady, Mrs Annesley, was stepping into womanhood with a delicate grace that was inherently her own, coupled with a new-found strength that Darcy had never before witnessed.

During the months Darcy had spent at Netherfield, Mrs Annesley had gently encouraged Georgiana to engage more socially—beginning with visits to their uncle’s family and then extending them to other households where a young lady of her virtues and substantial dowry was warmly welcomed. The colonel often accompanied her, as did Lady Caroline, the wife of Viscount Torrington, the colonel’s brother.

Upon returning from Hertfordshire, Darcy was greeted by a charming young lady who no longer blushed at the slightest attention and now participated in conversations confidently, befitting her accomplished education.

Unwittingly, his sister reminded him of a particular young lady he had left behind in the neighbourhood of Meryton without a word. Georgiana was just at the beginning of her social blossoming. Still, Darcy was confident that she would grow into a woman whose presence would adorn and enrich any gathering with time.

Much like Miss Elizabeth. After six months in London, Elizabeth Bennet would have undoubtedly become one of the most accomplished women in their social circle, requiring only a few visits to a few renowned dressmakers. Elizabeth lacked elegance not in her manner but in her wardrobe, a deficiency easily remedied by the fashions of the city.

“You forgot about me,” Georgiana reproached with a delightful smile, drawing him out of his thoughts. The gentle sway of the carriage had indeed caused him to lose himself in contemplation, leaving his sister momentarily overlooked.

They travelled alone; Mrs Annesley had departed a few days earlier to attend to a family matter. Yet, the journey felt more pleasant because of the freedom it afforded them to speak freely on any subject.

“I am listening,” he encouraged her.

“I have been observing you these past two months,” Georgiana finally spoke, her tone revealing a maturity that amused him. The little girl who once ran across Pemberley’s meadows to kiss her pony had transformed into this impressive young lady who now observed him with a keen eye.

For a brief moment, Darcy felt as though their mother was in the carriage with them. Georgiana had adopted the same tone and expression as Lady Anne when she was concerned for him—a frequent occurrence given that he had been neither an easy child nor an obedient youth.

“Yes, Mother!” he responded, and they shared a smile filled with cherished memories of an extraordinary woman.

“Is it still our father’s matter that troubles you?” Georgiana asked boldly, though a blush tinged her cheeks.

“Yes and no,” he replied with unvarnished honesty.

“I do not understand,” she said, fearing momentarily that he would withhold the truth from her.

“Georgiana, have you ever considered that I might eventually marry?”

Unexpectedly, the young lady before him lost her composure, making him wonder whether she feared a hypothetical wife might disrupt their relationship.

“My dear, you need not fear. You are my sister. That bond can never be altered.”

“I am not afraid. Rather, I am shocked—pleasantly shocked—that we are discussing this subject.”

“It is a subject that must be addressed. I have reached an age where marriage is…compulsory, essential.”

“I do not see anyone who could impose anything upon you.”

“It is not about a person. It is the legacy of our parents and our family traditions that must be passed on to future generations.”

“You have found someone,” Georgiana murmured, her tone more like a statement than a question.

Darcy looked into her eyes, and to his own surprise, he answered, “Yes!”

Silence enveloped them, each equally astonished by the admission. Georgiana did not dare ask further, and Darcy chose to remain vague for the time being.

“Let us say it is not simple.”

“Why?” she exclaimed, confident that any woman in the world would want to be her brother’s wife.

“You said that you had been observing me,” Darcy teased. “You believed I was still preoccupied with our father and that matter of his past.”

“And you answered evasively, yes and no.”

Darcy nodded. “I answered in that manner because, curiously, it feels as though I am reliving our father’s story.”

“You know more about Father’s story? We only know that he left a theatre box to a lady—”

“A lady he wished to marry.”

“This still troubles you?”

“Does it not trouble you?”

“No. I believe Father had the right to seek happiness,” she said firmly.

“I once viewed it as a betrayal of Mother’s memory—”

“But I am certain it was not!” Georgiana exclaimed with unexpected fervour. “Mother had died. One cannot betray the dead in such a manner, only the living.”

Darcy studied the young woman before him, who appeared wiser than he, and he felt compelled to reveal more. “In the meantime, I have discovered that Father loved this lady before he met Mother—”

“Oh!” Georgiana gasped, shocked, ready to respond.

“But wait,” Darcy interrupted. “Please, do not abandon your stance so easily. It is essential that you remain on Father’s side to balance the situation.”

“But loving that lady before Mother—”

“It means nothing because all that I am telling you is speculation. I know nothing for certain, only fragments I pieced together from the scant facts at my disposal. On the other hand, I witnessed his love for Mother in every moment. It remains my most cherished memory that cannot be altered.”

“This means that one can love more than once in a lifetime.”

“Perhaps,” Darcy replied, though he was in love for the first time himself. He was still grappling with the realisation that what he felt was indeed love, having long believed that love was reserved for men like Bingley. Yet, the sensation in his heart could not be called anything else. Despite this, the only acceptable decision was the one he suspected his father had made. No matter how much he loved Elizabeth.

But it was a futile struggle. He fought against the feeling with all his might, yet the desire to marry Elizabeth was so overwhelming that it seemed to surmount all doubts and resistance. In vain, he attempted to imagine her mother in his elegant London home, surrounded by the ladies from their circle. He foresaw the blunders, the nonsensical remarks, even the potential embarrassment…yet nothing could drive from his mind the memory of Elizabeth’s eyes, those eyes that had challenged him at the theatre, her gaze on that unfortunate day when he had declared she was not handsome enough to tempt him.

Elizabeth Bennet had tempted him from the very first moment and had since claimed his heart—irrevocably. Her beauty was only one aspect of what captivated him. The struggle with himself was not over, and he wondered when it would be.

His father had likely experienced something similar, though it was uncertain whether he had seriously contemplated marriage. At that time, Darcy’s grandfather had still been alive and would have had the final say—or perhaps he had even intervened.

“I searched through Father’s papers in London and later at Pemberley, hoping to find a letter or journal.”

“And you found nothing.”

“No, my only information comes from our solicitor, Mr Thompson. I returned to visit him after we went together. From him, I learnt that Father loved Mrs Wilson in his youth, and after Mother died, they met again. But Father left nothing in writing. There must have been letters, but he likely destroyed them. All I found was a receipt from Mr Black, our jeweller.”

“And?” Georgiana prompted, sensing her brother had more to reveal.

“And I went to see him,” Darcy admitted, somewhat abashed. “I showed him the receipt, and he informed me that Father had ordered a ring and a pendant… Then I recalled a jewellery box I had seen among his possessions but had overlooked. He never had the opportunity to present them. They were likely intended as wedding gifts.”

“Poor Father!”

“In speaking to you, I find myself beginning to see him in a different light,” Darcy confessed, surprised. His own dilemma seemed less daunting. If they married at a discreet distance from Longbourn, it was unlikely that he would see her relatives too often.

“And your plans? Why did you say you find yourself reliving our father’s story?”

“Do you recall the young ladies in Mrs Wilson’s box?”

“Yes!” Georgiana exclaimed. “Is she one of them?”

“Yes,” he confirmed but did not elaborate. That was all he could say for now, mostly because he did not have answers to the many questions concerning Elizabeth. But with one perceptive glance, his little sister seemed to understand.

“We know so little about our ancestors on the Darcy side,” Georgiana said, her voice trembling as tears welled in her eyes.

Darcy nodded solemnly. “Every time we meet, Lord Matlock regales us with tales of the family. We know more about the first Earl of Matlock than our own Darcy grandfather. Do you think such discretion was a family trait?”

“Perhaps,” Georgiana mused. “I had never considered it before.”

“Nor had I,” Darcy admitted. “But not long ago, Lady Matlock shared a story about one of our ancestors…the one who purchased Pemberley.”

Georgiana gasped, her interest piqued.

“Wait,” Darcy cautioned. “Do not let your enthusiasm overwhelm you. Papa never mentioned such a thing, so it might be nothing more than a legend.”

“Please tell me in any case,” she pleaded, her tone reminiscent of how she might have asked for another bedtime story in her childhood.

“The story goes that he had twin sons and was forced to divide Pemberley between them. But dividing the estate equally was impossible, leading to enmity and an eternal rift between the brothers.”

“Oh!” she exclaimed again, this time in disappointment. “That cannot be true! I do not want to know such a story!”











Chapter 19




Charlotte was not crying, yet her face bore such an expression of sorrow that Elizabeth felt her heart constrict with sympathy. “Speak to me, Charlotte,” she murmured softly.

They had arrived at the Parsonage early in the afternoon. After half an hour of pleasantries and refreshments—time that Mr Collins entirely consumed with his proud presentation of the house—Elizabeth had finally retired to her chamber to rest. No sooner had she done so than a discreet knock announced that her friend wished to speak to her.

They embraced tightly, lingering in each other’s arms, as Elizabeth hoped her presence might dispel the deep sadness etched upon Charlotte’s face.

“Your house is so lovely and welcoming,” Elizabeth remarked warmly, and she meant it. She had been pleasantly surprised when she first caught sight of the Parsonage in the distance. She had admired the charming, well-kept garden that gently sloped down to the road, the two-storey building of sturdy, weathered stone, the green pales, and the laurel hedge.

Upon entering, she had found herself in a spacious parlour, a cosy room with a large fireplace of elegant stone. Comfortable armchairs and a sofa were arranged around a wooden table, and one wall was lined with shelves filled with lovely objects. Despite Mr Collins’s conceit and the pompous manner in which he presented the house, it was indeed spacious and inviting. Everything from the exterior planting to the furniture seemed new and of good quality.

On her journey to Kent, Elizabeth had resolved not to like Lady Catherine. Yet, a patroness who had taken such care of the Parsonage surely possessed qualities that Elizabeth could not overlook.

“What is troubling you, my dear?” Elizabeth asked, knowing that silence would not mend Charlotte’s sorrow. “Remember the Parsonage in Meryton?”

Charlotte offered a faint smile. There was no comparison. In Meryton, they did not have a patroness like Lady Catherine; the parsonage there was utterly inferior compared to that in Hunsford.

But Elizabeth suspected neither the house nor the household duties distressed Charlotte.

“Is he mistreating you?” she asked, without mentioning Mr Collins by name.

Charlotte gently shook her head. “No, that is not the problem. I had hoped for a marriage at least as good as my parents’—”

“Charlotte, I interrupt you because there are many things to say. First, your parents have been married for thirty years. You do not know how they were at the beginning, how difficult it was for your mother…just as I know nothing about mine. After so many years, things have settled into a certain order—”

“It is not just that. It is unexpectedly hard to be a wife,” Charlotte murmured.

“Perhaps you expected something different,” Elizabeth replied, trying to avoid a subject she did not wish to explore with Charlotte.

“I thought it would be good for me too.”

“And it is not?”

Charlotte’s only response was a shake of her head and the silent fall of two large tears down her cheeks.

“Please do not cry. In other aspects of marriage, time is also required. At least, that is what I believe.”

Elizabeth then reflected on how little she knew about that matter happening in every marriage yet so completely forbidden from any conversation. She had participated in countless discussions about love and marriage, which seemed futile because no one spoke of the essence. All the young ladies she knew were utterly unprepared for what marriage would bring. Charlotte, likely influenced by the romantic notions cultivated in the Bennet household, had probably departed for Kent with an idyllic image of marriage.

“If I knew what to say to comfort you, I would,” Elizabeth lamented, genuinely saddened by her friend’s distress.

In that nearly wordless conversation, something within Elizabeth shifted. All her cherished beliefs about marriage began to crumble in the face of Charlotte’s despair. The beautiful notion that love inevitably led to happiness was shattered by her friend’s tears.

“Children will come, and perhaps it will be better.” Elizabeth ventured into the unknown, attempting to offer hope.

“I can hardly wait,” Charlotte replied.

“You have been married only two months. You must be patient.”

It was the only advice Elizabeth felt she could give.

“Is that thing so difficult?” Elizabeth hesitated to ask, but her curiosity was too great to resist.

“Oh yes!” Charlotte sighed. “You have no idea!”

That evening at dinner, as Mr Collins droned on about the grandeur of Rosings and Lady Catherine, Elizabeth felt a surge of overwhelming relief that neither she nor Jane had been compelled to marry this man. Silently, she thanked her parents.

Yet later, as sleep eluded her despite her fatigue, she once more questioned whether marriage was anything other than what Charlotte had described. For the first time, she doubted that the love so ardently preached at Longbourn could alter the fundamental realities of what a woman experienced in the early days of marriage. Sadly, the only person she could discuss this matter with was Charlotte.

It is a matter of time, I am confident. Elizabeth remembered the words she had repeated more than once. Although, in the silence of the night, her advice sounded odious. For her marriage could not be that desperate expression she had discovered on Charlotte’s face after a month spent in her husband’s bed. But then what was it?











Chapter 20




Strangely enough, time had the power to resolve marital problems, at least in Charlotte’s marriage. Almost shocked, Elizabeth witnessed the transformation, once again shattering all she imagined about marriage.

In the weeks since Elizabeth’s arrival at the Parsonage, Charlotte had slowly yet perceptibly changed from a desperate woman into a pleasant mistress of the house. Her smile had returned, and she had found a sense of peace that was reflected in her demeanour towards Mr Collins, who now regarded her with an attentiveness that had been absent before. During an entire dinner, Charlotte spoke animatedly of their parishioners from Hunsford, and Mr Collins mentioned Lady Catherine only once, a significant departure from his usual behaviour.

Charlotte attributed her new-found serenity in domestic life to her friend’s presence. She conveyed her gratitude to Elizabeth not through words but by attempting to rekindle the tone of their former conversations, which were full of indulgence and a shared sense of amusement.

Elizabeth could not have been more delighted that her friend had found a balance in her marriage. Just as her father had predicted, time was essential, and the fact that Charlotte had embraced the duties of a vicar’s wife with enthusiasm had equally contributed to a visible serenity. The nights of a married couple, which Elizabeth reflected upon with shyness, no longer seemed to be such a dreadful trial. She had dared to ask only once whether things were improving, but Charlotte had merely blushed deeply and shaken her head, letting Elizabeth understand that in that direction, not much had changed.

But the arrival of guests at Rosings rendered everything less significant to Elizabeth. She had made several attempts, with no noticeable results, to convince herself that one of her reasons for visiting Kent was to learn more about Mr Bingley and his already infamous departure from Hertfordshire.

However, on the evening she met the two cousins, all other problems or interests faded in the face of the pleasure of having two young men at Lady Catherine’s tedious dinners who inevitably altered the atmosphere.

Mr Darcy had regarded her with sufficient indifference the first time they met in the drawing-room at Rosings. After a brief bow, he had retreated hastily, almost rudely, to a sofa where Miss de Bourgh and her companion, Mrs Jenkinson, were seated.

If Elizabeth had, for a moment, hoped that he might escort her to dinner, such an expectation was not fulfilled. Yet, unlike that dreadful evening at the Meryton assembly, she was rescued by Colonel Fitzwilliam, who, though newly introduced, proved to be a cheerful conversationalist eager to win her friendship. Unintentionally, throughout that evening, she compared the two gentlemen. Although they resembled each other physically, they were entirely different in behaviour and disposition. Colonel Fitzwilliam exuded vitality and goodwill, while his cousin, as Elizabeth remembered him, retained the same morose demeanour, although the arrogance had faded in his aunt’s house.

Several times that evening and over the following days, she caught Mr Darcy gazing at her but never discerned the reason. In the past, in the library at Netherfield, she had perceived admiration or interest in his eyes, but at Rosings, he merely looked at her without revealing anything.

It was surprising, however, that on several occasions during dinners, he defended her or took her side, which puzzled her even further.

“Miss Bennet may not have taken pianoforte lessons, but you will find that she plays with passion, and her deeper understanding of music makes her performances a pleasure for listeners,” Mr Darcy remarked during a conversation where his aunt expressed disdain for the Bennet sisters’ education, lacking tutors or music masters.

“I do not know whether passion can replace technique,” Lady Catherine replied with disdain.

Darcy continued in the same tone, “Passion is an ingredient that can make a performance either a success or a bore.”

“And not only when it comes to the pianoforte is passion important,” Colonel Fitzwilliam added boldly, for he enjoyed shocking others in conversation and often succeeded in doing so.

A swift friendship had formed between him and Elizabeth, based on a similar outlook on life, which they discovered after their initial conversations, occasionally making Elizabeth regret that Mr Darcy resembled his cousin so little in those respects.

Still, at another dinner, Mr Darcy once again came to her aid when he interrupted his aunt’s inconsiderate diatribe about the entail on the Bennet family estate. Elizabeth blushed slightly with irritation, and it was perhaps the only time his eyes conveyed a warmth she had never previously experienced from him.

Yet, even those tiny proofs of interest faded whenever they met in the morning or afternoon during their walks. When Colonel Fitzwilliam was present, the conversation flowed mainly between them, with brief and tiresome interjections from Mr Darcy. However, when she encountered him alone, her only desire was to part as swiftly as possible. No matter how she tried with allusions or recollections of Hertfordshire, he behaved as though meeting her for the first time, prompting her to avoid the park for several days—only to find him at the Parsonage on visits that no one could explain.











Chapter 21




“Mr Darcy has made it a habit to visit us,” Charlotte observed one morning after lunch, her gaze fixed intently on her friend.

“I cannot quite understand why,” Elizabeth replied. “If not for Colonel Fitzwilliam, we would have nothing to do but speak among ourselves. Is he so wearied by life at Rosings that he comes here to spread his discontent?”

“Lizzy!” Charlotte exclaimed, surprised by her friend’s apparent anger. “I believe there may be something more involved,” she continued, determined to maintain a lightness in the conversation. Her insinuating tone prompted Elizabeth to look at her in surprise. They had been friends long enough that words were often unnecessary to convey meaning.

Both then turned their attention to Maria, who was overjoyed to finally be included in their conversation, which had rarely occurred at home, where she was only friends with Lydia and Kitty.

“Do not look at me like that,” Maria protested. “I swear I shall not breathe a word of what you discuss.”

Elizabeth shrugged and turned back to Charlotte. “What else could be involved?” she asked, though she did not wait for an answer. The possibility had indeed crossed her mind before—that Mr Darcy harboured feelings for her other than indifference. Despite his earlier declarations, she, Elizabeth Bennet, had somehow tempted him. “If that is true and he has certain feelings for me,” Elizabeth finally said, “then his utterly dull behaviour is incomprehensible. When one likes another, one seeks to please, not to drive the other to the verge of falling asleep.”

“You are cruel,” laughed Charlotte, though inwardly, she admired the way Elizabeth comported herself with men, as if she had never acknowledged or cared for the distinctions society imposed between the sexes.

“I cannot imagine why he insists on crossing my path whenever I venture out for a walk. These encounters almost frighten me, for I am always on the brink of uttering something unpleasant to make him leave. The only restraint I have is due to Colonel Fitzwilliam’s presence. We have formed a surprising friendship in such a brief period. Once, I found pleasure in conversing with Mr Darcy… but now I wish to flee whenever he begins to speak, whether it be of the weather or the distances between cities.”

The dilemma between Mr Darcy and Mr Wickham no longer interested her; the mysterious aura that had once surrounded Mr Darcy only six weeks prior had dissolved into the tedium of his presence and conversation. She felt a strong inclination to leave, and although she had confided nothing to Charlotte, her decision awaited only an opportune moment to be declared.

The opportunity arose not long after that conversation, one morning when Elizabeth encountered Colonel Fitzwilliam in Rosings Park.

Absorbed in Jane’s latest letter, she was reflecting on particular passages that revealed her sister’s subdued spirits. Just as she was expecting Mr Darcy to surprise her once again, she instead noticed Colonel Fitzwilliam approaching. Hastily putting away the letter and summoning a smile, she greeted him with undisguised pleasure, and together they walked towards the Parsonage.

“Are you indeed leaving Kent on Saturday?” she asked.

“Yes—unless Darcy postpones it again. But I am at his command. He arranges matters precisely as he sees fit.”

“He certainly has a great power of choice, and I know no one who appears to take greater pleasure in exercising it than Mr Darcy.”

“He does relish having his own way,” Colonel Fitzwilliam agreed. “But then, so do we all. It is simply that he has better means to do so than most, being wealthy while many others are not. I speak from experience. As the younger son of an earl, you see, one must grow accustomed to self-denial and dependency.”

Elizabeth felt a flicker of irritation, suspecting that his words were directed at her. But she quickly composed herself. This marked the beginning of a curious conversation, revealing a truth about the second son of an earl, who, possessing no more resources than a woman, must ultimately resort to the same means of survival—marriage for money.

“I am a woman, yet I vehemently oppose such a course,” Elizabeth declared, and the colonel regarded her with admiration, for he could not say the same of himself.

In his view, marrying for love was a luxury reserved for the wealthy, who wished to love and be loved.

“And they take great care to avoid all pitfalls in that respect. Even Darcy is exceedingly cautious, not only concerning himself but also his friends,” the colonel remarked. “I am aware of a situation that Darcy would not want widely known, for if it reached the lady’s family, it would cause considerable discomfort.”

“You may depend upon my discretion,” Elizabeth assured him, striving to maintain her composure, though her heart beat wildly as she began to suspect the nature of the tale.

“And remember, I have little reason to believe the gentleman in question is Bingley. Darcy merely told me that he was pleased with himself for having recently saved a friend from the complications of an imprudent marriage without mentioning names or providing any details. I only surmised it might be Bingley because he seems the type to become entangled in such a situation.”

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

“I gathered that there were some grave objections to the lady and her family.”

“And what methods did he employ to separate them?”

“He did not confide that to me,” the colonel said with a smile. “He only shared what I have just related to you.”

Elizabeth offered no reply, her heart swelling with indignation.

Unwilling to trust herself to continue the conversation in that vein, she abruptly changed the subject, speaking on inconsequential topics until they reached the Parsonage.

Upon returning from that unfortunate walk, Elizabeth found Charlotte alone and, seizing the moment, unburdened herself of all her pain and resentment. Her feelings towards Mr Darcy swiftly darkened from mere displeasure to outright hatred, for nothing mattered more to her than Jane’s happiness.

“There were some grave objections against the lady and her family, were Colonel Fitzwilliam’s words,” Elizabeth cried out. “To Jane herself, there could be no possible objection,” she continued. “She is all loveliness and goodness! Her understanding is excellent, her mind refined, and her manners captivating. Nothing could be said against my father either, who, despite his peculiarities, possesses abilities Mr Darcy himself need not scorn and respectability that Mr Darcy may never attain.”

When she thought of her mother, her confidence wavered slightly. Still, she refused to believe that any objections there carried substantial weight with Mr Darcy, whose pride, she was convinced, would be more deeply wounded by the lack of social standing in his friend’s connections than by their lack of decorum. At last, she concluded that he had been induced partly by this most reprehensible form of pride and partly by the desire to keep Mr Bingley free for his sister.

That same day, despite Charlotte’s pleas, she wrote to her uncle, requesting that the carriage be sent to take her to London.

But her anger did not diminish. She again joined Charlotte in the parlour and informed her about her decision, this time utterly indifferent to Maria’s presence.

“I hate him!” she said.

“Men behave in strange ways that we often cannot comprehend. What Colonel Fitzwilliam told you happened three months ago. Perhaps Mr Darcy thinks differently now. Are you not curious to learn more?” Charlotte ventured, hoping to sway Elizabeth’s emotions.

But Elizabeth shook her head doubtfully. “Under the current circumstances, I am not. Nothing that gentleman could say would make me forgive him or mend Jane’s heart. And if what you suspect about his feelings for me is true, I would be even angrier.”

“Please, stay a little longer,” Charlotte urged.

Elizabeth shook her head again. To stay meant to continue seeing that man, and not even the growing friendship between her and Colonel Fitzwilliam offered her pleasure any longer.

“I have stayed for longer than I intended, and I am leaving you with Maria and, let us recognise, in greater peace. That is a comfort to me. But I must speak in haste with Jane and tell her what happened in November. A letter will not suffice.”

“What truly happened in November?” Maria asked, her curiosity at last overpowering her restraint.

“Nothing of importance,” Charlotte replied somewhat brusquely. Such matters were not to be discussed with her younger sister. Elizabeth cast her a grateful glance, for it was indeed better that Maria remained unaware.

However, Elizabeth would have been surprised to know Charlotte’s thoughts. Only three months into her marriage, and despite her initial discontent, Charlotte had begun to feel a genuine loyalty towards her husband and, by extension, towards the family at Rosings. Her rough tone towards Maria came from a tangled mix of reasons. She feared her sister’s indiscretion, not towards those in Meryton or Longbourn but more concerning Mr Collins. She was suddenly terrified that her husband might learn something from Maria about Mr Darcy’s role in Mr Bingley’s departure. Maria was young and impetuous and would undoubtedly take Jane’s side, possibly offending those at Rosings.

Charlotte felt a palpable shift in her perspective, a development born out of her reconciliation with her role as a wife. Yet nothing she felt brought her shame or discomfort. Not even the thought of Elizabeth leaving pained her, so she ceased her insistence on her friend staying.

Looking at Elizabeth, she understood her anger, yet for the first time in their lives, Charlotte was not on her friend’s side. The comfort she had found in her marriage now outweighed that loss.

∞∞∞

Everything significantly altered the next day when Charlotte and Maria returned from Hunsford. As they approached the house, they saw Mr Darcy charging out of the Parsonage, unaware of their presence. Charlotte quickened her pace, sensing that something dreadful had occurred. Indeed, they found Elizabeth in the parlour, staring blankly, more distressed than they had ever seen her.

This time, Charlotte was direct and unrestrained with her sister. Leaving Maria in the parlour, she led Elizabeth to her room.

“What has happened?” she demanded, her voice almost a shout.

Elizabeth breathed heavily as though she had made an immense effort, her face a mask of shock and anger.

“Mr Darcy was here again. I saw him leaving,” Charlotte pressed, and Elizabeth nodded.

“He proposed to me,” Elizabeth said, and Charlotte sank onto the bench at the foot of the bed, feeling her legs could no longer support her.

“And?” she asked, her voice trembling with fear, for her heart was gripped by a torment as great as her friend’s, though for different reasons. She no longer cared about what happened between Elizabeth and Jane. She only feared that Elizabeth and Mr Darcy might disrupt the fragile peace she had recently found.

“I refused him at once,” Elizabeth cried, her voice thick with anger. “It is a blessing that I am leaving. I could not bear to see him again without telling him once more what I think of him!”

“You mean you have already told him?” Charlotte asked, alarmed.

“Oh yes. He had the audacity to propose by declaring that he despised my family and had struggled with himself over whether to make the offer.”

“But in the end, he did propose,” Charlotte ventured, almost unwittingly taking Mr Darcy’s side.

“Charlotte, what are you saying? A man who tells me to my face that he despises my family and considers Jane a mere fortune hunter dares to propose to me? Never in my life have I been more humiliated and furious!”

“And what did you say to him?”

“I told him I would not marry him if he were the last man on earth! That I despise him for his arrogance… I do not know…there were probably other things I said that I cannot recall.”

“Heavens above!” Charlotte exclaimed, deeply worried. “I beg you, say nothing of this to Mr Collins.”

At that moment, Elizabeth recognised in her friend’s face and demeanour that Charlotte was no longer on her side or Jane’s. Charlotte’s only concern was for her own peace of mind.

Elizabeth smiled sadly and replied, “Of course not. It is not something I am proud of.”

The sadness in her heart was not only for what had occurred in the Parsonage’s parlour but also for the realisation that their friendship, while not ending, was undoubtedly entering a new phase. Like Charlotte, she understood the situation perfectly but harboured no resentment.

She simply felt relieved to be leaving the next day.











Chapter 22




Elizabeth awoke on the day of her departure, her mind still consumed by the thoughts that had occupied her ever since Mr Darcy proposed. The shock of the previous days’ events lingered, rendering her incapable of thinking of anything else. She could only find solace in the prospect of leaving the Parsonage.

She declined the invitation to breakfast, feigning a habit of abstaining from food on the morning of a journey. This was merely an excuse to avoid sitting at a table where she felt her presence was no longer entirely welcome. Her trunk was already placed in the hall when she stepped out for a brief walk along the lane that bordered Rosings.

After pacing up and down the lane two or three times, the delightful morning tempted her to pause at the gates and gaze into the park. The weeks she had spent in Kent had wrought significant changes in the scenery, and each passing day added to the verdure of the early trees.

Just as she was about to return to wait for her carriage, she caught sight of a gentleman in the grove bordering the park, walking in her direction. Fearing it might be Mr Darcy, she instinctively began to retreat. However, the figure was now close enough to recognise her, and stepping forwards eagerly, he called out to her. Although she had turned away, the sound of her name—spoken in a voice unmistakably his—compelled her to face him once more.

By the time she reached the gate, he had also arrived, and looking almost composed, he extended a letter, which she took instinctively. “I have been walking in the grove for some time, hoping to encounter you,” he said. “Will you do me the honour of reading this letter?” Then, with a slight bow, he returned to the park and soon disappeared from view.

Elizabeth began to breathe freely again when he had gone far enough. Her chest ached from the strain, and her heart pounded violently within her breast. Never had she imagined finding herself in such a dreadful situation. She wished to hate him without reservation, yet the eyes that had watched her as he handed her the letter bore no trace of their former arrogance; instead, they revealed a man who was sad and weary. For a few moments, she desperately wondered where the truth lay. She had always lived without doubts, but now her soul was burdened with sadness, a heaviness that had replaced the dreadful anger from their previous conversation.

She returned to her room to await the carriage, which arrived not long after.

∞∞∞

Within half an hour, two carriages departed—one from the front of Rosings, escaping from Lady Catherine’s vain attempts to prevent her nephews from leaving, and the other from the Parsonage.

The colonel did his utmost to conceal Darcy’s state of mind from any onlookers. He had spoken only a few cold farewell words before climbing into the carriage, not even glancing at Rosings or the Parsonage.

For a long time, neither man spoke. The night before, Darcy had wished he could forget the day entirely, but his emotions had raged out of control. After a glass of brandy, he had confided in the colonel, who had been torn between pity for his cousin and admiration for the woman who had confronted him as no one else ever had.

“You may say something,” Darcy remarked with a faint smile as soon as the carriage moved. Any conversation was preferable to the silence, which only deepened his melancholy. After a pause, he added, “I have written her a letter.”

“No!” the colonel exclaimed, his immediate thought being that such a letter could only be an act of foolishness.

“Do you think I was wrong to write it?” Darcy asked. “I felt compelled to tell her things that should not be left unsaid.”

“Such as?”

“She accused me of two offences of very different natures and of unequal magnitude. The first concerned Bingley. I explained to her my reasons for persuading him to leave Hertfordshire.”

“Please provide some details,” the colonel murmured, genuinely concerned that his cousin might have ruined his chances with this extraordinary lady forever.

“Well…I cannot deny that Bingley preferred Miss Jane Bennet to any other young woman in the country, and his feelings seemed to indicate a serious attachment—”

“We had often seen Bingley in love before…”

“Exactly,” Darcy interjected. “But at the Netherfield ball, Sir William Lucas, Mrs Collins’s father, inadvertently informed me that Bingley’s attentions to Miss Bennet had created a general expectation of their marriage. He spoke of it as a certain event, the timing of which was the only uncertainty. From that moment, I observed our friend’s behaviour closely. I soon perceived that his attraction to Miss Bennet was stronger than anything we had ever seen in him before. Unfortunately, while she received his attentions with pleasure, there was no genuine reciprocity of sentiment.”

“I understand,” the colonel said rather sternly, suddenly understanding that the story about Bingley that he had imparted to Miss Elizabeth the previous day, meant to convey his cousin’s good character, had had the opposite effect to the one he intended. How could he have been so foolish? The lady he had boasted of his cousin separating Bingley from was her sister! “Still, Miss Bennet is Miss Elizabeth’s sister, and I fail to see how they would have received different educations.”

“It may be a matter of character rather than education,” Darcy replied. “Miss Elizabeth is the rare flower in her family.”

The colonel refrained from responding; for once, he disagreed with Darcy. He feared that his cousin’s impressions were shaped by the conceit he occasionally exhibited, which prevented him from seeing the true nature of events or the qualities of people.

“And the second offence?” the colonel asked, eager to close the discussion about Miss Bennet.

“Wickham, of course. I could not allow her to continue believing that scoundrel to be a gentleman. I told her about Georgiana.”

“You did well,” the colonel said. “That man must be banished from all decent society. You did well to write to her.”

And with that, silence fell in the first carriage.

∞∞∞

As she watched the footmen load her trunk onto the carriage, Elizabeth recalled how she had been received when she arrived. However, the feelings surrounding her departure were now markedly different, not only because of the incident with Mr Darcy. Charlotte bade her farewell at the carriage, but no regret was visible on her face.

Before boarding, Elizabeth embraced her childhood friend and whispered, “Have a wonderful life, Charlotte.” She had no time to hear her reply; perhaps there was none.

Elizabeth finally opened Mr Darcy’s letter with no expectation of pleasure but a strong sense of curiosity. To her growing astonishment, she discovered two sheets of closely written paper. The letter was dated from Rosings at eight o’clock that morning.

Please do not be alarmed, madam, upon receiving this letter, it began, thinking it contains a repetition of sentiments or offers that were so distressing to you last time we met. I write with no intention of causing you pain or embarrassing myself by revisiting wishes that, for the happiness of both of us, should be forgotten as soon as possible. The effort involved in writing and reading this letter would have been avoided if my character did not necessitate it. Therefore, I ask you to excuse the directness with which I request your attention. I understand you may be reluctant, but I appeal to your sense of fairness.

As she read, the image of the Mr Darcy she had encountered at the Meryton assembly reappeared in her mind. Yet beyond his physical appearance, nothing now aligned with what she had previously believed about him. The arrogance that could still be detected between the lines of his letter had diminished, revealing itself as merely a flaw in a man rather than the overwhelming trait of an entire character.

Jane did not know how to show her feelings. It pained Elizabeth to admit it, but her sister bore some blame. The story might have unfolded differently had Jane presented herself to their community and at Netherfield as a woman deeply in love—which she truly was. This, of course, did not excuse Mr Bingley’s abrupt departure or his susceptibility to influence. And then there was their mother… Upon reaching that paragraph, Elizabeth felt tears sliding down her cheeks for the first time. She could not deny that her mother had committed grievous errors in her frantic desire to see her daughters married. Although she remained loyal to her family, Mr Darcy’s letter forced her to confront and accept that each person bore their share of faults in Jane’s story, and each had played a part.

Later, the tale of Mr Wickham provoked a physical sense of nausea in Elizabeth. Even before she had left home, she had harboured suspicions about his honesty. Still, she had never imagined the extent of his villainy. She recalled Miss Darcy, the delicate and elegant girl with an angelic smile, and her heart filled with anger and pain, forever altering her initial impressions of the two men.

The arrogant Mr Darcy cared deeply for his family and their legacy, while Mr Wickham was a scoundrel masquerading as a gentleman. And only then did the full reality of what she had experienced descend upon her. Fitzwilliam Darcy had asked her to marry him.

“Miss.” She heard a voice and, upon turning, saw one of the servants sent by her uncle. “We have arrived at the inn. You mentioned you wished to rest and eat.”

He opened the door for her, and as she entered the inn, she spotted Mr Darcy and the colonel seated at a table with undeniable surprise. Both men rose in unison, stupefied in their turn by her arrival.

The colonel hesitated momentarily, uncertain whether to leave the table and let the two speak alone. However, both appeared so shocked and paralysed that his departure would have served no purpose.

“Miss Elizabeth,” he said, striving for a calm tone, “what a pleasant surprise. I was unaware you were leaving today as well.”

“I have been here for seven weeks,” Elizabeth responded, unsure how to proceed. “I requested my uncle’s carriage a few days ago.”

“Mr Gardiner?” Mr Darcy asked unexpectedly, looking at her.

“Yes,” Elizabeth replied, and their eyes met. But it was only for a moment, as neither could maintain the gaze.

“Do you intend to remain in London?” the colonel continued, as the oppressive silence that followed seemed almost painful.

“My sister Jane is expecting me in London. We shall return home in a few days. She has been gone for quite some time.”

She had wanted to add that Jane had stayed in London all this time, hoping to see Mr Bingley, but he had been well-guarded, and her sister could not find him. However, she refrained from doing so. All that needed to be said had been said, and it was pointless to continue the dispute. On the contrary, she preferred to reach a truce, as there was a possibility they might meet again in the future, perhaps at the theatre.

Observing them, the colonel sensed that both were equally unhappy. While he fully understood Darcy’s state of mind, he could not believe Miss Bennet’s feelings were rooted in hate. He was more inclined to think she was sad, just like Darcy.

They discussed spring, London, and the roads, which still seemed marked by the harshness of winter.

Even though the conversation was far from engaging, neither Darcy nor Elizabeth made the first move to leave.

Then Darcy’s coachman announced that his carriage was ready, and they all rose. Darcy escorted Elizabeth to her carriage without uttering a word and handed her in. Looking through the window, he said, “Goodbye, Elizabeth!”

Although surprised, she held his gaze and replied, “Goodbye, Fitzwilliam.”

To both, it felt like a final farewell.

∞∞∞

“She hates me,” Darcy said, his sadness mingling unexpectedly with anger.

“No, absolutely not! I rather sensed she was as confused as you are.”

“I am recovering,” he replied, though it was not yet true. Nevertheless, it was inevitable that Darcy would soon return to being the impassive man everyone knew.

“It is a pity to give her up,” the colonel said rather firmly, nearly struck by Darcy’s piercing look.

“Give up on what? I asked her to be my wife. She refused without hesitation, in the most terrible terms. She has rejected me, and I have nothing more to say. The differences between us are irreconcilable, just as they likely were between my father and that woman. I would be curious to know how my father behaved in his relationship with her. Still, I doubt he proposed to her in his youth or endured the humiliation I have.”

“Do not talk nonsense. A refusal is no humiliation.”

But upon looking at Darcy, the colonel knew he was wrong. This man had never been refused anything before. And Miss Elizabeth had said no to the most important question a man could pose to a woman. He was humiliated and unlikely to ever forgive her for that mortification.

“My father had the sense to move on and marry my mother.”

“You cannot know how he felt.”

“I think I do. The fact that he proposed to her after my mother’s death suggests to me that Mrs Wilson never humiliated him.” He paused for a moment. “Is it not strange? Instead of quelling my curiosity, it has only intensified. It is as if I might find strength in my father’s example.”

“It will be rather difficult to uncover anything more in the present circumstances,” the colonel remarked, hoping Darcy was unconsciously seeking an excuse to see Miss Elizabeth again under the pretext of investigating his father’s past. But when Darcy descended from the carriage in front of his house, he was once again the same honest, proud, and unyielding man everyone knew.             











Chapter 23




The colonel was both correct and mistaken. Darcy was resolute in his decision to leave everything behind. Yet, the path to reclaiming his former composure stretched long before him. Georgiana, who greeted him in the hall, leapt into his arms joyfully. However, the brother who received her was merely a shadow of the cheerful and confident man who had departed two weeks earlier.

“Fitzwilliam, what has happened? Are Lady Catherine and Anne well?”

“Yes, they are quite well.”

“Then what has happened?”

As Darcy attempted to withdraw without answering, Georgiana followed him up the stairs, her heart deeply affected by the sadness he exuded.

“Fitzwilliam, you cannot leave me in such a state!” she implored, tears streaming down her cheeks. It was only then that Darcy halted.

“Do you intend to accompany me while I wash?” he asked with a grand gesture and a hint of jest.

“I shall wait for you in the library,” Georgiana replied, her tone resolute, and Darcy suspected that she would not relent until she had uncovered what troubled him.

Half an hour later, with a brandy in hand, he settled into an armchair in the library, only then noticing that it was their father’s favourite chair.

“I have never seen you so…”

“So what?” he asked.

But for Georgiana, who was only beginning to navigate this new relationship with her brother, it was difficult to define his state.

“Sad?” she ventured hesitantly.

“Yes, sad. And angry, in truth.”

“Angry? With whom are you angry?”

Darcy regarded Georgiana with surprise, as if only then would he realise certain truths about himself and his situation.

“That is an excellent question,” he murmured, swirling the golden liquid in his glass as though the answers he sought might lie within it.

What purpose would it serve to conceal the truth from his sister? She was his family and the only one who needed to know what had happened.

“When you left, I believed you would return in high spirits.”

“I believed so too, but the man I was when I left could never have returned happy.”

Suddenly, he felt grateful to Georgiana for stopping him on his way to his chambers and glad to be with her. Instead of retreating to his room, into the narrow confines of his soul to brood over his anger and sorrow, his sister offered him a path to understanding and release.

“You mentioned you were close to making a decision regarding…your future,” Georgiana said. He appreciated the unexpectedly mature expression and the calmness with which she broached a subject that could have deeply unsettled her.

“Yes, I did not give you any names then. It concerned Miss Elizabeth Bennet—”

“I remember her!” Georgiana exclaimed. “She did not stay with us long, but I wished I could have spoken to her more.”

“You remember her?”

“Yes, she stepped out during one of the intervals, and we talked about the play. Her aunt told me later that she loved the theatre.”

“And the other young ladies?”

Georgiana smiled, and Darcy detected a hint of amusement on her face as she replied, “The two younger ladies were less interested in the play and more in what was happening around us.”

With her innate delicacy, Georgiana would never have described the youngest Bennet sisters as superficial, as he had thought and would have readily declared. He looked at her with great admiration, for his younger sister, without realising it, had imparted a life lesson. If he closed his eyes, he could see their mother, who had been the same—kind and friendly to everyone around her, from the simplest of folk to her dearest friends in town. She would never have encouraged him in his apparent disdain towards those he did not appreciate.

“I was mistaken,” he said, and Georgiana looked at him, speechless. She could not imagine that her adored brother could be wrong.

“Pride can be a grave flaw,” he continued. “You have the right perspective, and Mother was the same. Regarding the two young ladies, I would have openly described them as vain, while you, with your gentleness, perceived their character and extended your goodwill, not your contempt.”

“Contempt?” Georgiana asked, surprised. “I despise no one.”

Darcy merely nodded, overwhelmed by the thoughts that besieged him.

“You have not actually told me anything,” Georgiana eventually murmured. Darcy sighed in a way she had never heard before, a palpable sign of the inner torment he was enduring.

“The Bennets’ estate, Longbourn is near the estate Bingley leased in Hertfordshire. We were in their company several times while I was in the neighbourhood. Since I left Netherfield, I have tried to forget Miss Elizabeth. That was my intent during my two months at Pemberley, and yet I met her again at Rosings—she was visiting her friend who is married to Lady Catherine’s parson—and I found myself torn between the desire to marry her and the obstacles that loomed—”

“What obstacles?” Georgiana asked, and Darcy realised that Elizabeth’s family seemed perfectly ordinary, decent, and acceptable to her. Though she had not met Mr and Mrs Bennet and their eldest and middle daughters… He suddenly wondered whether he had truly known them himself.

“The same obstacles Father faced when he encountered Mrs Wilson in his youth.”

“But we do not know exactly what happened then.”

“I suspect the major obstacle was the family…just as it is in my case.”

“I see!” exclaimed Georgiana, though she appeared not to fully grasp the situation.

“Her family made a deplorable impression on me. Not the Gardiners but her mother and sisters. You mentioned that the two youngest, whom you met at the theatre, seemed more interested in the audience than the play. A delicate expression, indeed. To me, they seemed superficial and silly. And the eldest sister, without the slightest affection for Bingley, announced their expected engagement throughout the town. That is why we left Hertfordshire last November—to save Bingley.”

And no matter how strange it seemed, Darcy could not decipher the expression on his sister’s face.

“Say something, Georgiana,” he urged, curious.

“Perhaps Miss Bennet was shy. I mean, you cannot know what she was thinking or what they discussed among themselves.”

“I am sure Bingley was not thinking of marriage.”

But even that was no longer so certain to him.

“Miss Elizabeth refused my marriage proposal.”

This time, he saw the great surprise on Georgiana’s face.

“Why?”

It was the very question that tormented him. Had she refused him because he had insulted her family, out of an exaggerated sense of care, or because she did not love him? In any case, her reasons no longer mattered.

“I was honest with her and told her what I thought about her family—”

“Oh!” exclaimed Georgiana. “But such things ought never to be said. And certainly not when you propose.”

“Would it have been more correct to remain silent?”

It was indeed a difficult question. Both of them had been raised with the strictest adherence to honesty.

“As I said earlier, it was impossible to return happy. Had she accepted, I would have lived my life burdened by the shadows of my disdain for her family, while now I am left with profound regret for having lost her.”

“You do love her, then?”

“Yes. But now, it no longer matters. I have made my decision, and it is the best course in this situation. I shall follow Father’s example and move on without looking back.”

He rose and retired, and this time, his sister said nothing. Yet, she did not agree with him for the first time in her life. She did not know why her father had not married Mrs Wilson in their youth, but she was certain that the two stories differed. Her brother was in love, but unlike their father, he was the master of his life and wealth. No one could forbid him from marrying a woman of his choice save his own heart or mind.

And she had the distinct feeling that only his mind was against it.











Chapter 24




Elizabeth paused at the threshold of her aunt’s home, her heart heavy with indecision. She was torn between revealing the whole truth to Jane and concealing the depths of her inner turmoil. The journey following her encounter with Mr Darcy, coupled with the letter she had scrutinised repeatedly, had profoundly altered the nuances of her feelings. The sharp sting of her anger had begun to dissipate, leaving behind a smouldering residue of resentment and a tinge of remorse for her harsh rebuff of his proposal. Then, when her sister and aunt embraced her, she could have sworn that a pang of regret seeped into her heart.

Determined to rid herself of that unwelcome feeling, Elizabeth busied herself with washing and changing her clothes after the journey, refusing to understand its origins. She had nothing to regret, yet the sensation clung to her even in Mrs Gardiner’s drawing-room.

“Mr Darcy proposed to me,” she said instead of anything else, and the news had its intended effect. Both ladies looked at her in shock, almost unable to comprehend what she had just said.

“Naturally, I refused,” Elizabeth added.

“Naturally? Why naturally?” Mrs Gardiner asked, her tone betraying a flicker of hope for a different outcome—a marriage that could have brought peace to the Bennet family.

“Why?” Elizabeth erupted, then calmed herself, realising they were not privy to the entire story. “First and foremost, I do not love him!” she said. Yet even as she spoke, she was forced to confront the complexity of her feelings—puzzling positive sentiments that, though still obscured by mist, were real enough to trouble her. The man who had once insulted her, driven Mr Bingley away from Jane, and scorned her family had managed to elicit conflicting emotions within her.

“And secondly?” Jane pressed, sensing there was more to the story.

“Secondly, and most importantly, Mr Darcy considers our family beneath his and played a significant role in Mr Bingley’s departure last winter.”

“May I interrupt?” Mrs Wilson, who had just entered the room, said. Although initially intending to withdraw unnoticed, she had decided to stay, having grown fond of the two young women engaged in stories resembling her own.

“Yes, please do,” Elizabeth urged, eager for another perspective. “Mr Darcy proposed to me. What do you make of that?” she asked, her eyes fixed intently on Mrs Wilson.

“It is a notable…achievement on his part,” Mrs Wilson replied cautiously, choosing her words carefully.

“Achievement?” Elizabeth echoed, her surprise evident. She had anticipated a different response.

“Let us momentarily set aside our personal view on our family status, including those of everyone here,” Mrs Wilson began.

“Father is a gentleman,” Elizabeth murmured.

“And that is beyond dispute,” Mrs Wilson agreed. “Your father is one of the most learned men I have ever known and a remarkable parent who has raised you to be accomplished young women. However, such attributes do not erase the distinctions between social classes.”

“Distinctions?” Elizabeth exclaimed.

“Let us be clear, Lizzy. The distinctions exist, but their manifestation depends on the individuals involved.”

“How were they manifested for you?” Mrs Gardiner asked bravely, her curiosity about her mother’s past finally surfacing.

“Love bridges many gaps,” Mrs Wilson replied. “But that is true only between the two individuals in love. Society clings to its prejudices. Mr Darcy, your Mr Darcy’s father—”

“He is not mine,” Elizabeth interrupted defensively, though Mrs Wilson appeared not to hear.

“The elder Mr Darcy would never have received his family’s blessing to marry me, but neither would my family have been happy about the marriage.”

“So he did not propose to you.”

“No, not then.”

“Not then?” Mrs Gardiner exclaimed, astonished. “What do you mean?”

“After his wife’s death, we met again at the theatre, and for a while, that was enough. We believed we were friends… Eventually, he proposed to me. We acquired the estate in Surrey to avoid living at Pemberley.”

The room was filled with a stunned silence.

“Unfortunately, he died five years ago, just before we could announce our decision,” Mrs Wilson said softly, her face reflecting nostalgia and sorrow.

“But you have had the box at the theatre for much longer,” Mrs Gardiner noted, realising it must have come from Mr Darcy.

“Yes, after our meeting there, he acquired the box so we could…see each other more often, believing it would suffice. Dear man, he included it in his will, even though we had not considered death… Do not misunderstand me. We both had a good marriage, but our love was rekindled upon our meetings.”

“I do not love him,” Elizabeth said firmly. “In his arrogance, he proposed, telling me that he had struggled with himself before making that decision because he considered our family inferior to his.”

“A misplaced or misunderstood honesty,” Mrs Wilson offered.

“How could I accept such a proposal?”

“If you loved him—”

“I said I do not love him,” Elizabeth retorted, but Mrs Wilson remained undeterred.

“You do not hate him either.”

“Not any longer,” Elizabeth conceded, her tone reflecting a tiny change in her feelings. Mrs Gardiner and Jane observed her with keen interest, noting the shift.

“You are…intrigued by him,” Mrs Wilson said gently. “I understand that feeling. I experienced the same with Mr Darcy. What I initially perceived as mere intrigue turned out to be love. However, I did not allow myself to acknowledge it fully, fearing his family’s disapproval. You, too, may have concealed your feelings, albeit for different reasons.”

Elizabeth fell silent, contemplating Mrs Wilson’s insight.

“If this is the case, you should have examined your feelings more thoroughly before giving a definitive answer. His opinions on your family might have changed over time. What mattered was his decision to marry you, which implicitly accepted your family. You cannot deny his honesty.”

“His honesty hurt me—”

Elizabeth hesitated mid-sentence.

“What is it, my dear?” Mrs Gardiner asked.

“He also told me something about Mr Wickham, something indeed horrible, how he attempted…to tarnish the honour of a young lady. And this time, I wholly believed Mr Darcy when he said Mr Wickham was despicable.”

“Nothing new,” Mrs Gardiner replied. “I shared my views on Mr Wickham with you as soon as we met last winter. I was surprised you had believed his tales.”

“He charmed us all,” Jane said. “In that regard, Mr Darcy was not mistaken.”

“If we examine his actions more closely, we might find that, aside from his excessive pride and undue concern with social standing, Mr Darcy may have been honest in other aspects.”

“And what should I do now?” Elizabeth asked, the reality of her regret occurring to her. Perhaps there was no love in her heart, but she wished she could see him again.

“You must meet him again.” Mrs Wilson echoed her thoughts, smiling at her doubts, which were ready to become hopes.

“What about Jane? Mr Darcy has wronged her deeply,” Elizabeth insisted.

“Mr Darcy merely offered advice. A mature man, secure in his conscience and position, makes his own choices, just as Mr Darcy did.”

“So you do not think he was wrong?” Elizabeth asked, glancing between Mrs Wilson and her aunt.

“For undervaluing our family, he was indeed wrong. But for offering advice, no,” Mrs Gardiner replied, her voice carrying the weight of her long-held doubts about Mr Bingley. Unexpectedly, Jane nodded in agreement.

“I do not claim it is easy to accept,” she said. “But I have been in London for three months, and Mr Bingley must know I have been searching for him.”

“If you take my advice,” Mrs Wilson said playfully, “you will tell your heart that sunshine always appears after rain.”

“Do you know of a place where a decent and honest young lady might meet a decent and honest young man?” Jane said, her face almost serene.

“At the theatre,” Mrs Wilson and Mrs Gardiner responded almost in unison, laughing.











Chapter 25




Mrs Gardiner entered Elizabeth’s room that evening after dinner with an air of quiet urgency. “I must tell you something rather strange,” she began. The Gardiner household was the only place where Elizabeth and Jane could each enjoy the luxury of separate rooms, a small but cherished comfort.

Acting on impulse, the two women chose not to sit but instead moved to the window to admire the street below, which remained lively even at that hour. Even though only a few carriages passed by, the pleasant atmosphere and the blossoming trees beckoned passersby to take a leisurely stroll.

“Shall we take a walk?” Mrs Gardiner suggested. And within five minutes, wrapped in woollen shawls, they descended into the street.

Elizabeth greatly appreciated this delightful London custom. In Meryton, the evening would have been too dark for such a walk, but there, the tall houses, still glowing with life, cast a gentle light that turned an ordinary street into something dreamlike. Her aunt occasionally exchanged greetings with neighbours, but they did not pause for conversation. The morning was the time to be sociable; the evening was reserved for family.

“I love how spontaneous you are,” Elizabeth remarked.

“My mother is like that,” Mrs Gardiner replied, “and I suppose I learnt from her to seize small joys without hesitation. But there is something on my mind I must share with you. I gave it little thought until you recounted what Mr Darcy told you about Mr Wickham—”

“What he wrote to me,” Elizabeth corrected.

“Yes, that makes it even more serious. People usually avoid writing down deeply troubling things. Words spoken may be forgotten, but those written remain. Was it not about Miss Darcy?”

Elizabeth looked at her aunt in surprise, searching her memory to see whether she had mentioned any names. But Mrs Gardiner, sensing her confusion, smiled gently. “I inferred from your words that it concerned her. No doubt, Mr Darcy warned you about Mr Wickham’s character, troubled by your interest but also concerned for you. That man loves you sincerely,” Mrs Gardiner added, then fell silent. Despite the noise around them, she heard a soft, unexpected sigh escape from her niece.

“Why do I have the impression that you are uncertain of your feelings? But tonight, I wish to tell you something else. While you were visiting Charlotte, your uncle and I went to the theatre only once. Jane was feeling too melancholy and did not wish to accompany us. As the carriage moved slowly through the crowded street, we decided to get out and walk the last few steps towards Covent Garden when suddenly I saw Mr Wickham—”

“No!” Elizabeth exclaimed, her voice sharp, drawing the attention of a passerby. But Mrs Gardiner smiled and greeted them, restoring calm.

“Yes, that was my response as well, now that I know that scoundrel tried to seduce Miss Darcy…for that is what happened, is it not?”

Elizabeth nodded, realising there was no point hiding what her aunt had already discerned.

“What is interesting,” Mrs Gardiner continued, “is that, without knowing these details, I instinctively wanted to protect Miss Darcy from him. I imagined they knew each other, given that all of Meryton believed he had been wronged by Mr Darcy.”

“And? Did you find Miss Darcy?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes, she was there, but it was evident she knew nothing about Mr Wickham’s presence or was uninterested. She and her companion accepted my invitation to join us in our box with obvious pleasure, and we spent a delightful evening discussing London and the play.”

“How lovely!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “And did you see him again?”

“No, but I do not believe he would have approached us if he had seen Miss Darcy was not alone. Yet the danger remains. I did not dare to say anything to her, and I think it was wise of me, but Mr Darcy must be informed that the scoundrel is lurking near his sister.”

“But what can we do?”

“The simplest course would be for you to write him a letter,” Mrs Gardiner suggested with a knowing smile. Indeed, they were concerned for Miss Darcy, but a letter might also signify something more between the two of them.

“How could I write a letter to a stranger?” Elizabeth protested, though it was clear she was tempted by the idea.

“My dear, Mr Darcy is not a stranger. He has proposed to you. He has confessed his love for you. Your relationship is no longer one of mere acquaintance. Besides, he has already written to you.”

“Yes, but he handed the letter to me in person.”

“You will not deliver this one personally, but we can send a servant to ensure it reaches him. It is a kind gesture to warn him, and I am certain he will appreciate it, regardless of decorum. I know where he lives, for we accompanied Miss Darcy and her companion home that evening.”

Elizabeth hesitated for several days before she finally sat down to write. Secretly, she had hoped to encounter him at the theatre, but the Darcys had not been there the night they had attended Covent Garden. As their departure for Longbourn loomed, with only a day remaining, she decided it was time to write the letter. To her surprise, the pounding of her heart accompanied every word she wrote, sometimes making it difficult for her to control her mind or her hand. From a torment, Mr Darcy had become a mystery again, and she found it difficult to understand why.

Dear Mr Darcy,

I write to you on a matter that merits your attention. My aunt, Mrs Gardiner, encountered Mr Wickham at the theatre while you were in Kent. As she had never been fond of that gentleman and perhaps suspected his intentions, she invited Miss Darcy and her companion to join her and my uncle in their box and then escorted her home. Mr Wickham did not appear again, and nothing was said between them during the play about the encounter.

However, this incident is severe enough to warrant informing you. I hope Miss Darcy is well and wish you a pleasant day.

With regards,

Elizabeth Bennet

She read the letter several times, worrying that her tone might have been too friendly. Still, in the end, she left it as it was and sent it off immediately after breakfast, just as she and Jane began their journey back to Longbourn.











Chapter 26




It had been nearly a fortnight since their return from Kent, yet Darcy showed no signs of improvement. Despite his resolve to leave the past behind and, ultimately, follow in their father’s footsteps, it was evident that recent events continued to trouble him deeply.

Georgiana’s attempts to engage him in conversation or find ways to help were met with silence. After their first candid discussion, her brother withdrew, refusing to speak further.

“I do not want you to isolate yourself,” Georgiana said one evening, her voice tinged with hesitation.

“I am not isolating myself, my dear. I merely wish to close a chapter and move on.”

But even he did not believe his own words. He longed to talk, but the thought of baring his soul to his sixteen-year-old sister seemed a poor path to healing. He yearned for different company, but the colonel was busy, and Bingley seemed to have withdrawn from the world. At least, that was how it appeared, for he had to admit that Bingley had changed since winter; their friendship had grown distant, and on the few occasions they had met, their exchanges had been brief and strained. Initially, nothing seemed amiss, but the situation had become alarming as five months had passed since their departure from Hertfordshire. After all, Bingley was his closest friend, and they had spent much of their time together in recent years. Bingley had often visited his home unannounced, a habit that had been quite frequent. He had also made regular appearances at their club, at least three times a week. Yet he seemed to have abandoned all his past habits.

At first, Darcy had respected Bingley’s silence, assuming it was merely a passing phase, as he had seen before after certain failed relationships. But after Kent, he saw things differently—his good friend was still suffering, or perhaps he blamed him for that abrupt and strange departure.

The suffering Darcy discovered within himself was not only a constant pain that nothing could alleviate but also a revelation. He had considered Bingley’s feelings for Miss Bennet shallow, as was often the case, but Bingley’s absence over the past months signified only one thing—he was in torment. Only now did Darcy grasp the depth of that anguish, a state he had always despised, believing it to be a weakness of lesser men.

∞∞∞

“I should not have interfered in Bingley’s life,” he confessed to Georgiana one morning as they strolled through Hyde Park.

“Oh, why do you say that?”

On his arm, Georgiana was at the height of happiness. Every friend or acquaintance they encountered looked at her with curiosity, thinking that at last, Darcy, known as one of the most sought-after bachelors in London, had found his match. But their smiles and compliments quickly followed when they realised that she was his sister, who had blossomed into an exquisite young lady.

“Because Bingley is a grown man entitled to make his own decisions. It is not anyone’s place to dictate the course of his life.”

“But you thought you were doing the right thing.”

“I was wrong. Since December, we have scarcely seen each other, and I miss his company. And there is more. I am not usually swayed by the opinions of others, nor do I welcome unsolicited advice. Still, in his case, that is precisely what I did. I accepted everything his sisters told me without making an effort to verify whether their views on Miss Bennet and her family were justified. It is possible that what I perceived in Miss Bennet’s case as indifference was merely modesty.”

“Oh yes, that is possible. I, too, am extremely reserved in the presence of gentlemen,” Georgiana said.

“And you are right to be so. But what might have been a virtue—modesty—I misconstrued as indifference and the unscrupulous designs of a lady in search of a wealthy husband.”

“Did Miss Elizabeth change your mind?” Georgiana asked, her tone a mixture of curiosity and gentle reproach. Their eyes met, and Georgiana, unsure whether she had crossed a boundary in their relationship, quickly looked away. But Darcy smiled and kissed her hand, grateful for her presence, so fresh in thought and honest in expression.

“Yes, one could say that. Miss Elizabeth did not seek to alter my opinion of her family in general. Still, she was determined to show me that, regarding Miss Bennet, I had been mistaken.”

“And you believed her,” Georgiana replied, not as a question but as a statement, for it was clear that her brother placed his trust in Miss Elizabeth despite what had happened between them.

“Yes, I did. I was honest with her, and I am certain of her honesty. Her refusal of my marriage proposal speaks to her fine character and integrity. Most women would have accepted, thinking of the fortune involved.”

Darcy fell silent, overwhelmed by the oppressive emotions that arose whenever he allowed himself to examine his memories of Elizabeth too closely.

“Do you think her answer is final?” Georgiana asked.

“How could it be otherwise?” He recalled nearly every word she had said to him. Still, he had no intention of revealing to Georgiana the true nature of her response or how furious it had been. At first, he wondered whether the beautiful and spirited woman had acted on an impulse not entirely reflective of her true feelings towards him. But that was a hope he had never allowed himself to entertain.

“No, Miss Elizabeth gave me a firm answer, but there is more to it than that. Immediately after that…unpleasant event, I realised our father’s path was correct. I must find a wife within our social circle, which I intend to do.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes, I am convinced that marriage must be based on more than love—”

Darcy stopped himself, for the truth was that he shared much more with Elizabeth, but he refused to dwell on it, shaking his head almost angrily. “As strange as it may seem, social standing is just as important, which our father understood implicitly.”

“But in the end, he wanted to marry Mrs Wilson.”

“Yes, but they were prepared to leave London, to be mere guests at Pemberley, and to live far from it all… But enough of this. I shall speak to Bingley. I own him an explanation…and I shall apologise.”

Georgiana agreed happily, yet a regret crept into her heart. Their father had been fortunate to find their mother, but would her brother be so lucky? She knew him well enough to understand that his decisions were resolute.

Still, in the case of Miss Elizabeth, the loss was profound. They had only spoken briefly during two breaks, but it had been one of those rare moments when two people connect without words—perhaps it was her smile, or the uninhibited way in which she engaged in conversation, or her evident intelligence when she observed that the play was much more than just a comedy with a bit of singing. Georgiana remembered every word she had said that evening.

“The themes are serious,” Miss Elizabeth had said with conviction, “but Mr Shakespeare knew how to present them in a form accessible to all, without diminishing their gravity. Each person perceives as deeply as their intellect or character allows,” she had continued with a smile. It was a defence of Shakespeare’s depth, and she had done it adeptly.

Why did her family matter? Georgiana had already developed a fondness for the Gardiners since their most recent encounter at the theatre; the play had been even more captivating thanks to their company. But Georgiana found herself increasingly eager to see Miss Elizabeth again.

It was impossible to genuinely know someone’s character after only half an hour of conversation. Still, Georgiana had seen enough of the women who hovered around her brother to form an opinion. Despite her best efforts, she could not think of anyone she would like more to be her sister than the lady from Hertfordshire. And it was the same for her brother. Yet, he was not a man who went back on a decision once it was made. And he had resolved that Miss Elizabeth was not a suitable wife for him, even after determining that no one could be more suitable.











Chapter 27




Caught up in his daily life, Darcy sometimes allowed himself to believe that the pain had faded, leaving behind only a lingering regret—albeit one he was certain would weigh on his heart for the rest of his days. Yet it took no more than the slightest recollection of her to plunge him back into the depths of the torment he had felt immediately after she had refused him.

This rose sharply one day when he indifferently opened a letter amongst his correspondence and his eyes fell upon the signature. Despite all his resolutions, for a fleeting moment, he dared to hope that Elizabeth’s message was about them. However, as he read further, the initial surge of emotion quickly gave way to a wave of anger.

Clutching the letter, he bounded up the stairs to Georgiana’s apartment, knocking with such force that she flung open the door in alarm. “What has happened?” she cried, but he could not answer. He handed her the letter in silence, for he genuinely did not know how to respond—he did not fully grasp what had happened. Despite his deep love for Georgiana, he realised he did not know her enough to trust her completely.

Georgiana turned pale as she read, exclaiming, “Good heavens! I did not know—I did not see him.”

“Thank God,” he replied, relieved to have at least one worry assuaged. “You did not see him because, by a stroke of fortune, Mrs Gardiner recognised him and invited you into their box.”

“But they said nothing to me.”

Darcy suspected that Elizabeth had shared something about Wickham with her relatives, yet he was grateful for it rather than feeling troubled by such an indiscretion. It had spared Georgiana from encountering Wickham.

“The scoundrel does not relent,” he muttered.

“I do not understand what you mean. That odious chapter is closed for me. What harm could he do now that I have refused to marry him?”

“He could tarnish your reputation in some manner, even by merely appearing in our box when you are alone with Mrs Annesley.”

“Does this mean I can no longer attend the theatre?” Georgiana lamented.

“By no means will you relinquish a pleasure because of him. That would signify his victory. No, I shall ensure that you are protected from him until I find a definitive solution.”

“What do you mean by a definitive solution?” she asked, her voice tinged with fear as she tried to discern his intentions.

But that was precisely the question he was asking himself. How could he rid their lives of this man? At that moment, the darkest thoughts crossed his mind.

In his haste to consult the colonel, he did not wait for a horse but set off on foot towards Lord Matlock’s house. Although only a few streets away, the brisk walk served to calm some of his fears. On the one hand, the incident had wholly clarified Georgiana’s state of mind and intentions—he felt ashamed for not having fully trusted her, but that was the positive aspect. The horrid truth, however, was the mere existence of a man determined to make their lives miserable.

“What do we do?” he asked the colonel, who felt a moment of satisfaction that Darcy was seeking his counsel rather than acting like a lone knight, prepared for a violent resolution such as a duel.

“You will go home or to your club, and I shall go to the War Office to seek more information on him and his regiment. Then we shall decide on our course of action.”

Although Darcy loathed not handling his problems by himself, he conceded to the colonel’s plan. After all, neither nerves nor violence would help them. He gave a curt nod. “To the club, then. We shall meet there.”

Once again, he walked, needing to clear his mind. But the way to his club passed near Bingley’s residence, and without much thought, he turned onto his street. Bingley was a friend he sorely missed. He had sought him out a few days prior but had not found him. For a moment, he had hoped Bingley might have gone to Netherfield, but the butler had informed him that his master was at an estate near London, not in Hertfordshire.

This time, Darcy resolved to leave a note, but fortune smiled upon him.

“Mr Bingley is at home,” the butler said, and Darcy detected joy in the man’s voice. It was, after all, impossible not to love Bingley, who treated everyone with such kindness. A butler could not help but notice the chill that had settled between the two friends.

“I shall take you to the library and inform Mr Bingley.”

This was precisely the solution Darcy desired. He was not prepared to face Bingley’s sisters.

Soon enough, Bingley appeared, and before any words were exchanged, they embraced—a gesture unprecedented in their friendship. But the joy of their reunion overwhelmed them.

“Grab your hat. We are going to the club,” Darcy said decisively, eager to continue the moment of honesty between them. “On foot,” he added when his friend glanced around for the carriage, and Bingley agreed readily. A walk was precisely what they needed to organise their thoughts.

They strolled silently for a time, but that quiet could not last, and it fell to Darcy to initiate the conversation.

“I made a mistake—one I now deeply regret,” he admitted. Although Bingley knew what he referred to, he said nothing. His silence signalled that he still required further explanations to reconcile with the past.

“I had thought you had forgotten her, as had occurred before.”

Bingley shook his head instead of replying. He had not forgotten her.

“I had imagined you knew Miss Bennet was in London for nearly three months.”

Darcy saw his friend start, taking a step to stand before him. Darcy halted, surprised by this response. “You did not know!”

“No!” Bingley shouted, heedless of the onlookers around them.

“She visited your sisters, and they visited her at her aunt’s,” Darcy continued, eager to divulge all he knew while still determined to keep secret what had happened between him and Elizabeth. After all, that event was now irrelevant—he was resolved to forget her and find a wife within their social circle, just as his father had done.

“How did you come to know this?” Bingley asked as they resumed walking.

“I met her sister, Miss Elizabeth, when I was in Kent. They have relatives there—Mr Collins, the parson of my aunt, Lady Catherine.”

“She was in London for three months,” Bingley repeated, and Darcy could see the pain etched on his friend’s face—a pain he now understood. Nothing compared to the loss of love, and he was startled to realise that Bingley was suffering as he was, still mourning the woman he loved. With worry, Darcy calculated that it would soon be half a year since they had left Hertfordshire, yet Bingley’s face bore the marks of a living grief. Almost fearfully, he wondered whether it could be so difficult to forget.

“I had not imagined that your feelings were so profound,” Darcy said with deep regret. “I am sorry that I interfered.”

“In the end, it is not your fault but mine. I was angry with you, but now I see I should have been angry with myself. It was easier to blame you or my sisters for my weakness.”

“What do you intend to do?” Darcy asked

“I still do not know. But it is certain that from now on, I shall make the decisions regarding my life myself.”

Darcy nodded, somehow relieved that his friend seemed to have forgiven him but also happy that he had finally assumed his role as a mature man, taking the lead in his life.

Their walk lasted far longer than the distance to the club warranted, with a long pause on a bench. But as they mounted the steps, the familiar pleasure of their friendship was restored.

Darcy spoke at the end of their walk about the colonel’s mission. When the latter arrived at the club, they invited him to give his news with equal anticipation.

The colonel needed only a glance to see that the two friends had rekindled their bond, and for a moment, he felt a surge of happiness for Darcy. Yet he hesitated to speak, uncertain how much Darcy had revealed to Bingley about the events in Kent.

“You may speak freely about Wickham,” Darcy said, sensing his cousin’s uncertainty. “I have told him about what happened at the theatre.” That was enough for the colonel to understand that their conversation would remain centred on Wickham.

“As I intended, I went to the War Office. The regiments stationed south of Luton will be sent for exercises in Brighton—”

“Seventy miles,” Darcy said. “Still too close to London. We shall retreat to Pemberley for the summer. He would not dare show his face there. Then in the autumn…we shall see.”

“By the autumn, it will be resolved,” the colonel assured him. “I am going to Meryton to meet him. The regiment is stationed there until mid-May. I have a firm message for him. If he leaves you in peace, he will have the rank of captain by autumn. I spoke to their general, who promised to promote him to the rank, even though he meets none of its qualifications.”

“What do you mean?” Darcy asked.

“Officer ranks are directly related to the value of property owned by the officer or his family. To qualify for the rank of captain, a man needs to own land worth £200 per year, be heir to land worth £400 per year, or be the son of a father with land worth £600 per year.”

“He has nothing,” Darcy murmured.

“Precisely. Or worse, he has accumulated gambling debts again,” the colonel added.

“So instead of expelling him from the militia or worse, we offer him a promotion?” Darcy asked, his voice filled with anger.

“It is a sound plan. Please listen to the colonel,” Bingley interjected. “You offer Wickham something tangible in exchange for your peace. A scandal would only provoke him further.”

“I am far from a pacifist where he is concerned. I would rather prefer he feared me.”

“I understand, but I shall tell him that nothing good awaits him in the militia if he fails to uphold his part of the bargain. I can either make him a captain or leave him destitute. He will be stationed in the most remote regiment far from London.”

“When do you depart?” Darcy asked.

“Tomorrow morning.”

“You may stay at Netherfield. It remains mine until August,” Bingley offered, though for once, his face betrayed no emotion. Bingley was taking charge of his destiny for the first time in his life without seeking guidance.











Chapter 28




Elizabeth gazed in astonishment at her aunt Mrs Phillips, who discreetly gestured for her to remain behind as her mother and sisters made their way out into the hall. Mrs Phillips had something to impart, though it was unusual, for she typically confided in her sister, not her nieces.

Mrs Bennet and Jane took the carriage while the other sisters set off on foot, eager for a stroll but even more eager for a chance encounter with the officers, whose impending departure was the talk of the town, to the dismay of almost every young lady in the neighbourhood.

No one noticed that Elizabeth had lingered.

“I wish to tell you something of the utmost confidentiality,” Mrs Phillips whispered, even though they were alone in the drawing-room. “I find myself at a loss with the news I have received. A gentleman arrived at Netherfield last night.”

For a brief moment, Elizabeth hoped it was Mr Bingley, but her aunt, as though reading her thoughts, shook her head. “No, it is not Mr Bingley. He is well-known to everyone. This is an unexpected arrival, likely someone merely passing through, for aside from the three servants remaining at Netherfield, he has requested no additional help.”

“But how did you come to know this?” Elizabeth asked.

“One of the maids is the sister of our cook.”

A silence fell between them, but Mrs Phillips, too agitated to remain quiet, continued. “I did not wish Jane to learn of this and raise her hopes. It is unlikely to be Mr Bingley.”

“And it is not Mr Darcy either?” Elizabeth’s hesitation did not escape her aunt’s notice, but Mrs Phillips misinterpreted it. “No, thank heavens! I know it would distress you.”

Aside from Jane, no one knew what had happened in Kent, so her aunt’s assumptions were based on the impression Mr Darcy had left the previous winter, but much had changed since then.

Day by day, as though a heavy curtain had been drawn back, Elizabeth found that her feelings—though still confused—were increasingly dominated by a deep regret at having lost him. She tried vainly to banish thoughts of love; her heart ached whenever she recalled their last meeting, when he had looked deeply into her eyes through the carriage window as they departed for London. If only she had spoken then, but that unexpected encounter had come too soon after the turmoil at the Parsonage, too close to the anger, frustration, and what she had believed was hatred for a man who had insulted her family and distressed her beloved sister.

“I believe we should say nothing at Longbourn,” Elizabeth finally said, barely concealing the torment in her heart. “Perhaps, as you suggested, the gentleman will remain only for a day. Should there be anything more to it, Jane will hear about it from Meryton.”

“Yes, you are right. I dislike keeping things from my sister, but we must avoid agitating Jane, who has finally found some measure of calm.”

Elizabeth hastily excused herself, pretending she wanted to join her sisters. But, when she reached the corner of the street, she did not choose the road to Longbourn but the one leading to Netherfield. She wanted to be alone, though deep down, she hoped to learn more, eager to discover the identity of the mysterious gentleman who had arrived the night before. She even harboured the absurd hope that it might be Mr Darcy. Perhaps the servant had not recognised him or did not know him well enough.

Her curiosity was so overwhelming that, discarding all sense of propriety, she resolved to walk to Netherfield, even considering entering on some pretext. She wondered what might occur if the stranger were indeed Mr Darcy, but the wild beating of her heart prevented her from arriving at any conclusion.

She had not covered half the distance to Netherfield when a distant galloping of a horse behind her made her stop, the rider swiftly approaching.

As she turned, she had to lean against a fence, for it seemed that the rider was indeed Mr Darcy. However, it took only one more moment to recognise him—it was Colonel Fitzwilliam. Although the turmoil within her settled as the rider dismounted beside her, she was filled with pleasure and fear, uncertain whether the colonel was aware of the marriage proposal and especially her vehement and impolite response, which she now deeply regretted.

“Miss Bennet,” the colonel said, bowing deeply. Yet when their eyes met, she could discern nothing; his expression remained inscrutable.

Elizabeth offered a slight smile, but in the face of his seriousness, she quickly suppressed the joy that might have shown on her face.

“Where are you going?” he asked, almost curtly, though his tone clearly betrayed his eagerness to know.

“I was on my way home. I have been visiting my aunt,” she replied, gesturing vaguely behind her.

“May I have the honour of accompanying you?” he asked hastily, and as if sensing his master’s mood, the horse neighed. Only then did they both exchange glances and smiles.

“Certainly, but your horse seems to disagree.”

“Then I shall leave him at Netherfield if you are not in a hurry, and we can continue on foot, just the two of us.”

Elizabeth nodded slightly, observing him. He bore such a strong resemblance to Mr Darcy that her heart began to race again.

They silently entered the grand gates, and Elizabeth seated herself on a stone bench to wait for the colonel, who continued to the stables.

∞∞∞

Although unforeseen, the colonel eagerly anticipated the encounter with Elizabeth Bennet. He had longed for an opportunity to drop a few remarks about Darcy and observe her response. Yet, he wished he had more time to shake off the unpleasant aftertaste left by his recent meeting with Wickham.

After breakfast, taken in the company of Colonel Forster, whom he had informed of his arrival, they had set out to meet Wickham. The colonel did not conceal from Colonel Forster that the matters concerning Wickham were far from pleasant.

“I can understand that,” Colonel Forster replied, “now that I know of your connection with Mr Darcy, whom I had the honour of meeting this winter. Wickham has been spreading his tales about Mr Darcy all over town.”

“They are utterly false,” Richard said curtly. “The Darcy family supported Wickham as long as he was deserving.”

That was all he said, unwilling to delve into further details. To his surprise, Colonel Forster agreed with his words. “I realised immediately that there was another truth to the matter. Over the months that we have been here, I have seen the character of this officer. I must confess that I am considering arranging to transfer him to another regiment. I do not like men of his ilk, who tarnish the image of the militia officers in my command.”

They found Wickham at breakfast in the house where he was quartered, though he was alone, as it was already noon, well past the time when his hosts had taken their meal.

With exaggerated courtesy, Wickham invited them to sit, but Colonel Forster excused himself, leaving the two alone.

“What a pleasure to see you, Richard,” Wickham greeted him with the shameless nonchalance that had become his distinctive feature.

“Colonel Fitzwilliam to you,” the colonel replied severely, only then eliciting a more attentive look from Wickham.

Wickham attempted to behave as if they were still the companions who had roamed the woods around Pemberley or Matlock, as if forgetting what had happened last summer or that Colonel Fitzwilliam was one of Georgiana’s guardians.

“Colonel Fitzwilliam,” Wickham repeated, with such scorn that for a moment, the colonel was tempted to challenge him to a duel and rid his family of Wickham’s blight once and for all. He had just completed rigorous military training that year, while Wickham had spent the winter and spring idling, dancing, and gambling. A duel could only end in the colonel’s favour. But he restrained himself.

“We have little to discuss,” he said coldly, again drawing Wickham’s scrutiny. Perhaps Wickham had hoped the colonel might be on his side.

“I come from the militia general, who has agreed to grant you the rank of captain this autumn—”

“Indeed?” Wickham asked in the same mocking tone. “Did you come all this way to bring me this gift? Or is it perhaps not a gift but a bribe? What do you want in return?”

The colonel made a superhuman effort to control himself and not betray his fury. He smiled, even though he was sorely tempted to draw the pistol he always carried.

“A bribe? No!” he said with contempt. “It is, in fact, your salvation. Either you depart for the North with the regiment you will be assigned to or face a duel within the hour. Although I would relish killing you, I would likely have a week’s worth of explanations to give, considering that duels are illegal. But do not deceive yourself—the son of Lord Matlock would suffer no consequences for killing a gambler and womaniser who disgraces the militia. In short, if you do not leave for your new post immediately after Brighton, a duel awaits you in London.” The colonel’s voice was so menacing that, for the first time, Wickham looked at his plate rather than at his companion.

“I require your answer now!” the colonel demanded fiercely.

“I think I deserve far more than a mere captain’s rank to travel that far north,” Wickham finally declared, his arrogance fully restored. The colonel remained silent, suddenly gripped by the fear that this scoundrel was prepared to tarnish Georgiana’s honour with a vile tale, one he was eager to peddle in London. Outwardly, the colonel maintained his composure, but his hand moved instinctively to his pistol, contemplating whether it might be best to settle the matter here in Hertfordshire at the first light of dawn. He was confident that any officers would willingly serve as witnesses to the duel.

“I might have a story about the elder Mr Darcy that could ruin his reputation for good,” Wickham continued with brazen audacity, prompting the colonel to rise, ready to challenge him.

“Please, sit,” Wickham cried, his arrogance shattered for the first time by the expression on the colonel’s face. “Let us speak as two civilised men.”

“Civilised?” the colonel retorted, his fury now unmasked. “Since when have you ever been civilised?”

Yet he sat down again, eager to hear what Wickham had to say.

“I know Mr Darcy kept a mistress throughout his marriage, a woman he loved even before Lady Anne.”

“Enough,” the colonel interrupted. “You may spread whatever tale you wish in London. My aunt has been dead for eleven years, and Mr Darcy for nearly six. No one cares for such an old story, I assure you. If you do not accept what I have offered, I will not kill you, but I will ensure you never find a place in the militia or the Army. All that will be left for you is to become a footman or a coachman—a mere servant. I think you would prefer that I kill you.”

He spoke with such disdain that Wickham’s face finally lost its arrogance. “I accept,” Wickham said.

The uncertainty in his tone prompted the colonel to rise abruptly from the table and declare, “Do not play games with me! I have many ways to destroy you. Dare to approach Darcy or Georgiana, and you will know them all.”

He left without another word. Trembling angrily, he mounted his horse and set off at a gallop, determined to cover a few miles. Yet, after only a minute, he encountered Miss Elizabeth.

“You are the only person I wished to meet,” he said to Elizabeth, offering her his arm. After just a few steps, he began to recount the encounter with Wickham, leaving out only a few details, driven by an impulse he could not suppress.

“I ought to have challenged him to a duel—”

“No,” Elizabeth said firmly. “The solution you found is far better. I have heard from Uncle Phillips that he has also incurred gambling debts here, and it is rumoured that he already owes four thousand pounds in London. That is why he is so desperate to marry. He even pursued a friend of mine, Miss King, but we have since recognised the kind of man he is.”

Elizabeth doubted, however, that it mattered to Lydia or Kitty that the officers they laughed and danced with had questionable morals. Yet, she corrected herself—she could not speak so of the other officers when she knew only Mr Wickham to be a scoundrel.

“You are a person who seeks amicable solutions,” the colonel said, glancing at her with a smile. “I am grateful that I did not offend you…in Kent with those awkward confessions,” he continued, eager to know her thoughts.

“No. I was upset at first, I admit, but you were not to blame. I never bore you any ill will.”

The colonel gradually regained his good spirits, but more importantly, he became determined to find a way to unite Miss Elizabeth and his cousin, regardless of Darcy’s recent decisions or her declarations that she did not love him.

Darcy loved her, and such a feeling was not easily extinguished, nor could it be dismissed by resolute decisions made by reason or intellect. Most often, the heart eluded control, not only in Bingley’s case. All that remained was to discover her true feelings. Even though it seemed impossible, the colonel had enough experience with women to find a way.

“Darcy is deeply grateful to you for that letter regarding Wickham. In fact, it is because of it that I am here.”

“My aunt encouraged me to write it. She and my father never liked Mr Wickham from the beginning. They warned us about his character, which they suspected was unsavoury.”

“Two very perceptive people who were not deceived by a friendly appearance.”

“Yes, unlike those of us who believed him. But you can be sure that I deeply regret that first impression of him, which shows me that I am not as good at judging people as I once thought.”

“Have you had any other revelations?” the colonel asked, emboldened by the friendly atmosphere between them and what he hoped might transpire.

Elizabeth blushed and hid her face behind her parasol a moment too late. The colonel’s boldness startled her, but she suddenly realised that she wished the man beside her to know that her opinion of Mr Darcy had changed. And this seemed her only chance.

“Yes, I have had an important revelation,” she said resolutely. “I am too temperamental and tend to speak when upset without weighing my words or fully understanding my feelings.”

The colonel tried not to smile and reveal his satisfaction. The intelligent woman beside him had just confessed that she regretted refusing Darcy so vehemently. Knowing whether she loved him was impossible, but she regretted not reflecting before rejecting his marriage proposal. And for now, that was enough. Elizabeth Bennet was not opposed to seeing his cousin again.

“You are a remarkable woman for recognising your own faults,” he murmured admiringly.

“To be genuinely remarkable is to possess the capacity for change, to strive to improve,” she murmured.

“I have no doubt that you are contemplating such a change yourself. That is precisely what Darcy did. I was dreadfully tactless in Kent when I told you that story… Please, allow me to share another. Darcy confessed to Bingley that he had been wrong to interfere in his life and revealed to him that your sister had been in town for three months—information he did not have.”

“And?” Elizabeth asked, a new hope kindling within her.

“I told you what Darcy did, but I cannot predict Bingley’s intentions.”

“Of course not,” she conceded. “But at least now Mr Bingley knows Jane made an effort to see him.”

“Indeed, it is a courageous act that speaks about the depth of Miss Bennet’s feelings. Any lady who can make such a gesture commands my highest admiration. I am certain you possess the same strength of character.”

Elizabeth gazed at him, perplexed, as he held her eyes with his, determined to convey that his words were no mere accident; he meant every syllable. A lady has the right to fight for her love, and in their case, that lady was her.

She nodded slightly, indicating that the message had reached her. Although he could not be certain of her feelings, it was evident that she did not harbour any disdain for Darcy.

Elizabeth and the colonel arrived in front of Longbourn, both feeling an unexpected regret at the thought of parting ways, as though many things were left unsaid.

“This is our home,” Elizabeth finally remarked.

Usually, she paid little attention to the house or the garden. Still, now she saw everything as though through the eyes of a stranger. The house, which had not been repaired for a long time, displayed a few damaged steps and a peeling front door. Yet, the climbing roses were nearly in bloom, lending the house a cheerful air, and the well-tended garden, with its neatly trimmed bushes and flower beds, spoke of a passionate gardener’s care—that of John, to whom she silently offered her thanks.

“It is beautiful,” said the colonel with sincere admiration, and he kissed Elizabeth’s hand with the utmost decorum.

“I hope to see you soon,” he added as she stepped back.

“So do I,” she replied earnestly, looking back at him with a beautiful smile that illuminated her face.

Now, all that remained for the colonel to do was to return to London and make Darcy understand that he would never find another woman like Elizabeth Bennet—not only because she was beautiful and clever, but because he loved her with a passion that was unlikely to be repeated in a man’s lifetime.

Then he forced himself to forget Wickham’s threat about his beloved uncle. Such a story did not deserve to be remembered.

∞∞∞

“Who was that?” asked Mrs Bennet with keen curiosity, for nothing that happened in or around the house escaped her notice.

“Colonel Fitzwilliam, whom I met when I was in Kent.”

“Oh, Mr Darcy’s relative,” her mother remarked in a tone that conveyed less than favourable sentiments. No one had taken a liking to Mr Darcy. Yet Elizabeth now found herself resenting that enmity that she had supported in the past.

Her mother knew nothing of what had happened in Kent or Mr Darcy’s role in Jane’s unhappiness. Still, the resentment lingered because he had never mingled with the people of their community.

“What sort of life would have awaited me if I had married…him?” she asked Jane, who was reading in their room, far from the commotion of the household.

“If you are asking that, it means you harbour some regret. What happened?”

Elizabeth recounted her meeting with Colonel Fitzwilliam, omitting no details. They had shielded Jane long enough, and after more than half a year since that dreadful end to November, it was time for her to recover and consider her future.

“So, Mr Bingley did not know I was in London,” murmured Jane, the only detail from her sister’s story that she seemed to understand.

“It seems not, but that does not mean much. I would rather you not raise your hopes, for Colonel Fitzwilliam knew nothing of Mr Bingley’s feelings.”

“It is hard not to hope when one is in love. But now you know it too, dearest Lizzy, I am certain of it!”

“What do you mean?” asked Elizabeth, surprised, for she truly did not comprehend her sister’s implication.

Jane paused for a long time before answering, but in the end, she put down her book and came to sit beside her sister on the small sofa that had borne witness to all their secrets since they were children. She pressed Elizabeth’s hand to her cheek—a gesture of love uniquely hers. “My dearest, admit it or not, you are in love!” 











Chapter 29




The colonel departed the following day, much more reassured than when he had first arrived. He had spent the previous evening with Colonel Forster and a few other officers, though Wickham was notably absent. Nevertheless, the colonel was confident that his message to Colonel Forster had ultimately reached Wickham. During the manoeuvres at Brighton, any officer absent without special leave would be automatically excluded from the militia. Wickham’s arrogance did not extend so far as to endanger his future, and until he found a willing bride, his only prospects lay within the militia.

Shortly after noon, the colonel hurried up the steps of Darcy’s house, certain that his cousin awaited him with news. He was cheerful and confident, intending to spend the summer persuading Darcy to see Miss Elizabeth once more. He had glimpsed a spark in her eyes that did not exclude the possibility of deeper feelings. However, that was not his concern; his sole mission was to bring them together in the same room again.

Darcy was indeed stubborn and pursued his decisions with great determination. Still, the feelings he harboured for Miss Elizabeth might cause him to reconsider, to not follow in his father’s footsteps, and to give love another chance.

Unfortunately, as soon as he opened the door to the drawing-room, his heart froze with fear, for he found Georgiana weeping while Mrs Annesley attempted to comfort her.

“What has happened, my dear?” he exclaimed with concern, and for a moment, he feared it might once again involve Wickham. But he dismissed the thought—it was impossible, as Wickham had been seen in Meryton only the afternoon before.

Georgiana wiped away her tears, relieved to see him. “It is dreadful!” she said.

Mrs Annesley discreetly withdrew, and the colonel appreciated her tact, though it also alarmed him, for it indicated that the matter was serious enough that it could not be shared with her companion.

“Fitzwilliam seems to have gone mad,” Georgiana murmured once they were alone.

“Where is he?”

“He left early this morning, after breakfast, for Kent. Yesterday afternoon, he received a letter from Lady Catherine summoning him to Rosings. He decided to go even though we were supposed to wait for you and then to leave for Pemberley. But Lady Catherine was quite commanding. Still, it is just as well that he left. I could not have travelled with him in his state.”

“But what happened?” the colonel asked, having been away for only two days.

“Yesterday, I went to the theatre with Mrs Annesley,” Georgiana finally said. She seemed to have recovered, her cousin’s presence restoring her calm. “Fitzwilliam did not want to go, but he promised to arrive during the last interval and accompany us home at the end of the play. To my delight, we found the Gardiners at the theatre with their eldest daughter, and I gladly spent time with them in their box. When Fitzwilliam arrived, I was in the hall, speaking to Mrs Gardiner—”

Georgiana paused, and her tears began to flow once more.

“My dear, calm yourself and tell me what happened.” No matter how hard he tried, the colonel could not imagine anything so tragic as to bring Georgiana to tears. He fervently hoped the young girl was exaggerating, for what could possibly happen in the hall of a theatre?

“When Fitzwilliam saw us, he froze—”

“Saw whom?” the colonel asked, still calm.

“Mrs Gardiner and me, standing side by side in the bright light of the hall. As he approached, his face was as white as a ghost’s, terrifying me as he seemed in shock or ill. Even Mr Gardiner asked whether he would like to sit down and have a glass of water brought to him. But most impolitely, unlike him, he refused, and after a brief greeting, he offered me his arm to leave. I barely had time to say my goodbyes before I found myself outside the theatre, with him breathing heavily beside me. It was dreadful!”

“And it was just you and the Gardiner family?” the colonel asked, more than surprised, unable to comprehend what had happened.

“Wait, there is more. He did not say a word all the way home, and when we arrived, he dismissed Mrs Annesley. Again, almost impolitely. He apologised to her this morning, but it was no better.”

“Georgiana…what actually happened?” the colonel asked, on the brink of losing his patience.

Georgiana took a deep breath, then continued bravely, “Immediately he explained what had terrified him, for he was a frightened man, I assure you. He thought that Mrs Gardiner and I looked like sisters!”

And the colonel, who had been pacing the room, collapsed into a chair before her, exclaiming, “No!”

“But yes, yes. Mrs Gardiner is our sister. That is what he told me a hundred times, nearly half the night. And many other things! How fortunate he was to have escaped the Bennet family and, of course, with them the Gardiners and Wilsons. He walked around congratulating himself that he was not engaged…but it is a lie, Richard. He is the most unhappy man in the world. And I, along with him.”

The colonel remained silent, utterly overwhelmed by the news. A wave of nausea unlike any he had ever experienced swept over him as his stomach churned and his heart ached at the same time, haunted by the memory of Wickham’s tale. He summoned all his strength to regain his composure, knowing that this was not something to share with Georgiana or Darcy. If Wickham’s story were indeed true, it would not be him who divulged it. Yet, the two stories fit together in a ghastly manner—a daughter born out of wedlock, her mother a longtime mistress!

“How could Fitzwilliam conceive of such a notion?” Georgiana pressed on. “How could he imagine that Mrs Gardiner is…our sister?”

“So you do not believe it?” the colonel asked, increasingly astonished by the young woman before him, displaying a maturity rarely found in one so young.

“No! I cannot believe such a thing about our father. Do you?”

The colonel shook his head, dejected and bewildered. Although the possibility, corroborated by Wickham’s story, was not beyond belief—that his uncle might have engaged in such an affair before marriage and continued it during his married years. Many men did, and he was well aware of numerous women of any generation who had not shied away from carnal pleasures. But how could he explain this to Georgiana, whose maturity, though impressive, was still limited regarding certain topics?

“Anything is possible,” he replied hesitantly, though something gnawed at him. “Yet one thing is clear—if it is true, my uncle could not have known about the child’s existence then. He would never have been indifferent to such a circumstance.”

But this seemed to utterly contradict the idea of keeping a mistress.

“So you believe it might be true and that he did not know at the time?” Georgiana asked, the possibility only now occurring to her. “Oh!” she exclaimed repeatedly, clutching her chest as if she were in great pain. “It is possible!” she murmured to herself, while the colonel remained silent, uncertain what to do or even what to think, afraid to disclose too much to that intelligent lady who seemed to easily understand the entanglements of life.

“No, I cannot live like this. Fitzwilliam wants us to go to Pemberley, forget everything, and never see the Gardiners again. But I cannot! I cannot. I have a duty to our father to find out the truth. To restore his honour in whatever situation he might have been in. And then there is something else—”

Georgiana paused for a long time, and the colonel suddenly found himself keenly interested in all her thoughts, for they seemed so noble that they honoured their family.

“What?” he asked, fascinated by the young Darcy, displaying remarkable strength of character.

“If she is our sister, Father wanted us to know.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“He wanted to marry Mrs Wilson. If her daughter is our sister, we would have found out immediately after the marriage!”

It was logical.

“You are right, Georgiana. Regardless of the truth, your father wanted you to be a family.”

“And that is what we shall be.”

“But what about Darcy?” the colonel asked, relieved for the first time, as if this little lady could fix a thirty-year-old problem.

“We shall present him with an accomplished fact and an inevitable result,” Georgiana said with such determination that, for a moment, the colonel felt as though Lady Anne was in the room with him. Perhaps she was supporting Georgiana with her resolve and inner beauty that could understand any human weakness or behaviour.

“And what shall we do?” The colonel smiled again, entirely at the service of his young cousin.

“I must speak to Mrs Wilson and hear the truth from her mouth.”

“But we do not know their address in London,” he said. “I can write to Miss Elizabeth and ask for the address.”

But Georgiana shook her head with a strange expression on her face.

“No!” she said. “We shall go to Hertfordshire, to Miss Elizabeth. She may be the key to this complicated situation.”

The colonel looked at her so intently that he made her exclaim, “What is it?”

“Are you just sixteen, young lady?”

“Sixteen nearly seventeen,” she answered with that astute expression that strengthened his feelings that his little cousin had left her childhood forever, promising to be as wise, funny, and loving as her dear mother had been.











Chapter 30




Although both were concerned about Darcy’s response, the journey to Hertfordshire was dominated by cheerfulness. They had decided that there was no need to keep the recent events at home a secret from Mrs Annesley. They agreed to discuss the matter openly without divulging explicit details, carefully avoiding indiscreet specifics. And Mrs Annesley proved her discretion by reading almost the whole journey. In her delicate way, she let them know that they could trust her.

“I cannot imagine why Fitzwilliam was so desperate!” exclaimed Georgiana as soon as the carriage began to move.

“We were brought up to revere our fathers. We have always believed that a father cannot be wrong,” the colonel replied earnestly.

“But we do not yet know the whole story. We cannot conclude that our father was mistaken. Fitzwilliam should have done what we are doing—sought out Mrs Wilson to ask her directly what happened.”

“We are not going to Mrs Wilson,” the colonel remarked with a knowing look.

“No, we are attempting to resolve two matters at once,” Georgiana replied gravely, as this was the first time in her life she had made a decision on behalf of her brother. “And I fully acknowledge that Fitzwilliam will be very angry with us,” she continued, a small smile playing on her lips, one that carried a hint of mischief. It reminded the colonel of Darcy, who often found amusement in secrets during rather complex situations.

“He would prefer us to forget everything, to draw a heavy curtain over this situation as in a theatre. In fact, over both situations. As you said, we have chosen to speak to Miss Elizabeth, and Darcy wishes to forget her along with Mrs Wilson and the other story.”

They both laughed with considerable satisfaction, for in truth, a simple message to Longbourn requesting the Gardiner family’s address would have sufficed for a discussion with Mrs Wilson. However, their journey had an entirely different purpose: to involve Miss Elizabeth in resolving their family issue and arrange a meeting between her and Darcy.

“Knowing Miss Elizabeth, she will help us willingly in the matter of Mrs Wilson,” the colonel said.

“Knowing Fitzwilliam, he would refuse anything we suggest.”

“Then we shall propose nothing to him. As you said, we shall present him with a foregone conclusion, confronting him face to face with Miss Elizabeth, who will candidly represent her family and will know the truth directly from Mrs Wilson.”

“Who will be summoned to speak by Mr Darcy’s daughter. A clever plan.”

“A simple plan!” Georgiana said.

They laughed again, their plan seeming clever, even though, from the very first moment, all involved parties would likely suspect their true intentions. “You must speak to Miss Elizabeth alone,” the colonel said. “Mrs Annesley and I shall wait for you at Netherfield.”











Chapter 31




When the carriage stopped before Longbourn House, Elizabeth and Jane were just returning from a walk. Both turned, curious to see who had arrived, but it took Elizabeth a moment to recognise Miss Darcy. She had only seen her once, for a quarter of an hour, and although she had often thought of her, Miss Darcy’s face had never fully formed in her memories. But something unexpected occurred; Miss Darcy turned to say something to those in the carriage, and as she turned her face back towards them, Elizabeth discerned the striking resemblance to her brother, causing her heart to race wildly.

“Who is it?” whispered Jane.

“Miss Darcy.” And if Jane had until then only teased Elizabeth, she now became certain that her sister was in love with Mr Darcy, for Elizabeth, usually brave and confident, completely lost her composure in front of a girl who did not seem to be more than sixteen years old, simply because she was the sister of the man she had fallen in love with too late.

“Miss Darcy! Welcome,” Elizabeth said.

She made the introductions, but Jane almost impolitely withdrew. This became apparent when Elizabeth and Georgiana found no one else in the drawing-room, as Jane suspected they needed privacy.

“Miss Bennet is extraordinary!” said Georgiana with all her heart. They sat down next to a low table, upon which a servant quickly placed biscuits and lemonade.

“What a pleasure seeing you here,” Elizabeth mumbled, still incapable of gaining her composure entirely. In the extended exchange of glances, Georgiana understood that the pleasure was genuine and not merely a polite phrase. Suddenly, hope began to stir in her heart. If Miss Elizabeth harboured feelings for her brother, matters might be even more straightforward than she had hoped.

“The pleasure is mine, I assure you. I was accompanied here by Colonel Fitzwilliam—”

“Oh!” exclaimed Elizabeth, surprised. “And why did he not come in?”

“Because what I have to tell you is quite…difficult and personal.”

In an instant, several possibilities flashed through Elizabeth’s mind. Still, none seemed so difficult that the colonel could not be present. Among them was a small hope that Mr Darcy did not consider her response final. But would he have sent his sister on such a personal mission?

“My brother does not know that I am here,” Miss Darcy said, and that small hope vanished, leaving a void, then a pang, in Elizabeth’s heart.

“I shall speak very plainly…and quickly. A few evenings ago, at the theatre, Fitzwilliam saw Mrs Gardiner and me standing side by side—”

Georgiana blushed deeply, for what followed was indeed very difficult, but in an instant, Elizabeth understood.

“My God!” she exclaimed. Her face reflected that she knew what had happened from those few words, and it became evident to Georgiana that this beautiful and intelligent woman had to be her brother’s future wife. But for now, the matter concerned Mrs Wilson and their father.

“Yes, he thought there was a resemblance between us that could mean that—”

“My aunt could be your sister,” Elizabeth completed that dreadful sentence, and they avoided looking at each other, equally ashamed and red-faced.

“Exactly,” murmured Georgiana. “Do you know anything?”

“No!” Elizabeth replied firmly. “And my aunt knows nothing either, I can guarantee that. The only one who knows the truth is Mrs Wilson.”

“Then we must speak to Mrs Wilson,” Georgiana said, her words carrying the weight of an inexorable decision.

“My God, what a situation,” murmured Elizabeth.

“Yes, I shall not hide from you that my brother is furious and hurt and wants nothing to do with Mrs Wilson.”

Elizabeth nodded. She understood perfectly. Her family, an obstacle to his feelings from the beginning, had now become an insurmountable barrier. If she had hoped to meet Mr Darcy in the future and begin anew, it now seemed impossible.

“I can do nothing,” she said. Sensing the regret in her voice, Georgiana wondered whether her brother was also part of that feeling. But such a topic could not be broached.

“I have come precisely because my cousin and I believe you could warm relations between our families.”

“Me? How?”

“Would you agree to come to London and speak to Mrs Wilson together?”

And although they did not look at each other, both were suddenly aware that the awkwardness between them had dissipated.

“I will!” Elizabeth exclaimed without hesitation, her response coming from the heart rather than from her mind.

“Thank you, Elizabeth!” Georgiana replied, and only then did she realise that she had used her first name, as was customary only among family or close friends. “I am sorry—”

“No, Georgiana, I feel the same. As if we have known each other for a long time.”

“Thank you! Thank you for being so friendly to me. Thank you for being willing to help me. For me, this matter is of the utmost importance.” And in response to Elizabeth’s unspoken question, she continued, “Father wanted to marry Mrs Wilson. She was extremely important to him. Had they married, we would have known the truth, whatever it might be. How can I explain, Elizabeth? Father’s death came as a tremendous shock. He was not ill. We did not expect it, and surely neither did he. His death interrupted his plans for us to become a family—Mrs Wilson, the Gardiners, and us. I wish to fulfil my father’s wish even if his plan failed at his death. We did not become a family, but we can be close friends, and I am sure that is what Father would have wanted. Richard explained that boys see their fathers as gods and hate to dethrone them. That is probably why Fitzwilliam responded so badly. But I am sure that at this moment, he is reflecting on what happened and will come to think the same way I do. We must do what Father wished. We must uncover the truth and live with it.”

“I am ready to help you, but I am not certain Mr Darcy will be pleased you have involved me. We parted on less than friendly terms.”

Georgiana reflected for a long time, but there was already such a serene atmosphere between them that the silence was not awkward. On the contrary, it had a quality that was given by respect and admiration.

“This is a side of my brother I do not fully know,” Georgiana finally murmured. “I know him to be severe but only with those who deserve it—”

She paused abruptly and blushed deeply. “Oh Lord, I did not mean to imply that you deserved—”

“I did not take it that way, do not worry. Your brother, like all people, has many facets. To you, he is and has always been a loving brother.”

“And to you, what is he?” Georgiana wanted to ask but did not dare. It was enough that Elizabeth was coming to London with them. Somehow, in the coming days, they would find a way for her brother and Elizabeth to be alone for a few minutes. Even if it provoked Darcy’s anger, it had to be done to ensure that, regarding Elizabeth, he followed his true feelings, whatever those might be.

As for Mrs Wilson, they had the moral duty to be on good terms with the lady their father had wanted to marry.

“Miss Darcy, I have not shared the revelations I gleaned from Mrs Wilson with my family.”

A boundless curiosity played across the young lady’s features, yet she remained silent, allowing Elizabeth to continue. “I suspect we know no more than you, but regardless, I would rather not disclose anything of what I have learnt and prefer to allow Mrs Wilson to reveal the matter in her own time and in her own manner.”

Georgiana gave a slight nod, signifying her agreement, but she admired Elizabeth’s discretion more than anything.

“We may go to London and find nothing more than we already know,” Elizabeth said.

“I think that is not possible,” replied Georgiana. “My question will be obvious. Is Mrs Gardiner our sister? An answer must come, and I do not see her lying.”

∞∞∞

Once their discussion had concluded, Miss Darcy found herself surrounded by all the Bennet ladies, and to the surprise of those who recalled Mr Darcy’s former haughtiness, the simplicity and charm of the young lady won them over immediately.

Reluctantly, Georgiana took her leave; the carriage sent by the colonel had already waited nearly an hour. However, she promised to return for dinner, accompanied by her cousin and Mrs Annesley.











Chapter 32




When Elizabeth returned to the house after saying her goodbyes to Miss Darcy, she noticed her father standing by the library window.

“I was not aware that gentlemen also harboured curiosity,” she remarked cheerfully as she opened the library door.

“Why should they not? Or do you believe that gentlemen occupy their time solely with discussions of the estate, the weather, and hunting?”

Elizabeth flung herself into her usual armchair with the same confidence she had always displayed since realising that the answers to all her questions could be found in her father’s library. Sometimes, these answers came directly from him, at other times from a book or an atlas, but never had it happened that she left that place without learning or discovering something new.

“I truly do not know what gentlemen discuss. Is it not peculiar that I have never wondered?”

“Forget the gentlemen and their discussions,” Mr Bennet interjected hastily. “Tell me instead what brought Miss Darcy here.”

Elizabeth observed him, surprised, for he had been the only one absent from the drawing-room when she presented the young lady to her family. Their father skilfully avoided involving himself in their affairs. Yet, they were constantly amazed by his apparent knowledge of everything occurring within the house—and beyond.

“How do you know who she was?”

“I overheard when you introduced her to Jane.”

“So you were eavesdropping?”

“A father does not eavesdrop. He observes his family,” Mr Bennet replied with that hint of sarcasm that often coloured his statements, making Elizabeth burst into laughter, amused by how her father could turn any conversation to his advantage.

“Well?” he prompted.

“Well…it is a tangled tale that I doubt would interest you.”

“I am interested in everything that concerns you and may disturb your lives.”

Elizabeth smiled absently and tucked one leg beneath her, as she always did when confronted with a problem. Her mother often scolded her for it, but her father did not, relying on that tiny, unconscious gesture to know when Elizabeth faced a dilemma and was still undecided about revealing it. Unlike her sisters, she did not make mountains out of molehills, did not complain incessantly, and when she suffered, she hid her pain from everyone, sometimes even from Jane. For this reason, Mr Bennet said nothing further, leaving her to decide whether she was ready to confide.

“It is not about my life. It is someone else’s story,” she finally said, though this did not allay Mr Bennet’s worries. No matter how foreign the story, it also concerned his daughter.

“I am unsure whether I would be indiscreet in telling you,” she added, and her father smiled.

“Do you really imagine I would share what you confide in me with your mother?” He laughed.

In the entire house, and perhaps in all of Longbourn or Meryton, the one person to whom the two of them would certainly not entrust a secret was Mrs Bennet.

“It is not a matter of discretion. I believe it is serious enough not to become mere gossip…but…nevertheless, I think the truth will eventually come out.”

In a few words, she recounted to her father all she knew of Mrs Wilson’s connection with the Darcys’ father, including the incident at the theatre a few days earlier. To her surprise, Elizabeth saw a shadow of concern cross Mr Bennet’s face.

“I told you it was serious. But why are you worried?”

“Because such stories seldom end well when they become public.”

“But how could this story end badly for us?”

“Not for us,” Mr Bennet replied. “For you.” His words left her breathless with astonishment.

“Breathe and think, Elizabeth Bennet,” her father said gently. Since she could not speak, he continued, “There are few possibilities. Either you think I am a fool, which I know is not the case, or you believe I am indifferent to you, incapable or unwilling to see and understand your troubles, which I am not. Or you accept that I know what is happening to you.”

“Oh!” she exclaimed, still speechless.

“Then you must know that I fear this story could cast a shadow over your own.”

“My own story?” Elizabeth repeated.

“With Mr Darcy,” explained Mr Bennet.

Elizabeth leapt from her seat, exclaiming, “Papa, what nonsense are you speaking?”

“So I was mistaken,” he replied, though his expression clearly indicated he knew he was not. “Mr Darcy is not in love with you, nothing happened in Kent, and you are entirely indifferent to him. Then all is well, and our conversation is at an end,” he said, picking up the book he had been reading.

“Father,” Elizabeth murmured reproachfully and sat back before him as he set the book aside again.

“So it is true. One thing I do not know—how far did his declarations go in Kent?”

“He asked me to marry him,” she murmured, not daring to meet his gaze, fearing the regret she might see there.

“And you refused because you did not love him.”

Elizabeth nodded slightly; saying more about what happened in Kent was useless.

“And since when have you known that you love him?”

“I have not yet wholly realised it,” she replied, knowing it was untrue. She felt a constant ache in her chest that could only come from a lost love. She loved him and deceived herself by pretending it was not so.

“What is the point of admitting I love a man I have already lost? I want to move on with my life, not do as Jane did, suffering for months.”

“Jane did something else as well. She remained in London for many months, making plans to meet Mr Bingley. And she had far fewer assurances of love than you received from the man you love.”

“What are you suggesting? That I should rush to London to try to see him?”

“Is that not why Miss Darcy came?” asked Mr Bennet as he put on his glasses, a clear sign that the conversation was over this time.

∞∞∞

“What has happened?” Jane cried out as soon as Elizabeth entered their bedroom. She had been pacing the room since Miss Darcy left, anxiously awaiting Elizabeth’s return from her conversation with their father.

But so many events had happened that Elizabeth scarcely knew where to begin.

“Papa knows about Mr Darcy,” she said at last.

“You told him?”

“No, he suspected something. Can you believe that he discerned Mr Darcy’s feelings for me?”

“He is so peculiar. One would think he is ignorant of everything that happens in his house, yet in truth, he notices everything.”

“That is exactly what he told me—that he observes us.”

“Why did Miss Darcy come?” Jane asked, voicing the day’s most pressing question.

“Mr Darcy saw his sister and our aunt standing side by side at the theatre, and he nearly erupted in fury. It appeared to him that the two ladies resembled one another…as sisters.”

Elizabeth murmured the last words as her father’s concern suddenly occurred to her. From Miss Darcy’s account, it was clear that her brother viewed the situation with deep disapproval.

“My goodness!” exclaimed Jane, but Elizabeth did not meet her gaze, too consumed by her own worries.

“Everything is lost,” she murmured in despair.

“I do not understand any of this,” cried Jane. “Why has Miss Darcy come?”

“She has come to ask me to accompany her to the Gardiners’ to meet Mrs Wilson—together. She wants to know the truth—she wishes to ascertain whether Aunt Gardiner is, in fact, their half-sister.”

“An exceedingly courageous young lady!” Jane cried.

“Yes, she is. But I had hoped, and she might have given me some hints—or at least that is what I imagined—that she had come not solely for that reason. I hoped she wished for me to meet her brother… Otherwise, she could have simply written a letter to request the Gardiners’ address.”

“Exactly!”

“Yes, perhaps she has come for me…but not for him. This new revelation concerning our family has likely only deepened his resentment.”

“Mrs Wilson is not exactly our family,” Jane interjected.

“Try telling that to an angry man. Mrs Gardiner is our family, and should she be revealed as their sister, it would be disastrous for our relationship.”

“That began and ended in Kent when you refused him,” Jane said gently. She did not wish to wound her sister’s feelings, yet neither did she want to foster false hope.

“I know. But we were both in the wrong. We were equally angered, and our exchange was more about our frustrations than our feelings. It was far from a marriage proposal. In truth, what I refused then was his harsh judgment of our family. I scarcely had time to consider that he was proposing to me. Yet when we met at the inn, there was a moment when it was just the two of us, devoid of all those other entanglements. Then, I realised that I liked him, as the harsh exterior he had shown the day before began to fade away, leaving behind just a man. But now, with this new discovery, there is no hope.”

That evening at dinner, it was decided that Jane would also accompany them to London. Still, they needed a plausible explanation for Mrs Bennet and her other daughters to justify Miss Darcy’s visit and the girls’ sudden departure.

Amidst all their anxieties, they sat down to dinner without having devised such a story, and when the question arose, Mr Bennet rescued them in his usual brief and slightly ironic manner.

“Miss Darcy wishes to rekindle the friendship that once existed between her family and Mrs Gardiner’s.”

“Friendship?” Mrs Bennet repeated, deeply hurt. She was proud to know more than anyone else about all the connections within her family or their close friends. “I have never heard of such a thing,” she continued, looking with reproach at her husband, who, for once, knew more than she did.

“You are hearing of it now, my dear,” said Mr Bennet. “And we must express our gratitude to Colonel Fitzwilliam for helping the young ladies to make the journey together to London and to fulfil such a noble task.”

Mrs Bennet looked around, bewildered. She did not understand any of it, and that displeased her, but soon an animated conversation began. Noticing that Jane was seated next to the colonel and they appeared to be engaged in a separate discussion, Mrs Bennet suddenly had an epiphany. She concluded that the entire visit was about Jane and Mr Bingley, and she smiled meaningfully at Elizabeth, yet she was still angry with her husband.











Chapter 33




Despite the colonel’s concerns about the impending confrontation with Darcy, the cheerful atmosphere within the carriage gradually dispelled his anxieties, allowing him to revel in the company of the three remarkable young ladies.

Indeed, no sooner had they left Meryton than a smile returned to his face. He had been plagued by the fear that Georgiana might glimpse Wickham in Meryton, and he was not the only one. Miss Elizabeth had harboured the same apprehension. During dinner, she had discreetly asked whether Georgiana was aware that the officer was in the area. Upon realising that the colonel had kept this information from her, they silently agreed to shield Georgiana from any chance of seeing him. Although Elizabeth had wished to show their guests the beauty of the neighbourhood after their dinner at Longbourn, she had decided to postpone the walk for another time.

The colonel regarded each of the young ladies in turn. The previous evening, he had forged a friendship with Miss Bennet in no time, just as he had with Miss Elizabeth in Kent. Although he sensed a small hidden interest on Miss Bennet’s part, it did not trouble him. Bingley was his friend, and Miss Bennet was precisely what Bingley needed—her beauty, intelligence, and gentleness perfectly complemented his friend’s kindness and cheerfulness. When Miss Bennet, blushing, asked whether he had any news of Bingley, he assured her that, accompanied by Georgiana, they would one morning visit the Hursts to take Bingley for a walk.

“This is something we do regularly without prior notice,” he said with a smile, noticing how much the young lady appreciated the idea. He was well aware of Bingley’s sisters’ interference, and he found the prospect of teaching them a small lesson on their own ground rather amusing.

He then turned his gaze to Miss Elizabeth, who spoke with delightful fervour. He had nothing more to say about her but that she was the woman his cousin needed. The only one who, if she loved him, would marry him for himself rather than his wealth. She was also the only woman who would stand up to him and transform their life together into a beneficial and amusing confrontation, ensuring neither would lose interest.

Yet, with Darcy, it was always difficult to predict his actions. He could only hope that the plan he and Georgiana had devised would succeed and that the butler would inform Darcy of a visitor without revealing that the visitor was Miss Elizabeth. Could the plan go awry? Undoubtedly, but Miss Elizabeth had embraced their scheme, and she was the sort of woman who knew how to defend herself.

Georgiana had written to Darcy in Kent that she was accompanying the colonel to Hertfordshire to ascertain the Gardiner family’s address so she could meet Mrs Wilson. Darcy was no fool, but the colonel hoped that this time, he would be too concerned with his own affairs to suspect that Miss Elizabeth was part of the group returning to London. Yet their intention to meet Mrs Wilson would clearly irk him enough to cause him to return from Kent at the same time they did.

The colonel was uncertain what they would find in the Gardiner household, or even if Mrs Wilson would be there.

Still, Darcy required the truth as much as his sister did—even if he was unwilling to admit it. Burying such a story could only serve as a temporary solution, for the need for truth was far greater than the fear of suffering.

“What shall we do if Mrs Wilson is not in London?” he asked Georgiana.

“We shall go to Surrey,” she replied with resolve, casting a glance at Elizabeth and Jane, both of whom nodded in agreement, signifying their support. Joy lit up her face, for her dream of having friends was finally realised, and the two Bennet sisters were precisely the kind of young ladies she had longed for.

“We shall find a solution, regardless of what Mrs Wilson reveals,” Georgiana said. “I am certain that is what Father would have wished, and his desire is more important to me now than any opinion my brother might hold.”

“Darcy is merely frustrated by the prospect of seeing his father as a man who, perhaps, made a mistake,” remarked the colonel.

“It is natural for him to feel that way,” Elizabeth responded, coming to Darcy’s defence. The colonel concealed a smile, for he increasingly sensed that the woman before him had feelings for Darcy.

∞∞∞

They arrived at Gracechurch Street in the early afternoon and were greeted by Mrs Wilson and her daughter, who needed only a moment to comprehend the reason for the presence of this unusual group in their family’s drawing room.

Following the introductions, the colonel glanced at Mrs Gardiner, who immediately attempted to leave her mother and Miss Darcy alone, but Mrs Wilson, still standing, gently placed her hand on her arm, urging her to remain.

“Go, my dear, and fetch your husband. I believe the time has come to tell you the entire story.”

Clearly frightened and anxious, Mrs Gardiner returned after a few moments with her husband, and the introductions created a brief lull, but everyone could sense that a storm was brewing.

“Miss Darcy?” said Mrs Wilson with determination, knowing the young lady sought answers.

“Mrs Wilson, I shall ask you but one question. Is Mrs Gardiner my sister?”

Suddenly, the room erupted into chaos; everyone was on their feet once more, and Mrs Gardiner attempted to embrace her mother protectively, but she broke free and cried out, “No! My God, how could you believe such a thing? No! Not at all. My relationship with Mr Darcy was wonderfully pure. We did not even hold hands. He was too honourable to place me in a ruinous position, for he quickly learnt that our parents, all our parents, were opposed to a marriage between us.”

“Then how do you explain this?” Georgiana asked, her tone softer yet still doubtful as she approached Mrs Gardiner. The resemblance was unmistakable, though there were at least fifteen years between them. Jane sighed and took Elizabeth’s hand, while Mr Gardiner collapsed into a chair, overwhelmed by shock.

“Margot was born more than a year after my marriage,” Mrs Wilson declared, as proof suddenly became necessary for her to be believed. “But there is an explanation. Mr Darcy and I wished to share this story immediately after our marriage with the entire family gathered. However, life had other plans,” she said, tears streaming down her face. Georgiana approached her and embraced her, the two of them weeping together for that wonderful man who had been taken from them far too soon.











Chapter 34




“Are you ready for the meeting?” the colonel asked Elizabeth in the carriage, taking them from Gracechurch Street to Grosvenor Street in Mayfair.

“Richard!” Georgiana scolded him. “Do not frighten her. You speak as though my brother were some kind of ogre.”

Elizabeth smiled without answering, for her emotions were shifting rapidly—from a quiet dread that she might be met with coldness to the anticipation of seeing him alone and having the chance to tell him about all that had happened in her life over the past few months. Whatever the result of this encounter, she felt an overwhelming need to see him, to clarify her feelings, and to reach a resolution together, far removed from the irritation and frustration they had experienced in Kent.

Her family was important but not enough to sway her future. She was confident that he had also spoken hastily before truly knowing her family individually. The truth lay somewhere between their perspectives, and each would need to take a step towards the other to find it.

She was uncertain about his present feelings. Inadvertently, both the colonel and Georgiana had allowed her to glimpse his state of mind—the anger over the situation with Mrs Wilson, which inevitably touched their own situation as well. It seemed as though he had resolved to move on with his life and forget her, too wounded by her vehement refusal, now wary of a family not only beneath his social standing but also one that had shattered his idealised image of his father.

“We have arrived,” Georgiana suddenly announced. It seemed to Elizabeth that only a moment had passed, though the journey must have taken more than half an hour.

She gazed curiously at the elegant white house with classical columns and a simple panelled door. As they entered the grand hall, with its high ceilings adorned with intricate plasterwork, she tried to absorb every detail, hoping her racing heart would calm.

While the colonel and Georgiana spoke to the butler, she caught a glimpse of herself in the gilt-framed mirrors, which reflected the light from a grand chandelier made of cut crystal. The sight was impressive, yet she cherished every detail: a delicate console table against the wall topped with a huge vase of fresh flowers and a silver candelabrum, a pair of elegant high-backed chairs positioned near the entrance for waiting visitors, and two classical statues placed on pedestals. Everything exuded a refined taste, certainly setting the tone for the rest of the residence.

“It is beautiful,” she whispered to Georgiana.

“Wait until you see Pemberley!” the girl replied, confident that soon she would show Elizabeth Pemberley House, nestled among the hills surrounding the park.

And then, in an instant, she heard, as if through a dense mist, the butler announcing, “Sir, you have a visitor,” as he had been instructed by the colonel to mention no names. And when he withdrew, she saw Darcy seated in an armchair, reading, surrounded by the most magnificent library she had ever seen.

“Miss Elizabeth!” he exclaimed as he rose, so shocked that she could not discern whether he was annoyed or pleased to see her.

And as she stood silent, unable to utter a word for the first time in her life, he approached her. Only then did she manage to say, “Mr Darcy.”

And silence once more reigned between them.

He was the man she had dreamt of, but she could read only astonishment on his face.

“What brings you here?” he asked, and she thought his tone sounded irritated, as though her presence disturbed him. She relied intensely on his being a gentleman, and especially after what had happened in Kent, she expected him to conceal his true feelings behind a mask of politeness. But she needed far more than his courtesy, and at that moment, he seemed unimpressed by her as a woman, only intrigued by the novelty of the situation.

“I have something I wish to discuss with you,” Elizabeth finally said, determined to regain her composure. If nothing else came of this encounter, at least she would tell him what had happened in her aunt’s drawing-room. That was, in truth, the mission that had brought her here, though she now wondered whether it had been wise. Perhaps she should have waited for his family to inform him, and then they could have met. But would he have wanted to see her then?

With a restrained gesture, he invited her to sit in a deep black leather armchair. Without intending to, she imagined herself there, nestled in that armchair, surrounded by open books, immersed in a fervour that would surely engulf her in that wealth of volumes. For a moment, she took her eyes off him and admired the tall bookshelves made of light-coloured wood, which lent the room a cheerful air, and the floor to ceiling windows, which she longed to look out of to admire the view. Then, when he sat down, as he always did, carefully adjusting the crease in his trousers, she noticed an open book on the small table beside his armchair. Although she had come determined to measure her words, she suddenly asked, entirely unexpectedly, even to herself, “What book are you reading?”

To her surprise, he laughed and handed her the book—Of the Standard of Taste.

“David Hume,” she said, surprised. “Are you uncertain about the criteria by which you judge people?” she asked, smiling for the first time.

“The criteria by which I judge art,” he replied, then paused. “But surely you did not come here to discuss philosophical matters.” His voice held a note of irritation.

“No, indeed. I came because—” But she faltered, looking at him she decided to tell the truth about her intentions. “I came under a pretext to speak to you about something else.”

And at last, she saw something in his expression other than surprise or irritation.

“Elizabeth Bennet comes alone to visit a man, unafraid for her reputation.”

“I am certain my visit will not become fodder for gossip in London. Besides, who would be interested in a girl from Hertfordshire?” she said, immediately regretting it, for she wished more than anything to avoid a quarrel with him.

“Just as I remembered, a sharp tongue!” he said, but strangely, his voice seemed only amused. “It means you trust me.”

“Unlimited in your honesty, limited in your ability to judge people,” Elizabeth retorted, suddenly unafraid of whatever might be said between them, for Mr Darcy smiled, relaxed.

“That is good enough. What is the pretext under which you have come?” he wanted to know, and for a moment, curiosity flickered on his countenance, quickly hidden by a sterner expression.

“Miss Darcy visited Longbourn to request my presence when she spoke to Mrs Wilson—”

“Mrs Wilson,” he interjected, his tone suddenly hardening. “Georgiana made the trip…and the rest, without consulting me. I would say that is improper. My decision was to forget that episode, given that my father is no longer with us.”

“Are you certain it was a wise decision?” she asked.

“Now you doubt not only my judgment of people but also my ability to make decisions?”

“I am merely suggesting that significant decisions should be made with a calm mind.”

“As you did in Kent?” he asked, somewhat harshly.

“Let us set aside what happened in Kent for now and speak about the pretext.”

“Will there come a time when we discuss Kent?”

“Yes, if you wish.”

“Do you desire that?”

“That is why I came, but the decision is yours.”

And she saw him smile, though he tried to conceal it as he poured himself a cognac. But then he hesitated and rang for the butler, who returned promptly with two tall, elegant glasses, which he filled with sparkling wine. Elizabeth had only tasted such wine once in her uncle’s home.

“Are we celebrating something?” she asked, looking at the glass in her hand.

“Perhaps,” he replied. “So—?”

"Fitzwilliam," Elizabeth murmured, and in that instant, his composure wavered, though his countenance remained inscrutable. Yet, something intangible radiated from him—a silent force that struck her heart, revealing the depth of his enduring love. In that same breath, she realised that she, too, loved him. How else could she so keenly perceive his emotions, without a word uttered or a glance shared?

“Yes, Elizabeth,” he responded, and his voice sounded like a caress as he spoke her name.

“Mrs Gardiner is not your sister.”

She took her eyes from him to let him comprehend what she had just revealed.

“Before you say something you might regret, you should know that my aunt was born more than a year after her mother’s marriage to her husband, Mr Wilson. And if you still do not believe it, there is a marriage and a baptism recorded in the parish register in Lambton.”

“Then how?” he asked, for he already knew that he could speak in half-phrases or single words, and she would understand; or he could remain silent and simply look at her, and understanding would still come.

“You do not know, but the scoundrel Wickham said something vile to the colonel—that your father had an affair with Mrs Wilson… I mean after her marriage.”

Elizabeth paused, wishing to go to him and soothe his anger.

“It is an enormous falsehood, and the colonel has vowed to ruin Wickham if a word of it ever escapes his lips. Your father loved your mother, as I am sure you recall. Love cannot be feigned or performed like a play. Your parents truly loved one another—”

“Then how could it be possible for him to love Mrs Wilson?”

“It is possible because people can love more than once—”

“Not I!” he declared, and Elizabeth felt a wave of pleasure sweep through her, from the tips of her toes to her heart.

“If you continue speaking like this, Mr Darcy, I shall not be able to tell you the rest,” she whispered, her declaration of love evident in every syllable she uttered, but he still required more proof to believe it.

“Then tell me,” he replied, smiling.

“Do not interrupt me, then!” she ordered, and he made a grand gesture with both hands, inviting her to proceed.

“The resemblance is, however, real.” And he poured himself another glass of wine, which he drank slowly, watching her. He wanted to pour some for her as well, but Elizabeth declined. She already felt the effect of the wine, though it was difficult to determine whether it was not merely the effect of love.

“How could such a thing happen?” he murmured.

“Georgiana knew a story that you told her. The first Darcy who purchased Pemberley had twins.”

The astonishment on his face momentarily eclipsed love, and Elizabeth regretted it but hurried to continue, to finish, and then see him look at her again with the love that appeared on his face from time to time when he forgot to control himself.

“So it is true. But how does Mrs Wilson know?”

“Your father conducted some research when he was young. The story is complicated. The twins did exist—there is proof in a family Bible in which marriages, deaths, and births of children were recorded.”

“I have the Darcy Bible, but it does not mention twins.”

“Because the Bible I refer to remained with the other brother, the twin of your ancestor. Your Bible begins with him. The other Bible begins with their father, and the birth of the twins is recorded there.”

“I do not understand any of this. Where is that other Bible?”

“At Mrs Wilson’s,” Elizabeth answered. “Mrs Wilson is the direct descendant of the other brother.”

She paused again, feeling he needed time to comprehend.

“My God,” Darcy murmured. “Let us speak a little about Kent and return to this later,” he said unexpectedly, frightened by what he had learnt, eager to seek reassurance in their common memories, even if they were not pleasant.

“Let us finish with the Darcys first,” Elizabeth insisted, though her heart seemed on the verge of bursting from her chest. “Your ancestor divided the estate in two—a larger portion and Pemberley House for the twin who was merely five minutes older, and a smaller portion of land for the other brother, who built a house resembling Pemberley, though much smaller.”

“We have a house resembling Pemberley, six miles from our home. Elizabeth, are you sure you understand what you are saying?”

“Fitzwilliam!” she cried reproachfully. “How could you think I would have come if I did not comprehend the story?”

“I thought it was merely a pretext to see me,” he said.

“You arrogant man! It is a pretext but a true one. It is the story of your family. Will you let me finish?”

He nodded and smiled, so she continued.

“Unfortunately, both brothers were enraged by this division, and from the moment their father died, they never spoke again. Moreover, they swore that their families would never have any connection with one another. Mrs Wilson’s ancestor even changed his name to his wife’s name, Harris.”

“Oh!” Darcy exclaimed, pained.

“Yes, it seems people are capable of anything for land and wealth.”

“My flaw is arrogance,” he said, smiling, “not greed.”

“I know. That is why I sought a pretext to see you.”

“Are you hoping to gain something from me?”

“Darcy!” Elizabeth exclaimed, and he knew that Fitzwilliam would be his affectionate name, and when she called him Darcy, it would surely mean she was angry with him. But in any case, it was good. Anything was better than the agony he had endured without her.

“Then Mrs Wilson is—”

“Your father’s fifth cousin,” Elizabeth replied, extracting a sheet of paper from her reticule. Darcy unfolded it on the desk. “And you are sixth cousin to my aunt.”

“Good heavens!” Darcy exclaimed. “But the resemblance to Georgiana is remarkable.”

“It occurs across generations. Thank heavens no one in my family resembles Mr Collins!”

Together, they scrutinised the family tree—two branches that had grown in parallel, only to be severed by animosity or even enmity.

“As I told you, the second twin took his wife’s name—Harris—and since then, everyone has been named so. Each generation saw a boy inherit the smaller property next to your estate.”

They stood shoulder to shoulder, and momentarily, their closeness utterly overshadowed the significance of what they were reading. They had never been so near, almost touching, and inevitably, the intriguing story lost its importance at some point.

“Elizabeth,” Darcy murmured, his eyes still on the paper, though he saw nothing.

“Fitzwilliam,” she replied, equally unsettled. “I have almost finished the story.”

“Then speak, speak,” he urged, but neither moved from the table, their bodies already conveying what their hearts had long known.

“Mrs Wilson, Miss Harris, had a brother who died,” Darcy said, pointing to Archibald Harris, who had died at fifteen.

“Yes, that is how Mrs Wilson inherited the estate.”

“But that house is ours,” Darcy cried, suddenly struck by that revelation. “My God!” he continued as memories flooded back. “I was fourteen or fifteen when Father bought the house and the estate…but how? From whom? I had completely forgotten. It seems like it has always been ours.”

“Be patient,” she said, but standing beside him, feigning interest in the document, made it almost impossible to remember every detail.

She moved away slightly, but Darcy whispered, “Do not go.”

Elizabeth sighed, a slight, pleasant sound that enveloped him in a cloud of contentment and yearning.

“I am not leaving.”

Then she spoke rapidly; she wanted to finish the story quickly, though Darcy still did not fully grasp why. He only hoped.

“Your father learnt what had happened from his grandmother, your great-grandmother, who secretly told him the story forbidden in your house and that of the Harris family. Your father sought out Miss Harris, and together they reconstructed the family history, creating the tree with the two branches, and decided to marry and finally end that dreadful chapter in their family.”

“Without loving each other?” Darcy asked, and Elizabeth sensed his lingering wish that his father had loved no one but his mother.

Unexpectedly, he extended his hand with an open palm towards her. Without hesitation, she placed her hand over his. Both trembled, unable to conceal it; indeed, it was impossible to do so because a lightning bolt passed between their joined fingers.

Hand in hand, they stepped onto the small terrace overlooking the garden.

“It is beautiful!” she murmured.

“It is your house,” he wanted to say but remained silent. Something had indeed changed between them, and it was impossible to disregard. Elizabeth was as moved as he was, and he no longer cared about her parents, her sisters, ancient stories, or anything else.

“What does it matter now whether they loved each other or not? They were very young and enthusiastic, wanting to reunite the two estates and finally have a single family, without hatred.”

“And?” Darcy asked.

“And Mrs Wilson’s grandfather, who was still alive, forbade them from marrying. He threatened that he would sell the estate to strangers if they married. In those days, a girl did not choose her own husband.”

“Have things changed now?” he asked.

“In my family, yes, things have changed. Neither my mother nor my father would force us to marry.”

“I judged them wrongly,” he admitted sincerely.

“To a large extent,” Elizabeth admitted graciously. “We are human, with both faults and qualities. You are distracting me from what I need to tell you.”

He leant in and kissed her hand. Silence enveloped them as neither could continue speaking, but they both needed to arrive at the end of the story.

“Speak,” he said tenderly.

“As you can see, it was not your family that opposed the marriage,” Elizabeth continued, a hint of reproach in her voice that he noticed immediately, causing him to smile. Instead of responding, he kissed her hand once more.

“Stop,” she whispered, trembling and leaning against him.

“I cannot,” he confessed, and she sighed softly, knowing she would have to continue the story despite his lack of help.

“Mrs Wilson sold the estate to your father fourteen years ago, after her husband’s death, and moved to London.”

“Incredible,” Darcy said, deeply impressed by Mrs Wilson’s magnanimity, resolving a feud that had lasted two centuries.

“The rest, you know. They reunited at the theatre after your mother’s death and initially thought that seeing each other occasionally was sufficient. But then they realised there could be something more between them. I do not know whether it was love—or if it ever had been—but they would undoubtedly have led a peaceful and pleasant life together.” She sighed. “We should go and thank Georgiana. Without her, you would have remained only with hatred and resentment.”

“Not now,” he decided. “We have just come from Kent—”

“It no longer matters what happened there.”

“Exactly. What matters is what happens now. What happens now, Elizabeth Bennet?” he asked gently, turning her to face him. Their eyes locked greedily, their hands united.

“You know what happens,” she said, her lashes trembling, the tremor transferring through their joined hands.

“I do not know. I want to hear it from you.”

“Do you not feel it?” She tried to evade the question again.

“I feel nothing,” he lied, smiling.

“And your honesty, Fitzwilliam Darcy? Where is it?”

“In love and war, everything is permitted.”

“And between us, what is it? Love or war?”

“It does not matter. Everything is permitted. I love you. What do you offer in return, Elizabeth Bennet?”

“The same thing,” she responded with a touch of humour.

She gazed at him, and in the next instant, as if in a dream, she found herself enfolded in his arms. His lips drew near hers with deliberate slowness. But when they met, all that calm between them was swept away by a surge of impatience and desire.

She had never dared to imagine their kiss; if she had, it would have been nothing more than a tentative brushing of lips. Yet the man holding her was consumed by longing, and for a fleeting moment, he believed he was embracing the wife he had already kissed countless times. His eager lips parted hers, and he possessed her while she trembled slightly.

Abruptly, he released her, realising she had never declared her love for him. She nearly stumbled, but he caught her, and as she steadied herself, he said, “Forgive me, I lost my head.”

“No,” Elizabeth murmured, gently stroking his face. “No, I never wanted you to stop, but I did not want you to rush.”

He continued to look at her without moving, and even his arms embraced her with less force.

“Fitzwilliam, what happened?”

“I am waiting, madam.”

“For what? I have finished the story. Continue what you were doing!”

“You have finished the story of my father and Mrs Wilson, but what happens with our story?”

“Has it begun?” Elizabeth asked with some hesitation.

“You tell me. I wanted our story to begin—twice. Once you refused me.”

“You said that Kent no longer matters.”

“The absurd words we exchanged do not matter, but my marriage proposal matters.”

“It counts only if we take it out of context,” Elizabeth said and tried to move away from him, but he stopped her, and once again, his lips sought hers. However, this time he kissed her gently, holding her in his arms, caressing her, without making any attempt to conquer her as he had done before. She bloomed under his kiss and became accustomed to the rhythms he imposed, but suddenly, that gentle touch was no longer sufficient. She wanted to feel the incredible wave that had surged through her body when he had kissed her before, and Elizabeth opened her lips to him. He, struggling to control his overwhelming desire, slowly won her over, allowing her to enjoy every moment of that intimacy she had never imagined.

“My reputation is shattered,” she whispered as he drew back to look at her.

“No, but it will be from now on.”

His eager hands first caressed her tenderly, then with desire, and each time she sighed, he furthered his exploration of her. Her neck, astonishingly graceful like a swan’s, her shoulders that he caressed, pushing aside her gown, and then he watched her receive him with closed eyes and whispered, “Open your eyes, Elizabeth.”

Only when she opened them did he touch her right breast, first gently like a spring breeze, then with the desire that overwhelmed him, until her response came. The perfect breast that had known no man’s touch showed him that she, too, desired him.

“Stop, please stop,” she said, and he halted, for he had never imagined he could go so far even before her declaration of love. Yet he no longer needed words. The woman in his arms surrendered without knowing what physical love truly meant.

“I love you,” she whispered. He withdrew hurriedly, for if just one more moment had passed, he would have taken her in his arms and loved her on the library sofa, but he knew she needed time. He was willing to give her as much as she required.

“It was wonderful!” she said as they settled and embraced on the sofa.

“You seem surprised,” he said looking attentively at her only to notice her cheeks deeply flush. Her face, which had remained unflinching when he had kissed her breast, was red, and he could not imagine why. Elizabeth Bennet could hold her own in any debate, her sharp wit often cutting him deeply. But however much she had evolved as a person, her essence remained as pure as ever. The thought that she had somehow waited for him filled him with joy. He cherished the blend of purity and earnestness with which she had journeyed through life to find him, and the idea that anything could have come between them now seemed absurd and terrifying. But here she was, in his home and in his arms, and he had no intention of ever letting her go.

“Why did you blush?” he asked with genuine curiosity.

Elizabeth hesitated, but in the end, there could not be any more secrets between them.

“Charlotte told me that…what happens in the bedroom after marriage is difficult and not at all pleasant for a woman.”

She did not look at him when she spoke, so his loud laughter surprised her. She saw he was amused and did not understand why.

“My love,” he said, gently touching her breast. “What do you feel when my hand touches you?”

Elizabeth blushed even more. When she was in his arms, everything he had done had seemed natural, but his hand on her breast now seemed inappropriate. But only for a moment, as his caress conveyed through her body the wave of pleasure she had already become accustomed to receiving. Something writhed somewhere in the middle of her being, nearly making her faint with her desire for him to continue.

“We shall gradually become used to each other, your body with mine, but I assure you that you will be thrilled to be my wife in the bedroom here or at Pemberley. Do you believe me?” he asked, and again he caressed her.

“Yes!” she said, her breath catching, nervous that he was serene while she seemed to lose her composure with every touch of his hands.

“Do you trust me, Elizabeth Bennet?” he asked, looking at her, pulling away enough to see all of her.

“I do!” she said without hesitation.

“Then be my wife!”

Elizabeth moved closer to him, still with her cheeks aflame, and without hesitation, she kissed him on the lips and said, “Yes!”











Epilogue




The autumn days at Pemberley were splendid, but the nights, as everyone acknowledged, were truly magical. Embraced closely on the balcony of their bedroom, Darcy and Elizabeth watched the full moon slowly ascend into the sky, its light eclipsing the stars that had previously adorned the heavens.

“How many months has it been since Bingley married Jane?” Darcy asked, prompting Elizabeth to move away slightly, sensing the subtle hint of sarcasm that occasionally seeped into her husband's ideas, even when unspoken.

“Why do you ask?” she wanted to know.

“Because at dinner today, Mrs Bingley's dress seemed suspiciously tight.”

“Darcy!” Elizabeth exclaimed, apparently shocked, though he knew her too well.

“You are concealing something from me!” he said, and she fell silent, her gaze fixed on the sky and the moon.

“Jane has been hiding something from us. She has been here for two months, and only today do I learn the truth,” Elizabeth lamented. “And that only because soon, she will no longer be able to conceal it.”

When Darcy had proposed to Elizabeth, without telling anyone, Bingley had dashed to Longbourn to ask for Jane's hand. Yet she was in London. With all the advantages on her side, Mrs Bennet had instructed Bingley not to leave Netherfield, and after only two days, Jane had returned home. Darcy was familiar with the story but allowed Elizabeth to recount it, for his wife had proved to be a remarkable storyteller.

“Except, dear Jane arrived a day earlier and descended directly from the carriage at Netherfield—”

“No!” Darcy exclaimed in amusement, plainly understanding what had happened that night at Netherfield. “And I did not dare do more than caress you.”

“Intimate enough for the first time,” Elizabeth remarked.

“When you hear what my sister-in-law did, our kiss will seem innocent,” Darcy lamented, as though he had lost a bet or a contest. “They will have a child before us.”

“But we shall cherish this time to be just the two of us. I still want us to be just the two of us,” Elizabeth whispered against her husband's chest. “I want to become accustomed to life here. It is so different from everything I have ever known.”

But Darcy was not concerned, for Elizabeth was merely indulging herself. From the very beginning, alongside Georgiana, she had sought to learn everything about Pemberley—the house and its grounds, the people, animals, plants—nothing escaped her. He soon realised that he would now share many of the things he had previously managed alone, or in many cases, she would undertake the role of mistress with the same seriousness and delicacy as his beloved mother had.

“I am so happy that tomorrow everyone will be here,” Elizabeth murmured before her husband took her into his arms and carried her to bed.

∞∞∞

It was the first visit of the Bennet family to Pemberley, accompanied by the Gardiners and their children, as well as Mrs Wilson.

When Darcy had invited Mrs Wilson to Pemberley, she had timidly asked whether she might visit the former home of her family. However, Darcy, together with Elizabeth and Georgiana, had made entirely different plans.

As the carriages arrived in front of the house, a great commotion erupted on the porch. They embraced, kissed, and shed many tears of joy until, after a brief rest, everyone gathered in the dining room, which sparkled under the light of the chandeliers.

Mrs Bennet paused at the threshold, unable to enter, so moved was she by the elegance of Elizabeth's home. She leant on Mrs Gardiner's arm, both women equally overjoyed.

Mrs Wilson had been greeted immediately by Georgiana, who accompanied her to the table. To everyone’s surprise, Darcy invited her to sit at the head of the table, a place usually reserved for him, the head of the family. Silence fell over the room as everyone observed the emotion on Mrs Wilson’s face and that of her cousins, Georgiana and Fitzwilliam.

“Why should I sit here?” she asked.

“Because it is the seat of the head of the Darcy family, and you are our eldest member,” Darcy explained, kissing her hand while Georgiana kissed her on the cheek.

Beside her plate lay a jewellery box and a rolled-up document.

Darcy picked up the jewellery box from the table and, with evident emotion, said, “My father commissioned these jewels for your wedding, and it is only right that they should belong to you.” With Georgiana’s assistance, he fastened the necklace around her neck and then offered her the ring, which she slipped onto her finger. In a spontaneous gesture, she embraced both Georgiana and Fitzwilliam as if they were her own children, tears streaming down her face.

“And this?” she asked, pointing to the document.

“This is a deed to the little house, which is how we refer to your former home,” Georgiana said.

Since Mrs Wilson, like everyone else in the room, did not understand, Darcy continued, “The house with the park surrounding it is yours, as it should have always been.”

Mrs Wilson turned pale, then blushed with emotion, then took her seat at the table, surrounded by her family, which, after two hundred years, now included in love and harmony all the living descendants of both twins.
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Elizabeth d’Arcy is one of my boldest twists—in terms of plot, that is. Napoleon’s spies, outlaws, dangers, and love above all—this story has it all.

When Darcy is assaulted in his own home, nearly everyone assumes it is the handiwork of a common thief searching for valuable items—everyone except his aunt Lady Antoinette Darcy. With the sole missing item being the family Bible, she is compelled to confess her involvement in a distressing event. The d’Arcy Bible has been a cherished heirloom since 1367, originating from the time when the Arcy county in France briefly gained independence under Hughes Arcy, who was declared Comte de Arcy or d’Arcy, as the family came to be known from 1450.

Persecuted as Huguenots, Darcy’s great-grandfather sought sanctuary in England in 1723. The following year, he adopted the name Darcy, and they embraced the Church of England in an effort to sever ties with their past.

Neither Darcy’s father nor Darcy himself has shown much interest in their French lineage. Determined to preserve and reclaim their heritage, Lady Antoinette Darcy entices Elizabeth with her vision of reclaiming the family’s estates in France. And our wonderfully bold lady accepts without any hesitation.

It is the beginning of a poignant tale of true love and family values as Elizabeth and Darcy embark on an audacious quest to reclaim their past and explore their emotions. It is the chronicle of two families, the Bennets and the Darcys, whose fates intertwine despite numerous hurdles.

Yet, at its heart, it remains the enduring love story of Elizabeth and Darcy, unfolding discreetly away from prying eyes—a sweet secret filled with shared understanding, happiness, and cherished moments spent together.

Excerpt
Prologue
Darcy slowly climbed the few steps of his London home, his heart heavy with the sorrow that had become his constant companion. Although he cherished his house in London and adored Pemberley, he could not bear the loneliness that plagued him. Both places were meant for the warmth of family and the laughter of children. He recalled sneaking away from his nanny to race down the stairs when his parents’ carriage arrived late at night after an evening at the theatre or a supper. His mother would catch him in her arms, while his father, despite his best efforts, failed to suppress a smile. Their home had been filled with friends, lively dinners, and parties; his mother hosted gatherings every Wednesday, and his father’s library was always enveloped in a haze of smoke and laughter.

This merry existence filled his thoughts when he proposed to Elizabeth less than three months ago—a life surrounded by a joyful family, the company of happy people, and Elizabeth’s love to brighten his days. But what a disaster had ensued. Abrupt and unforeseen, the woman he adored had responded to his proposal with bitter, angry words. Even after many days and nights, he struggled to accept her rejection, and the oppressive silence that now surrounded him offered no solace. Upon returning to London, he had immediately dispatched an urgent message to Pemberley, requesting that his aunt and sister join him at once. In his present state of mind, he feared that Pemberley would only deepen his nostalgia, while the bustling life of London might aid in his recovery. In recent days, he had sought distraction in the revelry reminiscent of old times when his father was still alive, and he was nothing more than a carefree bachelor.

With a friendly gesture, he dismissed the footman and made his way to the library on the first floor for a final glass of cognac. As was his custom at night, the main rooms were lit; the library and parlour were always prepared to receive him and his friends for a late drink or a leisurely conversation. 
Yet, as he reached the library door, he hesitated, surprised to find his favourite room shrouded in darkness. The light from the hall cast a shadow that made his heart freeze in stupefaction; the room was in utter disarray. He hesitated before entering, shouting angrily for his butler, bewildered by what could have happened. His papers and treasured books lay scattered across the floor like someone had ransacked the place in haste. Then, from behind the curtains, a shadow emerged, and in the dim light, all he could make out was the black mask on the intruder’s face. Instinctively, he sought cover, a reflex that saved his life as the bullet—aimed for his head—missed its mark, wounding him in the shoulder instead. His cries finally roused the household, but when the servants arrived, they found only their master lying in a pool of blood.

“Quickly,” he murmured to his butler. “Fetch the colonel from his club and a doctor. They will know what to do.”
And then, as the darkness closed around him, he slipped into unconsciousness, entering a realm he had never known before.


Elizabeth's Covenant

Elspeth Awbrey, formerly Bennet, is the sister of Mr Bennet and the guardian of traditions inherited from their Scottish ancestor, Elspeth MacLellan.

Married to Oliver Bennet, the man who imposed the infamous entail on Longbourn, Elspeth MacLellan insisted that all their descendants, whether male or female, must fulfil a covenant to ensure the welfare and happiness of their family. Under the sign of Cailleach, one of Scotland’s most significant pagan deities, this covenant seeks to mitigate the terrible impact of the entail on Oliver Bennet’s heirs.

Elizabeth is bound to uphold this tradition, a responsibility that weighs heavily upon her, and despite accepting Mr Darcy’s marriage proposal at Rosings, she is on the brink of not marrying him because she struggles to fulfil her covenant.
Our witty and rational Elizabeth plunges into the depths of torment and struggles with dilemmas due to the burden placed on her shoulders, while the conceited Mr Darcy proves, in the end, to be the rock that grounds her, constantly guiding her on the path of love towards marriage.
As always, despite the obstacles, their love triumphs, leaving us with a sense of hope and joy.

Excerpt
Around the table, curiosity took hold of the ladies. In the magical circle created by her words, everyone imagined what it would have meant for their family if their aunt had lived three miles away at that beautiful estate. Even Mr Bennet was caught up in the dream, which rarely happened to him.
“But Mother never liked him. She thought—”
“Elspeth, please do not do this,” Mr Bennet interrupted, drawing looks of annoyance from all the ladies.
“Continue, Aunt,” Jane said with unusual vehemence, as any story of romance at Netherfield was an appealing subject to her. Even one that had not happened.
“Mother thought he was not a trustworthy man.”
“Nonsense,” her brother replied, though everyone knew he had loved his mother dearly.
“It was not nonsense. Mother had received signs.”
Mr Bennet sighed loudly to show his disapproval, but no one paid him any attention; they were all too interested in the story.
“At that time, Mother had just returned from Scotland—”
“Let us be clear,” Mr Bennet interrupted again, “Mother was from Bristol. Her journeys to Scotland were only to visit castles there. She had no blood connection to Scotland, and the stories she told were heard from strangers.”
“Not from strangers, Andrew, but from our grandmother, who had heard them from her mother. The Bennet women inherited Scottish tradition—”
“You are a Bennet woman, but neither our mother, grandmother, nor great-grandmother were.”
“Papa, please. Can you let our aunt tell the story,” Mary said, for once asking for her father’s silence.
“Yes, yes. Please continue, Aunt Elspeth,” Lydia cried enthusiastically, for she too savoured such tales, but their father could not let go of his disapproval.
“What your aunt tells you with the air of a tradition flowing within our Scottish blood are actually stories passed down by women all born in England, and converted to a Scottish tradition once they entered the Bennet family.”
“Not all, dear brother. Our great-great-grandmother was from Scotland.”
“How many generations ago, my dear?”
“Five. Five generations ago,” answered Elspeth.
“Exactly! That happened more than a hundred years ago.”
“Papa!” Elizabeth exclaimed, imploring their father to let their aunt tell the story.
Mr Bennet shrugged helplessly and returned to his food.
“Regardless of what your father says, our ancestors believed in the Cailleach.”
“Cailleach…” Lydia repeated in a whisper, with the reverence that a mystery deserved. Then, gathering courage, Jane and Mary whispered that magical word.
They had often heard stories about this old woman, but they always wanted to listen to them again.
“Tell us more about the Cailleach,” Elizabeth said. Still, she also spoke in a whisper, making Mr Bennet sigh, exasperated by the atmosphere his sister had created with just one word.
“Cailleach in Gaelic is…” She hesitated.
“A witch!” Lydia cried.
“Absolutely not. The word translates to ‘old woman’ or ‘hag’, but it is not right to think of the scary witches from our culture.”
“So it is not a witch?” Mary asked. “She is not bad?”
“No.”
“But when we came to visit you, you told us she was bad and stole children.” Lydia spoke again in her characteristic tone; you never knew whether she was enthusiastic or angry.
“I told you she stole naughty children.” Mrs Awbrey smiled. “I scared you to make you behave, but I hope that is no longer necessary. Now you can hear other stories about the Cailleach—”
“Pagan stories.” Mr Bennet smiled, finally finding something to amuse him. “In the heart of the Christian era, your ancestors—so Elspeth is telling us—believed in a goddess associated with the creation of the land and the weather, especially storms and winter.”
“So, she is an imaginary being,” Mary said.
“That is precisely what is interesting. For me, she is imaginary, but for your aunt, the Cailleach haunts the land even now. The land around her property in Wales.”
“I do not know why you are so vehemently against these traditions,” Mrs Awbrey said, unexpectedly serious.
This time, her brother put down his knife and fork and, looking at her intently, said, “Tell them, dear sister, tell them everything—”
“Be quiet, Andrew!” exclaimed Mrs Awbrey, and for a moment, everyone froze at the table. The father of the ladies of Longbourn was indeed a lenient man and one of little formality within the family, but no one would dare speak to him like that. They looked at each other in amazement, but soon the two burst into laughter. Before them were just a brother and sister, arguing in the same way regardless of age. And everyone smiled in the end.
“The Scots have often blended folklore with their more modern beliefs, which is part of what makes Scotland such a magical place where Cailleach still exists among people,” Mrs Awbrey said.
At that moment, Mr Bennet put his napkin on the table, signalling dinner was over. After briefly glancing around, he left the ladies, who retired to the parlour.
“You were telling us about the Cailleach,” Mary said eagerly.
“Yes, quite a versatile character. With Cailleach, I scared you for a long time. Margaret sang songs about her. She is a pagan goddess, as your father says, but for our family, she is more than that. That is why I believe your father was so disturbed by stories about her. That ancestor of ours, Elspeth MacLellan, who married the second master of Longbourn, was not an ordinary woman. She kept up the old traditions, and Cailleach advised her in difficult moments for the family.”
“Oh!” exclaimed Mary, so surprised that everyone looked at her, but in fact, each lady was surprised in her own way because Mrs Awbrey’s stories had that effect.
“It is good to have such a thing,” Mrs Bennet said unexpectedly. “Sometimes, when you are overwhelmed with worries, you need someone to give you good advice.”
“Exactly!” exclaimed Mrs Awbrey. “That is what Cailleach did for her and then for those who followed, and they all bore her name—Elspeth.”
“What about us?” Lydia asked.
“You have your Elspeth. Elspeth is Elizabeth.”
And although the stories continued long into the night, Elizabeth no longer listened, convinced that her aunt was only giving them the surface of things, leaving the essence for another time, and wondered whether perhaps that last story was meant for her.


The Lost Letter

By a strange twist of fate, Elizabeth stumbles upon a letter at Netherfield and immediately suspects it to be authored by Mr Darcy, left behind in his haste to depart the country in November. The contents of this intriguing missive speak of a lady whom the haughty Mr Darcy deeply admired, leaving Elizabeth convinced that the gentleman had her in mind when penning those thoughts that strangely resemble a deep affection.
This discovery sets off an unusual chain of events. Desperate to keep the letter from prying eyes, Elizabeth impulsively tucks it into her pocket—a decision she soon regrets deeply.

But the lost letter serves as more than a mere plot trick; it becomes a pretext for understanding the evolution of our beloved characters after the events in Kent. Elizabeth, who initially disdained and later despised Mr Darcy, finds herself unexpectedly falling in love with him. Meanwhile, Mr Darcy, determined not to lose the woman he loves, undergoes a profound transformation, altering his very nature for her sake.

While the narrative echoes the familiar milestones of ‘Pride and Prejudice’, it also ventures to answer two lingering questions: When did Elizabeth truly fall in love? And how did Mr Darcy undergo such a dramatic change to win her favour?
Love permeates the story, yet it is tinged with tragedy when the colonel’s brother, Viscount Doncaster, suffers a fatal accident.
And once again, the letter resurfaces, this time amidst the fury of a relentless storm, poised to alter the destinies of Elizabeth and Darcy.

In the ensuing days, confusion and frustration reign until an unexpected solution emerges from an unlikely source.
Does love triumph in the end?
Absolutely! Let us remember that it is, after all, a variation of Pride and Prejudice, where Elizabeth and Darcy’s love conquers all.

Excerpt
Curiosity overwhelmed Elizabeth's discretion, and she succumbed to the impulse to peruse the letter's content.
Just a glance to discover the sender, she mused, though she found herself unable to resist reading further. 
As she read, a suspicion began to form in her mind. The sender she guessed to be Mr Darcy; but could the subject of the letter be none other than her?

Dear Cousin,
Everything that is happening here is puzzling. I initially regretted accepting the invitation, yet I thought that a few days away from London could bring me some peace after the tormenting year I have had.
I was wrong and right at the same time. I have not found peace, yet my stay has become intriguing and compelling. 
Rarely have I found myself interested in a young lady to the point of being curious to know more about her. Yet this has happened here, in the last place I would have imagined. Is she beautiful? Does she exude sophistication or elegance? Not in the conventional manner that is often esteemed in the salons of London; however, she is vivacious, possessing an intellect that is truly captivating and an exquisite stubbornness when it comes to defending her convictions. While her taste in fashion may not be deemed remarkable, there was a morning after a brisk three-mile stroll when she appeared so gloriously alive that all other considerations paled in comparison. She was akin to a flame, illuminating all in her path, and I cannot help but feel that her radiance has ignited something deep within me.

Elizabeth blushed deeply, thinking of every moment spent in the company of Mr Darcy, then rebuking herself for entertaining such thoughts. Could it have been Miss Bingley? But Mr Darcy had been acquainted with that lady before he arrived in Hertfordshire; thus, it could not have been her. Then whom? Rarely had she observed him conversing with any other lady in their circle beyond mere civilities. And then there were his eyes, fixed upon her, his taunting words that seemed to harbour admiration rather than jest, his encouragement for her to engage in conversation or dispute. Yet, he had not disclosed the identity of the lady to his cousin.
She read that final sentence once more, attempting to comprehend it, shocked by his dilemma regarding her. She had never imagined that he could like her to that extent. A trace of admiration? Perhaps. But to ignite something deep within him…that was a different story, and she hardly imagined the haughty gentleman capable of those feelings.
To her great distress, she heard her aunt and uncle approaching the library, and like a thief caught in the act, her heart stopped in fear. Hastily, without thinking about what she was doing, she folded the paper and secreted it within her pocket.
Only as she walked alone back to Longbourn, after declining the Gardiners’ offer of the carriage, did she realise the gravity of her action. Taking a letter from another’s abode could be perceived as a severe indiscretion, verging on theft.
Yet, she found no solution. Even as the letter burnt a hole in her pocket, she could not bring herself to discard it, while returning to Netherfield was out of the question. She attempted to assuage her remorse with various justifications—the fear of anyone discovering Mr Darcy’s sentiments towards her. But he had divulged no names. No one in Meryton could imagine that it concerned her, for no one had witnessed those peculiar moments when Mr Darcy had behaved so oddly in her presence.
On the contrary, it was believed that he had a strong dislike for her after those unkind words he had uttered during their initial encounter at the Meryton assembly. 
Not handsome enough to tempt him? His words echoed in her mind, yet the letter was surely about her, and perhaps she was the person he would least wish to discover it.
Casting wary glances around her to ensure none were within earshot, she retrieved the letter once more, perusing its contents again. Even though it remained incomplete, it divulged much about Mr Darcy—that arrogant man admired her. Her cheeks heated again, and she was uncertain whether her blush was due to her impulsive act or the flattery of his regard. Nevertheless, she had no doubt that the letter had been composed with her in mind.
More than once, she stopped, determined to take it back to Netherfield. She could claim she had left her shawl in that room and place the letter on the desk, yet a strange mixture of fear and pleasure made her continue her walk each time, and when she finally arrived home, the letter was still in her pocket.
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