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    Part One 
 
    Real Errors in Judgment 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Mr. Phillips drummed his fingers on the desktop. His hands went to his cravat to see if it was tied properly. He briefly wished he had a mirror in his office, even if he’d rarely employ it. He moved his inkwell closer to the center of the desk. Once, thirty years ago, he’d accidentally knocked his inkwell off his desk when waiting for a particularly tense meeting. Since then, he didn’t like it to be near the edge. 
 
    Pulling his attention from the inkwell, he straightened his blotting pad for the second time since telling his assistant, Mr. Whitestone, to show in Mr. Wickham. He set his fingers drumming once more. A light knock sounded. 
 
    Mr. Phillips brought his hands together on the desktop, clasping them with deliberate lightness. He did not care for Mr. Wickham nor for what must be done. Still, the thing must be done, and he was the one who must do it. 
 
    Working to ease the tension in his jaw, he called, “Come in.” 
 
    The door creaked open. Mr. Phillips winced. He should remember to have Mr. Whitestone oil the hinges. The young man gestured Mr. Wickham inside, then backed out. He pulled the door closed with another creak. 
 
    Mr. Phillips offered Mr. Wickham a nod but didn’t stand. Wickham sauntered across the room, expression affable. He stopped before the desk and offered an answering dip of his head, deep enough to be nearly a bow. His smile, when he raised his chin, was likely meant to be winning. 
 
    Mr. Phillips had been an attorney for too many years to be moved by a show of even teeth. A handsome face and a pleasant smile did not guarantee a good person. Mr. Phillips was just sorry he hadn’t applied that knowledge sooner. 
 
    “Sit down, Mr. Wickham.” Mr. Phillips made an effort to sound genially. “A glass of port?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” Mr. Wickham took the chair opposite Mr. Phillips, giving every appearance of casual self-assurance. “I think you know why I’m here.” 
 
    And why shouldn’t Wickham be assured? He knew Mr. Phillips had few options left for his niece. “Lydia said to expect you.” 
 
    Wickham’s grin grew. “She’s a good girl.” 
 
    “I’m relieved you think so, as you’ve asked for her hand.” Mr. Phillips had to work to keep back the rise of bile in his throat. 
 
    “I did, true,” Wickham drawled. “Still, before I commit to marriage to Miss Lydia Bennet just yet, I must know the financial situation.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips raised his eyebrows. “I rather thought your proposal and Lydia’s rather public display over it were a commitment.” 
 
    Wickham sputtered a denial, half rising.  
 
    Annoyance sparking in him, Mr. Phillips held up a staying hand. “Regardless, I will give you the information.” 
 
    Mr. Wickham settled back in the chair, his smug look returning. He nodded for Mr. Phillips to continue. 
 
    “In a nutshell, Lydia will have five hundred pounds a year, paid quarterly.” Phillips took in the avaricious gleam in Wickham’s eyes and couldn’t help a touch of smugness of his own as he continued. “But the principal can’t be touched. The money is to be paid to her. As her husband, you have the right to take it from her, but the payments are set up so that she must receive the money first.” 
 
    Wickham’s wide lips pulled down in a frown. He opened his mouth to speak, but Mr. Phillips continued.  
 
    “On her death, the principal and payments will be divided equally between any children she has, and the principal will still remain beyond reach. While they are minors, the payments will go to their legal guardian, presumably you.” 
 
    Wickham scowled. “What if she doesn’t produce any brats at all?” 
 
    “If she dies without issue, both the capital and stipend will be equally divided between her surviving sisters.” Containing a grin at Wickham’s obvious dismay, Mr. Phillips leaned back in his chair and waited for Mr. Wickham’s next question. 
 
    “Lydia told me there was more money,” Wickham snapped. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t exactly a question, but it served. “There is, but the remainder of the money is mine to control.” Mr. Phillips took mild pleasure in the anger that flashed in Wickham’s eyes. “And as I don’t want my ward’s husband to end up in debtor’s prison, I have taken the liberty of ascertaining the amounts of your debts to Meryton merchants. Those debts will be paid.” 
 
    “With her principal?” Wickham demanded, sitting forward in his chair, eyes flashing. “That’s all but criminal. I’ll bring a suit.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips held up a staying hand once more. “Via the interest. It is my estimate that you will begin receiving the additional money after two quarters.” He gave a sad shake of his head, affecting acute disappointment. “You haven’t been in Meryton even two months. I don’t see how you could have run up so much debt in that time.” 
 
    Wickham brought a fist down on the desktop, causing the inkwell to jump. “You have no right to keep that money from me.” 
 
    “I have no right to give it to you at any time,” Mr. Phillips snapped, unintimidated. “If Lydia chooses not to marry you, I will be happy to reinvest it for her benefit. Mark me well, I shall in no way press her to accept your suit, no matter how you’ve compromised her.” 
 
    That set Wickham back in his chair again. He glowered at Mr. Phillips for a long moment. Finally, he forced an almost amiable smile. “She’ll marry me.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips nodded. “I agree. She’s besotted.” 
 
    “She’ll also agree that I should have the money.” 
 
    “Which is why I am her guardian and why I have the making of that decision.” 
 
    Wickham glared at him. 
 
    Mr. Phillips returned the look calmly, waiting until Wickham dropped his gaze. “Don’t get upset about the money. When your legal debts are paid, you will start receiving the funds.” 
 
    “Still, you have no right to withhold it,” Wickham muttered, gaze on the floor.  
 
    The man was a child, Mr. Phillips realized sadly. Marriage to a man like Mr. Wickham was precisely the sort of thing he was supposed to prevent, but in spite of his bold words, he truly had little choice now. “I have every right and have the legal documents to prove it.” Mr. Phillips had made sure he had considerable control of his nieces’ money. He would never take a farthing for himself, but he wanted to be certain that no one else could do so, either. “By the way, I am not touching your gambling debts.” 
 
    Wickham’s head snapped up. “Debts of honor should be paid.” 
 
    “Then pay them.” Mr. Phillips shrugged. 
 
    “Give me the money to.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips’ refusal instigated another staring match. Again, Wickham dropped his gaze. It was a wonder the man began such competitions. A conscience as heavy as his could never hope to prevail. 
 
    “A debt is a debt,” Wickham groused as he resumed contemplation of his shoes. 
 
    “Gambling debts are not legally enforceable, which means the only thing that will make you pay them is that you won’t be given credit unless you do,” Mr. Phillips stated. “Frankly, I will be made glad if no one in Meryton is willing to gamble with you.”  
 
    He wondered what Mr. Wickham’s reaction would be when he discovered none of the merchants of Meryton would extend him any additional credit. Mr. Phillips had made it plain that while he wished Lydia’s union to begin with a clean slate, he didn’t want his ward’s husband to accrue more debt. He would not pay any debt acquired in the future. 
 
    Face folded into troubled lines, Mr. Wickham stared at Mr. Phillips. “We will need more money. Miss Mary is marrying well, and Lydia’s other three sisters are sure to attract wealthy suitors. More could be given to Lydia. You should be glad to pay a little more to get her off your hands, especially under the circumstances.” 
 
    “I will not cheat my other wards for Lydia’s benefit. You are free to refuse to marry her. There will be no breach of promise lawsuit, since you have no assets.” 
 
    Wickham looked ready to spit, which Mr. Phillips hoped he would not, finding the habit disgusting. He waited, fascinated despite himself at how easy it was to read Wickham’s emotions, which was surprising because Wickham previously fooled him. The man’s struggle to rein in his anger was readily apparent. 
 
    “I thought she would bring more money,” Wickham finally grated out. 
 
    Mr. Phillips shrugged with cultivated indifference. Perhaps Wickham’s anger resulted from his having dug himself into a hole. If he repudiated the engagement, he would lose all credibility. Too many people witnessed him agree with Lydia when she said they were engaged. If he denied it, he would lose the respect the community had given him. He would also have trouble getting credit now and must realize that.  
 
    “There is another way to get money,” Mr. Phillips finally offered, for Lydia’s sake. “I could use another clerk. I will pay you the same amount as I pay Mr. Whitestone, which is generous, considering your lack of experience.”  
 
    Wickham, who’d leaned forward eagerly at the mention of money, jerked backwards. A sneer curled his lips. “Me? Work for you? With Whitestone?” 
 
    Mr. Phillips’ smile was benign. “Mary is engaged to him. A moment ago, you said she is marrying well, so you must like what he earns.” A third time, he raised a hand to stay Mr. Wickham’s words, knowing what they would be, but wanting to try. “The offer is not charity. I will let you go if you don’t work. Don’t worry, I won’t make you work as hard Mr. Whitestone, but almost as hard.” Mr. Phillips waved his hand dismissively before dropping it back to the desk. “I don’t expect immediate competence, but you can read and write, and I can train you. I have documents that need copying. I’ll personally check to see that you do it neatly and correctly. I’ll give you more interesting work after you prove your competence.” 
 
    Wickham stretched his legs out and smiled. “No.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips shrugged. He hadn’t expected Wickham to accept. “You won’t take my offer of gainful employment, but you’re determined to marry Lydia?” 
 
    “I am. Can we post the banns immediately?” 
 
    “Certainly.” Before either party changed their minds and Mr. Phillips was left with a compromised, possibly pregnant, definitely willful, young woman on his hands. “Now may I interest you in a glass of port?” 
 
    “Certainly.” Wickham’s tone mockingly mimicked Mr. Phillips of moments ago. 
 
    Ignoring the barb, Mr. Phillips opened a drawer and pulled out two glasses and a bottle of port. He poured a little into each glass, then pushed one across the desk to Wickham. They clicked glasses and drank without saying a word.  
 
    If anyone saw them, they would assume the two men drank in celebration. Mr. Phillips didn’t think either of them did, though. It was a measure of Mr. Wickham’s desperation that he was marrying someone who wasn’t worth more than Lydia. It was a measure of Mr. Phillips’ desperation that he was allowing it. 
 
    Wickham drained his glass in one gulp. He smacked the empty tumbler down on the desktop. “May I assume you’ll have any relevant papers drawn up?” 
 
    Mr. Phillips nodded. “You may, and may I assume you shall sign them?” 
 
    Wickham shrugged. “So long as they say what you just told me, I suppose I will.” He stood, a grin overtaking his features once more. “I’ll go share the good news with Lydia.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips nodded, keeping his expression blank. He set his glass down and stood, following the other man to the door, which he opened. “Good day.” 
 
    “Good day.” Mr. Wickham strode past Mr. Whitestone without a glance, whistling as he left the office. 
 
    “I’ll call if I need anything,” Mr. Phillips said to Whitestone. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” his clerk replied. 
 
    Closing himself in his office, Mr. Phillips returned to his desk. He poured a second, much larger glass of port. Anything to rinse away the sour taste Wickham left in his mouth. 
 
    As much as he knew his niece was smitten with the man, Mr. Phillips couldn’t help but feel he’d failed as a guardian. His first mistake was in letting Lydia come out. Only fifteen, she was much too young. True, her mother would have wanted it, but that was no excuse. The five Bennet girls were his responsibility, and he should have known better. 
 
    He sighed and took another sip of port. He’d been tired, though, so tired. Tired of arguing. Tired of conflict and strain. Of what seemed like endless sorrow. 
 
    When the period of mourning for his wife ended, he’d been eager for his nieces to have the ability to get some enjoyment out of life. They’d spent almost three years in households dominated by illness and grief, first for their mother, then their father, and finally for their aunt. Keeping Lydia at home had only added strife to that sadness. Letting her come out had been a boon of laughter and joy. 
 
    It wasn’t until after he allowed Lydia to join her four older sisters as an adult that he realized the burden on her was the least. The restrictions on the older girls, especially Jane as eldest and Elizabeth as second eldest, had been the cruelest. They’d been limited in their ability to move in society in the precise years they should have spent finding husbands. Lydia had never experienced that. The family’s prolonged period of illnesses and mourning had come when she was still a child. 
 
    Still, no harm would have come of his decision to permit Lydia out if not for Mr. Wickham. He poured another fingerful of port, dismayed he’d ever cared for the man, ever welcomed him into their home. Fool that he’d been, he’d repeatedly invited Mr. Wickham, enthralled by his easy manner and charm, the liveliness he’d added to a home so long kept quiet in mourning. Then, two nights ago, Mr. Wickham had revealed what sort of man he truly was. 
 
    The household had retired for the evening. It had been a calculated decision on Mr. Phillips’ part to put Jane with Mary in one of the small rooms on the same floor as his, and Elizabeth with Kitty, in the other. In that way, he hoped to affect improvement in all five girls. Lydia, being the youngest and willfully social, was relegated to a tiny servant’s room above him. It gave him a sense of security to know she had several flights of steps between her and freedom.  
 
    As it turned out, his sense of security was misplaced. The night Mary and Mr. Whitestone announced their engagement, Mr. Phillips woke to sounds that should not be coming from the bedroom of a fifteen-year-old girl. He hadn’t moved for a long, stunned moment. Then he’d sat bolt upright in bed, horrified. 
 
    He’d jumped from bed and scrambled to dress. Whoever was with Lydia, and he had his suspicions, he didn’t want to confront them in his nightclothes. He was yanking on his shirt when he heard the telltale creak of the fifth stair, leading up, or in this case down, from the attic. He’d gone still, unsure what to do. 
 
    He looked down at his thin arms, his bony hands. What did he think he could do? If it was Mr. Wickham, and Lydia’s interest in the man was so obvious, it seemed unlikely to be any other, Mr. Phillips couldn’t challenge him. To do so would be suicide. Even if he was brave enough, where would that leave his four other wards? 
 
    If not Mr. Wickham, it was someone of a similar ilk. It was most likely Lydia had taken a soldier to her bed, and Mr. Phillips had never fenced or fired a pistol. Mr. Phillips slumped, defeated. Moments later, he heard the patter of Lydia’s bare feet as she returned to her room. 
 
    He’d sat a long time, thinking, knowing himself for a coward. Finally, near dawn, he’d risen and made ready for the day, intent on leaving for work before the girls woke. He couldn’t encounter Elizabeth, who would see something was wrong, or Lydia, whom it would pain him to look on. Jane, Mary and Kitty would be nearly as bad, for he’d failed them all. 
 
    Once awakened to the flaw in Mr. Wickham’s character, Mr. Phillips had set out to learn more about him. What began as a tentative questioning of one merchant soon turned into a morning spent visiting every vendor in Meryton. He was not happy with what he learned. Nevertheless, later that day when Mr. Wickham and Lydia rather publicly announced they were engaged, Mr. Phillips had breathed a sigh of relief and assented. 
 
    Now, he sat alone in his office drinking too much port, an unusual occupation for him, and reflecting that there were many things he could have done better. He could only hope he’d protected her finances well enough and that Wickham would treat her at least passing well. Mr. Phillips raised his glass and took a final sip, reflecting that he could also hope, for the sake of his other wards, that he could indeed do better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Mary’s error, Mr. Phillips reflected as he watched the ceremonies take place several weeks later, was in setting the date for her wedding before Lydia had set one. As Mary and Mr. Whitestone had gotten engaged before Lydia and Mr. Wickham, doing so made sense. That was, if one didn’t take into account Lydia’s boundless need to be the of center attention, which of course forced her to insist on sharing Mary’s wedding date.  
 
    Sharing might work for some sisters, but Lydia simply couldn’t let the opportunity to overshadow one of hers pass. It was in her nature to torment in this way. In fact, the more he thought on Lydia’s actions the night Mary announced her engagement, the more Mr. Phillips realized he should have anticipated them. 
 
    Now, watching Mary suffer through a joint ceremony in which the superficially stunning couple Lydia and Wickham made completely overshadowed her and Mr. Whitestone, Mr. Phillips felt sorry for his middle niece. What should be a happy day was turned into just another time in Mary’s life when little notice was taken of her. Hopefully, she took solace, as he did, in the knowledge that immediately following the wedding breakfast, the Wickhams were departing for London. 
 
    He also took solace in knowing that Mary and her husband would be living a short walk from him. He resolved to tell her as much at the first opportunity. Sadly, one didn’t arise while at church. 
 
    As they set out toward home and the joint wedding breakfast, Mr. Phillips resolved to keep his sentiment in mind. Soon, it became obvious that Jane, Elizabeth and Kitty were also determined to show Mary that she mattered every bit as much as Lydia. When the Wickham’s made a show of striking out ahead, waving to every passerby they saw, his other nieces fell back to walk with Mary and Mr. Whitestone. 
 
    “Do keep up,” Lydia called back to her sisters when they neared home, she and Wickham striding ahead on long legs. “We have to have my wedding breakfast quickly. George and I don’t want to miss the coach.” 
 
    “Nor do we wish you to,” Elizabeth whispered somewhere behind Mr. Phillips. Kitty, who walked arm and arm with her, giggled. 
 
    Mr. Phillips kept his face bland as he hurried along, head bowed slightly against a blustery wind that seemed not to affect the youngsters at all.  
 
    “Her wedding breakfast,” Mary muttered. “As if I’m not here.” 
 
    “It’s your wedding breakfast, too,” Jane said firmly where she walked in line with Mary and her husband. 
 
    “I asked cook to save most of the cakes and the hot chocolate until she’s gone,” Kitty added in a low voice. 
 
    Mr. Phillips couldn’t condone that, but as he wasn’t meant to overhear, and eavesdropping was rude, he decided there was little to do about it except make sure he didn’t grin. 
 
    “Kitty, that’s so good of you,” Mary whispered back. “Hot chocolate is Mr. Whitestone’s favorite, isn’t it, Mr. Whitestone?” 
 
    “It is,” Mr. Whitestone replied staunchly. 
 
    “She would only hog it all, anyways,” Kitty said. “She would play hostess and pour, but only so she can have most of the chocolate and make ours all milk.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” Elizabeth’s murmured agreement sparkled with amusement. 
 
    Ahead of them, Lydia reached Mr. Phillip’s home and swept inside. Mr. Phillips slowed his pace to match his other nieces. He had no need to enjoy the Wickhams’ company alone. 
 
    “Do hurry up. I want to show you all where you must sit now that I’m married,” Lydia’s voice said, coming from above.  
 
    Mr. Phillips looked up to see she’d opened the parlor window, in spite of the cold, and stuck her head out.  
 
    She let out a squeal and a giggle and ducked back inside. “George, don’t pinch me there. You’re so naughty.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips suppressed a grimace as the words echoed down into the street. The girl had no sense of decorum. He only hoped Wickham wouldn’t tire of her antics too quickly. 
 
    “Naughty is one word for it,” Elizabeth pointed out in clipped tones. 
 
    “Hush, it’s her wedding day as well,” Jane admonished. 
 
    “And we won’t need to put up with her much longer,” Kitty added. 
 
    Mr. Phillips turned and cast them a quelling look. Lydia was difficult enough when in a pleasant mood, so there was no reason to spoil the one she was in now. Besides which, her poor behavior didn’t excuse his other nieces to have bad manners. “Up you go to celebrate with your sister. I wish to speak to Mary and Mr. Whitestone for a moment. And do close that window once you’re up there.” 
 
    “Yes, Uncle,” they chorused. To his surprise, first Elizabeth, then Kitty and Jane, gave him a kiss on the cheek as they passed.  
 
    Mary took on a slightly worried look, turning to him expectantly. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Mr. Phillips smiled. “Nothing of the kind, dear. I simply wished to tell you both how happy your union makes me and how pleased I am you’ll be nearby. It warms my heart to know that, no matter what happens with your sisters, I’ll always have you, Mary, and you, Jonathan.” 
 
    A smile brightened Mary’s face. She threw her arms about his neck. “Thank you, Uncle Phillips, and thank you for taking such good care of us.” 
 
    He patted her on the back, not sure he deserved such praise. “Yes, well, I’m doing my best.” 
 
    Mary stepped away, and Mr. Whitestone shook his hand. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Mr. Phillips repeated. Embarrassed, he cleared his throat. “We’d best join the others.” A smile on his face, he turned and led the way inside and up to the breakfast parlor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Three days later found Mr. Phillips returned to his office as usual. He’d given Mr. Whitestone the week off to spend with his new bride, and therefore had his office door open so he could see anyone who came in. He was unsurprised when footsteps without resolved into the tall form of Colonel Forster, head of the Meryton militia and Wickham’s superior officer. While not looking forward to the visit, Mr. Phillips had been expecting it ever since sorting through his mail that morning. 
 
    Wickham had left a letter saying that his trip to London wasn’t simply a week alone with his new bride. He was resigning his commission and wouldn’t be returning to Meryton. Coward that Wickham was, Mr. Phillips was certain he would have left a similar note for his superior, rather than admitting to his resignation in person. He’d likely celebrated his union with his comrades, accepted drinks and gifts, all the while planning to disappear the moment he was actually wed. 
 
    The colonel, resplendent in his red uniform, looked about the empty front office. Mr. Phillips cleared his throat. Colonel Forster turned his way. 
 
    “May I help you, Colonel?” Mr. Phillips called. 
 
    A frown on his handsome face, Forster made his ponderous way into the back office. The space seemed to shrink with the tall officer in it. “You may, sir.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips nodded, and gestured to the chair across from him. Colonel Forster took it. That seat, Mr. Phillips reflected, fitted many a rear. 
 
    “Colonel, how may I assist you today?” 
 
    Colonel Forster cleared his throat. A glower settled over his features. “I received Mr. Wickham’s letter of resignation from the militia. Did you know about it?” 
 
    In the grate, the logs shifted, letting out a rustle of sound and a puff of sparks.  
 
    “I suspected as much,” Mr. Phillips admitted. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was my business to tell you.” 
 
    Forster cleared his throat again, shifting in the chair. “Your business comes in the form of Mr. Wickham’s IOU’s, owed to many of my officers. They were under the impression he would pay them when he married your niece.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips resisted the urge to sigh. “That is between your officers and your former officer.” 
 
    Indignation covered Forster’s face. “But I’ve discovered you are paying Mr. Wickham’s debts in Meryton.” 
 
    “I am using money that would otherwise go to his wife to pay off debts that could put him in debtor’s prison,” Mr. Phillips said crisply. There was no point in concealing his motivation. 
 
    Colonel Forster leaned back in his chair, expression contemplative. “And debts of honor are not legally enforceable,” he ventured after a long moment. 
 
    “Correct.” At least the man was intelligent. Mr. Phillips only hoped he was also reasonable. 
 
    Colonel Forster leaned forward again, expression beseeching. “Don’t you feel honor bound to cover his debts?”  
 
    Mr. Phillips shook his head. He wondered if he’d been wise to let Mr. Whitestone take the day off. Mr. Phillips was not a young or intimidating man. Mr. Whitestone was much more upright. “On the contrary. My fiduciary responsibility to my niece demands that I only pay her husband’s legal debts, and none other.” 
 
    A glower pulled the lines on Colonel Forster’s face downward, removing any amiability from his expression. “Look, Phillips, everyone knows the girls are heiresses. Their parents are dead. The estate sold. You have the money to pay off Wickham’s debts to my men.” 
 
    “And yet, I have no legal obligation to do so, and will not,” Mr. Phillips said as firmly as he could. 
 
    “I see,” Colonel Forster said tightly. “You will not be popular with my officers.” 
 
    As if he ever had been? Well, they accepted his invitations, but he had no illusions it was because of him. Free food and wine, and congenial young people both from his household and the neighbors in Meryton, had been the incentive. “You believe I should ignore my responsibility to my niece to be popular with men who will be gone in May?” Mr. Phillips forced a chuckle, as if unintimidated by the large, red-coated man across from him. “Why should I?” 
 
    “To restore Mr. Wickham’s reputation.” 
 
    This time, Mr. Phillips’ chuckle was more heartfelt. “I don’t want to restore his reputation.” 
 
    Colonel Forster’s eyebrows shot up.  
 
    “I don’t want anyone to accept his IOUs,” Mr. Phillips continued. “I want him to live within his income.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Colonel Forster barked, coming to his feet. “And good day, sir.”  
 
    Colonel Forster stomped from the room, the staccato of his boot heels drowning out Mr. Phillips’ murmured good bye. He slammed Mr. Phillips’ door behind him as he left. A moment later, Mr. Phillips winced, hearing the outer door slam as well. 
 
    With a sigh, he crossed to his office door and pushed it back open to the creak of the hinges. He really ought to have Mr. Whitestone oil it, he reflected as he returned to his desk. Mr. Phillips settled into his chair and brought out work that needed his attention. 
 
    He neatened the short stack of pages. He pulled the inkwell nearer. He glanced once more at the closed outer door. A slight smile turned up the edges of his mouth. 
 
    Mr. Phillips wondered just how much Mr. Wickham owed Colonel Forster. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
    Feigned Flight 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth’s fingers flowed over the keys. She’d become much more proficient since moving into her uncle’s home, a circumstance which pleased her. It made her smile to realize the improvement was indirectly her uncle’s doing, and that she’d initially resented his strategy. 
 
    She’d been dismayed at first, when he’d ordered her to share a room with Kitty, not Jane. All her life, Elizabeth had shared with Jane. Eldest and kindest of the five of them, Jane was a foil to Elizabeth’s impetuousness, and to her tendency to judge quickly and harshly. Where Elizabeth would read deliberate malice into a disparaging remark, Jane would see that the speaker was having a terrible day or recovering from an ailment. Jane always offered many excuses for stray words that weren’t truly aimed at Elizabeth, but were instead the product of unrelated disquiet.  
 
    Sharing a room with Kitty, relegated to discussing her days with her second youngest sister, Elizabeth found she had to be the reasonable one. She must apply perspective to the trials of the day. In essence, she must be Jane to Kitty’s weaknesses of character. 
 
    And as they shared, and their friendship grew, Elizabeth had come to better understand her younger sister. Kitty had a deep fear of not being able to attract a gentleman. How Elizabeth hadn’t seen as much before, she didn’t know. The worry was very clear. 
 
    Kitty deemed herself not as sweet as Jane, nor clever and accomplished like Elizabeth, nor as knowledgeable as Mary or as vivacious as Lydia. She’d tried, she’d confessed, to emulate Lydia, to be lively and appealing, but always she stood in Lydia’s shadow. Elizabeth didn’t actually consider herself accomplished but understanding how her playing might seem better to Kitty than no feminine skills at all, she’d offered her instruction. Then, she’d learned yet another lesson, thanks to her uncle. Teaching was the best form of practice. 
 
    Elizabeth’s smile slipped as she continued to play, for the song was a sorrowful one. A sigh escaped her lips. She closed her eyes for a moment, fingers finding the keys from memory, for she played the tune often.  
 
    Too often. Her eyes popped open. Mid-bridge, she switched to a different song. There was no reason for such sorrow. The emotion must be exorcised. Mary and Lydia were wed. Life was moving forward again, no longer paused in a purgatory of mourning. 
 
    But their mother hadn’t lived to see the occasion. Mrs. Bennet had longed for her daughters’ weddings. Thought about, schemed about, little else for as long as Elizabeth could remember. It would have been nice if her mama could have seen two of her daughters safely wed. 
 
    More importantly, it would have been wonderful if Mrs. Bennet had lived to know that their father’s cousin, Mr. Collins, had died. Elizabeth didn’t normally wish death on anyone and hadn’t wished it on Mr. Collins. Still, she couldn’t deny his passing before her father did was a happy circumstance. Mr. Bennet had certainly thought so. Not to mention, there seemed no one in the entire world who mourned Mr. Collins’ passing, so no harm was done. 
 
    Elizabeth’s finger’s faltered on the keys, unable to maintain a cheerful tune. Not as when Mr. Bennet died. Everyone mourned her father’s passing. It seemed to Elizabeth the very earth and sky lost all brightness and warmth, and remained cold and barren for over a year, in sympathy with the loss. She reached up and brushed tears from her eyes. 
 
    “Elizabeth?” her Uncle Phillips said behind her. 
 
    Elizabeth hoped he couldn’t see her tears. Poor Uncle Phillips, to lose his in-laws, then his wife, and be burdened with five daughters not his own. If anyone should still be shedding tears, the sorrow in their heart not alleviated by the joy of Mary’s and Lydia’s recent nuptials, it was her uncle.  
 
    She cleared her throat but didn’t turn. “Yes, Uncle?” 
 
    “Where are you sisters?” 
 
    Elizabeth drew in a quiet breath. She swiped her fingers quickly across her cheeks and turned to smile at him. “Kitty is mending a tear in the dress she wore to the weddings and Jane is over at Mary’s helping her get settled.” 
 
    Uncle Phillips nodded. “Please go get Jane and Mary. I should like to speak with the four of you.” 
 
    Elizabeth frowned. “Is anything wrong?”  
 
    “Not wrong,” he said in his usual calm way. “Things are simply moving toward an eventuality for which I’ve prepared.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s frown deepened, but she’d learned her uncle was a careful planner and tight with his council. There was no point in badgering him. He would explain once they were assembled. He was always upfront with them. “I’ll fetch them immediately.” 
 
    She turned back and carefully closed the pianoforte, then went to get her bonnet and cloak, although it was warm for winter. She trotted down the steps and into the street, finding the day not unpleasant. A playful breeze swirled through Meryton, plucking at her hem and creating spiraling trails of the few stray raindrops.  
 
    It wasn’t far to the neat little cottage Mary and Mr. Whitestone had taken. Jane’s and Mary’s laughter spilled through a cracked open window as she approached, drawing out Elizabeth’s smile. She stopped before the door, plain but painted a cheerful green, and knocked. 
 
    Mary appeared a moment later. “Elizabeth, how good of you to come. Jane and I are nearly done in the parlor, but we’ve still the dining room to do, if you would like to help?” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head, hit with a sudden pang of guilt, for Mary appeared cheerfully happy to see her. “I should like to, but not this moment. Uncle Phillips sent me to fetch you both for one of his meetings.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” Mary pursed her lips, becoming for a moment the Mary of old, the one now dimly recalled from before two years spent under Jane’s sunny influence. Then her smile peeked back out. “Well, I’m sure it’s nothing too dire. I’ll fetch Jane. Do come in if you like.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, but remained without as Mary slipped back inside, leaving the door slightly ajar. Elizabeth could hear her middle sister calling for Jane, but it was Mary’s earlier words that echoed in her mind. It couldn’t be anything too dire, could it? Uncle Phillips had appeared calm… and in good health. Yet, what more could befall them but to lose him too? 
 
    Trying not to let her agitation show, for she had no basis to worry, Elizabeth led the way back to their uncle’s. She, Jane and Mary filed in, leaving cloaks, gloves and hats by the door. They found Uncle Phillips and Kitty waiting for them in the front parlor. 
 
    “There you all are,” Uncle Phillips said, his tone credibly pleasant and manner not exactly easy, but not tense. 
 
    “You wished to see us, Uncle?” Elizabeth prompted as she took the chair nearest the door.  
 
    He and Kitty were already seated. Kitty still worked on her mending. Jane and Mary took the short sofa. All of them together quite filled the sunny little room. 
 
    “Yes.” Uncle Phillips looked to each of them in turn. “It’s time to pack. Jane, Elizabeth and Kitty, we leave for London in two hours.” 
 
    “Leave?” Elizabeth repeated, stunned. 
 
    “London?” Kitty clapped her hands, looking excited.  
 
    Jane glanced from face to face, frowning. 
 
    “But, whatever for?” Mary asked, sounding forlorn.  
 
    Mr. Phillips stood up. “We will have plenty of time to talk about that on the journey, and Jonathan will explain to you, Mary. We will likely remain in London for several months, so bear that in mind while you pack.” 
 
    “Months?” Mary exclaimed. 
 
    “But this is so sudden,” Jane murmured. She reached out and clasped Mary’s hand. 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. What could possibly be prompting the trip? She knew better than to ask. If Uncle Phillips said they would discuss the reason while they journeyed, then that was when he would discuss it. 
 
    “Yes, it is a bit sudden, but not unexpected.” Uncle Phillips made a shooing gesture. “Hurry along now. Mary, if you would stay and help where needed, that would be a boon.” 
 
    Mary nodded, looking dazed. They all came slowly to their feet. Uncle Phillips gestured again. Kitty and Jane dutifully turned and hurried from the room. 
 
    “Mary, I’m sorry to pull your sisters away from you so soon after your wedding,” Uncle Phillips said. “I discussed the possibility of doing this with your husband. Just tell him that Colonel Forster visited me today and he will understand. Now, go help your sisters pack. That means you as well, Elizabeth.” 
 
    Elizabeth took Mary by the arm. “Come, you can help Jane. I’ll make sure Kitty packs something sensible.” 
 
    Mary nodded again and permitted Elizabeth to lead her away. Behind them, Uncle Phillips hurried off to his own room. Even knowing his ways, it was all Elizabeth could do not to race after him and demand an explanation.  
 
    *** 
 
    Just as Uncle Phillips said, a little more than two hours later found the four of them ensconced in their carriage, on their way to London. The bustle and familiar scenery behind them, Elizabeth turned from the window to regard their uncle expectantly. Seeming to feel her scrutiny from where she rode backward beside Kitty, he looked up from the book he was reading.  
 
    “Well?” Elizabeth prompted. 
 
    Uncle Phillips offered a brief smile before his expression turned serious. “We are fleeing.” 
 
    “Fleeing?” Elizabeth repeated her eyebrows shooting up. “From?” 
 
    Uncle Phillips sighed. “I’m afraid your new brother by law, Mr. Wickham, has amassed debts with essentially every merchant in Meryton. Moreover, I can only assume from Colonel Forster’s reaction, he also has a considerable pile of IOUs.” 
 
    Elizabeth stared at him. “Debts serious enough for us to flee them?” 
 
    Uncle Phillips nodded. “I am putting some money from Lydia’s share of income toward paying back the merchants. That will take time, but they’re all receiving small payments and are satisfied. They are not the issue.” 
 
    “You are paying the debts?” Elizabeth asked sharply. “Oughtn’t Mr. Wickham be paying them?” 
 
    “He should, but he will not.” Uncle Phillips voice was quiet. “That is one of the reasons he was so quick to leave for London.” 
 
    Elizabeth took a moment to absorb that. 
 
    “You mean, Mr. Wickham is running out on his debts?” Kitty ventured. 
 
    “He is,” Uncle Phillips confirmed. “He left me a note saying he and Lydia will not be returning from London, and that he’s resigned his commission.” 
 
    Elizabeth gaped at her uncle. Now Lydia’s new husband was without wages. The militia wages were small, but that was some money coming in to supplement the money Lydia would have. 
 
    Seated beside their uncle, Jane looked baffled, as if unable to credit his words. 
 
    “And the IOUs?” Elizabeth asked, recalling their uncle saying Colonel Forster had come to see him. An IOU was a debt of honor. Not binding in any lawful sense, but a gentleman was only as good as his word. 
 
    “I will not be paying Mr. Wickham’s IOUs,” Uncle Phillips said. 
 
    “And neither will he?” Elizabeth pressed, incredulous. 
 
    “And neither will he,” Uncle Phillips stated flatly. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Jane breathed. 
 
    Oh dear indeed, Elizabeth thought. “Why, until the officers leave, we won’t be welcome anywhere. He’s cut us out of Meryton society.” 
 
    “Oh, how could he,” Kitty cried. 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head, having no answer. She turned back to their uncle. “Did you know about his debts when you granted him Lydia’s hand?” 
 
    “I did.” Uncle Phillips clamped his mouth closed over the two words. He flipped open his book. 
 
    “Uncle,” Elizabeth pressed. He’s always told them the truth before, even when he’d revealed that their aunt was likely not simply sick, but dying. 
 
    Uncle Phillips sighed. He made a show of squaring his bookmark with the book’s spine, then closed the thick volume before looking up. “Yes, I knew, but only just. I’d made inquiries the morning before he came to see me to discuss terms.” 
 
    “If you knew, why did you agree?” Jane asked, innocently curious. 
 
    Elizabeth saw their uncle flinch from the question. He squared the book he held in his lap. He cast a quick look about, as if someone might lurk hidden in the carriage to overhear. Elizabeth felt her own nerves tighten at his unease. 
 
    “Mr. Wickham had already compromised your sister,” Uncle Phillips said. 
 
    “What?” It took Elizabeth a moment to realize that gasped question had issued from her mouth. 
 
    Uncle Phillips tugged at the unfashionably simple knot tying his cravat. “The evening before. I woke and heard them, but not soon enough to intervene.” 
 
    Jane’s eyes were like saucers.  
 
    Beside Elizabeth, Kitty’s mouth hung open.  
 
    Elizabeth closed her own. “Heard them?” she ventured in a faint voice.  
 
    “Her room is above mine,” Uncle Phillips stated. 
 
    Kitty fell into fit of coughing, uncommon for her in the cool winter months.  
 
    Jane went red.  
 
    Anger heated Elizabeth’s veins. “You mean he well and truly compromised her.” 
 
    She hadn’t made it a question, but her uncle nodded, looking worn.  
 
    “That monster,” Elizabeth muttered. “And that little fool. What was she thinking? She’s lucky he’s not only, obviously, a fortune hunter, but also apparently a desperate one. He could have left her compromised and with child.” 
 
    “Now, Lizzy, I’m sure they are very much in love,” Jane said, but her voice was weak and her cheeks crimson. “I’m certain money had nothing to do with--” 
 
    “Obviously it had everything to do with their marriage, or Mr. Wickham wouldn’t have behaved so abominably,” Elizabeth snapped. 
 
    Kitty touched her arm. “Lizzy, it isn’t Jane’s fault.” 
 
    Elizabeth took in Jane’s stricken expression. “I know. I’m sorry. Jane, I really am sorry.” 
 
    Jane offered a tentative smile. 
 
    “If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine, for not realizing sooner what Mr. Wickham was after when he befriended you girls,” Uncle Phillips said. “Now, please, may we speak on something else?” 
 
    They all nodded, but no one spoke. The carriage fell into silence. Uncle Phillips cracked back open his book. Jane turned to look out the window. A glance showed Kitty lost in her own thoughts as well. 
 
    For her part, Elizabeth first battled down her shame at speaking harshly to Jane. She then turned to examining the source of her anger, finding it obvious enough. She did not care to discover she’d been duped. Just as their uncle, Elizabeth hadn’t questioned Mr. Wickham’s marked attention to them. She’d never stopped to consider that with the sale of Longbourn, they’d become, for their small town, something in the way of heiresses. That made the attentions of many gentlemen suspect. 
 
    And the attention of others had already proven mercurial, she reflected, her gaze returning to Jane. Her older sister appeared serene once more, her three-quarters profile lovely as she watched the passing scenery. It occurred to Elizabeth to wonder if Jane held any expectations of meeting a certain someone in London and saddened her to realize she was no longer deep enough in her sister’s council to know. 
 
    A slightly bitter smile turned up Elizabeth’s lips. On the one hand, they were apparently to be plagued by men who wished to seduce them for their money. On the other, the source of that money and their mother’s upbringing warned a different breed of gentlemen away. Gentlemen like Jane’s Mr. Bingley. 
 
    From the start, they’d all thought of him that way, the young gentleman who’d rented Netherfield Park, a large estate outside of Meryton. He’d been charming, and well-mannered, and obviously smitten with Jane. Not so obvious, but equally true, was that Jane was smitten with him. Elizabeth had thought everything was going well between them. Even his snobbish sisters seemed pleased with Jane.  
 
    Then, somehow, word had gotten out that the Bennet sisters’ fortune was made through the sale of their family estate. That financial transaction, coupled with their late mother’s family being in trade, tarnished them. They were still good enough for fortune-hunting officers, but no longer of interest to a man like Mr. Bingley. 
 
    Jane frowned, and Elizabeth wondered if her sister thought on him even now. They sped toward London, after all. That was where Mr. Bingley had retired to, along with the remainder of his party. 
 
    Not that Elizabeth blamed Mr. Bingley. Oh, for being fickle, yes, but not for leaving. If she had any judgment, which admittedly the revelations about Wickham made suspect, she would swear Mr. Bingley had been in love with Jane. No, his departure undoubtedly came at the urging of the most odious member of his party. Not his snobbish sisters. Not his bumbling brother-in-law.  
 
    His friend, Mr. Darcy. A reticent, lonely gentleman who trailed Mr. Bingley about, glowering jealously at anyone who occupied too much of Bingley’s time. That someone of Mr. Darcy’s reputed wealth couldn’t amass his own entourage was telling. Instead, he followed Mr. Bingley’s family from place to place, playing attendance by dancing only with Bingley’s sisters. Even a fortune as vast as Mr. Darcy’s couldn’t buy him friends, which bespoke of the depths of his disagreeability.  
 
    The carriage lurched over a rut. Elizabeth frowned down at her hands. That had been one of her most enjoyable points of conversation with Mr. Wickham, gossip over Mr. Darcy. They’d both agreed the man was unbearable. Elizabeth knew this from associating with him at Netherfield, and from his comments about her at his first assembly in Hertfordshire, where he’d deemed her not handsome enough to dance with. 
 
    Mr. Wickham had provided additional evidence in the form of anecdote. He’d said Mr. Darcy, known to him since childhood, had denied him the living he was owed upon the death of Mr. Darcy’s father. Elizabeth had happily lapped up this confirmation of her impression of Mr. Darcy. She’d even confronted him with the accusation at a dance and not been refuted. 
 
    Her frown deepened. As much as she’d taken a dislike to Mr. Darcy and blamed him for Jane’s sorrow upon losing Mr. Bingley, she couldn’t help but revisit the idea that he’d all but stolen a living from Mr. Wickham. After all, she now knew Mr. Wickham to be unreliable and to have no honor.  
 
    She shook her head. What did it matter? Even if Mr. Wickham had lied about the living, it didn’t change the fact that Mr. Darcy was disagreeable and withdrawn. That, of course, did not matter either. She was hardly likely to see the man again. He would never deign to traverse the circles she and her sisters would. Even though they were daughters of a gentleman and now had desirable dowries, they wouldn’t be invited into the upper echelons Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley walked. 
 
    “Where in London are we staying?” Jane asked, swiveling to look at their uncle. 
 
    Elizabeth wondered if her sister’s thoughts had traveled similar lines to her own. 
 
    “With the Gardiners,” Uncle Phillips replied, not looking up from his book. 
 
    “Aunt Gardiner’s brother and his family have moved out, then?” Elizabeth said, hoping that was the case.  
 
    Mrs. Gardiner’s brother and his family had been staying with the Gardiners when Mr. Bennet died. That was partially why Elizabeth and her sisters had ended up with the Phillips. The brother’s house had burned down, taking with it the business that supported his family. For all of them to stay with the Gardiners would be unbearably crowded. 
 
    Uncle Phillips glanced up. “Yes, two weeks ago. They finished rebuilding. Your Uncle Gardiner wrote that his brother-in-law has begun to recapture some of his business.” 
 
    “That’s very fortunate,” Elizabeth said, meaning both for their distant relations and themselves. 
 
    “Yes,” Uncle Phillips agreed, and returned his gaze to his book. 
 
    Across from Elizabeth, Jane let out a little sigh and turned back to the window. Elizabeth wondered if her sister had hoped they were staying somewhere on their own, perhaps spending a bit of coin to rent in a more fashionable district. After all, people like Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst would never call on them at the Gardiners’ home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    They arrived at the Gardiners’ in good time, the hour early enough that their Uncle Gardiner was still at work, and were shown into a cozy front parlor. The elegantly, if somewhat sparsely, appointed room was crowded with Elizabeth, Jane and Kitty, as well as their Uncle Phillips, Aunt Gardiner and young cousins, but not quite to the point of anyone needing to stand. Aunt Gardiner allowed her brood to remain long enough to greet their cousins and then ushered them back to their lessons. Once they were gone, she called for tea. 
 
    “You picked a fine day to make the trip,” she said to Mr. Phillips as they waited. “How were the roads?” 
 
    “Fine, passing fine,” Uncle Phillips said. 
 
    Elizabeth, who sat beside Kitty on a stiff sofa, looked back and forth between the two. “You were expecting us, Aunt Gardiner?” she ventured, in view of her aunt’s complete calm.  
 
    “Yes, dear. Mr. Phillips wrote to Mr. Gardiner.” 
 
    Elizabeth recalled her uncle telling Mary that Mr. Whitestone also knew of his plan. She turned to her Uncle Phillips with narrowed eyes. “How long have you been plotting to bring us here?” And why hadn’t he informed them of his decision? 
 
    “For some time now, and I do apologize for not telling you of the possibility sooner,” Uncle Phillips said, answering the question Elizabeth hadn’t been so rude as to voice. “I had some vague hope my preparations would go unneeded, and I didn’t want any word of my plan to get out.” He flicked his gaze to Kitty. 
 
    Elizabeth didn’t find that fair. Kitty had improved greatly over the past two years. It wasn’t as if she was Lydia. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why we’ve come,” Kitty said. “I think people would forgive us for Mr. Wickham’s ways. Most of them have known us forever, after all.” She smiled. “I don’t mind one bit, though. I’ve been longing to visit London and we might meet some few people we know here.”  
 
    Kitty didn’t so much as look at Jane. Seated beside their aunt on the sofa across from Elizabeth and Kitty, Jane blushed anyhow. 
 
    “We’re here because I knew we would become unpopular with the militia as a result of Mr. Wickham’s debts, particularly since I’ve arranged for payment of his legal debts, that is, his debts to the shopkeepers in Meryton,” Uncle Phillips said, repeating the reason he’d given in the carriage. 
 
    “Surely, our neighbors would understand?” Jane ventured. “They wouldn’t turn on us.” 
 
    “It’s not our fault Mr. Wickham ran out on his obligations,” Kitty added. 
 
    “I daresay people won’t see it that way, dear,” Mrs. Gardiner said sadly.  
 
    Uncle Phillips shook his head. “I didn’t want to have people take sides. That could do irreparable harm.” 
 
    Elizabeth agreed with their uncle. “They still might,” she said, and watched Jane shake her head sadly. Elizabeth knew her sister found her too cynical. She, in turn, found Jane’s trust in people almost childlike. 
 
    Uncle Phillips gave a sly grin. “I told Mr. Ford my plan, and he is going to arrange for the various merchants in Meryton to denounce me loudly to the militia.”  
 
    Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. Mr. Ford ran the most successful store in Meryton and was widely respected in the community. He was also a good friend of their Uncle Phillips and the perfect choice. She was impressed. She’d no idea their uncle was so crafty. 
 
    “Was that truly necessary, Mr. Phillips?” their Aunt Gardiner asked. “That will ruin your reputation. Think of the girls.” 
 
    “I don’t want the people who support me to lose business,” Uncle Phillips said. “The militia will leave in May, never to return. Then it will be revealed that the denunciation was planned to keep everyone happy. A few people may resent not being in on it, but we’ll never escape this completely unscathed. Mr. Ford and Mr. Whitestone will tell the people they trust the truth now. Anyone who is ardently defending me will probably be someone who can be trusted to keep a secret.” 
 
    “But why wait for Colonel Forster’s visit?” Jane asked. She looked about the room, as if trying to assess if she was the only one who found their uncle’s strategy incomprehensible. 
 
    “To give him a victory,” Mr. Phillips replied. 
 
    “Military men like victories,” Elizabeth added. 
 
    Mr. Phillips’ eyes crinkled. “They do, indeed.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand,” Kitty lamented. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it have been easier just to stay?” Aunt Gardiner asked. “Most people would understand about the debts. After all, they weren’t your debts and you could simply have given the money to Mr. Wickham, rather than pay any of them.” 
 
    Uncle Phillips shook his head. “I also didn’t want to be in a position where any of us could be pressed to give Mr. Wickham’s location to anyone. Some members of the militia may visit London now and then. I don’t want Lydia facing men who think they have a right to Mr. Wickham’s money.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent, thinking. Elizabeth shifted on the stiff sofa. After half a day in the carriage, the overstuffed cushion offered little comfort. What she really wished to do was to walk. 
 
    “Lydia would do it,” Kitty finally said. “If redcoats came to her and demanded she give them money, she would.” 
 
    “Would she be frightened enough to give up money she needs for food or rent?” Mrs. Gardiner asked. 
 
    Kitty looked thoughtful, then she nodded.  
 
    Uncle Phillips nodded, too. “I believe that’s easily within the realm of possibility.” 
 
    Elizabeth frowned. That Lydia would be in a position not to have money for food or rent had never occurred to her. Uncle Phillip’s news about Mr. Wickham’s debts and his subsequent flight showed him to be much less responsible than Elizabeth had believed, but surely, he wouldn’t permit his wife to starve or go without a home. 
 
    “Do you have Lydia’s address here in London?” Elizabeth asked, suddenly worried for her little sister. No letters had arrived from Lydia since she and Mr. Wickham set out for London, though there’d hardly been time for any to be sent. 
 
    “I do,” Uncle Phillips said. 
 
    “I should like to write to her and let her know we’re here,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    “That would be very good of you.” Uncle Phillips offered a kind smile. 
 
    The tea arrived then, and Aunt Gardiner set to serving them all. She changed the topic to the unseasonably warm winter they were having. Elizabeth sipped her tea and only half attended to the conversation, her thoughts on Mr. Wickham and how easily they’d all been deceived by him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next several days passed in pleasant expeditions to shops and attractions with their Aunt Gardiner. Elizabeth wasn’t surprised that their Uncle Phillips didn’t accompany them. She was surprised, however, that he went out with great frequency. So much so that the only time she saw him each day was at the dinner table. She wanted to ask him about his jaunts but didn’t do so over the meal. She had no way to know if his excursions were a subject he wished broached before the combined Bennet and Gardiner families. 
 
    Finally, the better part of a week after their arrival, Uncle Phillips agreed to accompany them to the theater. Elizabeth maneuvered herself to sit beside him, determined to get to the bottom of his doings. Last week, she wouldn’t have been concerned, but after his recent planned upheaval of their lives, she was too suspicious to let his behavior go unquestioned. During the interval, while the others were talking about the play, she touched his coat sleeve to get his attention.  
 
    He turned from Kitty, on his other side, with his usual affable smile. “Yes, Elizabeth?” 
 
    “It may not be my place to ask, but I’m curious how your calls have been going,” she ventured. “You seem remarkably busy since our arrival in London.” 
 
    A not very reassuring look of embarrassment crossed his features. “Rather well, I hope.” 
 
    Elizabeth scrutinized him, noting the way he tugged at the overly austere knot in his cravat. “What exactly are your calls in regard to?” 
 
    “If you must know,” he said, still looking embarrassed, “I am endeavoring to expand our acquaintances to include a pool of eligible men. The Gardiners have told me there are very few men they associate with who meet with my requirements for you girls.” 
 
    Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. She hadn’t expected that reply at all. “And you know so many people here in London?” 
 
    He offered a small smile. “Oh, some. For example, today I called on several former clients.” 
 
    “Only those who were happy with the results of whatever legal business they had with you,” she suggested, teasing. 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “And yesterday?” 
 
    “Yesterday I called on some friends from my Cambridge days that I’ve kept up correspondences with. I also called on the widow of a close friend from Cambridge. That was enjoyable.” He shook his head, looking glum despite his words. “I stayed longer than I should have, and I doubt any of those calls will produce the results I’m looking for.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with enjoying yourself,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    “True, but I must remain focused,” he said, surprisingly adamant. “We will only remain here in London until the militia leaves Meryton. This is your, Jane and Kitty’s best chance to find husbands. You don’t have a mama to help you. Only me.” 
 
    Elizabeth placed a hand on his sleeve. “These past two years, you’ve done a wonderful job caring for us,” she assured him.  
 
    “You’re a dear girl to say so.” 
 
    After their mother died, their father had deteriorated with shocking rapidity, especially for a man no one thought cared for his wife. Once he was gone and they moved in with the Phillips, their Aunt Phillips fell ill. Throughout the year of mourning for their father, their aunt’s decline, and their year they spent mourning her, Uncle Phillips had taken on the role of two parents. He’d done so without complaint, diligently and well. 
 
    Elizabeth squeezed his arm. “I’m not only saying so, I mean it. We would have been lost without you.” 
 
    Uncle Phillips patted her hand where it rested on his sleeve. “I’m doing my best, but I am not an asset to you, if you want to marry into the gentry. The Gardiners are in trade, but anyone meeting them would assume they were people of fashion. Anyone meeting me, well, they have no such illusions.” 
 
    Before Elizabeth could muster a response to that, Kitty asked Uncle Phillips for his opinion of the play so far. He gave Elizabeth’s hand a final pat and turned to Kitty. Elizabeth folded her hands in her lap, thoughtful and hardly aware when the curtain went up on the second act of the play. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth lay awake for some time that night, listening to Kitty’s even breathing and thinking on her Uncle Phillips’ words. She wished she’d been quicker to refute him, instead of meeting his self-deprecation with silence. Her inability to voice an immediate denial had stemmed from a desire not to lie. It filled her with guilt to know he realized as much. 
 
    Uncle Phillips was the son of a farmer, but his grandmother had been wealthy enough to see her only grandchild was well educated. The original goal had been to have him become a clergyman and buy him a living, but the money had run out before that could be done.  
 
    It wasn’t simply a question of his profession as an attorney, however, that made him describe himself as not an asset to her and her sisters. He’d learned the manners of a gentleman at college, but his appearance was against him. He was short, broad faced, balding, and had a pug nose. Moreover, he dressed terribly, being more concerned with frugality than fashion.  
 
    Elizabeth sighed. She knew him to be a loving husband and uncle as well as a responsible guardian for her and her sisters, but none of that would matter to those who’d just met him. All of it should, but how the world should be and how it was, were often despairingly different.  
 
    Having remained out late and then been unable to sleep, Elizabeth woke later than anyone else. By the time she was up and dressed, breakfast had been cleared away. She went to the kitchen and tucked a few rolls into the pockets in her skirt, then made her way into the parlor where the others sat talking.  
 
    They immediately informed her it had already been agreed that she and her sisters would take the older three of the Gardiner children to a nearby park. They’d only been waiting on Elizabeth to appear, so they might set the plan in motion. 
 
    As the process of dressing the youngsters for the winter weather was started, a knock sounded at the front door.  
 
    “Sally,” Aunt Gardiner called to a nearby maid, who’d just deposited a pile of hats on a chair. Aunt Gardiner was embroiled in wrapping her son’s scarf. 
 
    Sally nodded and hurried from the parlor. A moment later, she reappeared, eyes a bit wide. “There’s a Lady Catherine de Bourgh and a Miss Anne de Bourgh here, come to see Mr. Phillips.” 
 
    Everyone stopped what they were doing, mainly shoving children’s limbs into various forms of outerwear, to stare at the maid. In unison, Elizabeth, Jane, Kitty and Aunt Gardiner all swiveled their heads to look at Uncle Phillips, who sat quietly removed from the fray, reading the morning paper. 
 
    “Tell him if I’m interrupting something, I can certainly leave,” an aggravated, imperious voice called from the hall. 
 
    Uncle Phillips came to his feet instantly and hurried from the room. Elizabeth could hear him greeting the two women, his manner conciliatory. Soon, the three appeared in the doorway. 
 
    Elizabeth studied Lady Catherine and her daughter while introductions were made, finding them surprisingly dissimilar. Where Lady Catherine was broad of both frame and face, tall for a woman and rather formidable, Miss de Bourgh was slight. She seemed reed thin, even her features narrow. Studying the women, some inkling of a memory stirred at the back of Elizabeth’s mind. She’d heard these names, Lady Catherine de Bourgh and Miss Anne de Bourgh somewhere before. 
 
    “Well,” Lady Catherine said once introductions were finished. “It looks to me as if I am indeed interrupting, though I have no notion from this chaos what I am interrupting.” 
 
    Uncle Phillips’ gesture took in the room. “My nieces and the Gardiner children were about to visit the park, but I wasn’t going to join them.” 
 
    Lady Catherine nodded. “Then let them go, and we shall have our visit.” 
 
    “I must say, Lady Catherine,” Mr. Phillips said, “I am flattered that you’re returning my call so promptly.” 
 
    “Was that the park we passed just before we arrived?” Miss de Bourgh asked. 
 
    “Very likely so.” Aunt Gardiner gestured in the general direction of the park. “It’s just down the street.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I join them?” Miss de Bourgh asked her mother.  “It is too nice a day to sit indoors.” 
 
    Lady Catherine looked them over again, as if assessing them.  
 
    Elizabeth deliberately returned to helping her cousin into her coat.  
 
    “Have Bruce and Brice go with you,” Lady Catherine said after a moment. 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” Miss de Bourgh sounded more like a child than the grown woman she appeared to be. 
 
    “Are you going to the park, Mrs. Gardiner?” Lady Catherine asked. 
 
    “I was not planning to,” Aunt Gardiner said. “Shall I call for refreshments?” 
 
    Elizabeth finished with her cousin’s coat and turned to tie the older Gardiner son’s boots, which Kitty was neglecting while she stared at Lady Catherine. 
 
    Lady Catherine sniffed. “If you feel it’s necessary.” She looked about the room again, imperious. “Well, hop to. You’ll want to finish bundling those children before they go out. Mr. Phillips and I wish to have our visit. You others should be on your way.” 
 
    That spurred Elizabeth’s sisters back into motion. In no time she, Jane, Kitty, Miss de Bourgh and the three older Gardiner children were walking down the street toward the park. Jane led the way between the six and eight-year-old girls. Elizabeth followed, holding her five-year-old cousin Edward’s hand, and Kitty and Miss de Bourgh came next. Two tall, identical red-haired footmen trailed a respectful distance behind the group. As Miss de Bourgh had ignored the men completely when they came out, Elizabeth could only assume they were Bruce and Brice, and were accustomed to following her. 
 
    “I’m sorry to push myself on you,” Miss de Bourgh said to Kitty where they walked behind Elizabeth, “but my mother doesn’t understand my need to be outside. She thinks because it’s winter and we’re in London, I should avoid the cold.” 
 
    “Whatever for? It’s a lovely day,” Kitty said. 
 
    Miss de Bourgh was silent. Elizabeth hoped Kitty hadn’t somehow offended their new acquaintance. She tried to think of something to say to change the topic. Usually, the weather was the staple safe avenue of discourse. 
 
    “I’m often sick,” Miss de Bourgh finally said. “But not now. Not usually in winter, and generally less so in London.” 
 
    “I get sick every spring and autumn,” Kitty said. “To be honest, I’m not very well in the summer, either, but I am most often well in the winter. I like the cold because I generally feel better.” 
 
    “Do you find you’re less ill in London as well?” Miss de Bourgh asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Kitty said. “I haven’t been in London since I was a child.” 
 
    This prompted Miss de Bourgh to launch into a broad description of things to do in London in the winter. She carried the bulk of the conversation, Kitty adding a few comments, the remainder of the way to the park. Elizabeth saw no reason to interrupt and listened with interest.  
 
    When they reached the park, there were quite a few children there, several known to the Gardiner girls. Elizabeth stood with Jane, Kitty and Miss de Bourgh, chatting amiably while they watched the children play. When a ball the girls were playing with came in their direction, Miss de Bourgh picked it up and threw it back. It was an awkward, inaccurate, underhand throw, but to the credit of the girls they thanked her for it. 
 
    Edward lingered near them, obviously left out of the girls’ game with their friends. Elizabeth reached into her pocket for one of the rolls. “Edward, would you like to feed the squirrels?” 
 
    He nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, Cousin Lizzy.” 
 
    Elizabeth broke the roll in half and handed the pieces to him. “Remember, the smaller the pieces you use, the more times you get to feed them.” 
 
    His wide eyes solemn, he pulled off a small piece of roll and held it up. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” she said, smiling. 
 
    Edward scampered toward the edge of the path and the squirrels there. He threw a few pieces, which the eager little rodents seized upon.  
 
    Her smile amused, Miss de Bourgh walked over and crouched down next to him. “Perhaps we can see that the shy squirrel over there gets some food,” she said, pointing.  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Elizabeth noticed Brice and Bruce changed position in response to Miss de Bourgh’s slight change in location.  
 
    Edward was eager to try feeding the shy squirrel. He threw a piece of bread with even greater awkwardness than Miss de Bourgh’s throw of the ball. Another squirrel beat the shy one to the offering. Edward looked over his shoulder to Elizabeth, serious little face concerned. 
 
    “Maybe we can distract the other two squirrels by throwing bread in three directions,” Elizabeth suggested. She left Jane and Kitty chatting and watching their cousins and went over to help. 
 
    The plan worked, and all three squirrels got fed. They managed the feat several more times before they ran out of bread. Fortunately, at that moment a nanny arrived with a boy about Edward’s age. It was obvious the two were friends. Edward ran off to play, squirrels forgotten. She and Miss de Bourgh returned to where Kitty stood watching their cousins. Jane appeared deep in conversation with the mother of the girls’ friends. Kitty offered them a cheerful smile. 
 
    Brice and Bruce moved again, returning to their original positions, before the squirrel feeding. They didn’t stand together but rather on opposite sides of Miss de Bourgh, although far enough away to be ignored. They spent little time watching her but, instead, looked around at others. When a couple of perfectly respectable looking men walked by, smiling more at Kitty than Miss de Bourgh, Brice and Bruce changed their positions to be between Miss de Bourgh and the men. 
 
    “Your footmen are very protective,” Elizabeth observed to Miss de Bourgh, unsure if she was alarmed or amused. 
 
    Miss de Bourgh grimaced. “They are.” 
 
    “Are you really in that much danger?” Kitty asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “My mother seems to think so, for all she didn’t want to hire them at first.” 
 
    “Oh?” Elizabeth prompted. 
 
    “They demand better wages than most footmen, and they have some odd stipulations.” 
 
    “Stipulations?” Kitty repeated.  
 
    Elizabeth decided she was amused. “Whatever sort of stipulations could they have?” 
 
    “Oddly enough, that they must be permitted to do some of the heavy work, when we’re home, rather than just standing around. They also get a half day off every week.” 
 
    Elizabeth studied one of the footmen again. He looked useful for heavy work. “That is a bit odd, to request more work, and the weekly half day off is generous.” 
 
    “Bruce says part of their value is that they look strong, and Brice maintains the best way to look strong is to be strong. Believe it or not, they usually exercise on their half day off.” 
 
    “They don’t look like their shoulders owe anything to padding,” Kitty said, an appreciative gleam in her eyes. 
 
    There was a long silence while Elizabeth tried to find something to say. She settled for, “How is it they were hired if your mother didn’t want to hire them?” It seemed a reasonable question since Miss de Bourgh didn’t seem thrilled to have them following her. 
 
    “Someone else wanted to hire them. My mother can be very competitive. To get them, she ended up paying a bit more than they asked. She justified it by saying I need the highest quality of protection.” Miss de Bourgh’s sardonic tone showed what she thought of that notion. 
 
    “Speaking of your mother, should we be getting back?” Elizabeth asked, wondering how her Aunt Gardiner was bearing up under the formidable-seeming Lady Catherine’s company. “I worry that if we stay, we will force her into a longer visit than she wishes.” 
 
    “My mother would never be forced to stay longer than she wished,” Miss de Bourgh said in that same tone. “She will send someone to get us.”  
 
    As Miss de Bourgh predicted, Lady Catherine’s groom came for them. It happened that a few drops of cold winter rain had fallen by the time he arrived. The pleas of the children that it wasn’t really raining went unheeded and they returned.  
 
    After the de Bourgh’s left, Mrs. Gardiner told Elizabeth that the visit had started with Lady Catherine asking rather demanding questions about her background and how she was raising her children, but then Mr. Phillips had started talking about a letter Lady Catherine’s late husband had written him. After that, the two of them spent the rest of the visit reminiscing about Sir Lewis de Bourgh. 
 
    It wasn’t until she lay in bed that evening, going over the happenings of the day in her mind, that Elizabeth recalled where she’d heard of Lady Catherine and Miss Anne de Bourgh before. From Mr. Wickham. He’d told her that the odious Mr. Darcy was to marry Miss de Bourgh, and that was part of the reason behind his standoffishness and snobbery. He was to be master of two great estates. 
 
    Elizabeth thought the soft spoken, thin, eminently ordinary little woman would be completely overwhelmed by the arrogant Mr. Darcy. It seemed a shame, for he would trample what little spirit Miss de Bourgh possessed. Not that there was any use in borrowing trouble. She was hardly likely to see Miss de Bourgh again, or her mother, or Mr. Darcy. Excepting Miss de Bourgh, who was kind and seemed in need of friends and encouragement, that suited Elizabeth. She’d no need to see Miss de Bourgh’s domineering mother or the haughty Mr. Darcy. Frowning at an image of his admittedly handsome countenance in her mind’s eye, Elizabeth drifted off to sleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
     Elizabeth, having missed breakfast the morning before, made her way to the breakfast parlor early. Jane was already there, and looked up from her plate with a smile, which Elizabeth returned. Here was a chance to speak to her older sister alone, not often afforded in the two years since they’d moved in with the Phillips. 
 
    “Are we the first up?” Elizabeth asked, going to the sideboard to serve herself. 
 
    “Uncle Gardiner already left for work,” Jane replied. “Aunt Gardiner has eaten as well and is now overseeing the laundry.” 
 
    Elizabeth sent a slightly horrified look over her shoulder. She hoped they wouldn’t be asked to participate in the activity.  
 
    Jane’s smile didn’t waver. “She already declined my offer to help,” she said, obviously reading Elizabeth’s reluctance. “She has a new servant who needs supervision.” 
 
    Elizabeth came to the table with her selection of cold meats, bread and jam. “That’s good to know.” She sat next to Jane and mustered a casual tone to ask, “So, do you suppose we know anyone in London we should call on?” 
 
    A flush crept onto Jane’s cheeks. “I’m not certain.” 
 
    Elizabeth lowered the forkful of meat she was about to eat. “Not certain? Why, Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst seemed quite enamored with you while they were in Hertfordshire last autumn. Undoubtedly enamored enough that you might call on them now.” Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed. “Or have your grown fickle and no longer care for Mr. Bingley?” 
 
    Jane cast her a startled look. “I am not fickle, but…” Her gaze darted about the parlor, as if another of their relations might be hiding nearby and overhear. She pulled a well-worn page from the pocket of her dress. “I never showed this to anyone but Mary, but here.” 
 
    Elizabeth unfolded the page. It was a letter from Miss Bingley. The words, in an affectedly flowing script, were cordial, even friendly. They blithely detailed the family’s plan that Mr. Bingley wed Mr. Darcy’s sister. 
 
    Elizabeth resisted the urge to crumple the letter. She folded it again and slid it back toward Jane. “That seems like the sort of plan that horrible Mr. Darcy would come up with.” 
 
    Jane blinked. “The letter doesn’t say it’s Mr. Darcy’s idea.” 
 
    “He’s Miss Darcy’s guardian,” Elizabeth pointed out. “Who else but he could formulate such a plan for her?” 
 
    Jane shrugged, looking down at the note sadly. She plucked it from the table and returned it to her pocket. “You see why I’m not certain I should call on them?” 
 
    “Well, I’m certain,” Elizabeth said. They would not let Mr. Darcy arrange Jane’s and Mr. Bingley’s lives. “I stand by my assessment that Mr. Bingley held you in true affection.” 
 
    “Mary said much the same.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. She had some choice words for Mr. Darcy, should she ever see him again. She took her fork back up and shoved the meat she’d cut into her mouth. How did a man they’d met so briefly and wished nothing to do with keep intruding into their lives? 
 
    “I don’t blame him,” Jane said softly. She poked at her food with a fork but made no move to eat. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth snapped. “I do.” 
 
    “I meant Mr. Bingley,” Jane said, and let out a sigh. 
 
    “Oh.” Elizabeth cut another piece of meat, thinking about Mr. Darcy’s modish dress, handsome features and intricately knotted cravat. That was the flaw in their society. All who saw Mr. Darcy judged him as amiable, though they had no substantive reason to do so. Those same people, when they saw her uncle, who was the best of men, condemned him out of hand. 
 
    “Do you still think I should call on Miss Bingley?” Jane asked. 
 
    Elizabeth frowned, trying to decide if the call would reinvigorate Mr. Bingley’s affection or add more sourness to what had been a pleasant friendship for Jane. If Miss Bingley truly were on Mr. Darcy’s side in the matter, which seemed likely based on how the two fawned on one another, word of a call to her from Jane might never reach Mr. Bingley’s ears. Then, worse, Jane’s hopes would be raised only to slowly, day by day as he didn’t call, be crushed once more. 
 
    Before Elizabeth could decide on a reply, though she leaned toward no, footsteps sounded in the hall. The maid, Sally, appeared with a tray. She came around the table and proffered it to Jane. 
 
    Jane plucked an envelope of expensive paper from the tray. “When did this arrive?” 
 
    “Only now, Miss Bennet.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jane said. She cracked the seal and opened the page as Sally left. 
 
    “Whatever is it?” Elizabeth asked. Only Lydia knew they were in London, and she would hardly buy such expensive sheets. Not to mention, Elizabeth didn’t recognize the somewhat scribbled handwriting. 
 
    “It’s from Miss de Bourgh,” Jane said, sounding as surprised as Elizabeth felt. “She wishes me, you and Kitty to walk with her in Hyde Park this afternoon if the weather holds. She says she’ll send a carriage.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a surprise,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    Jane looked up from the page. “Why? We were pleasant to her, and her mother and Uncle Phillips are obviously old friends.” 
 
    “Through Lady Catherine’s deceased husband,” Elizabeth pointed out. “She hardly seems the sort to maintain a friendship with a lowly attorney for the sake of her departed spouse.” 
 
    “Uncle Phillips is not lowly,” Jane said. “He’s the best of men.” 
 
    “You know that, and I know it as well, but Lady Catherine seemed the type to have much more cultivated tastes than we can ever pretend to.” 
 
    “Will we go?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Certainly. Miss de Bourgh is sending a carriage, after all.” 
 
    Jane frowned, whether missing Elizabeth’s sarcasm or disapproving, Elizabeth didn’t know. Kitty joined them and was overjoyed at the news they would get to ride in Miss de Bourgh’s carriage. To Kitty’s point of view, the only true question was what they ought to wear. 
 
    They ended up, as Elizabeth felt was only natural, wearing afternoon walking dresses. On the ride to the park, where Kitty was impressed with the elegantly appointed carriage and Elizabeth refused to be, Jane said little but looked troubled. When they arrived, Elizabeth kept Jane back, letting Kitty hop out in her enthusiasm.  
 
    “What is it? Do you miss Hertfordshire, Jane?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    Jane bit her lip. She cast Elizabeth a sideling look. “Miss de Bourgh is a cousin to Mr. Darcy, you know, and Mr. Darcy is Mr. Bingley’s friend.” So saying, she followed Kitty out. 
 
    Elizabeth disembarked more slowly, trying to sort out her gentle sister’s concern. She could only conclude that part of Jane’s reason for accepting Miss de Bourgh’s invitation was in the hope of coming to Mr. Bingley’s attention through Miss de Bourgh’s connections. Shaking her head, she hurried to Jane’s side. 
 
    “You would have come to talk with Miss de Bourgh even if she had no relations at all.” Elizabeth whispered the words, for they were approaching the subject of their conversation, who awaited them under the leafless-limbs of a large oak. Despite the sunlight, she wore a heavy cloak and had the hood turned up. 
 
    Jane cast Elizabeth a grateful smile. “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    “What’s true?” Kitty asked, looking back. 
 
    “That this is a lovely day for a walk, even if it’s winter,” Elizabeth stated. 
 
    “Yes, it truly is,” Kitty agreed. 
 
    Kitty’s smile was bright. Her curls were in perfect order. Her gown respectable, showing Elizabeth’s influence over the past few years. Looking at her, it suddenly hit Elizabeth that Kitty had grown up, and into a rather pretty young woman. Prettier, by her thinking, than Lydia.  
 
    Between their youngest two sisters, Kitty was more slender, her dark curls possessed a deep, rich tone and her eyes were bright with some semblance of intelligence. Lydia had a strong tendency toward being plump, as she was self-indulgent and a touch lazy. She had mousy brown hair that had a dull look. Elizabeth suspected that was due to the overuse of curling irons. Add to that her almost willful foolishness, and there wasn’t much there to attract any man of sense, although her fortune had attracted Mr. Wickham.  
 
    “Miss Bennet, Miss Elizabeth, Miss Kitty,” Miss de Bourgh said as they drew near. Her smile was friendly, if small. Nearby, Brice and Bruce lingered, looking as unobtrusive as large, red-headed twins could. 
 
    “Miss de Bourgh,” Jane greeted. “Thank you for the use of your carriage.” 
 
    Miss de Bourgh nodded, and they set out, taking a route she suggested. It quickly became obvious that she walked slower than they usually did, so they adjusted their pace accordingly. The day was touched by a light breeze, but it was sunny enough that a quick pace might overheat them, so Elizabeth deemed Miss de Bourgh’s speed perfectly reasonable. Even so, it somewhat chaffed her to simply amble.  
 
    As they walked, gentlemen who were riding through the park stopped to greet Miss de Bourgh at various intervals. Since she kept her hood up, Elizabeth suspected the riders recognized the presence of Brice and Bruce, rather than identifying Miss de Bourgh as they rode past. All the gentlemen who stopped to greet them were nearer to Lady Catherine’s age than Miss de Bourgh’s. Jane either didn’t notice or didn’t mind, but Elizabeth could see that Kitty lamented that fact. 
 
    The walk was otherwise uneventful, their talk the tentative, broad sort of new acquaintances not wishing to offend. The path Miss de Bourgh took them on made a wide loop, returning them to where her carriage waited. A low phaeton, which Elizabeth had noted only in passing earlier, stood beside it, indicating its presence wasn’t coincidence. As they drew near, Elizabeth noted the footman standing with the phaeton, two horses tied nearby, also wore Lady Catherine’s colors. Realizing Miss de Bourgh must have driven herself to the park, Elizabeth felt increased respect for their new companion. 
 
    “You drive in London?” she asked. 
 
    “You don’t?” Miss de Bourgh looked surprised. “If I may say as much, you don’t strike me as a timid driver, Miss Elizabeth.” 
 
    “She’s no sort of driver,” Kitty said. “None of us are.” 
 
    Miss de Bourgh looked from face to face, as if she couldn’t credit Kitty’s words. “But, you’re country bred, are you not?” 
 
    “We never had a conveyance at our disposal,” Jane said in her quiet way. 
 
    “Ah.” Miss de Bourgh looked a bit abashed. Then she brightened. “Well, if you should like to learn, you may practice with my phaeton. I’ll teach you.” 
 
    Elizabeth was aware of Brice and Bruce exchanging leery glances. 
 
    “That would be marvelous,” Kitty said, oblivious.  
 
    “Once the weather is nicer,” Elizabeth temporized.  
 
    Miss de Bourgh nodded. “We’ll make a day of it sometime,” she said to Kitty. “For now, may I hope you’ll walk with me again tomorrow?” 
 
    Elizabeth took in Jane’s slight nod and Kitty’s hopeful look. “We would be honored,” she replied.  
 
    In truth, she found Miss de Bourgh an intelligent, if slow walking, companion. It was nice to have someone to converse with beside her sisters, their Uncle Phillips and the Gardiners. What with their years of mourning, moving to Meryton and her friend Charlotte marrying one of the local landholding farmers a few years ago, she’d had no companions outside her own family for ages. None of them had. 
 
    “Splendid.” Miss de Bourgh smiled. “I’ll send my carriage.” 
 
    “That’s not truly necessary,” Elizabeth demurred and ignored Kitty’s frown. 
 
    “I insist,” Miss de Bourgh said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. My coachman will see you home.” She offered a nod and went to her phaeton.  
 
    Elizabeth and her sisters returned to the carriage. On the ride home, Kitty recounted their recent walk in enough detail that Elizabeth reflected the telling would take as long as the trek through the park had. They arrived back at the Gardiners’ to find their Uncle Phillips waiting and their carriage ready. 
 
    “Uncle Phillips,” Elizabeth said as he came down the steps to greet them. “Are we late for something?” 
 
    “No, not at all, my dear. Did you all have a nice walk with Miss de Bourgh?” 
 
    “We did,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    “Very pleasant,” Jane agreed. 
 
    “She’s going to teach me to drive a phaeton,” Kitty added. 
 
    Uncle Phillips raised his eyebrows and look to Elizabeth. 
 
    She shook her head slightly. “Eventually. When the weather turns.” 
 
    “Ah.” He nodded. “Well, I was thinking we might pay Lydia a visit.” 
 
    Though their uncle had kept his tone affable, Elizabeth knew he was worried about Lydia. Elizabeth was as well. She’d written days ago, and Lydia had yet to reply. “A splendid idea.” 
 
    They all filed into their carriage, Elizabeth unable to avoid comparing it to Miss de Bourgh’s much finer conveyance. Kitty reached out to touch the somewhat faded curtains. She let out a little sigh. 
 
    As they rolled through London, moving through a series of progressively less fashionable streets, Elizabeth wondered if they shouldn’t tie those slightly worn curtains closed. Kitty seemed oblivious, gaping at the passing buildings with as much interest as she showed fashionable ones. Jane appeared worried, though likely more for Lydia than them, and Uncle Phillips expressionless. Finally, they halted outside a tall, narrow townhouse. Uncle Phillips led the way up the steps and knocked. 
 
    A maid showed them into a sparse, somewhat dingy parlor. Elizabeth elected not to sit, for the cushions were dusty and stained. A moment later, a drably dressed woman hurried in. 
 
    “You must be the Bennets, and Mr. Phillips,” she said, her refined accent at odds with their surroundings. “I’m Mrs. Younge. I manage this lodging house. You’ve come to see Mr. and Mrs. Wickham?” 
 
    “We have,” Uncle Phillips said. 
 
    “I believe Mr. Wickham is out, but Mrs. Wickham is in,” Mrs. Younge said. “This way.”  
 
    Mrs. Younge led them from the parlor and up somewhat rickety steps to the floor below the attic. Elizabeth reflected that at least, if Lydia went out, she would get some exercise returning to her lodgings. Mrs. Younge walked down the hall to the third door and knocked. After a moment, she knocked again. 
 
    “Mrs. Wickham, your family is here to see you.” 
 
    The door opened and Lydia peeked her head out. A smile drove worry from her face. “Uncle Phillips, Jane, Lizzy, Kitty, how wonderful to see you. Do come in.”  
 
    Mrs. Younge departed and they shuffled inside to find that Lydia and Wickham lived in a single room. Elizabeth stared, taking in the lone window and general clutter. She tried desperately to think of something pleasant to say. 
 
     “Welcome to my home,” Lydia said, making a sweeping gesture. “Jane, Lizzy and Kitty, you can sit on the bed. Uncle Phillips, you take the chair. I’ll take the stool. It’s where I usually sit when we eat. I suppose if you brought Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner, we would have to use the chest to sit on.”  
 
    Lydia bustled about as she spoke, scooping up scattered garments. Crossing to the chest, she shoved them carelessly inside, then dropped the lid. Elizabeth recognized the chest as the one Lydia had packed when she’d left Meryton. Casting Jane and Kitty each an uncertain look, Elizabeth moved to sit on the bed. She felt a bit awkward, for this wasn’t Lydia’s small cot at home, but a slightly larger piece that she shared with Mr. Wickham. Then again, she’d shared her little cot with him too, ending her in this position. 
 
    Lydia plopped down on the stool. “So, what brings you?” 
 
    “We don’t need a reason to visit you, Lydia,” Jane said gently. 
 
    “You never wrote us,” Uncle Phillips said more bluntly, sitting in the wooden chair at the table. Both table and chair looked older than Uncle Phillips. “Did you receive Elizabeth’s letter?” 
 
    Lydia turned to Elizabeth, frowning. “Yes, but I really had nothing to tell you. You know where I live. You told me where you are. I had nothing interesting to write about, except things that I like about being married and they’re not quite proper to tell you, are they? Why would I spend money on paper and ink and not even say anything? Mrs. Younge charges a shocking amount to supply them. If you ask me, it wasn’t fair of you to write me at all. I didn’t like spending the money it took to receive your letter. It wasn’t really worth it.” 
 
    Elizabeth stared at her. It hadn’t occurred to her Lydia would have to consider the cost of receiving mail, or of paper and ink. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Lydia tossed her dull, tight curls. “You should be. George told me it was too expensive to visit you. We don’t have a carriage, and cabs cost too much. I decided to save the money. Why did you come to London?” 
 
    Elizabeth had refrained from alluding to their reason for fleeing Meryton in her letter, deciding it was more tactful to leave it out. Considering Lydia’s apparent poverty, her tact had been well placed. She searched her mind for an inoffensive answer.  
 
    “Uncle Phillips was giving us the opport—” Jane began. 
 
    “Wickham left debts that put us in an awkward position,” Kitty interrupted bluntly. 
 
    Lydia glared at her. “I’m sure my George will pay them eventually. He said not to write Maria Lucas because she might let people know where we live, and it could be uncomfortable for us until he pays those silly debts, so you know he means to.” She tossed her curls again. “As if I’d waste money writing to anyone who can’t manage to secure a husband.” She looked down her nose at the three of them. 
 
    “And where is Mr. Wickham?” Uncle Phillips asked, tone disapproving. 
 
    Lydia shrugged. “How should I know? He’s out.” 
 
    Elizabeth exchanged a worried look with her uncle. 
 
    Kitty was looking about the room. “Lydia, what do you do all day? There aren’t even any books.” 
 
    “What do I do?” Lydia’s smile was smug. “Whatever I like. I’m a married woman now.” 
 
    “I have some extra thread if you wish to mend that curtain,” Jane said tentatively.  
 
    Jane pointed, and Elizabeth realized she’d missed the drab, gray curtains that hung to either side of the window. They blended in with the drab, gray walls. One had a long rip down the center. 
 
    Lydia made a shooing gesture. “Me? Mend? It’s not my curtain. I’ll take your thread, though, and you must also give me a needle, and a thimble.” 
 
    “But you had those things,” Kitty said. 
 
    “I sold them,” Lydia admitted. 
 
    “But that was Mama’s thimble,” Kitty cried. 
 
    “Mama would have been happy for me to have the money,” Lydia said staunchly.  
 
    “I’ll bring another next time we visit,” Jane promised. 
 
    Elizabeth hoped Jane wouldn’t give Lydia any of her favorites, for they’d likely end up sold as well. 
 
    The conversation continued in that vein for the entirety of their visit. Lydia needed everything, right down to a new shawl. It seemed she’d sold anything she didn’t need immediately. As for Mr. Wickham, Lydia continued to maintain that she didn’t know where he was, only that he went out every day.  
 
    Elizabeth found the visit thoroughly discouraging, even worrying. She could tell Jane and Kitty did as well. Their Uncle Phillips interrupted the sad silence in the carriage on the ride home only once, to say that Lydia and Mr. Wickham should be living better on five hundred pounds a year. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Part Three 
 
    Nymphs in the Park 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Darcy and his house guest, his good friend Charles Bingley, sat down to breakfast in Darcy’s London home, unimaginatively named Darcy House, only to hear a knock at the outer door. Moments later, Darcy’s butler appeared to announce his cousin, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam. Not content to wait in the foyer, Richard sauntered in with his usual easy bravado. He snagged a croissant and sat down with them. 
 
    “Help yourself,” Darcy said dryly, nodding to his butler to excuse the man, whose face revealed mild chagrin.   
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” Richard offered a grin. “Your cook makes the best croissants.” 
 
    “True,” Bingley said, and took a bite out of his. 
 
    “So, croissants are the reason behind this early morning visit?” Darcy asked. 
 
    Richard shook his head. “We have to ride in Hyde Park today,” he said without preamble. 
 
    Bingley paused in slathering more butter on his food. “Why?” 
 
    “Because our cousin,” Richard said, nodding toward Darcy, “is strolling in Hyde Park daily.” 
 
    “Anne?” Darcy frowned. “If this is about Aunt Catherine’s mulish insistence that Anne and I are engaged--”  
 
    Richard waved him to silence. “You know I’m on your side in that. Anne’s too, for that matter. She has no wish to wed you either, you know.” 
 
    Darcy stared at his cousin, surprised. He’d always been so focused on his battle with Aunt Catherine over the subject, he’d never stopped to wonder if Anne wanted the union. Why under Heaven wouldn’t she wish to marry him? 
 
    “Why walk with your cousin, then?” Bingley pressed. “Out with it, man. You’re the one who burst in on our breakfast, after all.” 
 
    Darcy blotted his mouth with his napkin to hide his smile. Richard loved drama, and Bingley was playing into his hands. As if in response to Darcy’s thoughts, Richard shoved a large bite of croissant in his mouth and set to carefully chewing. 
 
    Bingley scowled. 
 
    “Coffee, please,” Richard said to one of the waiting footmen once his mouth was clear.  
 
    “Would you rather wait to tell us until luncheon?” Bingley’s voice was thick with sarcasm. 
 
    Richard’s expression turned eager. “Will it be lunch here, prepared by Darcy’s cook?” 
 
    “The park,” Darcy prompted. “Or no more croissants.” 
 
    Richard took a sip of the coffee Darcy’s man brought, then cleared his throat. “It’s reputed that Anne is walking daily with three great beauties. Moreover, they are, well, not heiresses, but have reasonable dowries. There is the taint of trade in their background.” He offered Bingley a commiserative smile. “I’m told, however, that they are so lovely, any sane man would be willing to overlook that.” 
 
    “Anne is walking in the park?” Darcy asked. Once when he was visiting them, he’d found Anne pacing the hallways. She’d told him that the air was better there, which he considered odd. That was the only time he’d known her to walk for exercise. 
 
    Her preferred mode of transport was not her legs, but her low phaeton. Of course, as he recalled, Lady Catherine didn’t think it was safe for Anne to drive in London. The two argued on the point indecently. Then again, ever since Anne’s companion, a Mrs. Jenkinson, fell ill and expired, Anne and his aunt had taken to arguing on a vast number of topics.  
 
     “That’s what you took away from the colonel’s words?” Bingley shook his head at Darcy. He turned back to Richard. “More about the beauties.” 
 
    “Miss Anne de Bourgh, accompanied by Lady Catherine’s famous twin footmen, is walking in Hyde Park daily with three enchantresses who are new to London. From what I’ve heard, they walk at least a mile and are seen by all.”  
 
    “And likely besieged by all,” Darcy concluded. He was not one to fight through a mob of men for any woman, even a so-called enchantress.  
 
    Richard shook his head. “Reputedly not. No one can manage an introduction. Everyone who has a passing acquaintance with Anne is being besieged with requests, but Lady Catherine spends little time in town and the gentlemen who know her tend to say that people should visit Lady Catherine if they want an introduction to her daughter, and thereby to the mysterious nymphs who accompany her.” 
 
    Darcy didn’t miss that Anne’s three companions became more mythical with each passing moment of Richard’s telling. Likely, they were perfectly plain little things without a thought in their heads. “You don’t need me to greet Anne. You are just as much her cousin as I am.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I do. There is safety in numbers. I don’t usually ride in Hyde Park alone.” 
 
    “Sounds right,” Bingley said, all eagerness. 
 
    Darcy scrutinized his cousin. “Since when are you afraid of four women? What’s really going on here?” 
 
    Richard offered a grin. “Very well. My general learned I’m related to Anne. He asked me to look over, what did he call them? Three diamonds and a sack of gold. He has a nephew he wants a beautiful heiress for. He wants my opinion and possibly an introduction before he sends in his heiress-hunting nephew.” 
 
    “So,” Darcy drawled. “You have no idea as to the quality of Anne’s three companions. You simply don’t want to come across as too interested in them. You’re afraid to get caught, to finally have to wed.” 
 
    “I do know they’re reputed to have moderate dowries and to be pretty,” Richard said defensively. 
 
    “You’re simply unclear on the siren part.” 
 
    “I believe I said goddesses and nymphs,” Richard said stiffly. “Sirens lure men to their deaths.” 
 
    “Yes, or to marriage,” Darcy said. “The two are much the same.” 
 
    “Oh, come now, Darcy.” Bingley brushed crumbs from his hands. “Let’s go see the sirens. You’re just as prone to marriage as the next fellow. We must all succumb eventually. At least, if they have dowries, they bring something to the union.” 
 
    Darcy shrugged. “If it will permit me to have the reminder of my breakfast in peace.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Bingley agreed. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Richard concurred and went to get a second croissant. 
 
    Darcy took a sip of his coffee. In truth, he did wish to marry. He’d never admit as much, but he’d set the goal of gaining a wife that season. Unfortunately, that goal was proving highly unattainable. 
 
    For some unaccountable reason, he’d fallen into the habit of comparing every woman he met to a single, exasperating, quarrelsome woman he’d encountered last autumn. Elizabeth Bennet. Despite her somewhat low upbringing, unacceptable lack of connections and only modest dowry, there was something about her intelligent, mocking eyes that beguiled him. To his aggravation, no amount of time seemed to be slackening her appeal. These supposed goddesses of Richard’s would simply be another in a long series of disappointments he’d suffered this season, trying to find someone who could exorcise Miss Elizabeth from his thoughts. 
 
    *** 
 
    That afternoon, Darcy and his two breakfast companions went riding in a somewhat blustery Hyde Park. At Richard’s suggestion, Darcy had a groom follow them, so he could attend their horses if they met the ladies. Aside from that provision, Darcy hadn’t felt the need for more than his usual preparations. Bingley, in contrast, had spent several hours making ready, though Darcy wasn’t certain what difference his efforts made in his neat appearance. Richard, of course, had the luxury of his uniform, quite potent on some women.  
 
    Darcy spotted them first, from a distance. Anne was nearly invisible, swaddled in a voluminous cloak, but her footmen’s hair stood out like beacons. On all approaches, men on foot and horseback hovered, obviously hoping for the opportunity of an introduction. 
 
    The women walked two by two, with Anne and a tall, slender figure leading. Behind walked two more, neither as tall as Anne’s companion. All four women wore bonnets, rendering it impossible to tell yet if Richard’s guess at their beauty was correct. Of the four, one of the second gestured as she walked, the movement stirring a vague sense of the familiar. 
 
    Darcy rode up to Anne, pleased to have his guess as to the cloaked woman’s identity confirmed when she looked up at him. He dismounted, his gaze settling on her companion. Only years of practice saw him to the ground without stumbling. The woman beside Anne, who’d turned her bonnet-topped head his way, was Miss Jane Bennet. 
 
    Miss Bennet wasn’t watching Darcy. Her eyes were fixed on a point behind him, and he knew without looking that she gazed on Bingley. There was no other way to account for the joy that flashed across her face. To his surprise, she quickly molded her features into polite recognition. 
 
    Darcy was stumped. Both to find Miss Bennet with his cousin and by her reaction. They’d left Hertfordshire the previous autumn largely because Darcy had convinced Bingley that Miss Bennet didn’t love him. Darcy had been sure she was only interested in Bingley because of his wealth. Were that true, why would she disguise her pleasure at seeing him?  
 
    Darcy was eminently familiar with the look a young woman gave a man when she was interested in his wealth. Every woman he met turned it on him, from casual acquaintances to his friend Bingley’s unwed sister. Miss Bennet’s expression was not that look. 
 
    Furthermore, did this mean Miss Bennet was one of Richard’s sirens? Beautiful, yes, but not an heiress. Was she? He hadn’t paid much attention to such considerations when in Hertfordshire, but was under the impression her dowry was modest by his and Bingley’s standards. The five sisters lived with their uncle and hadn’t seemed wealthy. 
 
    “Darcy,” Anne greeted, drawing his attention. 
 
    Belatedly, Darcy bowed. “Anne, I’d heard you were in town and walking in the park. I had no idea I would also be acquainted with your companion.” 
 
    “Then you know--” 
 
    “Miss Bennet,” Bingley interrupted, coming to stand beside Darcy.  
 
    More calmly, but radiating amusement, Richard appeared on his other side. 
 
    “Mr. Bingley,” Miss Bennet greeted, her tone friendly but revealing none of the elation Bingley’s did, or that Darcy had seen on her face. “Mr. Darcy.” She nodded to him and then turned politely to Richard. 
 
    Darcy opened his mouth to make the introduction, but instantly forgot what he meant to say. The other two women had come up to and around Anne and Miss Bennet, one to each side of the pair. Darcy found his gaze locked with the surprised eyes of Miss Elizabeth Bennet. He closed his mouth, as no words were issuing from him. 
 
    Elizabeth. The other, secret, reason he’d helped hurry them from Hertfordshire. He was dangerously attracted to her and she suited him not at all. 
 
    She looked lovelier than ever. The fresh air brightened her fine eyes, heightened her complexion. Her dress, blue instead of gray, suited her far better than mourning drab. 
 
    The surprise on her face melted to annoyance, which she made no attempt to conceal. Darcy frowned. Why would she be annoyed with him? Perhaps because he paid her attention in Hertfordshire but never followed through with a proposal? He’d tried not to raise her expectations. He must not have succeeded as well as he’d thought. 
 
    “Right Darcy?” Richard said. 
 
    Darcy nodded, suddenly aware Richard and Bingley had taken over introductions. His neck heated as he realized he hadn’t heard a word. Unbidden, his gaze returned to Elizabeth. 
 
    “It’s decided then,” Bingley said cheerfully. “We shall join you ladies on your walk, and gladly.” He turned to Miss Bennet. “Shall we lead the way, Miss Bennet?” 
 
    Happiness brightened her eyes, but she quickly dimmed it. She offered a nod and a small smile. Bingley’s joyful expression showed no such restraint as he proffered his arm. 
 
    Darcy turned to wave his groom forward. One of Lady Catherine’s footmen appeared and took the reins of Darcy’s mount. He offered the man a nod of thanks. 
 
    “If it isn’t too much out of line for me to say, sir,” the man said in a low voice, “I would prefer to be able to report to Lady Catherine that you escorted Miss de Bourgh.”  
 
    He stepped back quickly, before Darcy could think of a response to such impudence. Darcy’s horse came between them as Anne’s footman led the animal away. Darcy stared stiffly after the retreating pair. Anne’s footman certainly had a great deal of effrontery to presume to tell Darcy what to do.  
 
    Besides, who else would Darcy walk with? He didn’t wish to encourage Elizabeth, even if walking with her would be preferable. He’d missed parleying with her quick wit, but it would be cruel to raise her hopes for a union he’d already decided was beneath him. 
 
    Trying to shrug off his preoccupation, Darcy turned back and offered his arm to his cousin. “Anne?” 
 
    “Thank you, Darcy,” she said and placed light fingers on his sleeve. 
 
    They set out, Darcy doing his best to believe he didn’t wish he was the one walking with Elizabeth Bennet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Darcy and his cousin Anne started up the graveled path. The air about them was crisp, and the sun bright, but Anne still appeared cold. With her frail health, he was unsure why she was out in the park at all. Surely, her mother didn’t approve. 
 
    To accommodate his cousin, Darcy set a slow pace. Ahead, Bingley and Miss Bennet had already put considerable distance between themselves and the others. Behind, Elizabeth followed with Richard and Miss Kitty, who giggled.  
 
    “I suspect that as a colonel, it doesn’t overwhelm you to escort two of us,” Miss Kitty said. 
 
    “Certainly not,” Richard replied, all affability. “It’s my pleasure.” 
 
    To Darcy’s ear, Richard sounded a bit smug. Darcy ground his teeth and lengthened his stride so he wouldn’t be forced to listen to Richard flirt with Elizabeth, who was sure to join in the conversation. Anne gave him a curious look but made a valiant effort to keep pace. 
 
    Pressing Elizabeth as far from his thoughts as he could, he said to Anne, “How are you enjoying London, Cousin?” 
 
    “I always like London in the cool weather,” Anne supplied. “And you?” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Darcy could see several hovering gentlemen. He wondered how long it would be before one of them recognized him, Richard or Bingley and sought an introduction to their walking companions. “I enjoy London in the winter as well. I didn’t, however, take you for the walking type. In Rosings, you drive.” 
 
    “Driving gets me where I want to go. Walking is for exercise and company,” Anne said. “Besides, the air is crisp in the winter. I can walk without suffering from an inability to breathe, and so I do.” 
 
    “An inability to breathe?” Darcy repeated. Normally, Anne didn’t offer any details on her ongoing ailment. Then, normally, Lady Catherine was present. 
 
    “Yes. It’s the oddest occurrence. In the country, especially in the spring and autumn, I suffer such pains in breathing. Miss Kitty remarked that she suffers similarly and also develops a cough. I can be thankful I am not so afflicted at that.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Darcy asked, trying to ignore the cheerful chatter behind them. “That’s the extent of your ill health?” 
 
    “It’s terribly inconvenient.” Anne’s tone was one of protest. 
 
    “I daresay it is, but Aunt Catherine always gives the impression you’re near death’s door.” 
 
    “Mother is overly dramatic. It runs in her side of the family.” 
 
    “I say, is that you, Darcy,” a male voice called. 
 
    Not all of five minutes, Darcy thought, amused. He looked over his shoulder to find an acquaintance, Mr. Searle, bearing down on them. Not one of the gentlemen Darcy had expected, he realized as Searle fell in step beside him. Searle didn’t need to marry an heiress. He was already quite well off.  
 
    Of course, so was Darcy, yet he expected a wealthy bride. He frowned slightly, wondering why. He already had more money than he would ever need. Perhaps because a wealthy bride brought better connections? 
 
    “Searle,” Darcy greeted, not halting their pace, which was still too slow to suit him. “Anne, this is Mr. Searle. Searle, my cousin, Miss Anne de Bourgh.” 
 
    Searle leaned forward to peer around Darcy, nodding without missing a step. “Miss de Bourgh, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I don’t mean to interrupt, but may I have a moment of Mr. Darcy’s time?” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Searle,” Anne said. 
 
    “My time?” Darcy repeated.  
 
    “Yes, and am I glad to see you.” Searle smiled affably. “Have you thought any more about my plan to create a fund for injured soldiers, to find employment for them? I could use your thoughts, and your bank role.” 
 
    Darcy hid a grimace. So, Searle did want to speak with him and on a subject he’d been avoiding. 
 
    “A fund to help injured soldiers find employment?” Anne said. “Why, what a noble cause, Mr. Searle. Tell me, do you mean while they recover, or do you refer to the permanently disabled?” 
 
    Darcy shot her a grateful look. With him between her and Searle, Anne offered Darcy a wink the other man couldn’t see, adding another surprise to his day. Anne winked?  
 
    Searle seemed happy to reply to Anne, though his answer was brief. Anne pressed for more information, asking surprisingly insightful questions. This drew Searle into a longer explanation. Darcy walked on, quite content to be talked across so long as it kept him from being put on the spot regarding a donation.  
 
    He applauded Searle’s efforts and thought the cause noble. Darcy has a strict belief, however, that charity belonged within the community. He already made similar efforts on behalf of those returning to his lands in Derbyshire. Not only would donating to Searle’s cause divert resources from those Darcy was responsible for, doing so would also open the door for numerous others of Darcy’s acquaintances to expect charitable donations to any number of funds. He would become hounded. 
 
    Darcy watched Anne askance, thankful to her for helping him out of a delicate situation. In truth, she was a much better walking companion than he’d expected. He recalled Richard’s earlier words, about Anne not wishing to marry him. His feelings on the matter hadn’t changed today, but he was beginning to realize he didn’t even know her. He hadn’t rejected her, but rather the idea of capitulating to Lady Catherine. He hoped Anne knew as much. 
 
    The path became too narrow for three abreast, bare branches stretching out to tug at skirts, coats and cloaks alike. Darcy took the opportunity to step back, letting Searle offer Anne his arm. To his surprise, Elizabeth came up to walk alongside him. Realizing she must seek to further their acquaintance, he was both flattered and alarmed. He didn’t care to encourage her when there was no hope of a union. 
 
    For someone who wished to win an offer from him, she was oddly silent. They walked for some time, the couples drawing apart once more. The path widened again, but Darcy had no desire to rejoin Searle and Anne. Elizabeth remained by his side, heightening his worry that she was pursuing him. He sought about for a way to dissuade her without giving offense.  
 
    Finally, he decided an opportunity might come if he gently broached the subject of unions. On top of that, there was something he wished to understand. Why had Miss Bennet hidden her pleasure in seeing Bingley? 
 
    He turned slightly to Elizabeth. “I would like to ask you a hypothetical question.” 
 
    She didn’t look at him but nodded. 
 
    “If a woman wishes to ensnare a man into marriage, why would she try to conceal her pleasure at meeting him?”  
 
    The silence that met his question made him regret he’d said anything. 
 
    After a long pause, she cast him a sardonic look. “Perhaps you are misunderstanding the woman’s motives. Since it is unlikely that a woman who wanted, as you put it, to ensnare a man into marriage, would conceal her pleasure at seeing the man, perhaps the hypothesis of your hypothetical statement is false.” 
 
    He digested this for a few moments. Did she think he spoke of her or realize he meant her sister Jane? Was Elizabeth trying to say that she didn’t care for Darcy or that Miss Bennet didn’t love Bingley?  
 
    The latter couldn’t be it, for Darcy was now rather sure that Miss Bennet did. He’d read as much on her face. “Possibly. Let’s suppose that she doesn’t want to ensnare him into marriage, but that she was undeniably pleased to see him. What would her motive be? Why hide her pleasure in meeting him?” 
 
    Elizabeth tipped her face up toward the winter-blue sky. The stiff breeze, which played endless havoc with her hem, tugged at her bonnet. “She might not want him to know how much she cares for him because she has evidence he doesn’t care for her. For example, he may have had a chance to propose and not taken it.” 
 
    No, she didn’t feel he meant her. It was obvious she spoke of her sister and Bingley. Even if Darcy had let Elizabeth’s hopes rise too high, his interactions with her that past autumn could never be described as him having had a chance to propose. He’d been too careful for that. 
 
    “She likely doesn’t wish to hurt him,” Elizabeth continued. “After all, if he’s worth ensnaring, she might like him enough not to want him to feel guilty because he didn’t ask her to marry him. This is especially true if she genuinely loves him.” 
 
    “I would think if she genuinely loved him, she would be angry at him for not proposing.” The words were out of Darcy’s mouth before he could call them back. He desperately hoped that, this time, she didn’t correctly understand of whom he spoke. It ate away at him, though, Elizabeth’s clear dismay upon seeing him. 
 
    “If she is selfish, she might react angrily,” Elizabeth said. “But you said she hid her affection. Therefore, she is unselfish and wishes the gentleman to be happy.” 
 
    Relief swept through Darcy. Obviously, Elizabeth thought his words still applied to Miss Bennet and Bingley. So, she thought her sister cared for Bingley still. Darcy would need to consider what, if anything, to do with that information. 
 
    On the other hand, by Elizabeth’s reasoning, her reaction to him meant she was either admitting to being selfish or didn’t actually care for him. Darcy found both difficult to credit. He decided to try another hypothetical situation. “Why would a woman react negatively to meeting a man who would be a good match for her?” 
 
    “A good match,” she drawled, eyeing him askance. “You mean, the man is able to provide, as well as being decent, upright and kind? My Uncle Phillips fits into that category, but I doubt he’s considered a good match. After all, he is almost fifty and not wealthy.”  
 
    She was deliberately misunderstanding him. “You must have some idea of what a good match is.” 
 
    “I have a good idea of what you believe a good match to be.” Her tone was touched with more than a little sarcasm. “I prefer to assume that the two individuals involved define which qualities are most important to happiness in marriage. You, I believe, mean wealth, apparently regardless of other considerations.” 
 
    Darcy shot her a startled glance. He hadn’t exactly said that. She wasn’t looking at him. The watery winter sun glinted off the curls that escaped her bonnet. 
 
    “Does the man’s wealth have to be connected to land or does wealth from trade count?” she continued in that same biting tone. “Both will buy the same comforts.” 
 
    “I suppose if comfort is all she is interested in, then it doesn’t matter,” he snapped back. “But some forms of wealth make it harder to become friends with the right people.”  
 
    She cast him a look, lovely eyes wide and incredulous. “Oh, the right people. Of course,” she said, putting on a good show of total surprise at the idea. “Now, why didn’t I think of that consideration?” Her smile was benign. “Please enlighten me. Who are the right people?” 
 
    Darcy scowled, aware he was being baited. 
 
    “Come now, don’t keep it a secret. Not when my future happiness might depend on knowing,” Elizabeth said. “I’m expected to marry eventually, after all. I want to make a good match.” 
 
    He remained silent, not deigning to answer.  
 
    “You seem to reject those who are good and kind.” Her voice was mock-thoughtful. “How about those who are intelligent and well-informed? Clever and witty might be important to some. I suppose there are those who have what we call rank or, at least, are related to people with rank.  I’ve been offering pairs of qualities, so I will pair rank with people who dress in the height of fashion. They seem to go together.” 
 
    The implied triviality in her pairing rank with the ever-shifting whims of fashion made him feel nearly as if he’d been kicked. The dark edge to her tone showed her to be serious in her censure and rendered those qualities almost meaningless. Well, it was a good thing he’d never attempted to raise her expectations. He may very well have been rebuked. Inconceivable as it seemed, she did not seem to want him.  
 
    In fact, she considered him rank. He smiled at his silent pun. 
 
    “What is it that you find amusing?” she asked, tone light with genuine interest. 
 
    So, she was watching him, even though whenever he turned to her, she faced straight ahead. His smile grew slightly. He changed his real thought into something he could use as a reply. “You seem to think that people in the last category you gave are rank.” 
 
    Her cheeks turned pink, heightening her beauty. “I got carried away in my pairings. I apologize.” 
 
    “No apology is needed. We were speaking hypothetically.” 
 
    This time, she didn’t look away when he turned to her. She studied his face for a long moment. “Thank you, but I do need to offer an apology.” 
 
    “Truly, you do not.” Not for setting him right in his worries and freeing him from the snare of her imagined affection. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not for this conversation. For a previous one.” She wrinkled her nose in a grimace. “When we danced at the ball Mr. Bingley held, I defended Mr. Wickham.”  
 
    Darcy tensed at the name. There were few people he loathed more than George Wickham, childhood friend turned bounder, who’d tried to seduce Darcy’s little sister for her dowry. “I recall.” He was unable to keep the anger from his tone. 
 
    “I believed you’d wronged him.” She shook her head at her own foolishness. “As I came to know Mr. Wickham better, I learned to question his honesty. Once I did, I saw inconsistencies in his statements.” She sighed. “He isn’t trustworthy. I am sorry for my angry defense of him. I no longer believe what he told me.” 
 
    Don’t ask, Darcy told himself. Keep Wickham out of your life, in any form. Yet, he had to know what she meant when she said she’d come to know Wickham better. If he’d wronged Elizabeth, Darcy would find him, and they would have words on the matter. Strong words. “What did he tell you?” 
 
    She shrugged, gazing off toward a large, snow-frosted maple. “That your father willed him a living and you withheld it from him on some technicality.” 
 
    Darcy let out a bark of laughter, but there was no amusement in the sound. “The technicality was the three thousand pounds I paid him to give up the living, which was his idea.” 
 
    “I believe you.” The eyes she turned his way brimmed with sincerity.  
 
    “What did Mr. Wickham do to you to make you finally believe me rather than him?” And how has he imposed on you? What harm has he done you?  
 
    It took all Darcy’s will not to voice those questions. Why should he? Elizabeth didn’t care for him. He, therefore, did not care for her. Not that he ever had, her being touched by trade, possessed of who knew how small a dowry and with no connections. In his mind, those disqualifiers rang like a chant, to ward off her attraction and salve his ego, a bit bruised by her lack of regard. 
 
    “First, the inconsistencies. Mr. Wickham specifically said he would neither avoid you, because he wasn’t the wronged party, nor publicly criticize you, because he respected your deceased father.” 
 
    “And yet he avoided me and publicly criticized me?” In a bitter way, that amused Darcy. How like Wickham to be caught in his own lies. 
 
    “Yes.” She let out a sigh. “Then he courted Lydia, my youngest sister.” 
 
    Darcy shot her a horrified look. Fortunately, she’d returned to studying the maple. He prayed she was not going to say what he most feared, that Wickham had seduced and abandoned her sister. He recalled Miss Lydia as a silly creature, but she didn’t deserve to be ruined by George Wickham. 
 
    “His attentions to Lydia led our uncle to discover Mr. Wickham has debts to nearly all the Meryton merchants. Mr. Wickham and Lydia married, but Uncle Phillips arranged for payment of those debts out of money that would have gone to Lydia, deeming Mr. Wickham too unreliable to pay them himself.”  
 
    Darcy could hardly comprehend Elizabeth’s words about debts. All he heard was that Miss Lydia and Wickham had wed. Wickham married. To Elizabeth’s sister. Why, that meant Wickham was Elizabeth’s brother now. A part of her family. He looked down at the delicate, glove-encased hand resting on his arm and swallowed bile.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Darcy tried to make his mind work. Elizabeth would expect a response. He must formulate one or risk her guessing the depths of his disquiet.  
 
    “What is it?” Elizabeth asked, her lovely face upturned toward his as they walked. 
 
    Darcy kept his boot-clad feet marching through the dusting of snow that covered the gravel path. What had she said after her horrifying revelation about Wickham and her sister? Mr. Phillips paying Wickham’s debts? Something Darcy had done more than once. “I’m surprised your uncle could make the payments after the marriage.” 
 
    “He set them up before,” she replied, but she still studied his face, searching for answers. 
 
    Darcy had no notion what expression he’d given, what emotions he may have revealed to her. He tried to mold his features into polite indifference, as they should be. Wickham. Elizabeth’s brother by marriage, in the eyes of God. Couldn’t Wickham have found some other family to inflict himself on?  
 
    Why hadn’t he found some other family? The Bennet sisters couldn’t possibly have enough money to entice Wickham. Had he done this to get back at Darcy for foiling his attempt to seduce Georgiana? Darcy shook his head. No, Wickham couldn’t know… Know what? There was nothing to know. Nothing between Darcy and Elizabeth at all. “If your uncle knew about Wickham’s debts, why did he consent to the marriage?” 
 
    “Because Uncle Phillips felt Lydia had to marry Mr. Wickham.” Elizabeth blushed again, a bright crimson this time. She dropped her gaze to study the path at their feet. 
 
    Certain he didn’t want to know the details or to embarrass Elizabeth any further, Darcy said, “I accept your apology. Mr. Wickham fooled many people, including my father, who was usually difficult to fool.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    They walked on in uneasy silence for a time. Darcy cleared his throat. He needed to understand this unfortunate union. “I suspect I should have followed the gossip more, but I really don’t understand your situation. You are living with Mr. Phillips, who is a small-town attorney and not wealthy.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Forgive me for making an assumption, but why would Mr. Wickham marry your sister?” He caught her raised eyebrows from the corner of his eye. “Meaning no disparagement to your sister, but I know Wickham. I can’t imagine him marrying without wealth.” Were Elizabeth and her sisters somehow heiresses? 
 
    “Now that I know Mr. Wickham better, I can only agree with you.” She let out a sigh. “Would that we had all understood him better before we permitted him into our home.” 
 
    Darcy winced. He considered gossip beneath him. He didn’t pay it heed. It had never occurred to him that his reticence might have a price. If he’d paid better attention to what was happening around him, he could have exposed Wickham’s lies. The people of Meryton would have seen him for who he was and he wouldn’t have been welcomed into Mr. Phillips, or anyone’s, home. Instead, he was Elizabeth’s brother. 
 
    “My father owned an estate,” Elizabeth was saying. She smiled a somewhat dreamy smile, gaze focused on the past. “It wasn’t so grand, but it was lovely, and brought in enough money for us to live well.” 
 
    “You miss it,” Darcy realized. 
 
    She turned to him with the first real smile she’d directed his way, though her eyes were shadowed with sorrow. “It was a wonderful place to grow up.” The sorrow won out. Her smile slipped. “When Father died, he left all his property evenly to the five of us. My uncles decided there was no way the estate could reasonably be divided without selling it, especially since neither of them felt competent to run it. A generous purchase offer came, and the estate was sold.” 
 
    She looked down again. Darcy could read her sorrow in the way her shoulders sagged. Why hadn’t he paid more attention to the chatter about the Bennet sisters while in Hertfordshire? He didn’t even know how long ago her father had died or what had become of her mother, obviously also gone. He recalled, vaguely, something about the sisters coming out of mourning for an aunt. When he first met them, all but the youngest had still worn tones of gray. 
 
    “I’m sorry you lost your father’s estate,” Darcy said, unsure what other comfort to give. 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged. “My uncles were right. Neither was brought up to manage a place like Longbourn, and they have their own concerns. We could have hired a steward, but that would have required constant scrutiny. Then, too, some of us would have put income back into the property, while I imagine some of my sisters would have taken all of their share. Resentment would have built, and the estate would have suffered. It’s better this way.” 
 
    Darcy nodded, for it was, though that was scant comfort for Elizabeth. “Likely it was better, but it means Mr. Wickham gets a fifth of what the estate went for.” That wasn’t good. He would run through the money. 
 
    The smile that flittered across her lips was smug. “Only the income. It was set up that way.” 
 
    “That’s unusual,” Darcy commented. 
 
    Elizabeth’s smile widened slightly. “Yes, but practical if you’d known my mother.” 
 
    “Your mother?” 
 
    She nodded. “My mother was a poor manager. I think my father and my uncles felt we would be safer if the money was tied up. I daresay they worried we’d inherited her incompetence, and for some of my sisters that may be true. My father knew he was dying. His will set up a trust.” 
 
    “That is fortunate.” Her father sounded like an intelligent man, even if he’d obviously married an impractical woman. “I’m still confused as to how your uncle could withhold money to pay Mr. Wickham’s debts.” Better to puzzle over that than to dwell on Elizabeth missing a wise father, or even a silly mother. 
 
    “The money was divided in two.” Elizabeth’s tone betrayed mild amusement for his line of questioning. “The larger part went to produce income. The smaller part is for Mr. Phillips to use for our wellbeing. He has a great deal of discretion with that money.” 
 
    A particularly strong gust of wind battered them. Darcy angled his body, shielding Elizabeth from the brunt, even as an inexplicably worry shot through him. He had only a vague recollection of this Mr. Phillips. Could the man be trusted with Elizabeth’s money and wellbeing? Mustering a casual tone, Darcy said, “I suppose he could charge the estate for your care.” 
 
    “He does.” 
 
    Darcy’s worry mounted. “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. While we are given allowances, which we use for our clothing and spending money, Uncle Phillips pays himself a full twenty-five pounds a year.” Elizabeth cast him a look that mixed laughter and scrutiny in equal measures. “That is twenty-five pounds for all of us, five pounds apiece.” 
 
    The tension in Darcy’s chest eased. “He isn’t making a profit off you.”  
 
    “He claims he is.” Her smile slipped again. “For a while, after Father died, I was so upset that I wasn’t eating properly. Uncle Phillips told me I had to eat so he could justify charging us.” 
 
    A good man, then, to notice his niece wasn’t eating and to try, however fumblingly, to set the matter right. Her father must not have been gone for too long, or else she loved him dearly. Even in profile, he could read the pain in her eyes. The wind blew harder again, a steady stream this time.  
 
    Darcy brought them to a halt, so he could turn his back fully to the gusts to shield her. Her hand remained on his arm, bringing them quite close. Her hem danced, swirling out to brush his legs.  
 
    He looked down into her heart-shaped face and found himself saying, “I’m glad you didn’t waste away.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes went wide with surprise. A frown touched the corners of her lips. The quickly rising wind buffeted Darcy’s back, pushing him toward her. He issued a silent curse. What had possessed him to say such a thing to a woman he did not wish to encourage? 
 
    “Darcy, Miss Elizabeth.” 
 
    It was Searle’s voice. Darcy looked up the path to find him and Anne coming back toward them. Searle had his arm about Darcy’s slender cousin, holding her up against the wind. With both hands, Anne clutched his forearm. They reached Darcy and Elizabeth and clustered close. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of those clouds, Darcy,” Searle said, pointing behind Darcy. “There’s a storm coming in. I think we must cut our walk short. There’s a shortcut to the street through that grove. We sent one of Miss de Bourgh’s footmen to have the horses and the ladies’ carriage brought. They apparently arrived together from Miss de Bourgh’s.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked past Darcy, toward the storm gathering at his back, then to Searle. “I think that’s a good idea. Thank you.” 
 
    Anne offered Elizabeth a small smile. Darcy realized his cousin was shivering. She’d released Searle’s arm upon reaching them and now clutched her cloak closed. Behind her, Bingley and Miss Bennet appeared around a bend in the path, hurrying toward them. Miss Bennet’s skirt whipped about her ankles. Bingley escorted her with one arm and had his other raised, hand on his hat to hold it to his head. 
 
    “In view of today’s outing being curtailed, I should like to invite you all to dine at my home tomorrow evening,” Searle said, watching Bingley and Miss Bennet make their way toward them. He gestured up and down the path. “Mr. Bingley, Colonel Fitzwilliam, Miss Bennet and Miss Kitty as well, of course. Though I haven’t been introduced to the whole party yet, any companion of yours and Miss de Bourgh’s is welcome in my home.” 
 
    Anne offered him a pleased smile. 
 
    Taking Searle’s hint, Darcy introduced him to Elizabeth, as well as to Bingley and Miss Bennet, who reached them during that introduction. By the time he was through, Richard and Miss Kitty had caught up to where they all stood. They inserted themselves between Darcy and Elizabeth, depriving him of her hand on his arm, and more introductions were in order. Before those were concluded, snowflakes began to swirl about them. 
 
    “I rather think we should go,” Anne said, her teeth chattering. “But not our separate ways. Not yet.” 
 
    Darcy turned to her, curious as to what she had in mind. 
 
    “Mr. Searle, if you are serious about my coming to dinner—” 
 
    “I most assuredly am serious about any and all things having to do with you, Miss de Bourgh.” 
 
    Anne’s eyes brightened, but she frowned. “Yes, well, in view of that, you’d best come meet my mother. Then you may decide the seriousness of your offer.” 
 
    Searle looked to Darcy, questioning. 
 
    “A good idea,” Richard interjected. “If you associate with Anne, you must acquaint yourself with Lady Catherine. She is, ah, an acquired taste.” 
 
    Darcy could tell by the amusement in Elizabeth’s eyes that she’d met his aunt and agreed with Richard. He’d no idea the Bennet sisters were so familiar with his family. He felt a surge of annoyance, as if he’d been deliberately excluded from something he wished to be a party to. “To Aunt Catherine’s, then?” 
 
    Searle shrugged. “I see no reason why not. I’m sure the lady is charming.” 
 
    Richard snorted. He offered his arm to Miss Kitty again. 
 
    “There will be cakes,” Miss Kitty said brightly, accepting Richard’s arm. “Lady Catherine always has the best cakes.” 
 
    Bingley shook his head.  
 
    “You will come with us, Mr. Bingley?” Miss Bennet asked. 
 
    Bingley’s amusement immediately melted into adoration. “Certainly. If I am invited?” 
 
    “You are all invited,” Anne said. “Only, let us hurry.” Snowflakes had settled on the hood of her cloak.  
 
    “This way,” Searle said to the group at large. “We’ve ordered the horses and carriage brought.” 
 
    He led the way. Richard and Miss Kitty followed, then Bingley and Miss Bennet. Alone again with Elizabeth, Darcy was almost reluctant to offer his arm. To do so would be to follow the others. Despite the gusting wind, the cold and the swirling snow, he would rather remain in the park with her than enter a full parlor for tea. Especially with his aunt. 
 
    Elizabeth turned to him, expectant. Darcy dutifully offered his arm. Even if they were going toward the others, it was pleasant to have her beside him once more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Darcy and Elizabeth walked the brief distance to the waiting horses and carriage in silence. Darcy handed her into the vehicle before accepting his mount from his groom. He was aware of a slight glower from Anne’s footmen. Whether for Searle’s marked attention to Anne or Darcy’s lack thereof, he didn’t deign to care. 
 
    The ride through London’s oftentimes choked, snowy streets was slow, giving Darcy plenty of time to think. The gentlemen followed the carriage, and even though he couldn’t see Elizabeth within, he was very much aware of her presence. With her right before him, it was impossible to keep her from his mind. 
 
    She’d done none of the things women normally did around him. Not only had she been visibly dismayed to meet him, she hadn’t made any attempt to impress him. Her words and actions has been singularly non-flirtatious, in no way coy or leading. Instead, she’d been frank and honest. He could only conclude, as impossible as it seemed, that despite his fortune and her lack thereof, for the funds he estimated her to have did not a true heiress make, Elizabeth Bennet did not wish to ensnare him. 
 
    A wry smile twisted his lips. It was a bit of a blow to his ego to learn, in the same day, of two women who didn’t wish to marry him. Before now, he’d been under the oft-collaborated supposition they all did. 
 
    There was an advantage to Elizabeth’s disinterest in him, he realized. He could relax with her and not worry about raising expectations that wouldn’t be met. He could appreciate her without being concerned about hurting her. Perhaps they would not see each other often, but when he did see her, he could simply enjoy himself. 
 
     By the time they reached his aunt’s London home, Darcy was pleased with his relationship with Elizabeth, such as it was. It would be a relief to be able to enjoy her wit and, frankly, her beauty, without temptation or worry. He had few companions he could be unguarded with. She made an excellent addition to that rather small company. 
 
    They were all shown in, introductions made, and tea called for. To Darcy’s surprise, Elizabeth’s uncle, Mr. Phillips, was there. It was soon apparent that Anne and the three Bennet sisters were expected to take tea with him and Lady Catherine after their walk. Surprisingly, it seemed as if Mr. Phillips had accompanied his nieces to Lady Catherine’s and been chatting with her the entire time Anne and the three sisters were walking. Darcy would have thought Mr. Phillips to be someone Lady Catherine would disdain, but she seemed quite friendly toward the little man.  
 
    Once tea was served and talk died down slightly as everyone ate, Miss Kitty taking a plate full of cakes, Anne turned to her mother. “Mother, Mr. Searle has invited me, Miss Bennet, Miss Elizabeth, Miss Kitty, Darcy, Richard and Mr. Bingley to dine with him tomorrow evening.” 
 
    Darcy carefully set down his cup. He took in the ponderous frown his aunt turned on Searle, the way her gaze then swept across the rest of them, assessing. When it was his turn, Darcy met her look without expression. 
 
    “May we go, Uncle?” Elizabeth asked Mr. Phillips. 
 
    “Of course, you may.” He inclined his head to Searle. “On behalf of my nieces, I thank you for the generous invitation.” 
 
    “You, and they, are most welcome,” Searle replied. 
 
    “Mother?” Anne prompted. 
 
    Lady Catherine turned to scrutinize Searle. “They say you inherited a great deal of money from your father. Money that was expected to go to your older brother.” 
 
    Darcy winced. He saw Bingley’s surprise, and Richard’s silent sigh. Elizabeth smiled. 
 
    “That’s true,” Mr. Searle said, tone bland. 
 
    “So, you neither earned your fortune nor were brought up to manage it,” Lady Catherine observed. “Either would recommend you, but you have neither.” 
 
    Searle plucked a small cake from his plate and put it in his mouth. 
 
    “Well?” Lady Catherine demanded. 
 
    “Aunt Catherine,” Richard said, tone dismayed. 
 
    “Well?” she repeated, glaring at Searle. 
 
    Anne looked back and forth between the two, expression strained. 
 
    Searle swallowed. “I beg your pardon, Lady Catherine?” 
 
    “I asked you a question.” 
 
    “Actually, I believe you made a statement.” Searle ate another cake. 
 
    Elizabeth blotted her mouth with her napkin. Around the edges, Darcy could still see her grin. Miss Bennet watched with wide, worried eyes. Miss Kitty appeared oblivious as she applied herself to her plate of cakes. Mr. Phillips looked on, exuding quiet self-possession. 
 
    Lady Catherine glowered at Searle. “How much did you inherit?” 
 
    “Mother,” Anne gasped. 
 
    “Enough so that I don’t have to worry about money.” Searle set down his plate. 
 
    “Humph.” Lady Catherine angled her nose into the air. “A sizable fortune, then, but from trade, which I assume you still dabble in.” 
 
    Searle’s brows shot up. “I still own two mills and four ships, but I’ve sold most of the other businesses.” His tone was perfectly polite. “So, I suppose, now, it is merely dabbling.” 
 
    Lady Catherine shot Anne a smug look. “With all that trade in your background, I’m surprised you can mix in polite society.” 
 
    Mr. Searle replied with a small shrug.  
 
    Darcy, thoroughly embarrassed by his aunt’s display, sought about for a change of subject. Unfortunately, his mind offered no ideas, refusing to consider anything but how her behavior must look to Elizabeth. He sent Anne a hopeful look. She appeared more resigned than embarrassed and not ready to speak. 
 
    “These cakes are simply delicious, Lady Catherine,” Miss Kitty said. She turned to Richard. “Colonel Fitzwilliam, don’t you feel your aunt serves the best cakes in all of London?” 
 
    “Perhaps in all of England,” Richard concurred.  
 
    “I heartily agree,” Bingley said, but his bravado sounded forced. 
 
    “They’re cakes,” Lady Catherine stated flatly. She turned back to Searle. “Were you educated at home?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Where then?” 
 
    “Eton and Oxford.” 
 
    “You must have found it difficult to be accepted with your background in trade.” 
 
    Searle cast Darcy a beseeching look. He shrugged and turned to Richard. He was usually best at handling their aunt. 
 
    “Aunt Catherine, weren’t you telling me you planned to attend the theatre yesterday evening?” Richard asked. “How did you find the performance?” 
 
    Lady Catherine didn’t take her hawk-like gaze from Searle. “Did you find it difficult to be accepted at school?” 
 
    Searle looked to Anne. Her shrug matched Darcy’s earlier one. Darcy frowned. Were he and Anne truly so cowed by Lady Catherine? No wonder his aunt felt she could force them to marry. 
 
    “I suspect most boys find it difficult to adjust to school,” Searle finally said. 
 
    “You did not answer my question.” Lady Catherine’s accusation rang with triumph.  
 
    Searle flung up his hands. “Yes, I found it difficult. Where were you educated? How much money did you inherit?” 
 
    “How dare you speak to me that way,” Lady Catherine cried. 
 
    “I thought we were interrogating one another,” Searle shot back. 
 
    Darcy winced. Elizabeth clutched her napkin to her face. Sputtering sounds, suspiciously like laughter, emerged. Miss Bennet and Miss Kitty turned to her in concern. She waved them away. 
 
    Lady Catherine huffed. “I have a right to question you before I give consent for Anne to visit you.” 
 
    Searle eyed her for a long moment. “You do have that right, and doing so would be appropriate, but your questions aren’t related to her dining in my home. I am most likely the richest person in this room. Other than that, you do not need any more information.” 
 
    Lady Catherine sniffed again. “There is money, and there is breeding,” she said disdainfully. 
 
    “Aunt Catherine, really,” Richard exclaimed.  
 
    About the parlor, most of the guests were doing their best to look small, with the exception of Searle, Mr. Phillips and Elizabeth. She still struggled to stifle her amusement at the farce Darcy’s aunt was enacting. Mr. Phillips calmly sipped his tea.  
 
    Darcy’s frown deepened. He shouldn’t permit his aunt to treat his acquaintance so poorly. From now on, he would be more assertive with her, even if he had to endure her rants. “Aunt Catherine, Mr. Searle’s character is not in question,” Darcy stated. 
 
    “Of course, it is,” Lady Catherine snapped. “I will question the character of any man who comes here, hounding around Anne, especially one whose fortune comes from trade.” 
 
    “Hounding around?” Anne cried. “Mother, really, how can you be so vulgar? Furthermore, all Mr. Searle did was invite me to dinner along with my cousins and friends. What harm is there in that?” 
 
    “That you don’t know means you aren’t safe from it,” Lady Catherine said. 
 
    “Lady Catherine.” Searle’s tone was crisp. “I will concede you have every right to see that your daughter is safe, both physically and socially. If you wish to send your two fine footmen and perhaps another couple of footmen and a maid or two to ensure Miss de Bourgh’s safety, please do so. I assume her cousins and friends will see that she doesn’t get into a social situation which would reflect on her reputation.” 
 
    Lady Catherine glared at him. “You are a terribly rude young man, even ruder than one expects from someone sullied with trade.” 
 
    Bingley choked on his tea. 
 
    “Anne will never attend dinner, or any other event, at your home,” Lady Catherine continued. “Ever. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    The room erupted into a chaos of words. Elizabeth murmured something Darcy couldn’t catch over his own protestations, her tone droll. Richard was proclaiming loudly about the fallacy of making sweeping judgments. Searle’s sharp reply was fortunately lost amid the voices of the others. Bingley continued to cough, while Miss Bennet tried to ascertain the extent of his distress. Miss Kitty, eyes round, popped another cake into her mouth. 
 
    Anne came to her feet. “You are wrong, Mother.” Her angry words rang out above the rest. “I will go to Mr. Searle’s house for dinner.” 
 
    “Anne.” Lady Catherine glared at her daughter. “Sit back down.” 
 
    Anne jutted her narrow chin into the air at the same angle Lady Catherine often employed. “I am of age. I will go where I please and with whom I wish.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Lady Catherine snapped. “You cannot defy me.” 
 
    Mr. Phillips carefully placed his cup and saucer on the low table between the couches. “Perhaps not, but she seems to be trying to do so,” he said in a placating tone. “If I may suggest, send your two footmen and let me go as your representative.” He glanced at Mr. Searle. “I know your invitation did not include me, but if you would invite me, it might put Lady Catherine’s mind at ease. She has been telling me that she’s delighted her daughter is showing independence and initiative in making friends with the Bennet sisters.” He turned a firm look on Lady Catherine. “It would be a shame to stifle that.” 
 
    Darcy nearly gaped at the man. Not even Richard handled their aunt that way. He braced himself for her explosion. 
 
    Lady Catherine settled back in her seat, expression sullen. “Bennet sisters indeed,” she muttered. “I encouraged her to associate with your nieces. Anne’s only true sign of independence has been her adamant refusal to marry Darcy.” 
 
    Anne let out a beleaguered sigh and sat back down. “True enough.” 
 
    “A refusal that goes well with my unwillingness to propose,” Darcy stated, eager to keep his vow of moments ago and to ensure no one in the room thought he was pining after Anne. 
 
    “You won’t marry Mr. Darcy?” Miss Kitty asked Anne, clearly surprised.  
 
    Richard cast her a sharp look.  
 
    Anne offered Darcy a wane smile. “Everything else aside, when I go to Pemberley, I feel sick, and Darcy would never choose to live anywhere else.” 
 
    “Sick?” Lady Catherine cried. “That’s a lie. We spent Christmas there not two years past, and you were in fine health.” 
 
    “Any time except in the winter,” Anne amended. She turned a glare on her mother. “Even Rosings makes me sick. I would like to live in London.” 
 
    “London is unhealthy, especially in the summer,” Lady Catherine protested. 
 
    “Not for me,” Anne replied. 
 
    The two women glared at each other over the tea service. The room was silent for a long moment. In the grate, the fire crackled.  
 
    “Mr. Phillips,” Mr. Searle said, turning to Elizabeth’s uncle. “You are invited to join us for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Part Four 
 
    Only Friendship 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Considering his declaration at tea, Elizabeth expected opulence at Mr. Searle’s, and it was there, but not in an objectionable way. Lady Catherine’s London house was cluttered with numerous china ornaments and paintings. Any exposed wood, be it paneling or furniture, was elaborately carved. The fabrics were thickly embroidered and generally fringed or tasseled in gold. Elizabeth had seen several chairs with large bullion knots embroidered on the seats and backs. She sat in one once and felt the embroidery through her skirt.  
 
    In contrast, Mr. Searle’s house had a pleasing appearance, but minimal decoration. At one end of the parlor they were shown into hung a single portrait of a man who, considering his resemblance, must be Mr. Searle’s father. Everything else in the room was functional, though also beautiful. This included many sleek sconces, which gave the room an almost daylight appearance. The furniture looked more comfortable than fashionable, with elegant clean lines.  
 
    In further evidence of functionality, there were no gaping fireplaces. Instead, the long parlor was heated in a way Elizabeth knew of but had never seen; by ceramic stoves. They stood in two corners, diagonal from one another. From what she could see, and had heard, the fuel boxes opened out the back, into other rooms. This allowed servants to tend to the fires without intruding. 
 
    A glance showed Elizabeth that she, her sisters and Uncle Phillips were the first to arrive. Their uncle leading, they moved into the room and toward the portrait at the far end. There, a diminutive, neat little woman waited beside Mr. Searle. She was introduced as his mother.  
 
    While those introductions were taking place, Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bingley and Colonel Fitzwilliam were shown into the room. They were introduced to Mrs. Searle as well, though Elizabeth didn’t miss how Mr. Searle’s eyes kept straying toward the parlor door. She noted the extra warmth in his smile when Miss de Bourgh was announced.  
 
    “Your late husband?” Uncle Phillips asked Mrs. Searle once the introductions were through. 
 
    She turned to the painting, her smile wistful. “Indeed.” 
 
    “A skilled rendition,” Uncle Phillips offered. 
 
    “Please, everyone, sit.” Mr. Searle gestured to the collection of sofas and chairs behind them. “Miss de Bourgh, this is one of the pieces I was telling you about, brought over from Denmark,” he added. “Let me show you. I believe you’ll approve.” 
 
    “Miss Kitty, did you note the stoves?” Colonel Fitzwilliam asked Kitty as Mr. Searle led Miss de Bourgh away. “I’ve read quite a deal about them. Let me explain how they work, and how they keep ash from the room.” 
 
    “They keep ash from the room?” Kitty said brightly, though Elizabeth suspected she cared not at all. “How fascinating.” 
 
    They meandered toward one of the stoves, but not the one near the remainder of the party. Jane and Mr. Bingley simply looked at each other and moved to sit together on a sofa, of one accord. Elizabeth noted they, too, took a spot as far from anyone else as possible. Nearby, her uncle and Mrs. Searle spoke together in low tones on the topic of a recent exhibit at the national museum.  
 
    A bit reluctantly, Elizabeth turned to Mr. Darcy, not hiding her trepidation. Of course, she’d been left with him. No one else wished to converse with the man. At least he hadn’t, so far, made any attempt to separate Jane from Mr. Bingley. Elizabeth felt his obligation to Miss de Bourgh had kept him from interfering with Jane’s and Bingley’s attachment in the park. It was up to Elizabeth to play that role now.  
 
    Hopefully, Mrs. Searle has assigned seats at dinner, and Mr. Searle had put Jane and Mr. Bingley together. For now, it would be best to draw Mr. Darcy as far from the pair as the room allowed. “I find I’m terribly interested in watching the London streets. Do you care to join me at the window?” 
 
    “If watching London’s streets is your heart’s desire, who am I to deny it?” he said dryly. 
 
    Elizabeth turned away to hide her surprise and headed toward one of the tall windows. Had Mr. Darcy just engaged in mild banter? Could he, in fact, mean to be pleasant?  
 
    She selected a window halfway down the room, not wishing to crowd Kitty and Colonel Fitzwilliam, who both laughed over something. Below, the quiet street was empty. Mr. Darcy came to stand beside her, his shoulder near to brushing hers. She cast him a quick glance. Although they’d walked together only the day before, she’d already forgotten how tall he stood. 
 
    “Fascinating,” he said in that same wry tone. One hand flicked out, gesturing toward the empty street. 
 
    Now he was being more his usual, disagreeable self, but Elizabeth would keep him beside her nonetheless. “Have you read any interesting books of late, Mr. Darcy?” 
 
    “I imagine that depends on your interests. Of late, I’ve been reading about various breeds of sheep.” 
 
    Elizabeth shot him a startled look. He was so near, the scent of his shaving soap wafted about her. She acknowledged it was an altogether pleasant odor. “Sheep? I would never have guessed cloven-hooved stock numbered among your interests.” 
 
    His profile to her, a slight smile tugged at his mouth. “That is because you do not know that my holdings stand quite high in my affection.” 
 
    “And your holdings require intimate knowledge of sheep?” 
 
    He nodded. “Two of my tenants are having a dispute over a patch of land. To the north of one is more land, but he deems it unusable. I thought to find a breed he could pasture there. If I lease that land to him, along with a gift of sheep, I may award the disputed property to the other farm.” 
 
    “How very equitable of you,” Elizabeth acknowledged. She would have taken Mr. Darcy for one who made arbitrary decisions in short order, not troubling to care about the plight of those he surely deemed his inferiors.  
 
    “You sound surprised.” He glanced at her askance.  
 
    “By your attention to detail,” she admitted, leaving out her thoughts about his superciliousness. “Most gentlemen employ someone to see to such matters.” 
 
    “As do I, in the form of a steward. He’s long been instructed to come to me with any conflict he sees no ready, fair resolution to.” 
 
    “You’re commended for taking such interest.” 
 
    “Am I?” His smile was sardonic. “Or should others be decried for ignoring their primary role? We are here to see to the good of our people, the prosperity of our lands. We are not,” he dropped his voice to a near whisper, “simply meant to live a life of indulgence and pleasure.” 
 
    “Such radical ideas, Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth said, feigning shock. 
 
    “You disapprove.” He didn’t hide his censure. 
 
    Elizabeth paused, a sharp retort on her lips. She tipped her head to the side, considering. Without, a lacquered carriage rolled by, its lanterns lighting the way.  
 
    “On the contrary, I approve,” she finally admitted, voice almost as low as his earlier whisper. “My father managed Longbourn with great dedication. He was well loved by his tenants. If only I’d been a son, I would have taken his place.” She swallowed, the admission one she’d never made, even to Jane or Kitty. “I would that I had been. It felt like a betrayal to permit our uncles to sell. As men of business, they took the best offer. They made no effort to find the right person to watch over the wellbeing of our tenants, our fields, brooks, pastures and woods.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy was silent. Elizabeth didn’t dare look at him. She’d permitted too much emotion into her reply, she knew. They were in a parlor, soon to sit to dinner. Banter was required, not stark truth. 
 
    “Could you have prevented the sale?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I cannot say for certain. I will admit, in my grief, I was unaware of the details of the world for some months, during which the sale took place. Likely, the answer is no.” 
 
    “If you could not prevent them selling your father’s holdings, then you should not carry guilt,” he said gently.  
 
    “Yet I do. If not for permitting the sale, then for being born a woman.” 
 
    “That, you must never be guilty for,” Mr. Darcy stated. “I cannot imagine a world without Elizabeth Bennet, loving daughter and dedicated sister.” 
 
    Elizabeth felt hot tears in her eyes. Another carriage rolled past below. She berated herself for permitting the conversation to take such a serious turn. A handkerchief appeared in her vision, proffered by steady fingers. She could see the fabric was very fine, the simple white square embroidered with the initials F.G.D. 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured, accepting the offering. She blotted at her eyes. The soft white cloth smelled like Mr. Darcy. Shaving soap and fresh winter air. She tucked the square away. It wouldn’t do to return his handkerchief unlaundered. “I apologize. I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “There can never be a need to apologize for speaking the truth.” 
 
    She let out a shaky laugh, for the hubris of that statement restored her usual concept of the man at her side. “Oh, Mr. Darcy, you cannot believe that to be true.” 
 
    He stiffened, his dark dinner jacket straining slightly at the seams. “I can, and I do. Honesty is a cornerstone of civilization.”  
 
    “Civilization, perhaps. Society, never,” Elizabeth countered.  
 
    “Honesty served Searle well yesterday, with my aunt,” Mr. Darcy countered. “Would I had been more honest with her sooner. Anne and I wouldn’t have had to spend years fending off her attempts to force us to wed.” 
 
    “I do not pretend to read minds, sir, but I have every confidence that Mr. Searle was not wholly honest with his feelings yesterday.” She could only imagine what had passed through their host’s thoughts during Lady Catherine’s interrogation. 
 
    “You would have men lie?” 
 
    “I would have men and women alike employ discretion, as I should have done.” She gathered her amusement close, to ward off sorrow. “This parlor is no place for the words I spoke moments ago. Nor should you have been burdened with them.” 
 
    “Your feelings are no burden.” 
 
    “No, I daresay not to you.” Why would they be? He would forget their conversation by the time dinner was through. She was, after all, nothing to him. 
 
    She glanced over to see his frown and chided herself. Mr. Darcy had begun their conversation amiably. She was the one failing the obligations of polite society. She mustered a pleasant expression. “The weather has been quite lovely, for winter, do you not think? Yesterday’s brief squall aside, of course.” 
 
    He swiveled to face her. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Do what?” Elizabeth asked, turning from the view to regard him. 
 
    He studied her for a long moment, expression thoughtful. Around them, the others talked, some in quiet murmurs, others louder. At the far side of the room, Kitty laughed again, the lively sound underscored by Colonel Fitzwilliam’s chuckle. Miss de Bourgh and Mr. Searle had joined Jane and Mr. Bingley, each couple seated together on sofas which stood across from each other. Her uncle and Mrs. Searle still spoke together, near the portrait.  
 
    “Ten honest words with you are worth more than all the platitudes in London,” Mr. Darcy finally said. 
 
    Elizabeth stared at him, surprised into reordering her thoughts. “Then here are some more. In the past, I’ve been under the impression you find both me and my words aggravating, perhaps even unappealing.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth turned down. “Aggravating I will grant you. Unappealing? Never.” 
 
    “Truly?” He put a lie to his own words, that she was not handsome enough to tempt him to dance. “Precisely how much of my honesty do you wish to receive, sir?” 
 
    Mr. Darcy’s frown deepened. Somewhere in the house, a clock chimed. A skirt rustled as Mrs. Searle strode to the center of the room. 
 
    “I believe it’s time to adjourn to the dining room,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    Elizabeth offered Mr. Darcy something of a commiserative smile, for she knew she was provoking him. “It seems you are saved, for now, Mr. Darcy.” 
 
    “What if I do not wish to be saved?” he countered. 
 
    To Elizabeth’s right, Jane, Miss de Bourgh, Mr. Bingley and Mr. Searle stood. Behind her, she could hear Kitty and Colonel Fitzwilliam moving toward the parlor door. Over Mr. Darcy’s shoulder, Uncle Phillips came around the couches to join the others. 
 
    “I don’t believe you have a choice,” Elizabeth said. “After all, dinner is served.” She offered him a smile and went to join the others as they followed Mrs. Searle from the room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    At some point during their first dinner at Mr. Searle’s, Elizabeth thought by Colonel Fitzwilliam, it was suggested they all walk in the park the following day. The weather held clear and they did. This began a pleasant couple of weeks, their days falling into a pattern of meetings. 
 
    They didn’t only take walks, although most days they did. They also went to the theater, where Mr. Darcy, Mr. Searle and Lady Catherine kept boxes, though none beside one another. On rainy days, they went to museums and art galleries, which often resulted in almost heated arguments between Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy. To her ongoing aggravation, he refused to comprehend the value of anything that wasn’t an accurate portrait or skillfully rendered landscape. Elizabeth tried to educate him on the beauty of exploring emotion through art, but he remained adamant that art should serve the function of capturing a person or place.  
 
    Inevitably, Elizabeth and her sisters, along with Miss de Bourgh, were introduced to people known to some of the four gentlemen. Their social circle grew, and they attended parties and even dances. At these, Elizabeth danced with all the men, but mainly spent time conversing with Mr. Darcy.  
 
    This was not because he’d grown more amiable. He generally preferred serious discussion and, it seemed to her, argument. Rather, she bore him company because the others had become well-established pairs, Mr. Bingley with Jane, Searle with Miss de Bourgh, and Colonel Fitzwilliam with Kitty. Elizabeth felt it behooved her and Mr. Darcy to keep out of the way of the others. To her relief, and mild surprise, he made no move to separate his friend or cousin from her sisters. 
 
    Uncle Phillips was often, but not always, with them. He would sometimes take his carriage to call on his friends, but only after he saw to it that they had transportation to whatever social events they planned. Elizabeth soon noticed, however, that he could be relied on to accompany them whenever they called on the de Bourghs. To her, and she suspected everyone else’s, relief, Lady Catherine seemed content to talk quietly with her Uncle Phillips rather than dominate the conversation. Even so, she often glowered in Mr. Searle’s direction, which he studiously ignored.  
 
    Elizabeth rather thought their uncle was deliberately keeping Lady Catherine’s attention from the group as a kindness. Then again, he also accompanied them when they called on the Searles and, similarly, spoke with Mrs. Searle most of the time they were there. Maybe he simply had more in common with those his own age. There was, after all, no reason to prevent Mrs. Searle from chatting with the rest of them. She was a very amiable person and seemed to have no reservations about her son’s growing attachment to Miss de Bourgh. Whatever their uncle’s motives, none of the older set ever accompanied them on their long, meandering walks through the park.  
 
    Their next of those walks took place on a crisp, sun-drenched afternoon, perfect for an outing. It hardly felt like winter at all. Indeed, Elizabeth was sure she could smell the damp, earthy scents that heralded spring. She walked beside Mr. Darcy, one gloved hand resting on his notably strong arm. 
 
    “What is the point of painting the world as it is and placing the work upon your wall?” she pressed as part of their ongoing argument. “If you wish to see the countryside, gaze out your window. That will always be lovelier than a painting. Art, therefore, is at its most useful when it depicts that which we cannot see. Love. Despair. Fear. Joy.” 
 
    He shook his head, features arranged into a stubborn look she knew well. “You neglect the beauty of the moment. An artist can capture the perfection of a spring day, to keep when winter comes. He can render a portrait of a parent, to cherish when they’re gone. Memories of these things, no matter how dear, do fade.” 
 
    “What if we agree to the value of these works, for the reasons you espouse,” Elizabeth suggested. “How can you argue against also capturing emotions?” 
 
    “My mother’s face may eventually dwindle in my mind, but I shall always be capable of feeling happiness, or sorrow. What need have I of a painting to evoke what will always dwell inside me?” 
 
    Elizabeth resisted the urge to throw up her hands. He always made the same argument. “To delve into the depths of the emotion or soar to the heights.” 
 
    “In Fuseli’s work, which I believe began this discussion, I saw only depths,” Mr. Darcy countered. “Why encourage despair?” 
 
    “So, should a work that captures fictional joy be placed before you, would you deem it more worthwhile?” Elizabeth asked, pouncing on his words. “What if there was a painting that could instantly lift your spirits? Would you not want that work? Look on it every day?” 
 
    “Should I look on it every day, I daresay its potency would wane.” 
 
    “That, sir, is not what I asked.” Elizabeth felt a surge of triumph, for he always became evasive when he was near to losing a point. “And you cannot have me believe there isn’t something you could look on every day, and every day find joy, unwaning.” 
 
    He shot her a quick, inscrutable glance. “I suppose there is one image I could look on every day without fear my pleasure in the sight would dim, but it will only serve to prove my point.” 
 
    Smug, Elizabeth was sure she knew of what he thought. “Let me guess, a painting of your beloved Pemberley?” He spoke of his home in Derbyshire so often and with such clear affection, he could allude to little else. “And yes, that is a landscape, which may seem to prove your point, but truly proves mine.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, oh.” She smiled, pleased to have won. “Because it is only a landscape, as can be seen with your eyes from a vantage point. The appeal of the image is in the emotion it inspires in you. Anything that might evoke that same emotion, whether captured from reality or the mind, would be of equal value and appeal.”  
 
    They walked in silence for several strides. A bird hopped along a branch above. Though still bare, the tips of the tree’s limbs were thick with buds. Soon, spring would come. As if in agreement, the bird burst forth in song. Mr. Darcy glanced at it. 
 
    “I am right,” Elizabeth pressed, triumphant. 
 
    Darcy stopped, halting her as well. She turned to him, filled with concern and surprise. They often disagreed and had both conceded points to the other over the past weeks. Was this subject more sensitive than she’d realized? 
 
    Darcy nodded his head at a point over her shoulder. “There is my sister, and her companion.” He looked about, but their own companions were pairs of dots scattered too far up the meandering path to call back. “Come. I should like for you to meet her.” 
 
    Relief that she hadn’t offended him filled Elizabeth, followed quickly by worry. Mr. Wickham had painted Miss Darcy as a very disagreeable sort. Of course, she thought as Mr. Darcy changed their course to head toward two women, Mr. Wickham wasn’t to be trusted. 
 
    She would learn the truth soon enough, for the two tall forms, one slender, weren’t far. In the meantime, she could tease Mr. Darcy. “You won’t get out of conceding so easily.” 
 
    “I cannot get out of doing something I have no intention of doing.” 
 
    She knew him well enough by now to realize his crisp tone was not meant to be harsh but didn’t press her point. The women had spotted them and were headed their way. Elizabeth could make out that the slender form was the younger of the two. Even from afar, the young woman’s expression looked withdrawn. 
 
    “You didn’t tell us your sister is in London,” she said in a low voice, her worry returning. Did he hide her because she was disagreeable? 
 
    “She only recently arrived,” Mr. Darcy said. “I asked her to join us at the theatre last evening, but she said she was too tired. I didn’t inform her I planned to walk in the park today.” 
 
    Which was odd, Elizabeth felt, her concern mounting. She’d only recently developed a rapport with Mr. Darcy, with whom she was obligated to spend so much time. A difficult family member would disrupt things considerably. She had the sense that was why Mr. Bingley didn’t include his unwed sister in their group. Was Miss Darcy similar to Miss Bingley? That would be unfortunate but make sense. 
 
    They met Miss Darcy and her companion under the sweeping white and tan limbs of a sycamore. As they all halted on the path, Miss Darcy lowered her gaze. The older woman nudged her, and the girl looked up. 
 
    Her curls were light, and her eyes hazel, set wide apart under a smooth brow and above a straight nose. Her lips were a bit thin and her long limbs gangly. She appeared quite young. Elizabeth wasn’t even certain she was done growing yet, tall though she was. Belatedly, she recalled the letter Jane told her about. This was the young woman Miss Bingley had hinted her brother was to marry? 
 
    “Georgiana, this is Miss Elizabeth Bennet,” Mr. Darcy said. “Miss Bennet, this is my sister, Miss Darcy, and her companion, Mrs. Annesley.”  
 
    Miss Darcy’s eyes widened slightly. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet?” She looked back and forth between them. “The one you wrote of last autumn?” She offered Elizabeth a tentative smile. “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Bennet. I feel I already know you, somewhat, from my brother’s letters.” 
 
    Elizabeth glanced at Mr. Darcy, one eyebrow raised. Ruddiness crept up his neck from beneath his collar. She assumed because he hadn’t written anything kind and was embarrassed to be reminded. As they were on friendly terms now, despite their arguing, it behooved her to let the matter drop. 
 
    She turned back to Miss Darcy and her companion. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance as well, Miss Darcy, and yours, Mrs. Annesley. I can only hope I shall soon come to know you as you do me.” 
 
    Elizabeth meant the words, for even the scant moments she’d known Miss Darcy showed her to be likeable and certainly no competition to Jane for Mr. Bingley’s affections, no matter what his sister wished. Miss Darcy was also proof of yet another lie of Wickham’s. If the girl had any flaw, it was not hubris, but rather that she was quite obviously shy. That was not a flaw Elizabeth would hold against anyone. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mrs. Annesley said after a moment, when it was obvious Miss Darcy wasn’t going to speak. “We should like that.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy cleared his throat. “Yes, I’m sure that can be arranged.” 
 
    “I like to walk in the park,” Miss Darcy offered tentatively. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled her encouragement. “We walk often, with our companions.” She made a vague gesture encompassing the park. 
 
    “Companions?” Miss Darcy repeated with obvious trepidation. She cast a quick look about, as if more people might jump out from behind trees and shrubberies to surround her. 
 
    “My two sisters, Jane and Kitty, who are both very pleasant, and Miss Anne de Bourgh, who is your cousin,” Elizabeth clarified. She looked to Mr. Darcy, unsure if she should continue. Miss Darcy already appeared overwhelmed. 
 
    “Also, with Richard,” Mr. Darcy said, his tone kind. “And my friend, Mr. Bingley.” 
 
    “You are comfortable with Colonel Fitzwilliam,” Mrs. Annesley encouraged. “And you like Mr. Bingley.” 
 
    Miss Darcy looked down. Her curls came forward about her face. “And Miss Bingley?” she mumbled. 
 
    Mrs. Annesley looked between Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy. She gave a little shake of her head, encouraging them to say no. Elizabeth gathered Miss Bingley’s presence would curtail any walks with Miss Darcy, and they hadn’t even mentioned Mr. Searle yet. 
 
    “Miss Bingley is traveling with the Hursts,” Elizabeth supplied, having been told as much by Jane. “I suspect they shall return to London eventually. Do you know, though, that would be rather a lot of people, walking together. Already, we end up scattered about the park. What might be pleasant is if we pick a time to walk together, only the four of us.” 
 
    Miss Darcy looked up, her relief palpable. “Truly?” She looked between Elizabeth and her brother. “I should like that. I should like to spend time with you, Fitzwilliam.” 
 
    Elizabeth resisted the urge to cast Mr. Darcy a glare, for Miss Darcy’s words were wistful. Elizabeth had never given much thought to him as an older brother and guardian. Dutiful, she would wager, but beyond that? 
 
    “I should like that too,” Mr. Darcy said, sounding sincere. “We three shall select a time and then impose on Miss Bennet.” 
 
    “I will be no imposition at all.” Elizabeth added a smile to her words, aimed at Miss Darcy. “I look forward to our walk.” 
 
    Miss Darcy’s answering smile was tentative and added beauty to her face.  
 
    “We should catch up,” Mr. Darcy said. “We don’t wish to be missed.” 
 
    “They’ll all come looking for you.” Miss Darcy sounded almost afraid. 
 
    Their farewells were rapid, Miss Darcy obviously leery of being caught in a mass of people. She and Mrs. Annesley hurried away, down the path they’d come up. Mr. Darcy turned Elizabeth back in the direction they’d been going. Kitty and Colonel Fitzwilliam were the only ones of their companions still in sight, and they only barely.  
 
    Elizabeth permitted Mr. Darcy his silence for several minutes as they employed long strides to draw nearer their group. Once they could see Miss de Bourgh and Mr. Searle as well as Kitty and the colonel, she deliberately slowed. She cast Mr. Darcy a glance, reading the grimace on his face. 
 
    “I am not the most attentive older brother,” he said, before Elizabeth could speak. 
 
    “Miss Darcy did seem a bit forlorn,” Elizabeth admitted. In view of his suffering, her dismay with his apparent lack of time for his sister softened. “How old is she, if I may ask?” 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    A dozen years his junior. A gulf at any age, but especially for a man in his twenties. “She seems a very young fifteen.” 
 
    “I believe she is.” 
 
    “And you’ve had the raising of her?” 
 
    He nodded, his gaze on the path ahead. He seemed somewhat deflated by the meeting with his sister. “For some time now, though mostly in the form of hiring companions for her, which I’ve not always done well.” He shook his head. “I called her to London because, being acquainted with Miss Kitty, I realized Georgiana should be out soon.” He tipped his head back to regard the sky. “She isn’t ready. I’ve failed her.” 
 
    “Not everyone comes out as young as Kitty and Lydia did.” Elizabeth drew in a breath, weighing her next words, for she loved her uncle and didn’t wish to criticize him. “In fact, it might be better to wait for many, like your sister, or Lydia.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy cast her a sharp look. “You do not feel Mrs. Wickham was ready to be out?” 
 
    “The very fact that you must now refer to her as such seems to answer your question,” Elizabeth said, her tone bitter. 
 
    They walked on for several paces, both mulling over their grievances. To Elizabeth, the day seemed a little less bright, the song of a nearby bird more shrill than lovely. Thoughts of her little sister, wedded for life to Mr. Wickham, often had that effect. 
 
    “What should I do?” Mr. Darcy asked. 
 
    Elizabeth glanced his way, surprised.  
 
    His attention was on her, his gaze earnest. “About Georgiana’s come out,” he clarified. 
 
    She couldn’t help but be flattered by his question. “Don’t push her. She is young, and young for her age. She has years to come out. There’s no hurry, I assume, to see her wed? 
 
    “None at all. Of the two of us, I should rather I wed first, so I might have the opinion of someone I rely on to help guide her.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy wed? Unaccountably, Elizabeth felt her cheeks flush. “There, then that’s settled. Take this time with your sister. Be a good brother to her, so you needn’t have regrets. Unless she becomes eager, feel content knowing you’re doing the right thing by waiting until you wed for Miss Darcy to make her come out.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mr. Darcy said, and they walked on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth walked with the Darcys and Mrs. Annesley the following day. As they were all early risers by London standards, they elected to walk in the morning. This ensured they wouldn’t interrupt anyone’s afternoon obligations and meant the park would be nearly empty of people. With mild amusement, Elizabeth noted this suited not only Miss Darcy, but Mr. Darcy as well. 
 
    Recalling Miss Bingley’s words the previous autumn, about Miss Darcy’s accomplishments, Elizabeth asked her about her drawing, her playing and her study of languages, in turn, working to keep her conversing. It was painfully obvious she required the practice. It was also obvious that, although Miss Darcy was very demure, Miss Bingley had been correct. Miss Darcy was quite accomplished. For her part, Elizabeth owned that she only had skill in playing the pianoforte, but that skill must be waning for her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner didn’t have one she could practice on.  
 
    From his position walking behind them, Mr. Darcy immediately suggested that Elizabeth should call on them one afternoon so the two could play together. Miss Darcy seemed genuinely pleased with the idea, so Elizabeth saw no reason not to agree. In truth, she would like to see the inside of Darcy House. Between Lady Catherine’s, Mr. Searle’s, and their other activities, no evening had been set aside for a meal at Mr. Darcy’s yet. Elizabeth was curious to see his home. 
 
    By the time their walk was through, Elizabeth judged Miss Darcy to be an intelligent, sweet young woman. With a little guidance and encouragement, she could get over the worst of her fears, which seemed to include strangers and crowds. She would never be truly sociable like Kitty or Lydia, but Elizabeth deemed that better. With her family’s rumored wealth, it would be best if Miss Darcy showed reluctance toward suitors.  
 
    Mr. Darcy and Mrs. Annesley said little on the walk. Mostly, they followed Elizabeth and Miss Darcy, near enough to hear all that was said. When Mr. Darcy handed her up into his carriage, for they were to return her to the Gardiners, from whence they’d claimed her, his smile was grateful.  
 
    Elizabeth was glad of such a pleasant morning. It girded her for her next outing. Uncle Phillips had declared they must visit Lydia again, something he insisted on about once a week. Elizabeth didn’t enjoy the visits. As much as Lydia had forged her own course, ignoring all propriety or wisdom, it still pained Elizabeth to see her sister living in such a shabby, mean place, with so little to add to the happiness of her days. 
 
    The landlady, Mrs. Younge, let them in, but no longer bothered to show them upstairs. Instead, she offered a stiff nod and headed back down the hall leading to the foyer. Uncle Phillips led the way to Lydia’s and Wickham’s room. He knocked on the door and they waited. 
 
    The door swung open without Lydia’s usual call to ask who was there. Mr. Wickham stood framed in the narrow doorway. He regarded them all with mild surprise and stepped back to allow them in. 
 
    “Why, if it isn’t my charming family,” he said, tone blithe.  
 
    “Family?” Lydia called. She appeared at his side. “Oh, my family.” 
 
    “Mine too now, sweeting, and happy I am to see you all.” Wickham’s tone was a touch sardonic. “I’m on my way out, but do come in.” 
 
    Uncle Phillips led the way. Elizabeth covertly studying Mr. Wickham as she followed, finding his overall shabby appearance disconcerting. He was dressed like a clerk, and his clothes weren’t new. In confirmation of his earlier statement, he had his great coat draped over one arm. The great coat hardly deserved its name, since it was well worn and had no capes. His hair was not arranged with its usual styling, but rather looked unkempt.  
 
    He gave his usual charming bow to Jane, Elizabeth and Kitty, in order of age. Finally, he turned to bow to their uncle. Worse than his general untidiness, when he bowed to Uncle Phillips, all his charm departed to be replaced by an almost servile expression. Uncle Phillips answered with a frown and a nod. 
 
    “Well, it’s lovely to see you all, but I must be off,” Mr. Wickham said, pulling on his threadbare coat. He turned to Lydia, his expression taking on a mischievous cast. “I’ll see you at some point this evening, sweeting,” he said and dropped a kiss on her cheek. “Have a nice visit,” he offered the room at large as he crossed to the door. 
 
    Lydia followed to close and lock the door behind him. She turned back to them with a forced smile. Her dress, though one she’d worn in Meryton, had grown nearly as ragged as Mr. Wickham’s clothes.  
 
    “Where is Mr. Wickham off to?” Uncle Phillips asked. 
 
    Lydia shrugged. “He won’t tell me. He goes out for hours.” 
 
    “Is he spending a lot of money?” Uncle Phillips’ concern was readily apparent.  
 
    Lydia shook her head. “No. At least, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Is he coming back with money?” Elizabeth asked. She looked about the room, which appeared more disreputable each time they visited. “Could he be working?” 
 
    “There are no regular hours,” Lydia said. She crossed to her usual stool and plopped down on it. “I don’t think he’s coming back with money or spending it. The first week we were married, we went places and spent money. Then we stopped.” She sighed. 
 
    “He must give you spending money?” Jane protested, moving to sit on the bed.  
 
    Kitty trailed after her. Elizabeth preferred to sit on the clothing chest. By silent agreement, they always left Uncle Phillips the room’s only chair. 
 
    “At first, he gave me plenty of money.” Lydia seemed to brighten at the memory. “Only, I somehow spent too much and didn’t keep enough for food for the whole week. I tried to do better the next week, but there were these boots…” She trailed off with a grimace. 
 
    Elizabeth glanced about the room. She didn’t see boots. “Boots,” she prompted. 
 
    “He made me take them back, even though the shop keeper wouldn’t give us all I’d spent on them. He was very rude.” 
 
    “Mr. Wickham or the shop keeper?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Both of them.” Lydia scowled, the expression robbing her of much of her beauty. “After that, Wickham said he would buy our food because I can’t be trusted to do so, and now I get almost nothing.” 
 
    Elizabeth exchanged a look with their uncle. Lydia was sufficiently like their mother that Elizabeth felt it was likely Mr. Wickham’s actions were justified. Even her father’s income had struggled to keep up with their mother’s spending.  
 
    Uncle Phillips launched into a series of questions about how much Lydia was given, what she spent it on, and what their expenses were, including how much their room cost. His questions were insistent, but his tone patient and calm. Lydia didn’t know all the answers, and sometimes changed her replies, but she painted a clear enough picture. Mr. Wickham had them living very frugally, but not in a state of desperation. 
 
    “So, you see, that’s why I just sit here all day,” Lydia concluded. “I can’t go out, even with my family, when I can’t afford the right gowns and gloves, and slippers, cloaks and hats. I mean, it’s all well and good for you three to walk around appearing so unfashionable, but I’m a married woman.” 
 
    Elizabeth, who’d deliberately worn her worst dress so as not to taunt Lydia, stifled a reply. Jane remained serene, as always. Kitty rolled her eyes ceilingward.  
 
    Lydia’s expression brightened. “Any one of you could loan me money. You all live with the Gardiners. You haven’t any expenses.” 
 
    Jane opened her mouth, but Uncle Phillips raised a staying hand. “Mr. Wickham doesn’t provide you a generous allowance, but you should be able to save for what you need.” 
 
    Lydia made a face. She turned to Jane, expression hopeful. 
 
    Jane looked between their uncle and Lydia, and clamped her mouth shut. 
 
    “Do you know what’s ever so much fun, Lydia, walking in the park,” Kitty said brightly. 
 
    “Ugh. Walking. I only go out to shop and won’t go more than a few blocks until we can afford a carriage,” Lydia proclaimed. 
 
    Kitty cast Elizabeth a look that clearly said, I did my best. 
 
    Elizabeth wondered just where her sister’s allowance went. She wasn’t saving it, yet she only had one new hat, which was trimmed differently every time they visited. Knowing Lydia, she was spending it all on sweets and ribbons and feathers to trim her hat. 
 
    Once it was clear their uncle’s questions were through, Jane changed the subject, with little success. Elizabeth tried next. No one spoke of Lydia’s husband or finances for the rest of the visit. Soon, all other topics were exhausted as well. After what was hardly an hour, they were marching back down the steps to the foyer. 
 
    They all climbed into the carriage in silence. Elizabeth felt almost guilty using the conveyance. She peered out, looking up, but didn’t see Lydia in any of the windows. 
 
    “I don’t understand it,” Uncle Phillips said as the carriage lurched into motion.  
 
    Elizabeth turned to him questioningly.  
 
    “Understand what?” Jane asked. 
 
    Uncle Phillips frowned. “A large portion of their income simply isn’t accounted for.” 
 
    “Mr. Wickham is likely spending it,” Elizabeth suggested. 
 
    “On what?” Uncle Phillips asked. 
 
    Elizabeth gave him a startled look, for that avenue of speculation was fraught with peril, then glanced meaningfully at Kitty, who watched the exchange with interest. “I couldn’t say,” Elizabeth settled for. 
 
    “What I mean is, he’s always struck me as a vain man,” Uncle Phillips clarified. “Yet, he’s obviously not spending on clothes or accommodations. If he’s spending, no matter on what, you’d think he’d also have new boots, a new coat, hat and whatnot. Instead, it looks almost as if he’s sold much of what they had.” 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged. She could think of several ways Wickham could be spending money without gaining possessions, none of which she would bring up to their uncle, or in front of Kitty. Or Jane, for that matter. 
 
    “Maybe he’s saving,” Jane said tentatively.  
 
    Uncle Phillips shook his head. “I suppose it’s not our concern. At least, if he allows Lydia what she claims, she isn’t poor.” 
 
    “Even if she spends frivolously,” Kitty added with a sniff. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The Hursts and Miss Bingley did eventually return, prompting Mr. Bingley to rent the box beside Mr. Darcy’s for an opera, so they could attend en masse. Each box held eight, putting Miss Bingley in the box with Elizabeth’s usual companions, seated between Mr. Darcy and Mr. Searle, with Jane on the other side of Mr. Searle. If she wanted to be charitable to Miss Bingley, Elizabeth might have thought the seating was arranged to give Jane a chance at attracting Mr. Searle, but Elizabeth was not in a charitable mood with regards to Miss Bingley. She was certain Miss Bingley either wanted to present Mr. Searle as a possible rival to Mr. Darcy or wanted to separate Jane from her brother. 
 
    Miss Darcy almost aggressively headed for the box away from Miss Bingley’s seating arrangements. The frown on Miss Bingley’s face suggested to Elizabeth that Miss Darcy was supposed to sit next to Mr. Bingley. Undoubtedly, Kitty would have been relegated to the other box.   
 
     Elizabeth was left seated in Mr. Bingley’s rented box, between Miss Darcy and Mr. Hurst, Mrs. Hurst beyond him. Behind them were Mrs. Annesley, Mrs. Searle, Uncle Phillips and Lady Catherine. 
 
    Though she’d observed Miss Bingley’s machinations, Elizabeth had permitted them to succeed. Not to avoid Mr. Darcy, to whom she’d grown quite accustomed, but on behalf of Miss Darcy. She recalled the young woman’s reaction to the idea of spending time with Miss Bingley. As demure as she was, Miss Darcy couldn’t help but prefer to avoid Bingley’s sister. Elizabeth was in no way demure, yet even she found the woman trying. 
 
    She also noticed that Miss Darcy arranged to be seated on the end of the front row, with Elizabeth beside her and Mrs. Annesley behind her. Elizabeth didn’t mind being employed as a buffer. It showed Miss Darcy was coming to feel at ease with her. She did doubt the precaution was required, as Mr. Hurst, from what little she recalled of him, would almost certainly go to sleep the moment the performance began. 
 
    In that Elizabeth was mistaken, for Mr. Hurst proceeded to go to sleep the moment they were all settled into their seats, not waiting for the performance. Beyond the Hursts, from Mr. Darcy’s box, Elizabeth heard laughter. Leaning forward, she could make out just enough to see Miss Bingley leaning toward Mr. Darcy. Her back was to Elizabeth, but she undoubtedly displayed her assets to their fullest. Elizabeth could see Mr. Darcy looked only at her face. 
 
    Elizabeth leaned back, not wishing his gaze to travel past Miss Bingley’s feather-adorned coiffure and find her watching. She didn’t want Mr. Darcy to think she cared if he flirted with Miss Bingley, because she did not. Even if he’d turned out to be more reticent than haughty, reserved than proud, she still suspected him of splitting up Jane and Mr. Bingley, and he had still said she wasn’t handsome enough to tempt him even to dance.  
 
    While he showed no inclination to repeat the one crime, she still had the luxury of knowing he didn’t find her attractive. Likely, that was why he was so at ease with her, for she’d noticed he was. With her, he sometimes even joked, or teased. If she hadn’t overheard his unguarded words, when he first arrived in Hertfordshire last autumn, she might even assume he was attracted to her. Fortunately, she needn’t worry over that.  
 
    Yes, she thought as Miss Bingley laughed again. It was very fortunate she knew Mr. Darcy didn’t care for her in that way, and that she didn’t care for him like that either. Otherwise, sitting nearby while Miss Bingley flirted with him all evening would be torture.  
 
    Elizabeth resolutely angled her shoulders away from them and toward Miss Darcy. She was, after all, happy to further their friendship and to help Miss Darcy learn to converse in public with more ease. Elizabeth suppressed a grimace as Miss Bingley’s laugh sounded a third time. The woman was being ridiculous. Mr. Darcy couldn’t possibly be saying anything that entertaining. 
 
    Behind Elizabeth, Uncle Phillips and Mrs. Searle were talking quietly, though Mrs. Annesley and Lady Catherine were silent. Elizabeth composed herself, considering and discarding various topics she might employ to draw out Miss Darcy. 
 
    “Mr. Phillips,” Lady Catherine said loudly, breaking into his conversation with Mrs. Searle. “Don’t you think you should take advantage of London and find a better tailor?” 
 
    “I can’t afford a London tailor,” Uncle Phillips said with no sign of discomfort at that admission. 
 
    Elizabeth recognized a hint of amusement in his voice, although she couldn’t understand why. Lady Catherine’s brash tones, coupled with Miss Bingley’s incessant titters, scattered the topics she was sorting in her mind. She let out a sigh, wondering when the opera would begin. 
 
    “It must be embarrassing for your nieces to be seen with someone whose clothes are so outdated,” Lady Catherine said. 
 
    Elizabeth considered interjecting that she wasn’t embarrassed. When she was younger, she was often embarrassed by her mother, making her well aware of that feeling. Mr. Phillips might be common, but she recognized his good heart and respected him for it.  
 
    Besides, embarrassment was a silly emotion. Elizabeth could only dream of when Mrs. Bennet was alive to foster it. She would endure an eternity of mortification to have her mother back. 
 
    “His nieces don’t act as if they’re embarrassed,” Mrs. Searle offered in her usual soothing tone. 
 
    “I doubt they are.” Lady Catherine’s voice was officious as she delivered that contradictory statement. “It’s obvious their dresses were made in the country. I’m sure they don’t know any better.” 
 
    “The eldest would be beautiful in sackcloth and the other two are beautiful in what they are wearing,” Mrs. Searle said firmly. 
 
    “But they aren’t fashionable.” Lady Catherine’s tone conveyed her condemnation. “It’s an embarrassment for Anne and me to be seen with them. I’d thought we would be seated with the Bingleys and Hursts, who dress fashionably.” 
 
    Elizabeth suppressed a laugh. The woman was insufferable. She didn’t know why Miss de Bourgh hadn’t wed yet, to escape her mother. 
 
    “Yet here you are seated beside me,” Uncle Phillips said, still amused. 
 
    “Yes, well, you’re the only person here capable of sensible conversation,” Lady Catherine declared. “Although, your nieces conversation would be better if they, and you, dressed with more of an eye toward fashion.” 
 
    Elizabeth pressed a hand to her mouth to keep her amusement in. What a ridiculous notion. 
 
    “I’ve encouraged my nieces to save,” Uncle Phillips said, speaking slightly louder as the orchestra had begun tuning up. “Fashionable dresses are expensive.” 
 
    “And you teach them by example.” Mrs. Searle, too, sounded slightly amused, though Elizabeth could hardly make out her words over the increasing din. 
 
    Elizabeth’s uncle spoke again, but now she couldn’t hear what was said. The orchestra had launched into full swing. Elizabeth directed her eyes toward the stage. She truly did hope to enjoy the opera, Miss Bingley and Lady Catherine aside. 
 
    A tentative hand touched her sleeve. She turned to find Miss Darcy regarding her with wide eyes. Elizabeth raised an inquiring eyebrow. 
 
    “Your dress is lovely,” Miss Darcy said, barely loud enough to be heard. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. This was the first time Miss Darcy had ventured to speak to her without being prompted. “Thank you, but I’m not upset by Lady Catherine’s observation.” 
 
    “Really? Only, I would have been embarrassed. I thought…” Miss Darcy’s courage failed, her words trailing off and her cheeks reddening. She dropped her gaze. 
 
    “You thought I would need support,” Elizabeth finished for her. “Thank you for that. Your consideration for me is worth more than any compliment.” 
 
    Miss Darcy’s eyes darted back up. “It’s just she’s so intrusive,” she said quietly. She cast a guiltily look behind her, although it was unlikely she could be heard by even the most acute listener. 
 
    Elizabeth looked too. Lady Catherine was talking to Mr. Phillips. Mrs. Searle, ever polite, conversed with Mrs. Annesley.  “Yes,” Elizabeth agreed. “She is.” 
 
    “Anne, I mean Miss de Bourgh, told me about how Mr. Searle talked back to her,” Miss Darcy confided. “I wish I could have heard it.” 
 
    “Are you close with your cousin?” 
 
    “Yes. We write regularly. She’s the only one who understands what it’s like to be… to be me.” Miss Darcy offered a tentative smile. “She said you gave her courage.” 
 
    “Me?” Elizabeth wondered if there was some confusion about Miss de Bourgh’s source of courage. “I can’t think of a single act of courage I’ve carried out around her.”  
 
    “No. It’s not like that.” Miss Darcy shook her head. “My brother wrote me all about some conversations he had with you. There was a conversation about what counted as being accomplished.” She blushed again, obviously aware she was, in truth, accomplished. “He said you were very clever and quoted to me some of the things you said about being accomplished. He wrote in another letter about you standing up to him about something.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s mouth twitched into a smile. “I’d hardly call any of that courageous.” 
 
    Miss Darcy’s look was incredulous. “But it is. My brother can be very intimidating. When he’s angry, he becomes very frightening.” 
 
    “How so?” Elizabeth asked, suddenly concerned for this timid young woman. She glanced toward the other box. No. She couldn’t imagine, even for a moment, Mr. Darcy raising his hand to his sister, or even his voice.  
 
    “Once, I did something very wrong, or rather, almost did something very wrong.” Miss Darcy’s face flushed a bright red. “He was very angry with me. I love my brother, but he was so angry he frightened me. He didn’t hurt me or anything. He didn’t even punish me.” She shook her head, as if to expel the memory. “When he wrote about you, I passed some of what he said on to Anne. She said if she ever met you, she would try to get to know you, so she could learn to stand up to her mother, like you stood up to my brother. That’s why she decided to join you in the park that first day.” 
 
    Elizabeth stared at Miss Darcy, uncertain what to say. She didn’t consider herself courageous or consider Mr. Darcy intimidating. Sometimes haughty and in need of someone to ground him, but not scary. She felt a stab of sympathy for Miss Darcy and Miss de Bourgh. How terrible to be quite so timid. Not that a secondhand description of a conversation could give someone courage. More likely, Miss de Bourgh had simply needed an excuse to defy her mother. 
 
    Song burst forth from the stage. Elizabeth turned toward the sound, realizing the actors had taken their places while she and Miss Darcy spoke. She sat back to watch the opera unfold, her mind going back over Miss Darcy’s words. 
 
    So, it truly had been Miss de Bourgh’s idea to walk with them that first day, and she obviously enjoyed doing so. Why, though, had lady Catherine claimed to encourage the friendship? She’d only moments ago admitted that Elizabeth and her sisters were an embarrassment. 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged. The riddles of Mr. Darcy and his relations would have to wait for another time. She was there to listen to the opera, something she found enjoyable, though she didn’t listen with the rapt attention she observed in Miss Darcy. On her other side, Mr. Hurst snored softly. As the evening wore on, Elizabeth occasionally took her eyes from the performance to look past him. As far as she could see, Mr. Darcy’s attention, like his sister’s, was on the stage, not Miss Bingley. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Part Five 
 
    Hypothetical Beginnings 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    During the interval at the opera, Bingley asked Darcy if he had time for a brandy afterward, at their club. As he deliberately chose a moment when no one was nearby to issue the question, Darcy instantly agreed. It was Bingley’s habit to seek Darcy’s council, and Darcy’s habit to give it. 
 
    After the performance, made less enjoyable than usual by Miss Bingley’s incessant attempts to engage him, Darcy rode home with his sister and Mrs. Annesley. He was in a slightly dour mood, put out that Elizabeth had left him to Miss Bingley all evening, but he dropped his sister and her companion at Darcy House and directed his coachman to go to his club. All the way there, he mulled over Elizabeth’s possible motivations. To his way of thinking, they’d been getting along well.  
 
    Entering the smoky interior of his club, Darcy made his way toward a table at the back, secluded enough for whatever topic Bingley had on his mind that evening. On the way, he politely fielded greetings and fended off invitations. Finally reaching the far side of the room, he sat with his back to the wall and called for a decanter of brandy and two glasses. They arrived before Bingley did. 
 
    When Bingley finally showed up, Darcy sat back to watch his progress across the smoke-swathed room with wry amusement. A span that had taken Darcy nearly a quarter of an hour to traverse took Bingley more than half of one. When he finally pulled out the chair across from Darcy and sat, Bingley’s affability was clearly waning. He reached out and poured two fingers of dark liquid into the empty tumbler. 
 
    “You look as though it’s something important,” Darcy observed. Otherwise, it would have taken Bingley two hours, several hands of cards, and possibly a wager or two to make his way through their club. 
 
    Bingley knocked back a sizable swallow. “It is.” 
 
    Darcy raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “I’m considering asking Miss Bennet to marry me.” Bingley took another gulp of brandy. 
 
    “That is important,” Darcy agreed. He lifted the decanter, for Bingley’s glass was nearly empty. 
 
    Bingley shook his head in the negative. “Look, Darcy, you advised me to leave Hertfordshire because Miss Bennet didn’t love me.” One of Bingley’s fingers tapped against the side of his cut crystal glass in an agitated rhythm. “Do you still think she doesn’t love me? I see her every day, and I simply cannot tell. She’s always amicable, even welcoming, but she seems that way with everyone.” This last, Bingley uttered in anguished tones. 
 
    Mulling over the question, Darcy poured a touch more into his glass and set the decanter down. “I’ve been observing her since we first met the Bennets in the park.” He shook his head. “I’m no longer convinced she doesn’t love you.” 
 
    Bingley sat forward, expression eager. “So, you think she does love me? 
 
    Darcy took a small sip. The brandy burned a trail down his throat. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Bingley grimaced. “You’re no help.” 
 
    “Let’s consider the possibilities,” Darcy replied. “One possibility is that she loves you and has enough modesty and decorum not to show it.” 
 
    Bingley’s eager expression was back. “If I knew that were the case, I would propose immediately.” 
 
    “Another possibility is that she likes you, but doesn’t love you,” Darcy felt obliged to point out. “Would you propose then?” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” Bingley replied. 
 
    “Well, hypothetically, do you think if you married her under those circumstances she would be a bad wife?” 
 
    Bingley frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Darcy suppressed a sigh. Bingley’s good nature made him a great friend, but also rendered him too naive. “Would she allow herself to fall in love with another man? Would she stop being amiable? Would she try to behave in such a way as to make you spend little time with her? Would she shirk any of her wifely duties?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Bingley declared, clearly affronted. “She’s too fine a person for any of the things you mentioned. How you can know her and even--” 
 
    “The last hypothetical possibility is that she actually dislikes you and is pretending, likely because of your wealth, and plans to change after yo--” 
 
    “No,” Bingley cried, half rising. “I know her better than that. She is a private person, but not deceitful.” 
 
    Darcy glanced about, for Bingley’s protest and agitation had drawn attention. He returned his gaze to Bingley, waiting patiently. A flash of insight made Darcy realize some of the behaviors he’d described probably applied to Miss Bingley. Well, it was a good thing he wasn’t fooled by her. After a moment, Bingley sat back down. 
 
    “That was a terrible thing to say,” Bingley muttered. 
 
    “Not as terrible as you not considering the possibility and ending up unhappily married. But I also think that is very unlikely.” 
 
    Bingley offered a sullen nod. 
 
    “That brings us back to our earlier possibilities,” Darcy said. “You must ask yourself, would you be happy if you married her and found out she merely liked you but didn’t love you?” 
 
    Bingley was silent for a long moment. His eyes, abstract, were aimed at the wall behind Darcy. Finally, he shrugged. “I don’t know. Worse, I’ve thought of another hypothetical.” 
 
    “Oh?” Darcy rather thought he’d covered them all. 
 
    “She does like me.” For some reason, Bingley sounded miserable. “She’s so fine a person, she might not want to disappoint me. She might marry me not because she wishes to, but because she can’t bear to see me unhappy.” 
 
    Darcy smiled slightly. “I believe, my friend, that marrying a man out of consideration for his happiness is something only a woman in love would do.” 
 
    That brought a besotted smile to Bingley’s face. 
 
    “Do you think she’s an intelligent person who can look at possibilities and consider them?” Darcy asked. 
 
    “Like we’re doing now?” Bingley nodded. “Yes. She’s smarter than I am.” 
 
    “Then present her with a hypothetical,” Darcy suggested. 
 
    Bingley shook his head. “How can I? She would know what I’m asking. It would be tantamount to a proposal.” 
 
    “I suppose I could ask Miss Elizabeth,” Darcy said. “They’re sisters. She’ll likely know what Miss Bennet is thinking, and she’s intelligent and honest enough not to mislead me if she doesn’t.” 
 
    This time, Bingley’s smile was relieved. “That’s the best idea you’ve had all evening,” he said, and raised his glass in salute. 
 
    *** 
 
    Darcy and Elizabeth tended to easily outwalk the others, her strong stride one of the things that made her an excellent walking companion. In compensation, they often took what she jokingly referred to as long-cuts. These took them out of the way but kept them in sight of the others, returning them to the path later. 
 
    “Let’s see how the flowers are coming along today,” Elizabeth suggested, pointing toward the large bed. 
 
    He nodded, and they left the path the others meandered down. They were tulips, Darcy believed, specially imported from Holland. A large swath had been planted through a lawn central to the looped trail. He and Elizabeth often made several circuits, gauging the height of the leaves. 
 
    “You’ve spent a good deal of time in London,” Elizabeth said as they walked down one side, the buds still tightly closed. “What color will they be?” 
 
    Darcy frowned. Indeed, he spent most springs in London, but generally not in the park, and not looking at flowers. “I can’t recall. I’m not sure if I’ve ever seen them.” 
 
    “Truly?” She sounded surprised. “You don’t usually enjoy the park?” 
 
    “On the contrary, it’s one of the more pleasant venues in London, but I usually ride.” 
 
    “Not walk?” 
 
    He cast her a warm smile. “I hadn’t anyone to walk with.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said and glanced away, but turned back almost immediately. “Well then, we shall discover what color they are together.” 
 
    He was on the verge of saying he’d enjoy that when he recalled that was precisely the sort of thing he shouldn’t say to a woman he wasn’t encouraging, and who wasn’t interested in him. Instead, he decided to turn the conversation to Bingley’s quandary. “Remember the hypothetical situation I talked about when I first met you in London?” 
 
    “Why a woman would hide that she cared for a man, or why she wouldn’t hide that she did not?” Unaccountably, Elizabeth blushed as she spoke. 
 
    “The first,” he replied. “I was hoping to ask you about a similar situation.” 
 
    “Truly?” She cast him a quick look. “The only woman, that I know of at least, who has recently been reacquainted with a gentleman is Miss Bingley. I daresay she made no attempt to hide how she feels.” Elizabeth’s amused tone was underscored by a brittle edge. 
 
    Darcy digested that but could sort no reason from it. “Miss Bingley?” 
 
    “In your hypothetical situation, this new woman is happy to see a man she knows, but then hides her happiness. Or am I recalling incorrectly?” 
 
    “Your recollection is exact, but I’m not speaking of Miss Bingley and, if I may be frank, don’t generally prefer to. She is in no way my reason for invoking this conversation.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s glance was brief, but something bright shimmered in her eyes. “Noted, and I apologize for my assumption. Tell me, then, of what we are speaking?” 
 
    Darcy gave his head a slight shake, thoroughly confused, and reapplied himself to Bingley’s troubles. “Suppose, hypothetically, that a man wants to marry a woman only if she loves him. While he is sure she likes him, he can’t tell if she loves him. She’s a very private person. Could he find out her heart by asking someone close to her?” 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes were wide. She darted a look into the distance, where Miss Bennet and Bingley walked. “Are you telling me this hypothetical gentleman has stated his love?” 
 
    “Hypothetically, yes,” Darcy allowed. 
 
    Elizabeth watched the two for a longer moment. When she turned back to Darcy, her smile was wide. “May I assume the man in question isn’t comfortable asking the person who is close to the woman he loves?” 
 
    “You may,” Darcy said, relieved that she clearly understood who he was speaking about. “In fact, you may assume the gentleman asked a good friend to obtain the information.” 
 
    “So, instead of the couple talking to each other, the man asks his friend, a man, I presume?” 
 
    Darcy nodded. 
 
    “To ask the woman’s friend,” Elizabeth continued. “May I then assume that the woman’s friend is a woman?”  
 
    Darcy nodded again, unable to suppress a smile.  
 
    Amusement and delight danced in Elizabeth’s eyes. “So, this woman is to ask her friend if she is in love with the first gentleman?” 
 
    “Hypothetically,” Darcy said. 
 
     “Well then, hypothetically, she would take the task.” 
 
    “Good,” Darcy said. The whole thing sounded so convoluted the way Elizabeth put it, but he wasn’t certain he wanted to admit that Bingley had asked him to ask Elizabeth to talk to Miss Bennet. After all, there was a chance Miss Bennet didn’t love Bingley. In that case, they would all wish to pretend the question had never been issued.  
 
    “We have made an assumption here,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    “I think we’ve made several assumptions,” Darcy said, pretending a seriousness that he did not feel. What he truly wished was to laugh. “Which one do you mean?” 
 
    She studied him, eyes oddly intent. “We’ve assumed that the man who is a friend of the potential groom is a friend of the woman who is a friend of the potential bride,” Elizabeth said. “After all, the task wouldn’t be trusted to a mere acquaintance.” 
 
    “I think that’s a reasonable assumption,” Darcy said. “But it is only friendship.” He suppressed a sigh.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” she murmured, turning her gaze back to the flowerbed they walked alongside. 
 
    “They both want it that way,” Darcy felt obligated to say. Had his avowal of friendship disappointed her? Was friendship not what she sought?  
 
    “True. They both want it that way,” Elizabeth agreed, crushing his half-formed hope. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth mulled over Darcy’s words for the remainder of the walk, occasionally too distracted to do justice to their conversation. Not what he’d said about the hypothetical question of love. His meaning there was abundantly clear. In fact, his words were a source of joy. One she would like to be embracing. 
 
    Instead, her thoughts kept returning to his avowal of friendship. Just as with his hypothetical couple, his meaning couldn’t be any clearer. He wished them to remain friends, and only friends. 
 
    She was glad he’d reconfirmed that assumption. She liked him too much to mislead him into thinking that she wanted to marry him, and she assumed he liked her too much to want to mislead her. It was best if they both remembered that. Really, it was. She was glad it was settled. 
 
    It took her the remainder of the day to find a time to speak to Jane alone. She finally saw her chance after dinner when their Aunt and Uncle Gardiner, Uncle Phillips and Kitty sat down to a game of whist. She waited while the cards were dealt.  
 
    As soon as play commenced, Elizabeth turned to Jane with a smile. “Jane, could you come look at what I brought from Meryton and give me your advice on what to wear tomorrow? I find the weather’s been growing warmer, but it’s still rather cool out.” 
 
    Jane looked up from the hem she was repairing with inquisitive eyes. It was obvious she felt Elizabeth needed her advice on garments as much as a general required troop placement suggestions from the company cook. Still, she nodded and set her sewing aside. Kitty shot them a curious look but returned her attention to her hand when Elizabeth offered a slight shake of her head. If all went well, they could tell Kitty later that evening when the three of them retired to the room they shared. 
 
    Elizabeth hurried Jane toward their room. Once there, she closed the door firmly behind them. She turned back to find Jane watching her with confused eyes. 
 
    “Lizzy, whatever is it?” 
 
    Elizabeth offered a reassuring smile and gestured to the beds, which filled most of the small room. “Sit with me.” 
 
    Elizabeth settled onto the edge of the larger bed, which she shared with Kitty. Jane sat across from her on the narrow one in which she slept. With little preamble, Elizabeth told Jane first of her original conversation with Mr. Darcy, at least in so far as it pertained to Jane, and then launched into their talk that afternoon. When she reached the part of about the hypothetical gentleman declaring his love to his friend, Jane’s eyes brimmed over with tears.  
 
    Jane pulled out a handkerchief to blot her eyes, reminding Elizabeth that she still hadn’t returned Mr. Darcy’s to him. She hadn’t even laundered it. Keeping his handkerchief was an odd, silly act, but one she persisted in.  
 
    He likely didn’t even recall giving it to her, and she didn’t know why she treasured the small square of fabric so much, but she did. When she was alone, she liked to take it out and trace his initials. Oftentimes, she would hold it to her face and inhale the smell of his laundry and shaving soaps. Somehow, having Mr. Darcy’s handkerchief made her feel more complete in a way she hadn’t since losing her parents and Longbourn. Maybe it was because he exuded such a sense of dependability.  
 
    “And then what?” Jane urged, handkerchief clutched in both hands. 
 
    Elizabeth realized she’d lost the thread of her story. She pressed thoughts of her silly hidden treasure aside and returned to the declaration of love Mr. Bingley had imparted to Mr. Darcy, hypothetically. She finished the rest of the telling as rapidly as she could. 
 
    More tears spilled down Jane’s cheeks. When her lips could be seen behind the dabbing handkerchief, her smile was radiant. Elizabeth couldn’t help but issue an answering smile. Tears stung her eyes, too, but she blinked them back. 
 
    “So,” she finally said, “it comes down to this. Do you love Mr. Bingley?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Jane said, still crying. “With all my heart.” She leapt up, obviously full of energy she had no outlet for. “Oh, Lizzy, this is such wonderful news. All this time, I thought he didn’t love me. I’ve been spending time with him so I could store up the memories for when his interest moved on.” The words spilled out of her. “Now, I’ll have new memories every day.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you at least hint to him how you feel?” Elizabeth asked, truly curious. To let the sort of love Jane felt for Mr. Bingley slip away without trying would be a terrible travesty, one they’d both come close to committing. 
 
    “He is the most wonderful of men and the thought of hurting me would upset him,” Jane said. “Don’t you see that I couldn’t do that to him? I couldn’t show how I feel.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, though she wasn’t fully convinced Jane’s strategy was correct. 
 
    “Thank you, Lizzy,” Jane said, her eyes radiant through her tears. 
 
    Elizabeth stood and embraced her sister. Happiness surged within her, but she suspected it didn’t come near Jane’s own joy. Hugging Jane close, Elizabeth wondered if she would ever know how it felt to have the man she loved ask for her hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day, on their usual afternoon walk, Elizabeth set out with a more hurried stride than usual. She felt nearly giddy at the prospect of imparting the happy news. As the eight of them spent considerable time together, she’d come to know Mr. Bingley well since the afternoon they first encountered the gentlemen in the park. She felt him to be affable, likeable and, if one discounted the idea of someone being too nice, all things good. She couldn’t imagine a better match for her sweet, lovely sister, or for the amiable Mr. Bingley.  
 
    “You seem as if you have news,” Mr. Darcy prompted as soon as they were out of earshot of the others. 
 
    Elizabeth couldn’t contain her smile, though she knew it gave Jane’s answer away. “Jane is deeply in love with Mr. Bingley,” she declared, and proceeded to recount much of what Jane had said the previous evening.  
 
    “I am sure they will be very happy together,” Mr. Darcy said, answering Elizabeth’s smile with one of his own. 
 
    Though she’d suspected from his cooperation that he approved of the match, she was relieved to have her supposition confirmed. That was one down, then. One of her main objections to Mr. Darcy. The first, now nearly forgotten, had turned out to be a lie on Wickham’s part. The second, splitting up Jane and Mr. Bingley, had obviously been done for love of his friend. 
 
    Sadly, the outstanding obstacle to them ever being more than friends wasn’t so easily resolved. After all, what was one to do about being barely tolerable? Elizabeth could parade about in low cut, highly decorated gowns like Miss Bingley did, but if that worked on Mr. Darcy, he’d already be wed. 
 
    Not, she reminded herself firmly, that it really mattered. She didn’t want him to want more than friendship from her. Unfortunately, as they walked side by side across the lawn in the bright winter sun, she was having a terrible time recalling why. 
 
    “Let’s go this way,” Mr. Darcy suggested, angling them away from the tulip bed. 
 
    A glance showed his concentration on the couple coming up the gravel walk, Jane and Mr. Bingley. Mr. Bingley seemed to see them, as well, for he said something to Jane and adjusted their course. They all met beneath the naked, snow glazed limbs of a single oak. 
 
    “Bingley, Miss Bennet,” Mr. Darcy greeted.  
 
    “How are you finding the weather today, Mr. Darcy?” Jane asked. “Elizabeth expressed concern that it’s growing too warm for her preferred pace.” 
 
    “Yes, Darcy,” Mr. Bingley said, his voice oddly strained. “How is the weather? Amiable? Agreeable? In accord?” 
 
    “As you can see for yourself, the weather is lovely,” Mr. Darcy replied, emphasizing the word love. 
 
    “Lovely?” Bingley repeated, his gaze going to Jane. 
 
    Elizabeth had to put a hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter. She hoped the gentlemen didn’t believe themselves subtle. She made to exchange an amused look with Jane, but her sister’s attention was riveted on Mr. Bingley.  
 
    Realizing Mr. Darcy’s and her presence was no longer required, Elizabeth said, “Yes, quite lovely, and definitely perfect for walking fast, as I believe we should return to doing. Don’t you agree, Mr. Darcy?” 
 
    “I do.”  
 
    As quickly as propriety permitted, they hurried away. When the eight of them convened at the end of the walk, Mr. Bingley announced that Jane had accepted his proposal. He promised to call on them at the Gardiners’ that evening, to talk to their uncle. 
 
    Uncle Phillips gave his blessing, for Jane was old enough not to require his permission. Congratulations were given all round, even by Lady Catherine. As no one saw any reason to wait, especially Jane and Mr. Bingley, the wedding was planned for as soon as the banns were read. This, of course, sparked a flurry of activity. 
 
    Several afternoons later, while Mrs. Gardiner and Jane were out making arrangements for Jane’s trousseau, Elizabeth and Kitty took the Gardiner children to the park. As usual for a sunny day, other children were already playing there, many known to their cousins. Soon, Elizabeth and Kitty sat alone on a bench, watching the youngsters play. 
 
    “Soon, Jane will have children,” Kitty said with a melancholy sigh. “And you and Mr. Darcy will be next.” 
 
    “What?” Elizabeth asked in sudden alarm. “Why would you think that?” Had Kitty found his handkerchief? That could be disastrous. Especially after Lydia’s behavior. Uncle Phillips might feel obligated to press them into a union, and Mr. Darcy, aware she knew he didn’t wish to wed her, would believe she’d trapped him. Not that a handkerchief could trap him. What was she thinking? 
 
    “Lizzy, you walk with him every day.” 
 
    Relief calmed Elizabeth’s nerves. “We only spend time together to allow you other couples a chance to be alone.” 
 
    “Colonel Fitzwilliam and I are not a couple,” Kitty said. To Elizabeth’s shock, Kitty quickly dashed tears from her eyes. 
 
    “Kitty, what is it?” she asked. “Has Colonel Fitzwilliam done something to upset you?” 
 
    “Of course not, but, oh Lizzy, I’m in love with him,” Kitty whispered. New tears built in her eyes. 
 
    “But why is that something to cry about?” It stabbed at Elizabeth’s heart, to see her little sister’s tears. “He must love you too. You spend so much time together. He isn’t the sort of man to raise your hopes only to dash them.” 
 
    “No, he isn’t, which is why he told me very early in our acquaintance that he’s not courting me.” Kitty scrubbed her gloved palms against her cheeks, sopping up tears. 
 
    Pique shot through Elizabeth. Did all men who had a parent born a Fitzwilliam believe in not courting the young lady they were spending time with? “Why would he do that?”  
 
    “It’s my fault,” Kitty said miserably. “Once, we were catching up to you two and Colonel Fitzwilliam said we should slow down. I asked him why and he said that he wanted to give Mr. Darcy a chance to be alone with you.” Kitty turned more fully toward Elizabeth on the bench, her face molded into indignation. “Well, I told Colonel Fitzwilliam that I didn’t think you were interested in Mr. Darcy and that I should know, being your sister. I even told him how Mr. Darcy said you aren’t handsome enough to tempt him.” 
 
    Elizabeth winced. She could have done without those words being repeated to more of their acquaintances. 
 
    “Colonel Fitzwilliam said that every unmarried woman in England is interested in Mr. Darcy,” Kitty continued, her words rapid with a mixture of annoyance and anguish. “Then he said that Mr. Darcy is too conscious of his position as a good catch to give a woman false hopes, so he must care for you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t,” Elizabeth asserted, cutting into her sister’s tirade. “We walk together to allow other couples time with each other.” Every woman must want to marry Mr. Darcy? Typical Fitzwilliam arrogance. At least Mr. Darcy knew the truth, even if his cousin did not. Elizabeth wasn’t interested in Mr. Darcy, and Mr. Darcy was quite happy to accept that. 
 
    “Well, Colonel Fitzwilliam doesn’t believe that you aren’t after Mr. Darcy.” Kitty’s tone was glum. “I reiterated my opinion, in your defense. Colonel Fitzwilliam said that even a man without property must be careful about raising false hopes and that Mr. Darcy always would be, no matter what the lady in question chose to say she felt on the subject.” Kitty shot Elizabeth a look that conveyed how incredulous she’d found those words. “Well, that made me angry, and I said some things I regret.” Her expression changed from indignant back to sorrowful. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Elizabeth said, aware of how Kitty’s temper sometimes ran away with her. “You’d best tell me what you said.” 
 
    Kitty nodded. Elizabeth kept half an eye on the children, but she listened to every word her sister said. By the time Kitty was through, Elizabeth realized it was time to have another hypothetical conversation with Mr. Darcy. 
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Not much for prevarication, Darcy did concede to being deliberately vague when he told Bingley he was going out to run an errand. He’d spoken with Elizabeth the previous afternoon, on a somewhat delicate matter. If the issue didn’t resolve itself amicably, Darcy was sure the parties involved wouldn’t wish word of his errand spread around. 
 
    Darcy directed his coachman toward the Earl of Matlock’s residence, knowing he would find Richard alone there. Neither his widowed mother or his older brother were in London at the moment. If they had been, Richard likely would be residing with Bingley in Darcy’s home. His older brother drove him mad by lording over him, and his mother with her matchmaking. 
 
    Darcy permitted a wry smile as his carriage jostled through the London streets. In view of his errand that morning, he would soon end up in the same category as Richard’s mother. That was, unless things went amiably, and Darcy hoped they would. He could tell by observing them that Miss Kitty made Richard happy. Moreover, on a selfish note, should both Bingley and Richard bind themselves to Bennet sisters, much of the disgrace of having Wickham as a family member would be mitigated.  
 
    His carriage rolled to a halt before the Earl of Matlock’s residence. Darcy alighted and jogged up the steps. Unlike when Richard visited Darcy House, Darcy waited patiently in the foyer after being allowed in, while the butler went to announce him. 
 
    Moments later, Richard himself came out to greet Darcy. “Darcy, what an unexpected surprise.” His expression was one of clear curiosity, for it was unusual for Darcy to seek his cousin at home and uninvited. “Is this an office or a parlor discussion?” 
 
    Darcy inclined his head in greeting. “Parlor.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” Richard said and turned to lead the way toward the earl’s well-appointed front parlor. “Can I send for anything?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    They settled into the parlor. Darcy claimed what he deemed the least uncomfortable chair. Richard’s older brother, as Lady Catherine, seemed to select his furniture more by expense and ostentation than function.  
 
    “Well?” Richard said, his expression expectant. “What brings you here?” 
 
    “I had a conversation with Miss Elizabeth,” Darcy said.  
 
    Richard’s eyebrows shot up. “Did you, now?” 
 
    Darcy frowned, unsure of the source of his cousin’s enthusiasm. “Yes, and--” 
 
    “Are congratulations in order?” Richard asked, leaning forward in his seat. 
 
    “What?” Darcy shook his head. “That will be up to you, I suppose.” 
 
    “Up to me?” Now Richard looked as confused as Darcy felt. “Why?” 
 
    “Will you let me speak?” Darcy didn’t bother to hide his annoyance. 
 
    “I think I’d better.” 
 
    Darcy watched for a moment to make sure Richard was through with his interruptions and conjectures. Satisfied, he began with, “Let me bring up a hypothetical situation between two hypothetical parties.” 
 
    Richard’s confusion didn’t wane, but he nodded.  
 
    “Suppose, for example,” Darcy continued, “that someone who is young and naïve gets angry and says several things she regrets. Perhaps these things are along the lines of not every woman wishing to throw herself at every man who pays her attention. She may even have included angry words declaring that the specific, hypothetical, man she was speaking to would never interest her in that way.” 
 
    Richard coughed. “Yes, well, hypothetically, that sounds like a private conversation.” 
 
    Darcy nodded. “I imagine it was. However, what if the young woman in question realizes that in her moment of anger, she drove away a potential suitor? Now, she is too shy to speak to him directly. Would it be appropriate for a third party to bring it to the potential suitor’s attention without implying a commitment on the part of either party?” 
 
    Richard leaned back in his chair, jaw set. “That depends. Did this hypothetical young woman say what else she might have done to drive away the suitor?” 
 
    It was Darcy’s turn to be surprised. Elizabeth hadn’t told him of anything else. “I suppose I would have to consult the hypothetical confidant of the young woman.” He looked the question at Richard. “Or would you care to enlighten me?” 
 
    Richard frowned. For a long moment, he drummed his fingers on the lion-carved arm of his chair. Finally, he shrugged. “She said she was too young to consider marriage, that I… rather, our hypothetical gentleman, was too old for her, that she enjoyed the status of spending time with a colonel in the regulars because her younger sister would be envious, as her younger sister had married a lieutenant in the militia, but that was the extent of this colonel’s attraction.” Richard scowled. “She also said she felt she had several years of enjoyment before she married and meant to make the most of them.” Richard fell silent. He glared at Darcy, as if daring him to counter such harsh words. 
 
    Darcy hadn’t heard any of that from Elizabeth, and suspected Miss Kitty’s courage had failed her when it came to admitting the depths of her error. What he also heard, and observed, was the hurt and anger that radiated from his cousin. Richard wouldn’t show so much emotion unless he possessed strong feelings for Miss Kitty. Darcy had one more piece of information, a very important piece, but Elizabeth had advised him to impart it with the utmost care.  
 
    Wanting to confirm his guess about the depths of Richard’s attachment, he ventured, “Yet, our hypothetical couple still spends a great deal of time in each other’s company. That seems to point to some level of attraction, on both sides.” 
 
    Richard answered with a scowl. His hands curled over the lions’ heads on his chair arms. “I think that a man so firmly and excessively rebuked would be hard pressed to put himself at risk for further abuse.” 
 
    Yes, Richard definitely cared enough to be stung, but was it simply pride, or did he hold affection for Miss Kitty? Darcy tried another tact. “Perhaps we should consider what could have precipitated such an outpouring?”  
 
    Richard’s flush was telling. “The gentleman may have stated that he was only spending time with the young lady to give his cousin a chance to court someone else. A cousin who, by the way, isn’t fooling anyone with his pretense at not being interested in the young lady.” 
 
    “The cousin is not interested in the young lady,” Darcy said, realizing, even as he spoke, that he lied. Rather, he would never admit his interest, since it wasn’t reciprocated. “And that’s not what we’re speaking about. Back to the first young lady, don’t you think her pride may have been pricked to the point of somewhat justifying her anger, even if she did permit her words to go too far?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Richard’s tone was sullen.  
 
    “And would you not agree that such anger likely stems, at its heart, from affection?” Darcy suggested, playing his final card. 
 
    Richard’s gaze snapped up to meet Darcy’s. “Affection?” 
 
    “Hypothetically speaking, yes.” 
 
    Richard stood and crossed to the mantle. He took up a poker and stirred the fire, which didn’t need attention. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “My information comes from Miss Elizabeth.” 
 
    Richard nodded, still poking at the fire. He cast a glance Darcy’s way. “And you’re also sure about the cousin? That he wasn’t seeking space to court the young lady? 
 
    “Absolutely,” Darcy said, hoping Richard couldn’t read the strain in his truncated reply. 
 
    Richard scrutinized Darcy for a long moment. Darcy didn’t let his gaze waver. Finally, Richard turned to shove the poker back in its stand. Darcy raised his eyebrows, taking in the vehemence of the gesture. 
 
    Richard turned back. He dusted his palms on his breeches. “Thank you. I will take your hypothetical situation under advisement.” 
 
    Darcy nodded and stood but a question occurred to him. “Whatever happened to your general’s heiress-hunting nephew?” 
 
    A smile flickered across Richard’s face. “I told my general the truth, although I was tempted to tell him the rumors were false. I wanted to say that there were no diamonds or gold, only one heiress, whose mother is a fire-breathing dragon, and three goats his nephew wouldn’t want, but didn’t. I said the girls were pretty, had a bit of money, and the one girl was my cousin and was very wealthy, though not as pretty. He ordered his nephew to investigate and his nephew told him that he wasn’t in the military and didn’t need to obey orders from an interfering relative.” 
 
    Darcy raised his eyebrows. “You can rely on me not to repeat what you considered saying and not to tell Anne what you did.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Darcy shook his head. “I’ll show myself out,” he said and headed from the parlor. 
 
    Colonel Fitzwilliam and Miss Kitty Bennet became engaged the following day. 
 
    *** 
 
    Darcy was at his desk wending his way through a pile of unanswered invitations when Mr. Searle was announced. Bingley was out scouring the city for a home to rent or buy for him and Miss Bennet, but Georgiana and Mrs. Annesley were in the front parlor. No request for privacy had been conveyed but, in keeping with recent happenings, Darcy had a strong suspicion why Mr. Searle had come. He asked his butler to show Searle directly to his office. 
 
    Darcy stood when his butler showed Searle in. He gestured to the chair across from him. “Mr. Searle, welcome. Please, sit. Would you care for anything?” 
 
    Searle shook his head as he took the offered seat. “No, thank you.” 
 
    Darcy nodded to his butler, who bowed and left, then retook his seat. He was pleased he’d taken the time to replace both chairs, along with most of the furniture in Darcy House, with well-made, comfortable, clean-lined pieces. He imagined Mr. Searle was the type to note such modern touches. Indeed, Searle was looking about the large office, expression appreciative.  
 
    “How can I help you?” Darcy asked. 
 
    Searle turned to face him. “I want to talk to you about Miss de Bourgh.” 
 
    Darcy suppressed a smile. Not only was his guess correct, but he realized he was pleasantly startled by Searle’s bluntness. He’d expected… well, a hypothetical situation. “All right.” 
 
    “I’m considering asking her to marry me, but I foresee several obstacles.” 
 
    Darcy nodded, ordering his mind into seriousness. “Such as?” 
 
    “For one, I got off on the wrong foot with Lady Catherine.” Searle grimaced. “Can you recommend a way to rectify that?” 
 
    Darcy was shaking his head before Searle had the question out. “No, but if it’s any consolation, there’s almost no one she’s actually on good terms with.” Oddly, he realized, that short list included Elizabeth’s uncle. 
 
    Searle nodded, not appearing surprised. “Let’s set aside that issue for now, then. Moving on, is there anything to Lady Catherine’s insistence that you and Miss de Bourgh are engaged?” 
 
    “The so-called engagement consists of our mothers thinking it would be a good idea for us to marry,” Darcy said. “There are numerous obstacles to the match, even if you overlook the fact that neither Anne or I wish for the union. Anne dislikes Pemberley. I love it. I have no interest in Rosings. Anne will inherit it.” 
 
    “So, there is nothing there?” Searle pressed. 
 
    “The only obligation I’ve felt was that I should consider Anne as a possibility. I’ve met that obligation,” Darcy said.  
 
    “Lady Catherine doesn’t agree.” Searle’s tone was dry. 
 
    “She should be pleased with you as a suitor for Anne,” Darcy said, employing a candor equal to Searle’s. “As you pointed out, you are quite wealthy. Lady Catherine puts a lot of stock in wealth.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not a gentleman.” Searle emphasized the last word. 
 
    “I don’t think Anne cares,” Darcy offered. 
 
    “I don’t think she does either.” Searle’s expression grew thoughtful. “She did say something once, about her father’s will.” He frowned. “She implied her mother could somehow punish her for making her own choice about whom to wed. She wasn’t talking about us marrying, just a general comment.” 
 
    Darcy knew his cousin well enough to realize she wouldn’t have mentioned marriage, even in passing, unless she was considering the union. It seemed Anne was also able to convey information hypothetically. “I’ve read Sir Lewis’ will.” He took a moment to sort through his recollections for what Anne must mean. “The problem is there, but it’s nothing insurmountable. If Lady Catherine doesn’t approve of Anne’s marriage she can keep her, and her husband, out of Rosings. The house is Lady Catherine’s for her lifetime. The money from the estate will still go to Anne. She can run Rosings or arrange for a steward to manage the estate.”  
 
    Darcy realized that, in essence, Anne was warning Searle not to marry her for the prestige of Rosings. Lady Catherine was in robust health. If she wished, it could be years before Anne and a husband of hers could reside in their country seat. 
 
    Searle was silent for a long moment. “How is Rosings run now?” he finally asked. 
 
    That, Darcy didn’t need time to recall. “Lady Catherine runs the household. Anne and her mother have been consulting with the steward to run everything else.” 
 
    “Miss de Bourgh and her mother work together with the steward?” Searle raised his eyebrows. “How does that go?” His tone was as skeptical as his expression. 
 
    Darcy offered a slight smile. “Better than you would imagine. Anne has insisted on more charity but has admitted to me that her mother was right to deny it to one family. She found, in retrospect, that they were taking advantage of her generosity. Her other charitable efforts have been sound. I know because she and Lady Catherine have them all investigated. I sometimes think more so they can keep score than ensure the money is well placed. When it’s only Richard and me visiting, they argue about it incessantly.” 
 
    “Where to bestow charitable efforts is often a difficult decision,” Searle said with feeling. “I’ve recently hired someone to ferret out people who wish to take advantage of my generosity.” 
 
    “It’s painful to discover you’ve given to those not genuinely in need,” Darcy agreed. Not only did it make you feel a fool, but it took funds from those who required them most. “That’s why I confine my charity to people who live on or near my estate.” 
 
    Searle’s eyes narrowed. “I can appreciate that, I really can. Now that I have someone to investigate those I give to, however, a donation made to my fund truly would be well made.” 
 
    Darcy was more inclined to guffaw than be offended. He’d walked into that. 
 
    Searle sat forward in his chair, expression earnest. “I realize it’s difficult for people to understand that someone who is disabled by war wounds might still be able to earn a little money, even if it isn’t enough to support his family.” 
 
    “Not that difficult,” Darcy conceded. “A man might be injured in a variety of ways and be taught a variety of skills.” 
 
    “Precisely, and the majority of your donation would go to investigating potential employment and teaching skills, so men can be placed where they can work,” Searle said. “My organization only gives money directly to people who only partially depend upon it. The best candidates are those who manage, despite their hardships, to do what they can to support themselves.” 
 
    Searle went on to describe his philosophy as giving a cane to a man who needed it to walk rather than carting him around in a wheelbarrow that had been used on the farm. That, he felt, doomed the man and reduced the productivity of the farm. Listening to Searle, Darcy worried he had been freer with the wheelbarrow than the cane.  
 
    Fortunately for his own self-image, Darcy realized he routinely gave to families that had an unusual hardship that led to temporary problems. He did not want any of his tenants to eat their seeds because a broken leg temporarily limited their income, for example. In that, he wasn’t creating people dependent on charity, but seeing them through hard times. By the time Searle was done, Darcy was writing out a donation order for his man of business. 
 
    “Thank you,” Searle said with a cheerful grin. 
 
    “I’m happy to help.” Darcy meant it, but his tone was dry. 
 
    Searle’s smile slipped. “Finally getting a donation out of you really isn’t why I came.” He leveled a worried look on Darcy. “Do you think Miss de Bourgh would be unhappy if she couldn’t live at Rosings?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Darcy admitted. “I’m unsure how much the prestige of living in a beautiful country estate means to Anne.” 
 
    “Could you find out for me?” Searle asked. “Without, well, letting her know why you want to know?” 
 
    Another hypothetical situation. Darcy wasn’t sure he wished to commit to that. His role as matchmaker was beginning to verge on the absurd. “Why don’t you just ask her?” 
 
    “It is a bit delicate,” Searle replied. “You know, since I’m thinking of marrying her.” 
 
    “Then, why not directly ask that?” Darcy suggested. “Surely, Anne is capable of understanding the connection between a proposal and the risk of losing the right to live at Rosings. She’s the one who broached the subject of her father’s will, after all.” 
 
    Searle shook his head. “It’s not simply the issue of Rosings.” He gave a helpless shrug. “If I ask and she says no, we’ll both be embarrassed. It will ruin our comradery, and the group’s.” He offered a wistful smile. “I’m not often accepted by people who are as wealthy as I am, and less wealthy people heap a great deal of expectation on me. I’m rather enjoying having friends. I don’t want to lose this.” His gesture included him and Darcy, seated on either side of the desk. 
 
    “My friendship, or Bingley’s and Richard’s, is hardly so mercurial,” Darcy pointed out, tone dry.  
 
    “No, of course not,” Searle hastened to say. “But, things wouldn’t be the same. You know that.” 
 
    Darcy nodded, acknowledging the fact. He, too, was enjoying their group of eight, and things would change if Searle offered for Anne and his cousin refused. “You underestimate yourself. You have much to offer.” 
 
    “Maybe, but Miss de Bourgh is so much above me. She’s the daughter of a baron and the granddaughter of an earl. I’m the son of a printer and the grandson of a cobbler.” 
 
    “Your father was hardly just a printer,” Darcy pointed out. 
 
    “Well, he left before his apprenticeship was over, so he wasn’t even a printer,” Searle said with a slight smile. “But I know what you’re alluding to.” He shook his head. “In a way, this is his fault. He had me raised as a gentleman, and now I wish for a gentleman’s life and have come to care for the sort of woman a gentleman would marry.” 
 
    “Not to be indelicate, but why did he send you to Eton and Oxford?” 
 
    Searle’s gaze became slightly abstract. “He planned for me to marry into the gentry. He originally decided I would become a gentleman and would be given a comparable amount to my sisters. Then my older brother, who was supposed to inherit my father’s empire, died when I was twenty. When I became the heir, my training had not gone in the intended direction.” 
 
    Darcy nodded. He’d heard something to that effect, but he didn’t care to trust rumor. “As I said before, I don’t believe Anne cares.” 
 
    “Will she care, do you think, about my sisters? They were given good dowries, but they married into trade.” He firmed his expression. “Anyone who marries me will have to accept my sisters. They have their own families, but they will be part of my family.” 
 
    “I would hope so,” Darcy said. Just as anyone who married Elizabeth would have to accept Mr. Phillips, which wasn’t difficult, and Mr. Wickham, which would be very difficult.  
 
    Darcy hated the hard ball of anger that formed in his gut at the thought. Why did Wickham have to attach himself to the Bennet family? Not that it truly mattered. Elizabeth wasn’t interested in permitting Darcy to bind himself to her family, and he wasn’t interested in her. He frowned slightly, trying to recall, aside from Mr. Wickham, why exactly that was again. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Darcy brought his focus back to Searle to find the man studied him intently. “Pardon?” 
 
    “You were frowning. Do you fear Miss de Bourgh won’t be able to accept my sisters and their families?” 
 
    “I have no such thought,” Darcy assured him. “She went out of her way to befriend Miss Elizabeth and her sisters, and all of their remaining relations are in trade.” 
 
    Searle seemed to consider that for a long moment. “Befriend and marry aren’t the same, though, are they?” He shook his head. “And even if Miss de Bourgh can accept my sisters, could she accept being denied Rosings?” 
 
    Darcy took in the note of desperation in Searle’s voice. Resigned, he said, “How about I find out for you?” 
 
    “Could you?” Searle was even more enthusiastic than when he spoke of his charitable endeavors. “But, with care, so if she doesn’t want to defy her mother and lose access to Rosings for me, we can carry on as we are now.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Darcy said. “I’ll make sure any questions put to Anne are asked purely hypothetically.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was unaccountably agitated. After much teasing on the part of their group, Mr. Darcy had finally invited them all to dinner at Darcy House. She hadn’t participated in that teasing, knowing his reason for putting off the inevitable was because Georgiana must be called on to play hostess. Mr. Darcy had been waiting until his sister grew more comfortable around his newer acquaintances before putting the pressure of a gathering on her. 
 
    To Elizabeth’s relief, he’d somehow conspired to hold the dinner on an evening when Miss Bingley and the Hursts were unavailable. She knew this was out of consideration for Miss Darcy, who showed a marked disinclination toward Miss Bingley. Elizabeth liked to imagine Mr. Darcy also preferred not to entertain Bingley’s sister. Certainly, Elizabeth didn’t enjoy having the woman around. Although she and Mr. Darcy were only good friends, watching Miss Bingley hurtle herself at him was almost maddening.  
 
    As an added boon, Lady Catherine had plans with Uncle Phillips and Mrs. Searle. Elizabeth didn’t know how Mr. Darcy had managed that, but she was impressed. He was subtler than she’d realized, and very considerate of his shy sister. 
 
    She’d been surprised, and dismayed, not to have found time yet for her piano playing with Miss Darcy. As much as Elizabeth enjoyed her friends, once she had a reason to spend time without the group, she’d quickly realized they all filled each other’s days. Of course, soon Jane and Kitty would be wed, and maybe Miss de Bourgh and Mr. Searle, if Elizabeth carried out her mission for the evening successfully. Then, she would have plenty of time to spend with Miss Darcy. 
 
    Uncle Phillips had given them the carriage to go to Mr. Darcy’s, as Mr. Searle had two and Mrs. Searle had offered him a seat in hers. To Elizabeth’s mind, when Jane and Kitty were finally ready, and they set out toward Darcy House, their coachman was particularly slow. Or maybe the streets were excessively crowded. She peered out the window frequently. They seemed only to inch toward Mr. Darcy’s home. 
 
    “Elizabeth, what are you looking for?” Kitty asked, watching her from across the carriage.  
 
    “Yes, Elizabeth, whatever are you looking for?” Jane repeated, expression amused. 
 
    “Nothing.” Elizabeth dropped the curtain back in place. Immediately, her fingers twitched with the desire to pull it open again. “I’m simply wondering at our slow progress.” 
 
    Twin lines appeared on Kitty’s forehead. “Slow? We’re moving right along.” 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged and peeked out the window again. 
 
    When they finally arrived, she ascended the wide steps with a strange abundance of nervousness. She wondered if the feeling was at all akin to the nerves her mother used to claim. She hoped she wasn’t becoming susceptible to them. 
 
    The exterior of Darcy House wasn’t truly any different from the other stately homes along the street. Maybe neater, she thought, and in the best repair. Certainly, it appeared stately.  
 
    Inside, the same could be said for the foyer. Stately. Clean lines, to her relief. Considerably more elegant than Mr. Searle’s home, but not as lacking in function as Lady Catherine’s. If Elizabeth had any small complaint, as they were shown to a large parlor, it was that Mr. Darcy’s home was dark. Not through lack of light, but through taste in wood and wall colors. She felt a touch of sympathy for Miss Darcy and Mrs. Annesley, for Darcy House was an almost oppressively masculine place. 
 
    For once, Elizabeth and her sisters weren’t the first to arrive. When they were shown into the hunter green and walnut accented parlor, Colonel Fitzwilliam and Miss de Bourgh were already inside, along with Mr. Darcy, Miss Darcy and Mr. Bingley. All three gentlemen came to their feet immediately and hurried across the room. Elizabeth was aware of the amused look Miss de Bourgh cast toward Miss Darcy, and equally aware that Miss Darcy didn’t notice.  
 
    Miss Darcy had her face angled toward her hands, which were clenched in her lap. She was obviously doing her best to look small, rather than rise to greet the influx of guests. Elizabeth felt both sympathy and exasperation. Over the past few weeks, Miss Darcy had come to know her, Jane and Kitty. There should be nothing frightening about them. 
 
    Then Mr. Darcy stood before her, filling Elizabeth’s view. He was, as always, dressed with understated perfection. Mr. Darcy, unlike Mr. Bingley, didn’t dabble in bright colors or elaborate embroidery. He bowed over her hand, reawakening nerves that had settled somewhat. 
 
    “Welcome to my home,” he said, his voice pitched low. 
 
    Elizabeth rather thought he should be welcoming her sisters as well, but each was already being led back to the collection of chairs and couches by their betrotheds. Under the circumstances, she couldn’t fault Mr. Darcy for neglecting them. Or for focusing all his attention on her. 
 
    She pressed down the inexplicable urge to blush. “And a very lovely home it is, Mr. Darcy.” 
 
    He let her hand go, his touch lingering as if in reluctance, then cast his gaze about the room. “I am fond of it.” He turned back with the slightest of smiles. “But I sense a caveat in your tone.” 
 
    Elizabeth was startled into a low laugh. “I truly do find your home elegant.” 
 
    “But?” he prompted. 
 
    “Well, it’s only, and mind you I’ve seen very little so far, but it does seem rather a dark pallete.”  
 
    He looked around again, thoughtful. “In the daylight with the curtains open, there is considerable light.” 
 
    “Of course,” she murmured. “But then, light doesn’t really change what colors are used, does it?” 
 
    A smile played across his lips. “You never let me prevaricate.” 
 
    “What sort of friend would I be if I did?” 
 
    “Not half so dear a one as you are.” 
 
    Again, though he’d said nothing out of the ordinary, she felt oddly compelled to blush. Ruthlessly, she squelched the inclination. “I do not mean to cut our conversation short, but I suppose I must apply myself to the mission you and Mr. Searle have set me. Once he arrives, as he’s bound to at any moment, I’ll be hard pressed to speak to Miss de Bourgh alone.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy nodded and turned to gesture Elizabeth toward the couches. She thought perhaps he appeared disappointed, but perhaps she simply wished him to be. If he was, the fault was his. He was the one who, during their walk the pervious afternoon, had tasked her with taking Miss de Bourgh aside to discover her feelings.  
 
    Mr. Searle had asked Mr. Darcy to do it, but Mr. Darcy worried that if he spoke in private with Miss de Bourgh, word would somehow reach her mother. Mr. Darcy was always exceedingly careful not to provide Lady Catherine with fuel for her obsessive insistence that he and Miss de Bourgh wed. For that matter, so was Miss de Bourgh. 
 
    Elizabeth left Mr. Darcy’s side and crossed to the sofa on which Miss Darcy and her cousin sat. She had the length of the room to formulate a plan for getting Miss de Bourgh alone, but still hadn’t settled on one by the time she reached them. Could she simply sit between the two and whisper in Miss de Bourgh’s ear? She could hear Jane, Kitty, Mr. Bingley and Colonel Fitzwilliam all discussing their plans for what they’d decided would be a joint wedding. Perhaps only Miss Darcy would overhear. She certainly wouldn’t repeat anything. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth,” Miss de Bourgh greeted. She turned to Miss Darcy. “Georgiana, would you mind if I showed Miss Elizabeth the library here? I believe she’ll truly enjoy it, and once dinner begins, well, I may not find another moment to show her.” 
 
    Miss Darcy looked up, seeming surprised to be addressed. She cast a glance toward her brother, but he was applying his attention to the wedding discussion. “I can show you,” she finally said, her words almost a question. 
 
    There was a flicker of annoyance in Miss de Bourgh’s eyes, but she smiled at her young cousin. “That would be lovely of you,” she said and stood. 
 
    Elizabeth followed the two across the parlor, answering Mr. Darcy’s questioning look with a shrug. She wasn’t disinclined to see the library, but Darcy House’s books couldn’t be half so interesting as learning Miss de Bourgh’s objective. In view of her dismay at Miss Darcy’s offering to accompany them, Elizabeth guessed Miss de Bourgh wished to speak with her alone. Elizabeth found their parallel objectives amusing. 
 
    Elizabeth enjoyed their walk through the house, happy to take in every detail. When they entered the library, she was forced to withdraw her earlier assumption that the room and its contents wouldn’t be as interesting as her companion. Mr. Darcy’s library was the most extensive she’d seen.  
 
    Further, the sight of so many books, obviously cherished, reminded her of her father. His library in Longbourn had been his favorite place. With a twinge of guilt, Elizabeth realized she hadn’t thought about her father for several days. Somehow, it didn’t seem right not to think about him daily. Elizabeth headed toward the nearest set of shelves, as much for a moment of privacy to shake off her sorrow as to see what they contained.  
 
     “Georgiana, I am so sorry, but I misled you,” Miss de Bourgh said. “I knew Miss Elizabeth would enjoy the library, but that’s not my real reason for asking to show it to her.” 
 
    Elizabeth turned back to find Miss Darcy staring at her cousin with wide eyes. 
 
    “I would like to ask her advice on something private,” Miss de Bourgh continued. She turned to Elizabeth. “I’ve had trouble finding a time when we could be alone.” 
 
    “Oh,” Miss Darcy said, crestfallen. She looked back and forth between the two. “I could stand in the hall until you’re done?” 
 
    Elizabeth offered her a sympathetic smile. “It’s a large room. Why don’t you go to that corner to read, and we’ll talk over there, by the fireplace?” She didn’t like to think of Miss Darcy alone and forlorn, lingering in the hall. 
 
    Miss Darcy’s expression brightened. “Let me know when you are done,” she said and hurried across the room. She went directly to a set of books bound in dark crimson and pulled one free. 
 
    “That was very kind of you,” Miss de Bourgh said, and she and Elizabeth walked to the fireplace, elegantly clad in clean white marble.  
 
    “What did you want to speak to me about?” Elizabeth asked, although she was sure she knew. She worked to keep amusement from her voice. How had she and Mr. Darcy become matchmakers? 
 
    Miss de Bourgh drew in a deep breath. “I’ve become interested in Mr. Searle.” She angled her body so she stood with her back to Miss Darcy, who’d seated herself with her back to them. 
 
    “Interested?” Elizabeth prompted. Not exactly an avowal of a love so strong that Miss de Bourgh would be willing to give up living in Rosings for it. 
 
    “As in, I’m hoping he’ll propose,” Miss de Bourgh clarified, her voice pitched low. “And I believe he will, any day now.” 
 
    Elizabeth couldn’t imagine what the trouble was, then. “Yet you’ve come to me because?” 
 
     Miss de Bourgh bit her lip. “I’ve not had many suitors, ever. I’ve come to realize, over the years, that I don’t inspire great affection. Yet I do believe him interested.” She looked down at her tightly twined hands. “I’m afraid he might want Rosings, not me,” she said in a rush. “I’ve tried to make him aware that wedding me is unlikely to gain him Rosings for some time. More than that, though, I hate living there.” 
 
    “First,” Elizabeth said, her tone a touch sharp. “I do not accept that you don’t inspire affection. My sisters and I have come to care a great deal for you. You’re a lovely, good natured, witty companion. If you’ve lacked suitors, it’s certainly because your mother scared them away.” 
 
    Miss de Bourgh stared at Elizabeth with round eyes, making her resemble her taller, younger cousin much more than usual. 
 
    Elizabeth eased her harsh demeanor with a smile. “Second, what if I told you, hypothetically speaking, that I have it on good authority that the only reason Mr. Searle hasn’t proposed yet is because he understands that your mother can keep you out of Rosings for so long as she’s alive, and he’s worried you’ll refuse him rather than give up your home? Furthermore, that he has no interest in Rosings, only in you, because he does hold you in great affection.”  
 
    “Truly?” Miss de Bourgh breathed, clearly stunned. 
 
    “On my honor.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Miss de Bourgh exclaimed and surprised Elizabeth by pulling her into a hug. 
 
    “May I also add,” Elizabeth said when Miss de Bourgh released her, “that you would both have saved yourselves anguish if you’d simply talked to one another.” 
 
    “Yes. I daresay you’re right,” Miss de Bourgh said, but she was already turning away. “Georgiana, I’m done,” she called as she headed toward the door. She paused at the entrance to the room. “I’m sure he’s here by now, if you’ll excuse me.” Not waiting for an answer, Miss de Bourgh hurried away. 
 
    Elizabeth turned back to find Miss Darcy looking over the back of the couch, expression amused. “That was a short talk,” she said. 
 
    “I suppose we should head back as well,” Elizabeth observed, casting a longing look about the library. “Dinner will be served soon.” 
 
    “Actually, if I may, I’d hoped to find time to speak with you about something as well,” Miss Darcy said. Unaccountably, she blushed. “Would, that is, could you close the door? If you don’t mind?” 
 
    With mounting concern, Elizabeth closed the library door, then went to the back corner where Miss Darcy sat. She took a place on the other end of the couch as Miss Darcy closed the book in her lap. She darted a glance at Elizabeth, then away. Elizabeth remained silent. She was curious, but she wouldn’t force Miss Darcy into a confidence she didn’t wish to make. 
 
    “Do you remember my saying I almost did something very wrong?” Miss Darcy blurted. 
 
    “Of course.” Elizabeth recalled the conversation well. She still couldn’t picture Mr. Darcy as frightening. 
 
    Miss Darcy fanned the pages of her book, then snapped it closed again. “Miss Bennet and Miss Kitty want me to come to their weddings.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. She had no notion how the two were related. Had Miss Darcy’s near-crime taken place at a wedding? 
 
    “Your sister, Mrs. Wickham, will be at the wedding.” Miss Darcy’s hands clutched the book, her knuckle’s white. 
 
    “I should hope so,” Elizabeth agreed. In truth, they hadn’t heard back from Lydia yet. Worried she was refusing to pay for her mail, Jane and Kitty had plans to hand deliver a second invitation.  
 
    “That terrible thing I almost did,” Miss Darcy whispered. “It was… I agreed to elope with Mr. Wickham.” 
 
    Shock radiated through Elizabeth. She was glad Miss Darcy was looking down, for she’d no time to hide the emotion. Mr. Wickham and Miss Darcy? 
 
    “I… I was in Ramsgate. My brother wasn’t expected, but he came to visit, to surprise me.” Miss Darcy’s voice was very small. “I was so happy to see him. I spend so much time alone, you know. Or I did, then. Now, Fitzwilliam makes a point of spending time with me, but I can’t tell if it’s because he wants to, or because he doesn’t trust me anymore.” 
 
    Miss Darcy closed her eyes. Tears slid down her cheeks. Elizabeth slid across the sofa to put her arm about the younger woman. She hugged Miss Darcy to her. Miss Darcy pulled out a handkerchief.  
 
    “What happened?” Elizabeth asked. “Rather, why didn’t you elope with Mr. Wickham?” 
 
    Miss Darcy dabbed at her eyes. “When Fitzwilliam arrived, I felt guilty and confessed. If he hadn’t come, I would…” She shook her head. “Now, I know Mr. Wickham was only after my dowry.” She raised teary eyes to meet Elizabeth’s. “I can’t see him again. I can’t go to the weddings.” 
 
    Elizabeth kept an arm about Miss Darcy, but her thoughts reeled. It explained so much. The depth of dislike between the two men. Why Mr. Darcy, who’d by his own words had never wronged Mr. Wickham, went so cold and angry when the man was mentioned. He hated Mr. Wickham. 
 
    And would undoubtedly never bind himself to the man. Not by letting Wickham abscond with his sister and not by marrying a Bennet. Elizabeth swallowed, cursing Lydia for what she’d done. 
 
    At the time, it had seemed as if Lydia had been careless with their futures, flirting with ruin, but had gotten away with her actions. Now it was clear. Lydia had forever ruined any chance Elizabeth might have of being more than a friend to Mr. Darcy. 
 
    Her eyes fell on the handkerchief Miss Darcy clutched. Lacier, but the G. D. was there, reminding her of the initials on Mr. Darcy’s handkerchief: D. G. D. 
 
    Why hadn’t Mr. Darcy warned them? He could have kept Wickham from their lives. He needn’t have told them Miss Darcy’s secret. Simply decried the man. 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. She couldn’t lie. She knew she wouldn’t have believed him. She’d thought Mr. Darcy all things abhorrent and Mr. Wickham amiable and good. How could she, how could all of them, have been such terrible fools? 
 
    “You hate me.” Miss Darcy’s whisper cut into Elizabeth’s recriminations. 
 
    Elizabeth turned to her, aghast. “What? No. Not one bit. It’s Mr. Wickham I can’t abide.” And my own foolish self. 
 
    “I almost did a terrible thing,” Miss Darcy said. 
 
    “But you didn’t, did you?” Elizabeth said, seeking to reassure her. “And now it’s all in the past.” 
 
    “It was less than a year ago,” Miss Darcy admitted. 
 
    Less than a year? Had the scoundrel gone straight from trying to seduce one young woman, barely more than a child, to the bed of another? “That doesn’t matter,” Elizabeth said firmly. “Do you now know that eloping with Mr. Wickham would have been wrong?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Elizabeth was glad Miss Darcy said that firmly, though tears still streaked her cheeks. “Do you agree that he was taking advantage of your youth and inexperience?” Elizabeth pressed. 
 
    “Yes, but it was more than that,” Miss Darcy said slowly. “He took advantage of his relationship with my father. Also, my governess, Mrs. Younge, often left us together. She shouldn’t have.” 
 
    Mrs. Younge? That was the same name as the woman who ran the boardinghouse in which Lydia lived. But what were the odds it was the same woman? It was a common enough surname. “You see, then? You weren’t at fault, at least not completely, and when the time came to make the final decision, you made the correct one.” 
 
    “I did,” Miss Darcy said, sitting up straighter. 
 
    Elizabeth dropped her arm from Miss Darcy’s shoulder, so she could turn to face her more fully. “He should be the one to be embarrassed, not you.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Miss Darcy said, but then her firmness faltered. “But what should I do about the wedding?” 
 
    Elizabeth considered that, now that she understood why Miss Darcy didn’t want to be near her extended family. She wondered how much it pained Mr. Darcy, to know Wickham would be there, at his cousin’s and his dear friend’s weddings. “You can pretend to be sick. It’s not a perfect solution, but it will solve the immediate problem.” 
 
    “I thought of that, and I may,” Miss Darcy admitted. “But you’re right, it’s not a perfect solution. I like Miss Bennet and Miss Kitty, and Miss Kitty is marrying my cousin. I know they don’t see a lot of the Wickhams, but they see them some of the time.” Her expression was miserable. She went back to flipping the pages of the book. “I don’t want to avoid their company, but I will never feel comfortable knowing that Mr. Wickham might be there.” 
 
    “You can’t be safe from seeing Mr. Wickham if you are going to continue to be friends with my sister,” Elizabeth pointed out. 
 
    “But I want to be friends with your sisters,” Miss Darcy protested. 
 
    Elizabeth was awash with sympathy, but she made her expression and voice firm. “Then, as I see it, you have two choices. The first is to confide in my sisters so they can take an active role in helping you avoid Mr. Wickham.” 
 
    Miss Darcy shook her head, expression fearful. Almost absently, she blotted at her eyes with her handkerchief. 
 
    “Your other choice is to brave it out. In a way, you are never safe from Mr. Wickham. Your brother can protect you only so much.” Elizabeth had no trouble assuming Mr. Darcy was protecting his sister. “You could meet Mr. Wickham on the street.” 
 
    Miss Darcy’s face registered shock. “Or at a party,” she said in a whisper. 
 
    “It’s not very likely, but possible,” Elizabeth admitted. 
 
    Miss Darcy wrung her hands. “I could meet him anywhere.” She was silent for a moment. “But I know he’ll be at the weddings.” 
 
    “That does seem very likely.” Elizabeth wouldn’t grant her the false hope of mentioning that Lydia had yet to reply to her invitation.  
 
    “I don’t want to make a scene at Miss Bennet’s and Miss Kitty’s weddings,” Miss Darcy said. 
 
    “Then don’t,” Elizabeth said firmly. “You can’t control when you might meet Mr. Wickham, but you can control how you behave when you do.” 
 
    Instead of more tears, Miss Darcy turned thoughtful. “How should I act?” 
 
    Elizabeth was glad Miss Darcy worded her question as she did. Acting was what was called for. “Don’t cut him. That will create a scene. Admit you know him by greeting him when it is appropriate, but don’t go out of your way. Don’t run from him,” she said, emphasizing that rule. “He is the one in the wrong.” 
 
    Miss Darcy nodded. “Yes, he is the one in the wrong.” 
 
    “But don’t expect him to be embarrassed or to apologize,” Elizabeth added with a somewhat bitter smile. “I don’t think he knows how to be ashamed.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” Miss Darcy let out a long sigh. “I’m sorry for this.” 
 
    “Don’t be. You aren’t at fault.” 
 
    “I mean, rather, for dragging you away from the party and crying on you.” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. “It’s an honor to be someone you’re willing to cry on.” Ignoring the startled look that earned her, she stood and held out her hand. “Now, let’s get you sorted, and make sure neither of us has a crumpled dress, and we’ll go back and tell them all how wonderful the library is.” 
 
    With an answering smile, Miss Darcy took Elizabeth’s hand, and accepted her help. 
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Part Six 
 
    Wickham, Willfulness and Weddings 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Elizabeth remained at the Gardiners’ while Jane and Kitty took the carriage to Lydia’s to hand deliver a second invitation. Kitty groused about the need, saying Mr. Wickham gave Lydia more than enough money to afford the mail, but Jane was sanguine. As soon as the two left, Elizabeth and Mrs. Gardiner retired to the front parlor, where Uncle Phillips sat reading the morning paper, in order to work on their wedding gifts.  
 
    Elizabeth had hardly organized the ribbons she was using for Kitty’s gift when a commotion in the foyer signaled her sisters’ return. She exchanged a startled look with Mrs. Gardiner. They both hastily tucked items into Mrs. Gardiner’s large sewing basket. She pulled a cloth across the top as Jane and Kitty walked in. 
 
    “Back so soon?” Uncle Phillips asked, lowing his paper. 
 
    “She’s gone.” Kitty sounded a touch exasperated. She plopped down in an armchair. 
 
    “Gone?” Elizabeth and Mrs. Gardiner echoed. 
 
    Mrs. Gardiner looked to Jane, who nodded confirmation as she moved to sit on the couch across from their aunt and Elizabeth. 
 
    “Gone where?” Uncle Phillips asked.  
 
    “The woman who keeps the lodging house…” Kitty trailed off, casting Jane a questioning look. 
 
    “Mrs. Younge,” Jane supplied. 
 
    Elizabeth frowned, reminded of the coincidence that the woman who ran the house Lydia was living in had the same last name as Miss Darcy’s onetime, unreliable, governess. Or was it a coincidence at all? 
 
    “That’s right,” Kitty agreed. “She said they left without leaving a forwarding address.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Uncle Phillips said. 
 
    “I think she was lying,” Kitty supplied. “Jane, of course, does not.” 
 
    “Why?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    Kitty shrugged. “I suppose because Jane sees the best in everyone.” 
 
    Elizabeth drew in a breath, calling for patience. 
 
    “Why do you think Mrs. Younge was lying, dear?” Aunt Gardiner prompted. 
 
    “She knew about me.” Kitty tapped her chest. “She looked us over and said I must be the sister who was marrying a Fitzwilliam.” Kitty pulled a face. “I’m not marrying a Fitzwilliam, I’m marrying Colonel Richard Arthur Fitzwilliam.” 
 
    “Do you think they ran away from debts?” Elizabeth asked. “Mr. Wickham’s done that before.” And Miss Darcy had given her evidence that he was a man who repeated his bad behaviors. 
 
    “No,” Jane said. She cast Kitty an amused look. “And not only because I see the best in everyone. Because Mrs. Younge said their lodging was paid up. I asked.” 
 
    Kitty folded her arms across her chest, expression mulish. “I don’t care if Lydia is at my wedding.” 
 
    “Kitty, you don’t mean that,” Jane said softly. 
 
    “I do, and you shouldn’t want her there, either,” Kitty said. “I’m sure she knows we’re getting married. She’s only run off to make our weddings more about her. She always has to be the center of things.” 
 
    Jane looked about the room for help. Elizabeth only shrugged. She agreed with Kitty. 
 
    Uncle Phillips cleared his throat. “Be that as it may, she’s your sister. Even if you both weren’t about to marry, we would still want to find her.” 
 
    Kitty answered with a frown. 
 
    “Perhaps you and Mr. Gardiner could question the landlady?” Aunt Gardiner suggested. “You could go over when he returns from work this evening.” 
 
    “And I could ask Mr. Bingley,” Jane added. She cast Elizabeth a tentative look. “And you could ask Mr. Darcy?” 
 
    Elizabeth was leery to do that, given what she knew of the men’s histories. 
 
    “Well, I’m not asking Richard,” Kitty declared, saving Elizabeth from having to reply. “He went to escort his mother from Bath.” She cast a glare about the room. “And I don’t care if Lydia is at my wedding.” 
 
    “Well, I care,” Jane said firmly. 
 
    “We’ll all do all we can do,” Uncle Phillips temporized.  
 
    Fortunately, no one asked Elizabeth to agree to that. 
 
    *** 
 
    That evening, they were all to dine at Mr. Searle’s house. Though the invitation had been extended to include Miss Darcy, she’d begged off after learning Lady Catherine would be in attendance. Elizabeth was a bit on edge, both because of Lydia’s disappearance and an announcement she expected.  
 
    They’d all walked that afternoon, except Kitty, who’d gone with Aunt Gardiner on a mission like Jane’s of several days prior, her trousseau. When the six of them who were there had drawn back together after their walk, Miss de Bourgh and Mr. Searle had looked practically giddy, but made no declaration. Elizabeth could only assume they were waiting for some specific moment. She was happy for them, but wary of Lady Catherine’s reaction.  
 
    As usual, Elizabeth’s family was the first to arrive. After greetings were exchanged, Uncle Phillips and Mrs. Searle moved to one end of the room, to sit in a semicircle of chairs arranged near one of Mr. Searle’s innovative stoves. Kitty trailed after, looking forlorn without Colonel Fitzwilliam. Elizabeth, chilled more by her worries than the wintery air, followed, leaving Jane and Mr. Searle conversing near the parlor entrance.  
 
    As she took a place beside Mrs. Searle, the tableau of Jane and Mr. Searle by the parlor door drew a smile from Elizabeth. The two got on well enough and appeared to converse easily. Elizabeth suspected, however, that it was a different kinship that prompted the conversation. Both wished to see the person they loved as soon as possible. Where they stood, just inside the parlor, they could almost view the front entrance.  
 
    Uncle Phillips and Mrs. Searle fell into conversation, Kitty staring glumly at the floor. Elizabeth considered joining Jane and Mr. Searle. Mr. Darcy had a way of smiling when he saw her that would warm her much more than the stove could. 
 
    That would create expectations, though. Ones she knew wouldn’t be met. She wouldn’t mislead her friends and family any more than Mr. Darcy would mislead her. 
 
    The next to arrive were Miss de Bourgh and her mother, with Bruce and Brice coming as far in as the hallway. It was their custom to help serve dinner when Miss de Bourgh was present. Predictably, Miss de Bourgh remained with Jane and Mr. Searle, while Lady Catherine headed straight toward where Elizabeth and the others were retaking their seats. While they’d all grown comfortable enough with each other not to stand on ceremony, they all still stood when Lady Catherine entered a room.  
 
    Lady Catherine shooed Kitty away, taking her place beside Uncle Phillips. Elizabeth saw her uncle and Mrs. Searle exchange a glance touched with amusement. Mrs. Searle turned to Elizabeth and engaged her in conversation, leaving Uncle Phillips to Lady Catherine.  
 
    Elizabeth did her best to keep up her side of the conversation, for she found Mrs. Searle to be a very pleasant woman, and intelligent as well. Her gaze kept straying to the door, though, as she waited for Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley to arrive. Her earlier agitation had only grown, and it was difficult to discuss Jane’s and Kitty’s wedding plans when her mind was on Mr. Darcy. 
 
    An interminable time later, he appeared in the doorway. Tall, undeniably handsome, and dressed in his usual crisp dark attire. Elizabeth stood, only belatedly aware Mrs. Searle was in the middle of a sentence.  
 
    Mr. Darcy’s gaze met Elizabeth’s. He smiled. She returned the smile, the nerves in her stomach metamorphizing from wriggling caterpillars into butterflies. 
 
    Mrs. Searle stood as well. “If you’ll excuse me, dear, I’ll go greet the gentlemen.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. She watched Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bingley beside him, greet their host and hostess. After saying a few words to Jane and his cousin, Mr. Darcy turned and headed toward Elizabeth. 
 
    “Do stop hovering, girl,” Lady Catherine snapped. 
 
    Elizabeth turned to meet Lady Catherine’s glare, leveled at her from the other side of Uncle Phillips. 
 
    “Sit down,” Lady Catherine ordered. She scowled at Elizabeth, then turned the expression toward the approaching Mr. Darcy. “You’ve taught the girl no manners, Mr. Phillips. It’s no wonder no gentleman wants her.” 
 
    “I’ve always found Miss Elizabeth’s manors to be impeccable, Aunt Catherine,” Mr. Darcy said as he came to stand at her side. “As are all aspects of her.” 
 
    “All aspects of her?” Lady Catherine repeated, expression horrified. “I suggest you look at her, Darcy. Truly look. I’m certain this imagined perfection won’t hold up under scrutiny.” 
 
    Uncle Phillips said something to Lady Catherine, voice pitched too low for Elizabeth to make out the words. 
 
    Lady Catherine didn’t so much as look at him. “Well, Darcy, go ahead, look at her.” She sniffed. “You can start with that travesty of a gown.” 
 
    “I am looking,” Mr. Darcy murmured. 
 
    Indeed, Elizabeth could all but feel his gaze on her. She suppressed a blush and turned a sunny smile on his aunt. “Why, Lady Catherine, you noticed my gown. How good of you. I’m honored, but please don’t let us keep you from your conversation with my uncle. You have my sincere apologies for interrupting.” 
 
    Lady Catherine’s eyes narrowed. Elizabeth could read her inner battle. Accept her unearned apology, or correct Elizabeth by admitting she was the one who’d spoken out of turn. 
 
    Uncle Phillips, who’d remained angled away from Elizabeth and Darcy, almost as if he could shield them from Lady Catherine with his body, made another quiet statement. 
 
    “Humph,” Lady Catherine settled for. She refocused her attention on Elizabeth’s uncle. 
 
    “That was well done,” Mr. Darcy murmured as he gestured that they should sit. He took Elizabeth’s place, leaving her the chair beside her uncle. “And you look perfectly lovely in that dress. It’s one of my favorites.” 
 
    Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. The dress was light blue with cream accents, so simple of cut as to be almost severe. “That’s kind of you to say, but your aunt is correct. I don’t dress very fashionably. I could afford better, but it seems a silly thing to spend on. I’d rather save. It’s always difficult to tell what life will hand you next, after all.” She dropped her gaze, sad she’d brought her family’s recent years of tragedy to mind. 
 
    “You must miss your parents a great deal,” Mr. Darcy said, his voice pitched low. 
 
    Elizabeth lifted her chin to find him watching her with dark, compassion-filled eyes. She was reminded that Mr. Darcy, too, had lost both of his parents already. “I do, and I miss having a home,” she all but whispered, not wishing her uncle to overhear, for he’d done well by them and loved them. “I miss my father’s books, because they remind me of him. I miss that feeling of being where I belong.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy nodded. “It’s similar to how I feel when I’m away from Pemberley, I imagine, though more severe.”  
 
    While he spoke, Jane and Mr. Bingley settled into the chairs beyond him. They were conversing quietly about their upcoming wedding. Kitty, the Searles, and Miss de Bourgh all sat on the couches in the center of the room. Likely to avoid Lady Catherine. 
 
    “You would like Pemberley,” Mr. Darcy added, tone wistful. 
 
    “You’ve spoken of your home so often on our walks, and with such clear affection and detail, I feel as if I already know the place,” Elizabeth replied with a smile. 
 
    “I bore you?” 
 
    “Never,” she stated, surprised he’d think so. “You intrigue me. I find I long to see so cherished and undoubtedly beautiful a place.” 
 
    “And there are plenty of books,” Mr. Darcy offered. “If you enjoyed Darcy House’s library, you will love Pemberley’s. I keep a scant fraction of my collection in London.” 
 
    Elizabeth searched his face for some hint of how he meant the words. They were almost an invitation. Of course, they couldn’t be. That would be wholly inappropriate and would suggest a change in their relationship he’d already assured her he didn’t wish to make. 
 
    “There’s no need to ask Darcy,” Bingley, on the other side of Mr. Darcy, said. His voice was pitched a touch loud, his tone aggrieved. “It’s my wedding. I will see to it.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy turned from Elizabeth. Past Mr. Bingley, Jane was flushed. She looked nervously toward Lady Catherine. Elizabeth could easily guess what Jane and Mr. Bingley were discussing. Lady Catherine was certain, if she heard, to add the Wickhams’ disappearance to her list of reasons Bennet girls were unsuitable.  
 
    “See to what?” Mr. Darcy asked. 
 
    Mr. Bingley turned to Mr. Darcy. “It seems Mrs. and Mr. Wickham have come up missing,” Mr. Bingley said, his voice low enough that Elizabeth didn’t think Lady Catherine would hear. “Jane would like to have them at our wedding. She feels you, knowing Mr. Wickham, might be able to find them.” Mr. Bingley’s expression took on an indignant cast. “I am perfectly capable of doing so, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Mr. Darcy said. He glanced back at Elizabeth, expression questioning and, she thought, a touch hurt. “You didn’t say anything.” 
 
    How could she explain that she was being considerate, not aloof? “I have some idea of the depths of your dislike for my sister’s husband. I didn’t want to put you in a position where you had to agree to seek him out.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy nodded. “Still, it can’t hurt if we both look for them. Where were they before they went missing? Do you have any idea why they’ve left?” 
 
    In quiet voices, Elizabeth and Jane quickly summarized what they knew. Soon, Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley were in deep discussion of how to proceed. The four of them continued to speculate, and plan, until Mrs. Searle announced it was time for dinner. 
 
    Elizabeth was pleased to find Mrs. Searle, as usual, had elected to employ place cards. That meant she could continue to converse with Mr. Darcy. Predictably, Lady Catherine was seated between Mrs. Searle and Uncle Phillips. Elizabeth noted that Mrs. Searle put forth a valent effort at conversation with Kitty, but her sister seemed rather deflated without Colonel Fitzwilliam beside her. Elizabeth thought Kitty was being a bit dramatic. The road to Bath wasn’t long. He would be back in London soon. 
 
    After the second course was served, Mr. Searle stood up, not leaving his place. “I have an announcement to make.” His tone was a mixture of determination and joy.  
 
    Elizabeth cringed inside. Her gaze went immediately to Lady Catherine.  
 
    Mr. Searle raised his glass. “Miss de Bourgh has done me the great honor of consenting to be my wife, which I believe calls for a toast.” 
 
    “She can’t consent,” Lady Catherine all but shouted. 
 
    “Yes, she can,” Mr. Searle said. “She is of age.” 
 
    “She is going to marry Darcy.” Lady Catherine accompanied her declaration with a glare at Elizabeth. 
 
    “No. We’ve been over this,” Mr. Darcy said. “Neither of us wants to marry the other.” 
 
    “You are promised to one another and you will wed,” Lady Catherine declared. She swiveled to face Miss de Bourgh. “Why didn’t you ask my permission before making this ridiculous announcement? It will just make malicious gossip.” 
 
    Miss de Bourgh tipped her chin up to glare down her nose at her mother. “Because I knew you would refuse. The announcement of our engagement will be in tomorrow’s papers.” 
 
    “What?” Lady Catherine gasped, going white. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Precisely what I wish to do.” Miss de Bourgh’s firm tone was underscored by smugness. 
 
    Lady Catherine came to her feet. “You will never live at Rosings in my lifetime,” she declared. “Either of you.” 
 
    Miss de Bourgh stood as well. “I will never live at Rosings in my lifetime either.” She spat the words at her mother. “I hate Rosings. When you’re dead, I’m going to sell it.” 
 
    Lady Catherine swayed. A hand coming up to press against her heart. Uncle Phillips jumped up to steady her. He shot Miss de Bourgh a look of reprimand. In her lap, Elizabeth twisted her napkin. Jane and Kitty both looked on with eyes as wide as Elizabeth knew her own to be. She was very happy Miss Darcy had remained home. 
 
    Miss de Bourgh drew in a steadying breath. “If you accept my marriage, I will visit now and then for a week or two, if you want me.” 
 
    Far from mollified, Lady Catherine regained her balance and mustered a scowl. “And just where do you think you’ll be living?” She pointed at Mr. Searle. “He doesn’t have a country seat. He’s not a gentleman.” 
 
    “We will be living here,” Mr. Searle said calmly.  
 
    “All year?” Lady Catherine snapped. She let out a derisive laugh. “You’ll be miserable. Excluded. Snubbed.” She pulled away from Uncle Phillips to lean across the table, toward Mr. Searle and Miss de Bourgh. “You’ll never be accepted by the ton.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy stood. “She’ll be accepted by me, and I suspect by Colonel Fitzwilliam.” 
 
    Kitty jumped up. “Richard accepts both Mr. Searle and Miss de Bourgh. I can’t imagine him not accepting them when they are married.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to tolerate those who are beneath you in a social setting. It’s another to wish your cousin to wed one,” Lady Catherine said to Kitty. She turned to Miss de Bourgh with a scowl. “We are leaving now.” 
 
    “No. I’m staying here.” 
 
    “You are coming with me, and tomorrow we are returning to Rosings.” 
 
    Miss de Bourgh’s chin jutted out. “I will not leave to be locked up like a child.” 
 
    “Bruce, Brice,” Lady Catherine called out. “Bring Miss de Bourgh to the carriage.” 
 
    Uncle Phillips put his hand on Lady Catherine’s arm. She turned to him and he said something Elizabeth couldn’t hear. Her reply sounded angry but was rendered equally unintelligible by her low tone.  
 
    Mr. Darcy walked around his chair. Elizabeth turned to see him and Mr. Searle converge on either side of Miss de Bourgh. Mr. Searle scowled. Mr. Darcy’s expression was firm, if a touch grim. Kitty sat back down, looking slightly frightened. Mrs. Searle, who’d remained serene throughout, leaned near to whisper something to her. Jane edged closer to Mr. Bingley. 
 
    Answering an invisible signal, four footmen entered. One was huge, one was simply big, one had a knife scar on his face and the fourth had a lean, wiry build. These were not the footmen who were usually visible in Mr. Searle’s house, although Elizabeth realized she recognized all four from various times outside the home. They were often left guarding Mr. Searle’s carriage or sent to follow Mrs. Searle when she went out. 
 
    The four took up places about the room, but neither of the red-haired footman had moved. Lady Catherine pulled away from Uncle Phillips again. She looked around, jowls pulled down in a frown.  
 
    Her gaze fell on her red-headed footmen. “Bruce, Brice, I gave you an order.” 
 
    Either Bruce or Brice, Elizabeth couldn’t tell them apart, turned to Lady Catherine. “You have told us repeatedly to protect Miss de Bourgh. We have done so gladly. Now, I will protect her from you.” 
 
    Beside him, the other nodded. “As will I.” 
 
    Lady Catherine’s jaw went slack in shock. She looked around the room again. This time, she appeared more stunned than angry. She closed her eyes. Uncle Phillips hovered at her side, obviously solicitous but also aware that she’d already pulled away from his assistance twice. He said something in a low voice, near her ear. 
 
    Lady Catherine opened her eyes. The lines on her face settled into immobility. Elizabeth was surprised how old she looked. 
 
    “So be it,” Lady Catherine said to the red-headed footmen. “But perhaps you should continue to work for her.”  
 
    Mr. Searle gave the footmen a quick nod. Brice, or Bruce, looked relieved. The other smiled and offered a return nod. 
 
    Lady Catherine turned to face Miss de Bourgh. “Anne, you and your husband should come to Rosings for Christmas.” 
 
    Miss de Bourgh gaped at her, clearly shocked by the concession.  
 
    “We will look forward to that,” Mr. Searle said. 
 
    “Lady Catherine,” Mr. Phillips said. “I’m glad you were able to be gracious.” 
 
    “Would you escort me home?” she asked him. “I’m considerably disconcerted.” 
 
    As was everyone else, Elizabeth thought.  
 
    “Yes, certainly,” Uncle Phillips said. He offered Lady Catherine his arm, which she accepted. 
 
    They walked slowly from the room. Lady Catherine made no further effort to engage anyone. She didn’t so much as look at any of them. The room was dead silent as the two of them left, and remained so while their footsteps could still be heard in the hall without. 
 
    Mr. Searle whispered something to Miss de Bourgh, to which she replied in kind. He then turned to the red-headed footmen. “Miss de Bourgh has told me the terms you were hired under. If you work for her here, you will get a twenty-five percent increase in salary and an extra half-day off a week. Loyalty to my future wife should be rewarded.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” one of the footman said. 
 
    “That’s very generous of you,” the other agreed. “We would be honored to continue to serve Miss de Bourgh.” 
 
    Searle made a gesture. The four rough-looking footmen slipped from the room. Elizabeth relaxed. She realized that, even though they were in Mr. Searle’s employ, the men had made her nervous. 
 
    Mr. Darcy left his cousin’s side to retake his place beside Elizabeth. Mr. Searle helped Miss de Bourgh into her chair, then sat down. They all looked about the table at one another. 
 
    Elizabeth lifted her wineglass. “Congratulations,” she said to Miss de Bourgh and Mr. Searle, breaking the silence.  
 
    A babble of congratulations and best wishes followed. Dinner proceeded, likely with some consternation on the part of the cook for the delay. After two more courses, they all relaxed back into their usual, cheerful conversation.  
 
    While the others were engaged in a discussion of Miss de Bourgh’s and Mr. Searle’s boldness in contacting the papers before Lady Catherine, Elizabeth turned to Mr. Darcy. “Would Lady Catherine really have locked Miss de Bourgh up?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Mr. Darcy’s expression was serious. “It certainly is possible she would have.  I don’t blame Anne for being concerned.” 
 
    Before Elizabeth could formulate a reply that was both suitably polite and yet still expressed her feelings on that, Uncle Phillips was announced. 
 
    As one, the occupants of the room turned toward the door. Expression ranged from confusion through curiosity and on to surprise. Uncle Phillips walked into the room, looking somewhat bedraggled. 
 
    “Uncle Phillips,” Elizabeth exclaimed, concerned. “What happened? You look exhausted.” 
 
    “Likely because of the walk.” He remained in the doorway. “Lady Catherine and I had a disagreement. She did not offer me the use of her carriage.” 
 
    It was more than a half an hour walk between the two houses. The disagreement must have occurred shortly upon their arrival. Uncle Phillips seemed almost to sag where he stood. Mrs. Searle turned a sympathetic look on him. 
 
    “What did you disagree about?” Kitty asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Uncle Phillips said. 
 
    “Is she unwell?” Miss de Bourgh asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied. “I am tired and would like to leave. Jane, Elizabeth, Kitty, I don’t usually curtail your visits, but I think we should return to the Gardiners now.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Jane said.  
 
    Saying their goodbyes, Elizabeth and her family left. The carriage ride home was nearly silent. Uncle Phillips wasn’t the only one who’d found the evening a bit exhausting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Darcy turned to Anne after Elizabeth and her family left. “I wouldn’t presume to tell you what to do,” he said, his tone somewhat wry. “However, if you should care to, you are very welcome to stay at Darcy House until you wed.” 
 
    Anne’s features molded into a look of relief. “I would very much care to. Thank you, Darcy. I’ve been trying to find a way to ask ever since Mother left. I thought about going to Matlock’s, but with Richard and our aunt not yet arrived, I don’t truly wish to. The earl arrived in town yesterday. You know he and I don’t get on very well.” 
 
    Darcy nodded. Few people got on well with their older cousin. Richard’s brother and Anne’s mother were two of a kind. “I’m sure Georgiana will be pleased to have you visit as well.” 
 
    Anne offered a quick smile but turned serious again almost immediately. “Would you mind terribly going over? You could ask my maid to gather her things and assemble a trunk for me, and you could check on Mother. I know she’s been beastly, but I really am worried for her.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have said that, about selling Rosings.” 
 
    “But you do plan to,” Searle said. 
 
    “Yes, but I shouldn’t have told her.” Anne shrugged. “It won’t happen until she’s no longer with us. She didn’t need to know. Now she’ll have years to dwell on it.” She let out a sigh. “And argue with me over it.” 
 
    “So, discuss it with her and pretend to change your mind,” Bingley suggested. 
 
    Anne’s expression hardened into obstinacy. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    Darcy hoped Searle knew what he was getting into, though it was too late now. There was a strong stubborn streak that ran through some members of the family. Darcy was fortunate to be free of it. 
 
    He pushed back his chair. “I don’t mean to further curtail our evening, but I’d best go if Anne’s maid and trunk are to arrive in Darcy House tonight, although I’m sure Georgiana will have anything you require.” 
 
    Bingley pushed his chair back from the table as well. “Right. That means me, as well, although I’ll wait in the carriage while you speak with you aunt, Darcy, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all.” Darcy felt things would go better with less of an audience.  
 
    Bingley nodded and turned to Mrs. Searle. “Thank you for a rather exciting evening,” he said with a grin. He offered an amiable smile to Anne and Searle. “And, once again, congratulations. By the way, may I ask when you intend to marry?” 
 
    Anne exchanged a look with Searle. “We planned to speak to you, Miss Bennet, Richard and Miss Kitty on that matter.”  
 
    Bingley frowned. “Why?” 
 
    Searle cast a quick look at his mother. “We rather thought we would pursue a special license. We were hoping we could, well, wed at the same time as you and Miss Bennet, and Colonel Fitzwilliam and Miss Kitty.” 
 
    Anne glanced at Mrs. Searle as well. “We’ve all spent so much time together, it seems right.” 
 
    Bingley shrugged, his usual amiable smile in place. “It’s a splendid idea as far as I’m concerned. You know Jane will be happy with the idea, certainly.” 
 
    “Are you sure, dear?” Mrs. Searle asked Anne. “You don’t want an event? Pageantry?” 
 
    “The last thing I want is an event,” Anne said. She smiled at Searle. “We simply wish to begin our life together.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Searle agreed. “We just want to get married. We can take the money we would have used for a lavish affair and put it toward charity.” 
 
    Darcy took in the look of perfect harmony the two exchanged. Perhaps Searle did know what he was getting into after all. Pleased, he stood. “Anne, I’ll send the carriage back for you. Will you be able to collect your maid and trunk? I assume you’ll have Bruce and Brice with you?” 
 
    “She will,” Searle said firmly. 
 
    Where they stood against the wall, as unobtrusive as large red-headed twins could be, the two footmen nodded. “We’ll go in for you, miss,” one of them said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Anne said. 
 
    Darcy bowed to Mrs. Searle, then offered Searle a nod. “Thank you for, as Bingley so adroitly put it, a rather exciting evening.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Mr. Darcy,” Mrs. Searle said. “Let us hope future evenings are just as joyous, if a touch less tumultuous.” 
 
    Darcy and Bingley both bowed again and made their way out. Darcy called for his carriage, pleased to be in the crisp evening air. He wondered if Elizabeth had felt the same relief and return of calm when she stepped out onto the street that evening. 
 
    “Do you think Colonel Fitzwilliam and Miss Kitty will mind if Miss de Bourgh and Searle add to our joint wedding day?” Bingley asked. 
 
    Darcy’s carriage came to a halt before them. He gave his coachman directions and then turned to Bingley. “I can’t see Richard protesting. I’m uncertain about Miss Kitty, but if the three of you agree, she will as well.” 
 
    Bingley nodded and headed around to the other side of the vehicle. “You know, there’s no reason not to have four weddings,” he called back. 
 
    Darcy faltered mid step, which gave his footman enough time to open the carriage door for him, something Darcy was going to do himself. He gave the man a nod of thanks and got in to find Bingley waiting. Darcy took in Bingley’s grin and ignored it. 
 
    “Come now, Darcy, we all have eyes,” Bingley said. “What’s the trouble?” 
 
    Darcy shook his head. He wasn’t in the mood for a heartfelt confession. “She’s not interested.” 
 
    Bingley let out a surprised laugh. “Impossible.” 
 
    Darcy shrugged. “We… touched on the subject that first day we all walked. She wasn’t unkind, but she made her feelings plain.” 
 
    “And what did you say?” 
 
    He shrugged again, annoyed with the line of questioning. “I concurred.”  
 
    “You mean to tell me you don’t wish to wed Miss Elizabeth? I’ve seen the way you look at her.” 
 
    “I didn’t, and I told her as much.” 
 
    “Didn’t?” Bingley latched onto that word. “Didn’t then. What about now?” 
 
    “It’s immaterial. We agreed we weren’t courting. She agreed.” 
 
    “In my opinion, you should ask her,” Bingley said. 
 
    “I do not recall seeking your opinion,” Darcy said stiffly.  
 
    Bingley shook his head, but he let the matter drop. They rode in silence until they reached Lady Catherine’s. Darcy alighted, still annoyed enough not to address Bingley. 
 
    Darcy jogged up the steps, his mind more on Elizabeth than where he was or why. The door at the top jerked open. Lady Catherine’s butler, looking exceedingly frazzled, stepped out and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy, thank you for coming, sir. You’ve got to talk to her,” the butler said. 
 
    Darcy stared at the man, surprised. “She’s still not recovered from her disagreement with Mr. Phillips?” 
 
    “Recovered?” The man’s laughter bordered on hysterical. “She’s still yelling, and about once every five minutes, she smashes something. She threw a shepherdess at one of the maids and a mantle clock at my head. We’re all afraid to go in there.” 
 
    “Threw?” Darcy was tempted to step back and take in the house, to make sure he was at the correct address, frantic butler aside. “Where is she?” 
 
    Lady Catherine’s butler pushed the door open and gestured Darcy into the foyer. “She’s in the red drawing room.” 
 
    Darcy nodded, divesting himself of outerwear as he said, “I’ll talk with her. Please have Miss de Bourgh’s maid pack up her things and make ready. A carriage will arrive shortly to move Miss de Bourgh into Darcy House. Bruce and Brice will oversee things.” 
 
    “Move Miss de Bourgh?” The harried looking butler glanced in the direction of the red drawing room.  
 
    As if on cue, a snarling yell sounded, punctuated by a crash. Darcy gave the man a startled look and hurried down the hall. He could hardly credit what he’d heard with his own ears. 
 
    He entered the drawing room to find it cluttered with the remains of expensive china figurines and splintered wood. The paper on one of the walls was damaged in several spots. The curtains had been torn from two of the windows. Lady Catherine was weeping on a sofa, hands covering her face. Several candles were knocked over. The scorch marks on some of the elaborately embroidered pillows bespoke of how she’d put out the flames. 
 
    He moved to stand before her, skirting a small, mother of pearl inlaid table that was smashed on the floor. She didn’t look up. Sobs leaked from behind her hands. 
 
    “Aunt Catherine?” Darcy asked, incredulous. “What happened?” 
 
    She raised a red, tear-streaked face. “I’ve never been so humiliated.” 
 
    “About Anne’s engagement?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “The footmen, then?” he tried. “I think it works in your favor that the men you hired were loyal to her. It shows you chose well.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” Lady Catherine said. She applied a bedraggled handkerchief to her face. “No. That isn’t it.”       
 
    Darcy scanned the room again, still shocked by the destruction. “You shouldn’t be upset about Anne standing up to you. You raised her to be strong. You did well.” 
 
    “No,” she snapped. “You don’t understand. It’s Mr. Phillips.” 
 
    “What did he do?” Darcy suddenly wondered if he would be called upon to defend his aunt’s honor, but the idea was absurd. It was not only that Mr. Phillips wouldn’t do anything to offend Lady Catherine’s honor, he was Elizabeth’s well-loved uncle. On top of that, Darcy couldn’t challenge a man like Mr. Phillips to a duel. He looked around the room a third time. “What could he do to cause… this?” 
 
    “He refused me.” 
 
    Darcy didn’t understand. Refused her what? “Refused you?” 
 
    Lady Catherine threw up her hands. “I’ve been hinting for weeks. I thought he just didn’t see it, or believed me too above him, despite my hints. He is always friendly and kind.” She let out a fresh sob, which bubbled into high pitched laughter. “Kind. What sort of a man falsely gives the impression he cares? Not a kind one.” 
 
    “So, he isn’t kind?” Darcy asked, still with no idea what they were talking about. 
 
    “Apparently not. He was honest with his wards, so I thought he would be honest with me. He was so pleasant, so kind. I knew Anne would leave me someday. I wanted someone who would listen to me, who would care. I told him he would have plenty of money and could live a life of luxury, but he said no. He said I should hire a companion.” She almost spat the last word. 
 
    Darcy stared at her, incredulous as he gathered her meaning. “You asked Mr. Phillips to marry you?” 
 
    “I did,” she said, then started laughing hysterically.  
 
    Darcy wasn’t certain how to respond. He looked about again at the destruction in the room, flabbergasted. “Aunt Catherine?” Should he… strike her? 
 
    Finally, she stopped laughing. She sat back on the couch, gasping for breath. Her head turned as she took in the room. “My last temper tantrum was when I was nine. I don’t even remember why I threw it, but my mother locked me in my room for a day without anything but water.” This time, her laugh was more normal, if shaky. “I didn’t know I could do this.” 
 
    Darcy didn’t either. Any of it. Want to marry. Ask Mr. Phillips, of all people. Destroy her drawing room. He shook his head. Mr. Phillips had been wise to refuse. 
 
    Darcy held out a hand to his aunt. “Why don’t you go to bed. The servants can clean this up.” 
 
    “That is probably a good idea.”  
 
    Darcy helped his aunt to her feet, then escorted her into the hallway. Fortunately, there was no sign of the flurry of activity that must be taking place to get Anne’s possessions in order. Hopefully, that would be contained to her rooms and Lady Catherine wouldn’t hear and would be abed before Brice and Bruce arrived.  
 
    He handed his aunt off to a hovering, nervous looking maid, and overheard the girl saying a bath was already drawn, should Lady Catherine wish one. Darcy hoped, once she recovered, Lady Catherine would think to give a bonus to her staff for the trials of the evening. He reclaimed his hat, gloves and greatcoat from the thankful butler and left. 
 
    *** 
 
    It took only two days for Bingley to declare he couldn’t locate the Wickhams. Darcy had been holding back, knowing it was important to Bingley to try. Deciding the declaration counted as Bingley’s blessing, he went to the boardinghouse Elizabeth mentioned the night of Lady Catherine’s fit. If the woman who ran the house was concealing Mr. Wickham’s whereabouts, Darcy suspected a small bribe would bring forth the information he needed, but that Bingley would have been too naive to attempt it. 
 
    Darcy wasn’t particularly interested in finding Mr. Wickham, but he was interested in locating Elizabeth’s sister for her. Were it his sister, even if she had behaved as poorly as Lydia Wickham, Darcy would wish to know she was safe. He’d been aware of a tension in Elizabeth of late and felt her little sister’s disappearance was the most likely reason. Hopefully he could alleviate that. 
 
    Nor were his motives wholly unselfish. Darcy felt responsible for Mrs. Wickham’s fate. He’d let his pride about not gossiping, and not deigning to care what the people of Hertfordshire thought of him, stop him from revealing the truth about Wickham’s nature. If Darcy had been a touch less severe, Elizabeth’s sister might have been spared what would surely be a less than happy life. 
 
    The boardinghouse was what he expected, barely reputable. He knocked and waited, happy he’d brought two footmen along with his coachman. The door swung open. Darcy stared in surprise at Mrs. Younge.  
 
    Here was the woman he’d hired to safeguard Georgiana. The woman who’d betrayed his trust by allowing Mr. Wickham to court his sister. A person Darcy had never thought to, or wished to, set eyes on again. One of the very few people in the world whom Darcy actually viewed with hatred.  
 
    “Well, well. It’s Mr. Darcy,” she drawled in the same cultured tones that had helped lead him to give her the position. “Are you looking for a room? I have a vacant one, previously occupied by a nice young couple, Mr. and Mrs. Wickham.” 
 
    Darcy firmed his expression into cool indifference. “I am looking for Mr. and Mrs. Wickham.”  
 
    “That’s too bad. They aren’t here.” She made as if to close the door. 
 
    Darcy stepped into the doorway. Mrs. Younge glared at him, unafraid. He worked to keep his temper under control. He knew she wanted him to lose it. She knew him well enough to be aware that losing his temper would not mean he would harm her either physically or by using his wealth and position. All he would accomplish would be to show he was not in control.  
 
    “Where are they, then?” he asked. 
 
    “I told you, not here.” 
 
    “Then where?” he asked through a jaw that ached with the desire to grind his teeth. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?”  
 
    To make Elizabeth happy, but that wasn’t something this woman needed to know. “I want them to attend a wedding.” Darcy named the time and place. “If they attend, I will give you ten pounds.” He turned and left. He heard the door slam behind him as he jogged down the steps. 
 
    It was a ridiculously large amount of money for something so trivial. It was unlikely Mrs. Younge profited by that amount in a month. Whatever animosity she felt toward him, she would probably overcome it for such a sum. It was also all he could do, because he couldn’t remain in her presence any longer. 
 
    He settled into his carriage, trying to regain his equilibrium. Had Elizabeth known he would meet Mrs. Younge? He shook his head. No, she wouldn’t know who the woman was, why the name was significant to him. Even if she’d thought to tell him the landlady’s name, he wouldn’t have believed it the same woman. Perhaps suspected, been on guard… he shook his head. It was all useless speculation. Better to put the woman from his mind. 
 
    It was odd, though, he thought. He detested Mrs. Younge for what she’d conspired to permit to happen to Georgiana. In the former governess’s eyes, though, he’d read a loathing to rival his own. He was the wronged party, yet he was certain she disliked him even more than he disliked her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    After the tumult of the evening before, Elizabeth understood why they didn’t walk that afternoon and postponed attending the theatre. The change gave her plenty of time to hide in their room and work on her gifts for Kitty and Jane, and to grow somewhat bored. The only call they’d had was from Colonel Fitzwilliam, to tell Kitty he was returned and set a time for her to meet his mother. They’d used the parlor alone, though with the door open. The highlight of Elizabeth’s day was when Uncle Gardiner arrived home from work and they all sat to dinner. He, at least, was indifferent to the uproar of the previous evening and carried on a cheerful near-monologue about the happenings of the day. 
 
    Now, with dinner over and the children abed, the parlor had become silent. Elizabeth’s uncles were engaged in a game of chess. She, her sisters and Aunt Gardiner all had various sewing projects to pursue. Elizabeth smiled wistfully, suddenly missing Mary and Lydia. One would have read to them, the other chattered blithely. Either would have filled the silence. 
 
    A maid appeared in the parlor door. Elizabeth looked up from the hem she was sewing, surprised. It wasn’t so late as they would be abed but was an odd time for anyone to appear uninvited. 
 
    “A Mr. Searle, missus,” the maid said. “Shall I say you’re at home? He asked for all of you.” 
 
    “Please, show him in,” Aunt Gardiner said. 
 
    Elizabeth folded her work. Her uncles turned in their chairs to face the door. Kitty looked at Elizabeth and shrugged. Mr. Searle came in, serious but not agitated, and greetings were exchanged. Once an offer of refreshments was declined, they all retook their seats.  
 
    He turned toward Kitty and Jane. “I’ve come on multiple points, but let me begin by asking, Miss Bennet, Miss Kitty, if you would consent to permit Miss de Bourgh and me to wed alongside you both? You should know I’ve put the question to both Mr. Bingley and Colonel Fitzwilliam, and they both said it’s up to you.” 
 
    Jane, of course, was already nodding. “I think that would be lovely.” 
 
    Kitty frowned. She looked to Jane, then back at Mr. Searle. “But how can you? There isn’t time to read the banns.” 
 
    “I made arrangements for a special license today. It really would mean a great deal to us, Miss Kitty.” 
 
    Kitty’s expression was thoughtful, but she nodded. “Miss de Bourgh is our dear friend now, as are you. If Richard said yes, then certainly I agree.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mr. Searle said, looking relieved. “Between us, my mother has always said she would move out when I married, since I’ll no longer need her as a hostess. It’s not only that Miss de Bourgh and I want to be wed, but also that I hope to bring my wife home before my mother can arrange to go. We both care for her, and I’m certain she’ll quickly see that she and Miss de Bourgh will get along well and there’s no need to leave.” 
 
    Uncle Phillips shifted in his chair, the movement catching Elizabeth’s attention. She looked over to see a secretive smile flitter across his face. The expression was gone so quickly, she half-thought she’d imagined it. 
 
    “My second question is for you, Mrs. Gardiner, and you, Mr. Gardiner,” Mr. Searle said.  
 
    “How can we be of assistance, Mr. Searle?” Uncle Gardiner asked.  
 
    “I was hoping we might also join you all here for the wedding breakfast.” Searle offered a smile that was half-apologetic. “We don’t want to intrude, but Miss de Bourgh says you are her only real friends and there’s no one she’d rather celebrate with.” 
 
    Elizabeth hadn’t considered that aspect of Jane’s and Kitty’s assent. Obviously, Miss de Bourgh and Mr. Searle would want to come to the wedding breakfast at the Gardiners still. What would they do, hold a competing one at Mr. Searle’s home? That would put everyone in an awkward position.  
 
    “We would be happy to have you.” Aunt Gardiner smiled. “You were already invited, just not as additional guests of honor.” 
 
    “Surely, someone as kind as Miss de Bourgh must have other friends,” Jane said. She turned to their aunt. “We could fit a few more at the table.” 
 
    Mr. Searle shook his head. “She claims not. She says you three and Miss Darcy are the only true friends she’s ever had.” 
 
    “That very well may be true,” Elizabeth said. “Mr. Darcy told me that Lady Catherine tended to annoy people enough so that only the extreme toadies would visit.” 
 
    “I believe that,” Kitty said on a huff. “She asks impertinent questions and gives unwanted advice. If there is anyone I would keep away from our wedding day, it’s her.” 
 
    “May we assume she asked impertinent questions of you?” Mrs. Gardiner asked. 
 
    Kitty’s pert features pulled down in a frown. “Yes, with the excuse that I’m marrying her nephew. She managed to corner me when everyone else was busy. I didn’t know what to do, so I answered her questions. Richard said if it happens again, I should tell her that he ordered me to refuse to answer any questions I was uncomfortable with and she should ask them in his presence.” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled mischievously at her sister. “He’s ordering you around and you are not even married yet.” 
 
    Kitty’s frown disappeared as she affected a supercilious expression. “It’s an easy order to follow, since it is my decision whether I’m comfortable answering her. Besides,” she said, becoming more serious, “he must follow orders. If his general hadn’t ordered him to investigate potential heiresses for some relation, we never would have met.” 
 
    “Is that what happened?” Elizabeth asked, surprised. Mr. Darcy had never mentioned that. She’d assumed he and the colonel had come to walk with their cousin. 
 
    “Yes,” Kitty said. “Richard’s general wanted his relation to win an heiress. He asked Richard to ensure we were worthy and then arrange an introduction, since he’s Miss de Bourgh’s cousin. That’s why the gentlemen came to the park that day. Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley didn’t know they’d already met the women who were walking with their cousin.” 
 
    It must have been rather a shock, Elizabeth realized, to see them there with Miss de Bourgh. Was that partially why Mr. Darcy had reacted so poorly? He had many strengths but reacting well to a surprise was not one of them. 
 
    “I’m grateful to the general, then.” Jane’s smile was radiant. 
 
    “And then I joined you all,” Mr. Searle said, also with a smile. 
 
    “What did your colonel tell his general then, Kitty?” Uncle Gardiner asked. “Once the gentlemen decided to keep you all for themselves?” 
 
    “Mr. Gardiner,” Aunt Gardiner protested, but Elizabeth didn’t think anyone was truly scandalized by her uncle’s words. 
 
    Kitty shook her head and smiled. “He told the truth,” she said. “He would never lie to his general. But he considered doing so and was going to say we were goats. I told him baa.” She giggled, the sound reminiscent of Lydia.  
 
    “The prettiest goats in London,” Mr. Searle said, standing. “I won’t take up any more of your time. Thank you again, all of you, for helping make Miss de Bourgh’s and my wedding day a joyous one.” He bowed to the room and left among a sea of farewells. 
 
    In the wake of Mr. Searle’s departure, Jane let out a sigh. “I wish Colonel Fitzwilliam’s general could order some of his people to find Lydia,” she said, causing Elizabeth to wonder if Jane, too, was reminded of their youngest sister by Kitty’s laughter. “I hope she and Mr. Wickham come to our weddings, and I’ve grown somewhat distressed that no one has found them yet.” 
 
    “I have some information on Mr. Wickham,” Uncle Phillips said.  
 
    Elizabeth turned to him with a surge of hope. She was more on Kitty’s side than Jane’s when it came to having the Wickhams at the joint wedding ceremony and breakfast, but she, too, was worried. It wasn’t like Lydia to be silent for so long.  
 
    “I don’t know where they are,” Uncle Phillips continued, “but my information at least suggests that he hasn’t run away from debts.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something, at least,” Aunt Gardiner said. 
 
    Elizabeth thought it was a sad sign when a man was praised for not running from his debts. “What did you learn?” 
 
    “I received a letter from Colonel Forster this afternoon,” Mr. Phillips said.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” Kitty interrupted. 
 
    Uncle Phillips shrugged. “If you’d all decided not to worry over Lydia, I didn’t wish to reignite the feeling.” 
 
    Kitty made a face. 
 
    “That was very considerate of you, Uncle,” Elizabeth said. She gave Kitty a stern look. “What did the letter from Colonel Forster say?” 
 
    Uncle Phillips offered Elizabeth a slight smile. “Mr. Wickham has been gradually paying off his gambling debts. Colonel Forster didn’t know until recently because Mr. Wickham paid off those in the most financial need first. Forster’s letter commented that Mr. Wickham seemed to have a better idea about the finances of the officers of the regiment than he did.” 
 
    “How did Forster find out?” Uncle Gardiner asked. 
 
    “I can only assume Mr. Wickham’s efforts finally reached him,” Uncle Phillips said. “The letter went on to apologize for his anger when he last saw me and said that I apparently knew how to handle Mr. Wickham better than he did.” Uncle Phillips’ slight smile grew. “I might add that I had no idea Mr. Wickham would ever pay his debts.” 
 
    “What about his debts to the merchants?” Uncle Gardiner asked. 
 
    “Those are still being paid, as promptly as I’m able,” Uncle Phillips said. 
 
    “Will it be difficult for you now in Meryton because the gambling debts were paid first?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Uncle Phillips said with a smile.  
 
    Elizabeth scrutinized him, wondering at his calm. There was something he wasn’t saying, but she’d long ago learned that Uncle Phillips kept his own council. 
 
    “So, we still don’t know if they’re coming to our weddings.” Kitty sounded exasperated. 
 
    “No,” Uncle Phillips agreed. “We have no idea at all.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Elizabeth hoped Mr. Searle’s reason for wedding quickly, rather than lavishly, hadn’t been all about his mother, for she thwarted his plans by moving out very quickly. Within days, her personal possessions were transferred to her new residence. It was almost as if she’d already had the house rented and had only been waiting for the right moment to begin living there. 
 
    All Mr. Searle said on the subject was, “She surprised me, but I should have known that after being married to my father and helping him in his business, she was capable of handling anything.” While he was caught off guard by his mother, he still seemed very happy with the quickness with which he was wedding Miss de Bourgh. 
 
    Mary and her husband arrived the evening before the weddings. They were to remain for two nights, at Uncle Phillips insistence. That evening, the Gardiners’ home was stuffed to bursting, but everyone was happy to endure the press for so joyous an occasion. Jane, in particular, was pleased to have Mary there, tears filling her eyes as she greeted the sister she’d shared a room with through the past few, trying years. 
 
    The following morning, Jane was gorgeous, which wasn’t surprising. Kitty was radiant and looked beautiful. What was surprising, was Uncle Phillips’ new clothing. His limited wardrobe made him a comforting presence, but Elizabeth was glad to see him look like he belonged in their company, not like a country attorney. Fortunately, her surprise didn’t cause her to voice that sentiment aloud, for she was immediately ashamed of her thought. 
 
    Once they’d all made ready, a bit complicated in the stuffed house, they went en masse to the church they’d been attending with the Gardiners. The day was blissfully bright, with only a hint of a breeze in the crisp air, and the walk to the church short. The Gardiners led the way, with Uncle Phillips and Mary’s husband a pace behind them. Jane walked with Mary, followed by Elizabeth and Kitty. Elizabeth couldn’t help but wonder if it was the last time the four of them would walk together.  
 
    They arrived to find Colonel Fitzwilliam’s relatives there, as well as Mr. Bingley’s and Mr. Darcy, Miss Darcy and Miss de Bourgh. Mr. Searle’s mother and two sisters were also there, as were the sisters’ smartly dressed husbands. With three couples marrying, they’d filled the small church to capacity and created a rather festive atmosphere. Lady Catherine was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Shortly before the ceremonies were to begin, the Wickhams slipped in. Elizabeth didn’t think most of the attendees noticed them, but she watched Mr. Darcy’s head swivel toward them. When he turned back, even from where she sat across the aisle, Elizabeth could see his frown. 
 
    Both Wickham and Lydia were dressed well, but not in the height of fashion. He, of course, made his clothes look more fashionable than they were. Lydia was dressed surprisingly conservatively. Despite their appropriate attire and quiet arrival, Elizabeth felt a prickle of nervousness. 
 
    Her worry was confirmed when, just as the first ceremony was about to begin, Mr. Wickham stood. At first, as he was near the back, no one seemed to notice. He cleared his throat loudly. More and more heads began to turn. A murmur filled the church. The priest, an unimposing and round man, stared at Wickham in confusion.  
 
    “I am sorry for interrupting this, but here, in church, in front of witnesses, I have to confess a wrong and give an apology,” Mr. Wickham said in a loud, strong voice, causing the assemblage to quiet. 
 
    Elizabeth turned to Miss Darcy. She stared at Wickham with wide, horrified eyes. Mr. Darcy looked ready to leap to his feet, but Wickham was half a church away. 
 
    To Elizabeth’s horror, Wickham gestured toward Miss Darcy. “I attempted to persuade Miss Darcy to elope with me,” Mr. Wickham proclaimed. “She told her brother, and nothing came of it. I was after her money and wrong to do so. She is shy and uncertain of herself. This means she probably blames herself for what nearly happened. She is in no way to blame. I took advantage of my position as the protégé of her father and of the friendliness of her governess.” He leveled apologetic eyes on Miss Darcy. “I don’t expect forgiveness, from you or your brother, but I can accept the blame.” 
 
    “Wickham,” Mr. Searle called from the front of the church, where he waited to marry. “What are you doing? I didn’t realize this was the public apology you said you must make.” 
 
    Mr. Wickham shrugged. “I didn’t realize you were getting married at the same time as my wife’s sisters.” 
 
    “You know this man, George?” Lydia asked, coming to her feet. “But I don’t even know Miss de Bourgh, except that my sisters have mentioned walking with her.” 
 
    Mr. Wickham and Mr. Searle exchanged a glance. Wickham leaned over and said something to Lydia in a low voice. He grasped her arm, obviously urging her to sit. 
 
    “No,” Lydia said loudly. “You’ve been nothing but secretive since we married. You wouldn’t even tell me why you made me get this horrible gown. I want to know what’s going on. Right now.” 
 
    A glance toward the front of the church showed Jane’s and Bingley’s confusion. Kitty was scowling at her younger sister. Elizabeth could easily guess Kitty’s thoughts, that this was exactly the sort of behavior she expected from Lydia, stealing a wedding day she was already sharing with two other women. Miss de Bourgh’s expression was questioning, her eyes on Mr. Searle. Mr. Searle looked about the church, as if seeking aid.  
 
    “Well?” Lydia cried. “Where are my answers?” 
 
    Wickham clasped her arm again, whispering urgently. Lydia shrugged free. She aimed a glare at Mr. Searle.  
 
    Mr. Searle offered the assemblage an apologetic shrug. “I’ll explain, Mrs. Wickham, but only if you promise to sit down once I do. I wouldn’t wish to have you removed from your sisters’ wedding.” 
 
    Lydia angled her chin in the air and offered a condescending nod. “I promise.” 
 
    “Very well,” Mr. Searle said. “I was at an inn having dinner with a man who claimed he was in need of money. I’d bought him dinner and was listening to all his woes. Mr. Wickham was at a table next to me. He leaned over and said that the man was fleecing me. I didn’t believe him, but when he explained, I realized he was right.” 
 
    “He claimed he hadn’t eaten in two days, but he left a bit of meat on a bone on his plate,” Mr. Wickham said, taking up the story. “Even though he had good teeth and chewed on the bone some, he didn’t gnaw enough to clean the bone. He also said he’d spent the past four months working on the docks, but his hands had no callouses.” He looked back to Mr. Searle. 
 
    “I was impressed,” Mr. Searle said. “I asked Mr. Wickham if he would help me evaluate others. He said he was more likely to cheat me than to help me.” Mr. Searle shrugged. “I appreciated his honesty and we fell to talking. I believe, at first, Mr. Wickham was simply using me for a free meal, but we came to an understanding eventually and made a deal. If he would right as many of his past wrongs as he could, I would pay him to help me decide where to give my charitable money.” 
 
    Elizabeth, who was nervously looking from face to face during the tale, took in surprise on Mr. Darcy’s and understanding on Uncle Phillips’. Miss Darcy was doing her best to look small, her face bright red. At the front of the church, Kitty still glared at Lydia. 
 
    Mr. Searle turned toward where Mr. Darcy and Miss Darcy sat, expression apologetic. “I knew he was paying off old debts. He also told me he needed to publicly apologize to someone for an attempt to do something wrong. He didn’t go into details.” 
 
    Lydia rounded on Wickham. “So you’ve been getting money and just giving it away?” she cried. “While this monstrosity you insisted on is the only new dress I have?” 
 
    “Sit down, Lydia,” Kitty cried. “You promised.” 
 
    Mr. Wickham took his seat. Lydia looked about the church. Elizabeth followed her gaze, taking in the lack of sympathy she knew was reflected on her own face. Wickham touched Lydia’s arm. Scowling, she plunked down into the pew and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    A sort of collective sign went through the assemblage. The little priest cleared his throat. Everyone turned their attention back to the front of the church. First Jane, then Kitty, and lastly Miss de Bourgh took their turns as brides. 
 
    The happiness of the occasion quickly overcame the commotion in the church. A cheerful procession spilled forth when the ceremonies were concluded. They all turned and headed toward the Gardiners’ residence. 
 
    Elizabeth deliberately maneuvered to walk beside Mr. Darcy. She had thought to speak with Miss Darcy, to ensure she was well, but Jane and the newly made Mrs. Searle were on either side of Mr. Darcy’s sister, speaking to her earnestly. Beyond them, Kitty walked between Colonel Fitzwilliam and Lydia. Elizabeth couldn’t make out the words, but she knew her youngest two sisters were arguing. 
 
    To Elizabeth’s surprise, and Mr. Darcy’s obvious annoyance, Mr. Wickham came to walk on Mr. Darcy’s other side. He greeted them both amiably, but then fell into a strained sort of silence. 
 
    “Well?” Mr. Darcy said, tone sharp.  
 
    “Look, I’m sure you’re angry with me.” Mr. Wickham sounded nothing so much as weary. “You always are, and with reason. It had to be done, though. Georgi--” 
 
    Mr. Darcy’s head jerked toward Wickham. Elizabeth couldn’t see his face, but she could read the tension in his jaw. Mr. Wickham blanched.  
 
    “That is, Miss Darcy,” Wickham amended. “She would have held her imagined crime inside and let it make her miserable for years. She wouldn’t have felt worthy of a decent gentleman. She would always be afraid that I would tell someone. This way, it’s a brief scandal, and no discredit to her, and she can put it all behind her.” 
 
    Elizabeth touched Mr. Darcy’s arm. “I think he may be correct.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy continued to glare at Wickham. “You said your piece. Go.” 
 
    Wickham shook his head. “No, Darcy, not quite yet. Searle’s been paying me enough to cover my debts. I’ve put aside money to pay the ones I owe in Lambton. I suspect you covered them?” 
 
    “I did,” Mr. Darcy gritted out. 
 
    “Let me pay you back.” 
 
    “I don’t want your money.” 
 
    “Darcy, I’m trying to make things right between us.” 
 
    The silence between the two was alive with tension. Elizabeth touched Mr. Darcy’s sleeve again. If he could just get over his deep hatred of the man, maybe… she didn’t dare finish that thought.  
 
    “Please?” Wickham finally said. “Take the money.” 
 
    “I will.” Mr. Darcy’s words were clipped. “I will give it to one of Searle’s charities. I’m sure he’ll give me the usual terms.” 
 
    “What are the usual terms?” Elizabeth asked, seeking any alleviation in the tension between the two men.  
 
    Mr. Darcy turned to her, appearing somewhat surprised to find her there. “He adds twenty-five percent to what I give.” 
 
    “I learned long ago that my fortune isn’t enough, but I can use it to encourage others to give,” Mr. Searle said.  
 
    All three looked over their shoulders. Elizabeth hadn’t realized Mr. Searle was walking so near. She could tell by the chagrin on Mr. Darcy’s face that he hadn’t either.  
 
    Mr. Searle lengthened his stride, coming up on Wickham’s other side. “Mr. Wickham helped teach me not to be too trusting,” 
 
    “Who guards the guardians?” Elizabeth murmured. The words were an echo of her father, who quoted that phrase sometimes, usually in Latin. 
 
    Looking across the other two men, Mr. Searle smiled at her. “I hired some people to watch Mr. Wickham. However badly he’s behaved in the past, he is behaving himself now.” 
 
    “If you have to hire people to watch him, how can you afford to pay him?” Mr. Darcy asked.  
 
    “Sadly, he saves me more than enough on fraudulent claims. And believe me, I check his findings,” Mr. Searle said. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you permit us to have your forwarding address?” Elizabeth asked Mr. Wickham. “We were worried for Lydia. Where have you been living?” 
 
    “We rented the top floor of a house,” Mr. Wickham supplied. “I can give you the address. As for why we didn’t tell you, that’s the concession I made to get Lydia to behave well these past weeks. She said she wished to arrive at the wedding in a new gown and tell the story of how much better we’re living, as a surprise. She wasn’t happy when I told her the gown had to be appropriate for a wedding guest, not a bride.” He grimaced. “I admit, it didn’t occur to me you would worry. Since Darcy’s father died, I’m not used to anyone caring where I’m living.” 
 
    Elizabeth could read on Mr. Darcy’s face that he was also struck by how sad that statement was, although Mr. Wickham didn’t seem to realize it. “Well, Lydia is our sister and you are our brother now, so we care,” she asserted. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mr. Wickham said, the words touched with surprise. 
 
    By then, they’d reached the Gardiners’ home, somewhat of a line forming as everyone shuffled in. Elizabeth didn’t know where the servants would put all the outerwear and belatedly hoped Mrs. Gardiner had formed a plan with them. The Gardiner’s parlor and dining room would be filled to bursting.  
 
    After some waiting and minor jostling, the entirety of the party was gathered in, about and spilling from the Gardiners’ dining room and everyone had a small glass of bubbling French champagne, supplied by Miss de Bourgh for the occasion. A toast was made to each couple, and glasses raised in happy support. After the final toast, people began to turn toward the table, set out like a buffet, as most guests would need to eat standing. 
 
    “I hope you all saved a sip,” Uncle Phillips called into the rising din. “There is one more toast I should like to make, before we set to dining.” 
 
    Everyone turned back, dutifully. Elizabeth wondered what more there was to say, as he’d already given a nearly tearful toast for both Kitty and Jane. There was a ripple in the assembled mass of people as Mrs. Searle, unaccountably, made her way to his side. 
 
    “Mrs. Searle has graciously and generously consented to be my wife,” Uncle Phillips declared. “And following her son’s example, a fine gentleman whom I hope will consider himself to be my son, I have here a special license.” 
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence. Elizabeth stared at her uncle, taken completely off guard by his declaration. Well wishes erupted to fill the room, hers among them. Soon, everyone had formed into a loose queue. Friends, family and acquaintances alike filed past the two, offering individual congratulations, before heading to the table to partake of breakfast. 
 
    When Elizabeth, Darcy beside her, reached her uncle, she wrapped him in a happy embrace. “Congratulations. This is wonderful, albeit unexpected, news. I can’t believe you hid this from us.” She released him to aim a mock-glare on Mrs. Searle. “The both of you.” 
 
    “You youngsters had your own concerns,” Mrs. Searle said. Her eyes drifted past Elizabeth to Darcy. “Some of you still do.” 
 
    Elizabeth wasn’t sure what that meant, but she impulsively hugged Mrs. Searle. “I shall be honored to call you my aunt.” 
 
    “Elizabeth,” Uncle Phillips said. “Your sisters are married, but I am still your guardian. Mrs. Searle and I will be living in London.” 
 
    “And we welcome you to live with us,” Mrs. Searle said warmly. 
 
    “Thank you.” Elizabeth hugged them both again, then moved on so Mr. Darcy could offer his congratulations. She watched, a smile on her face, but as she looked about the room, that happy expression threatened to falter. 
 
    The Gardiners’ home was so full. Life, happiness, festivity. Even Mary was there with her husband. After today, that would all be gone. If Elizabeth remained there or moved to live with her Uncle Phillips and Mrs. Searle, something she certainly wouldn’t do right away, she would be alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Though she didn’t exert any effort toward the knowledge, as she didn’t care to gossip, Elizabeth couldn’t help but hear some rather interesting rumors about Lady Catherine, many of which included Uncle Phillips. One said that Lady Catherine had burned down her parlor. Another that she’d demanded Uncle Phillips leave Mrs. Searle and marry her instead, which couldn’t be true because Elizabeth’s uncle hadn’t announced his engagement until days after his argument with Lady Catherine. Yet another claimed she’d beat her servants over the head with porcelain figurines. They devolved from there, descending into wild tales of shrieking and smashing that Elizabeth refused to believe.  
 
    All Elizabeth knew for certain was that Lady Catherine didn’t attend her daughter’s wedding because she’d already left London. It came out that she’d departed very early in the morning, the day immediately following the dinner party where Miss de Bourgh and Mr. Searle announced their engagement. Uncle Phillips wouldn’t confirm or deny any of the other bits of information floating around, and Elizabeth respected his reticence, though Uncle Gardiner put considerable effort into teasing the information from him. 
 
    The day after his wedding, Mr. Bingley gave up searching for a suitable London home. Apparently, as soon as they were united, Jane and Bingley realized they didn’t need London any longer. Elizabeth suspected that, as well, once Mary arrived, Jane realized how much she missed her sister. They’d grown quite close in the past few years and had always spoken of raising their children as close friends. 
 
    Instead of London, Jane and Bingley decided they should purchase the property Mr. Bingley had rented the previous autumn in Hertfordshire, Netherfield Park. While his search for a London home had been tedious, somehow the purchase of Netherfield was accomplished speedily. Not two days after Mary and her husband headed back to Meryton, Jane and Bingley followed.  
 
    Kitty moved into Colonel Fitzwilliam’s family home, where she quickly came to like his mother and be tolerant of his older brother. They didn’t mean to remain but were waiting to see where Colonel Fitzwilliam would be stationed next. Elizabeth felt the couple’s impending move made it easier for Kitty to get along with her new husband’s family. Elizabeth had only met them briefly, in conjunction with the wedding, but they reminded her more of Lady Catherine than Colonel Fitzwilliam and Mr. Darcy. During the wedding breakfast, even Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst hadn’t had their noses as far in the air as Colonel Fitzwilliam’s older brother. 
 
    Uncle Phillips married Mrs. Searle the day after the other weddings. The ceremony was smaller, with the Gardiners, Kitty and Richard, Mary and her husband, Jane and Bingley, the new Mr. and Mrs. Searle, Mr. Searle’s sisters and their husbands, and Elizabeth in attendance. The party made for a more reasonably sized wedding breakfast, and frankly more enjoyable save for Mr. Darcy’s absence. 
 
    Elizabeth elected to remain with the Gardiners, who’d graciously welcomed her to stay. She didn’t wish to intrude on Uncle Phillips’ and his new wife’s generosity yet. Likewise, though each couple extended her an invitation to come live with them for a time, she’d declined. Those newlywed, she felt, deserved time together, without their unwed relation underfoot.  
 
    Three days after her sisters’ weddings, Elizabeth found herself alone in the Gardiners’ parlor. She sat in the window seat with a book she wasn’t truly attending to, possessed of a terrible disquiet, bordering on a malaise. She’d been spoiled by the frequent outings and knew she should get accustomed to fewer activities, but the emptiness that filled the house was unusually deep.  
 
    Mr. Gardiner was at work, of course. Mrs. Gardiner had placed most of her children in the care of their governess for their lessons and taken her eldest daughter out for a special treat. She’d confided in Elizabeth that, with all the guests and excitement, she’d been neglecting her children and meant to make time for each one that week. 
 
    Elizabeth sighed, her gaze going out the window. Sleet splattered against the panes, the turn in weather reflecting her mood. Perhaps she could write to Miss Darcy. Now that there would be no more daily walks and dinners and trips to the theatre, there was more than enough time for their tea and piano playing. 
 
    And if she visited Miss Darcy, well, she just might see… 
 
    No, she couldn’t write to Miss Darcy. Elizabeth liked her too well to betray her in that way, employing their friendship to access her brother. Miss Darcy deserved better treatment than that. 
 
    Elizabeth gave up the pretense of reading. She set the book aside, pulled her knees up under her chin, and turned her face toward the window. If only both of her remaining sisters and Uncle Phillips hadn’t all married at once and left her. She was used to a quiet life, until recently, but quiet wasn’t the same as lonely. 
 
    And she was lonely. Over the past few days, even when she was with her aunt and uncle and the children, a deep ache filled her. Nothing seemed bright or happy. Her laughter was forced, flat. There was an empty, gaping hole in her life now that her friends had all formed into groups and gone on to their new, happy lives. Joy no longer filled Elizabeth’s days. 
 
    She hugged her knees tighter and leaned her forehead against the cold windowpane, trying to deny what she knew in her heart. She missed her sisters and uncle, yes, but there was one person in particular whose company she longed for. One face that would alleviate the anxious, horrible sorrow that threatened her. She’d made a terrible, terrible mistake when she told Mr. Darcy, hypothetically, that she had no desire for him to court her. 
 
    Elizabeth watched the sleet, wondering how she could have fallen in love with him. She hadn’t liked him. She’d found him highhanded and arrogant and possessed of ridiculous snobbish notions.  
 
    Perhaps worse, he thought her unattractive, and she knew he often found her provoking. What woman fell in love with a man who thought her plain and annoying? She sighed, her breath clouding the pane. Why hadn’t she comprehended her feelings sooner? She wouldn’t have changed who she was, but she could have made some effort to attract him.  
 
    She dropped her face to her knees and wondered how long she would have to endure this new suffering. She still mourned her father, and her mother. She even missed her Aunt Phillips, though they hadn’t been close. Was a broken heart the same as a death? Would she spend another year, or more, mourning a relationship she’d taken too long to realize she wanted and had willfully sabotaged from the start?  
 
    Casting a covert glance about the room, though she knew herself quite alone, Elizabeth tugged Mr. Darcy’s handkerchief free of her bodice. She pressed the square to her face, but the scent of him had long since departed. Jane had months to get over Mr. Bingley, with no success. As Elizabeth traced Mr. Darcy’s initials, she judged her affection for him to be at least as deep. She clenched the precious handkerchief tightly. Unable to stifle tears, she hugged her knees close and cried. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following morning dawned fair. Once again, after breakfast the house emptied, save for the servants and the children closeted with their governess. Elizabeth thought she might go mad if she spent another day alone in the parlor. A walk was what was called for, before the sky returned to rain, but she’d no one to walk with. Unlike in Hertfordshire, she couldn’t simply walk the streets of London alone. She wondered how much trouble it would cause the household if she asked one of the maids to walk with her. Everyone, except Elizabeth, had duties to see to. 
 
    She’d yet to formulate a plan when one of the maids appeared in the parlor doorway. “Mr. Darcy is asking if you’re at home, miss.” 
 
    “Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth breathed.  
 
    She sprang to her feet. Her aunt didn’t have a mirror in the parlor. Elizabeth patted at her hair and smoothed her skirt. She resisted the urge to pinch her cheeks, a habit of her mother’s she’d always decried as silly but now understood. What were pinched cheeks compared to giving the man you loved a favorable impression?  
 
    “Shall I tell him you’re at home, miss?” 
 
    “Yes, please, show him in.” Elizabeth clasped her hands before her. Should she sit, then stand again when he entered? Should she smile? Should— 
 
    Mr. Darcy strolled into the parlor. He wore her favorite of his dark suits. Coincidence, or attendance to her words, for she’d once alluded to liking it. He’d divested himself of hat, coat and gloves, as if he intended to remain and take refreshments. He came three strides into the room and halted before her to bow. 
 
    “Miss Bennet,” he greeted. 
 
    Elizabeth felt a twinge of sorrow that he couldn’t use her name now that Jane was married. She suddenly longed for him to call her Elizabeth. “Mr. Darcy.” She knew she ought to say more, but no words would come. 
 
    “Should I fetch tea, miss,” the maid asked from where she hovered in the open doorway. “Or… or sit in the corner?” 
 
    “Would you care for tea, Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Did he, like Elizabeth, simply wish the maid to leave for a time? There was an unaccustomed tautness to his frame. His eyes, darker than usual, seemed to burn into hers. Behind him, the maid slipped out, the movement glimpsed on the edge of Elizabeth’s gaze. 
 
    Elizabeth swallowed against the dryness in her throat. Words. She must summon words. “Would you care to sit, Mr. Darcy?” 
 
    He moved a step closer. “I’ve been trying to decide on something, which perhaps you can help me with,” he said, ignoring her question. “I would think, hypothetically, that if two people are good friends, a proposal of marriage should not destroy the friendship. Yet, I have recent, strong evidence to the contrary.” 
 
    “Evidence to the contrary?” she repeated, feeling somewhat dizzy in the wake of his mention of a proposal. “What evidence?” 
 
    He contemplated her for a long moment, then shook his head. “It would be a betrayal of confidence for me to give details. Please understand, I in no way mean that as a commentary on you. I trust you implicitly, but it’s not my tale to tell.” 
 
    Understanding hit her, and on its heels, pain. He didn’t mean the two of them. He meant— “Are you saying that Lady Catherine proposed to my uncle?” 
 
    Mr. Darcy winced. “Apparently, I’m not so subtle as I believe.” 
 
    Elizabeth took a moment to reorder her thoughts. Was that why he’d come? To seek her aid in reconciling her uncle and his aunt? So, he wasn’t there to see Elizabeth of his own inclination, but rather on the former Miss de Bourgh’s behalf. Elizabeth supposed she could understand that. She expected the Searles had enough trouble dealing with Lady Catherine without her hating Mr. Searle’s mother for winning Elizabeth’s uncle. 
 
    She clasped her hands more tightly, trying to gain some feeling of equilibrium. It was difficult with Mr. Darcy standing so near and looking down at her so intently. “I don’t seek gossip, or credit it, but I did see my uncle when he returned to Mr. Searle’s, after having walked back, and if even a fraction of what I’ve heard about that evening is true, it’s unlikely your aunt and my uncle will be friends for years, if ever again. If she had behaved better after Uncle Phillips’ refusal, they might have been able to do so.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy’s gaze searched hers. “So, you feel her proposal ruined their friendship, but, hypothetically, it needn’t have done so? A proposal could be made and refused and a friendship not be broken beyond repair?” 
 
    Elizabeth studied his face, her heart pounding against the inside of her chest. Was he talking about them after all? Could he be? “I believe it would be sad if two reasonable adults could not remain friends. After all, a proposal is a compliment, and a refusal is only a refusal of marriage, not a repudiation of friendship.” She took a half step closer. “But, hypothetically speaking, I don’t believe such a proposal is likely to be refused. Far from it.” 
 
    Behind him, two maids bustled into the room, carrying the tea service and light snacks. They must have hurried and had water still warm from breakfast. Frustration at the interruption shot through Elizabeth.  
 
    Face heating slightly, she realized she and Mr. Darcy stood quite close. She took a step back. He frowned as he watched the two young women set out tea. They did their very best not to look at him or Elizabeth. 
 
    When they were done, one slipped out. The second stopped near the door. “Will there be anything else, miss?” 
 
    “Not just now,” Elizabeth said in as normal a voice as she could muster. 
 
    “I’ll be near if you require anything, miss,” the maid said and backed from the parlor. 
 
    Elizabeth pulled her gaze from the empty doorway. “Would you care to sit now and take tea?” she asked, tentative.  
 
    To her surprise, Mr. Darcy turned from her. He went to the parlor door and pulled it closed. She caught her breath. Two long strides brought him back to stand before her. 
 
    “I do not want to sit and have tea,” he said. “Nor do I wish to be disturbed again or to speak in hypotheticals.” He captured her hands in his.  
 
    Elizabeth stared up at him, hardly able to breath. 
 
    “I don’t know when I fell in love with you, but it wasn’t very long after I met you,” Mr. Darcy continued. “I’ll admit, I resisted. I thought your lack of wealth and connections to trade made it undesirable for me to marry you. Undesirable.” He repeated the word as if confounded by the meaning of those five syllables. “You are the most desirable woman I’ve ever met. The most desirable woman in all the world. That’s half the reason I left Hertfordshire, to flee the temptation of you.” 
 
    “You love me?” Elizabeth’s voice came out a whisper, relief and joy making her dizzy. “Since Hertfordshire. But, you agreed we were only friends. You gave no indication.” 
 
    “Because when I saw you in London, I discovered you didn’t like me.” 
 
    She flinched at that, because it was true. 
 
    “And because, as much as I want you to be my wife, I value the friendship we’ve developed and do not want to lose it.” 
 
    “Yet, here you stand,” she said, hardly able to believe her fortune. Was she awake? She glanced toward the window seat, half convinced she’d fallen asleep there. This could only be a dream. Bright sunlight streamed between the curtains. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, his voice low. “Here I stand. I cannot go on as friends. I will, if I must, but not without trying for more. Elizabeth Bennet, I love you. Be my wife.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    He stared down at her, so surprised, she worried she’d misunderstood his offer. “You’ll marry me?” 
 
    “Yes, gladly. Eagerly.” A smile lifted the corners of her lips. “Why wouldn’t I marry you? I love you.” 
 
    He drew her into his arms and kissed her. Hypothetically, Elizabeth imagined it was the most amazing kiss there’d ever been. Practically speaking, it was only the beginning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Part Seven 
 
    Real Happiness 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Mr. Phillips sat near the warmth of Mr. Searle’s ceramic stoves. He was very fond of them. He and Mrs. Phillips had procured several for their own London home. He was alone, for the rest of the party was in the center of the room, engaged in several lively conversations. Mr. Phillips smiled, thoroughly content to sit off to the side and observe his large, wonderful family. 
 
    They were celebrating everyone’s tenth anniversaries. Of course, Elizabeth and Darcy wouldn’t have theirs for another month, but that never stopped the group celebration. Over the years, they’d received merciless teasing from the others, especially Richard and Kitty, about their slowness. Elizabeth and Darcy would just exchange intimate smiles in response. Mr. Phillips didn’t think the delay interfered with their happiness. 
 
    As this was their joint tenth anniversary, the celebration was rather more extensive than usual and included more couples. In fact, this was their second party. The first had taken place at Netherfield Park and had included all the children.  
 
    Mr. Phillips liked children, but after a full weekend surrounded by all the children Jane, Elizabeth, Mary, Kitty, Lydia and Anne had managed, along with Georgiana’s growing brood, those of Bingley’s sisters and Searle’s sisters, he was quite happy for the relative piece of this smaller adult celebration back home in London. Children, he found, were exhausting. Individually, he loved them. Even when he had several with him at once, he enjoyed their company, and that enjoyment extended to include Lydia’s five, who were horribly spoiled by their doting mother. He simply couldn’t manage them en masse. 
 
    This party had fewer adults as well, being relegated to only those who’d actually taken part in the two days of weddings, and Elizabeth and Darcy. Of course, they’d already endured Richard’s and Kitty’s mock assertion they weren’t to attend. Mr. Phillips was, in fact, impressed with how well Darcy took the ribbings. He’d worried, years ago, that the younger man was a bit too stiff for Elizabeth. Happily, Darcy had become more easy with people since their marriage. 
 
    The Darcy’s brood of three were entertaining Jane’s and Bingley’s four that evening, at Darcy House, as the Bingleys were staying with the Darcys. They never had purchased a place in London. Kitty’s two were at home, as she and Richard had finally bought a small townhouse in a respectable neighborhood a few years back. Anne’s two had been sent to bed. 
 
    Although all of them at once were exhausting, Mr. Phillips knew he would soon miss the children who would return to the country. More than that, he had an obligation to the children. All of them. He was the only grandfather any of them had, even though he wasn’t really anyone’s grandfather.  
 
    He sipped his champagne, something Anne always insisted on for these celebrations. This evening was for adults, and for chatter. Not that they didn’t see each other often already. Really, there was little catching up to do. 
 
    Anne reported that her mother had a new companion, but that was hardly significant news. This was Lady Catherine’s seventeenth companion in ten years. Mr. Phillips suspected that once she told her new companion all her stories and found out all the information she could about them, she got bored. He was grateful he hadn’t married her.  
 
    His gaze went to his wife, in deep conversation with Kitty and Anne, all three animated and cheerful. Instead of Lady Catherine, he’d married a wonderful, generous-hearted woman. A woman who, even while they were secretly courting, had been good enough to accept his spending time with someone else to make life easier for his nieces. 
 
    Fortunately, there was no longer any need for anything like that, and hadn’t been since the day they’d wed. His nieces and their husbands were doing very well. Mary’s husband was now an attorney and under him, Mr. Phillips’ former practice was thriving. Mr. Wickham was still working for Searle. He’d stayed reformed, but Mr. Phillips suspected that Searle’s continued observation of him had something to do with that.  
 
    Richard had sold his commission. His and Kitty’s combined income wasn’t generous, but Richard’s brother had invested heavily in London property and had asked Richard to manage for him. In return, Richard lived rent free in the Fitzwilliam’s London house, with the servants’ wages paid by his brother. The only disadvantage was that Kitty and Richard had to put up with his brother visiting for about a month every year. As well, since his brother had sired six daughters and no sons, there was a good chance Richard or one of his sons would be the next earl.   
 
    As for Jane and Bingley, they were as kindhearted and cheerful as ever. They seemed to enjoy country life, and Jane and Mary had remained quite close. Mr. Phillips smiled, watching the sisters speak cheerfully together. 
 
    He scanned the small crowd. He found Elizabeth and Darcy slightly to one side, together. They spent time with others at these events, but after a few hours, they were usually found together. Richard often teased them, saying that since they were comparative newlyweds, he understood they needed to be together more.  
 
    Darcy leaned toward Elizabeth and murmured something. She looked up with a smile. He brushed a curl back from her cheek. 
 
    Mr. Phillips looked away, feeling he was intruding on an intimate moment. He smiled. It was good to see everyone so happy. There had been times, years ago after first their mother, then their father, and then his wife died, that Mr. Phillips worried he wouldn’t be able to do well by his nieces. What, after all, had he known about raising five half-grown girls? Then, to have the first one married be Lydia, and under such circumstances… He shook his head to dispel the memory.  
 
    “A toast,” Richard called. 
 
    Mr. Phillips looked to find everyone turning toward Richard. They raised their glasses. He did as well, in his quiet corner. A smile tugged at his lips, for he knew what toast was coming. It was the same one Richard made every year. 
 
    “To the general’s nephew,” Richard declared. 
 
    “To the general’s nephew,” everyone responded.  
 
    Mr. Phillips sipped his champagne. His smile widened. The general’s nephew in question had run off and married a barmaid without a farthing to her name. 
 
      
 
    ~ The End ~ 
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