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Unravelling Mr. Darcy





 What's a gentleman to do when he has laid his heart before a lady only to have it crushed beneath her dainty slipper? If you're Fitzwilliam Darcy, there is only one thing to do ─ unravel your tightly wound pride, mend your ways, and convince the lady of your worth. 
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Chapter 1





Fitzwilliam Darcy took one final lingering look at the lady who had stolen his heart, then crushed it beneath her dainty slippers. With some effort, he turned and willed himself to leave the parsonage even though his heart cried out for him to stay and plead his case. But what could he say? He had injured her sister in separating her from his friend. The injury was not intentionally done, but it was done nonetheless. And he had done it.

She was also correct in that he had been aloof, but was that not to be expected from one of his position? He had to think of his family when choosing a wife. Did she not realize the great difficulty he would likely face in presenting a lady of little means, with a family seemingly devoid of manners that would recommend them, to the highest circles in the ton?

What she was not correct about was Wickham. But how could he defend himself on that account without placing his sister’s reputation in jeopardy? Why could she not see that Mr. Wickham was too charming to be trusted? She was not unintelligent. She was actually very clever and, yet, also very duped by a charismatic deceiver.

His shoulders sagged under the weight of such tormenting thoughts as he pulled open the door to the sitting room and prepared to leave his heart behind, laying at her feet, with no hope of it ever being restored.

His steps faltered just a bit as he stepped out into the passageway. He closed his eyes and whispered a plea that he not be sent away from her. With a sigh of resignation, he placed his hat on his head. He had hoped there would be an instant answer to his petition, but perchance he was to be punished for having harmed another by suffering the same fate of being separated from the person he loved.

“Wait. Do not go.”

Darcy turned slowly toward the door to the sitting room. Was his mind playing a trick on him? Was it making him hear words that he wished to hear but were not actually spoken? He had already learned that the orb between his ears was not to be trusted in its contemplations of Miss Elizabeth Bennet. It had been certain she would welcome his addresses. It had fancied her in love with him, and it had been wrong — horribly, cruelly wrong!

“Do not go,” Elizabeth said once again when he turned her direction. “Please.”

“Are you certain?” Darcy asked as he came to the door of the sitting room.

Elizabeth nodded. “I should not have spoken as I did.” She wrapped an arm around her abdomen and took a tentative seat on a chair. “I was abominably rude and have no excuse to plead, save my indisposition.” She rubbed a small circular pattern on her forehead between her brows as if to still the throbbing that lay behind her fingers.

Darcy took in the prospect of the woman before him. Her cousin had said that she had not come to Rosings due to a headache, and it looked to be a genuine malady and not just a ploy to avoid his aunt or for him to be able to find her alone.

He deposited his hat and gloves on a small table near the window that faced the front garden and crossed the room to sit near her. “You are unwell,” he said, and then he grimaced. Of course, she already knew she was unwell. He did not need to tell her.

She smiled at him and opened her mouth as if to speak but then closed it again before rising quickly, one arm still wrapped tightly around her middle. “Please wait. I shall not be long,” she said and hurried from the room.

For several minutes, Darcy paced the small sitting room, pausing each time he passed the door to listen for footsteps in the hall.

Quite obviously Miss Elizabeth was unwell and had remained at the parsonage because of that reason, and for that reason alone. He shook his head. Such arrogance to think she was possibly providing him an opportunity to make his offer! She had not been expecting his addresses at all. It was a sobering thought.

All of the ladies of his acquaintance who were not married, as well as a few who were, constantly put themselves in his path in an attempt to snare him for one reason or another. But not Miss Elizabeth. She didn’t fawn over him or promote herself to him. She was different — in a most agreeable way.

She was intelligent and lively. He sighed. And beautiful — not in the fashion of the day. He shook his head again. No, in this way she was also different. Her features, to look at them with a critical eye, as he had attempted to do, were not classically beautiful, but her eyes — how they danced and sparkled, capturing her every emotion. Her smile lit her face. She moved with grace, and her figure was exceedingly pleasing — slight but womanly.

He stopped once more near the door to the sitting room to listen for her approach, and hearing footsteps, he hurried to stand near the mantle. It would not do to be found wringing his hands and hovering at the door like some anxious nursemaid.

He did a fine job of playing the part of an unaffected gentleman for a full ten ticks of the clock before he was propelled to her side by the ashen hue of her face.

“You are ill,” he said as he assisted her to her chair. “May I call for someone to come sit with you? Is there anything that you require? I could send for the apothecary if you would like. In fact, I could fetch him for you myself.” The words fell from his lips as rapidly as his grandmother’s did when she was concerned and on the verge of a nervous fit. He clamped his lips closed and sat beside Elizabeth.

“I require nothing but a few moments of quiet,” Elizabeth said, placing a hand on his knee, stopping it from bouncing. “The tapping of your foot,” she explained when he looked at her in surprise.

He grimaced. It was not like him to be so very agitated, but then the lady sitting next to him had been unsettling him from the moment he had met her.

“I should go. You are in need of rest, and I am keeping you from it.”

His voice was as apologetic as his look. If he stayed, he was likely to cause her greater distress than he had already caused.

“Are you certain there is nothing I can get you to ease your discomfort?”

He could use a good swift ride and a large burning drink. His every fiber seemed on edge.

She bit back a smile and that tauntingly impertinent eyebrow raised as she glanced at his hands which were rubbing back and forth on his knees. Immediately, he stilled them and rose.

“Please stay. I assure you my affliction is nothing out of the ordinary.”

“But you are ill. Your head hurts, and I assume your stomach is unsettled,” he protested as he began pacing. “You are in need of care.”

“Mr. Darcy, please sit down.”

Her tone was curt, and he immediately complied with a wary look.

“Your pacing was making me feel quite faint,” she explained. “It is easier at the moment to look at you when you are still.” She sighed.

His brows drew together, creating a worried crease as he looked at her. How could she wish for him to stay and claim that she was not ill? He could plainly see her discomfort. Her skin was not so ashen as it had been, but she was paler than normal, and her eyes did not contain the same liveliness. Would it not be better for her to go to bed and rest? He should insist upon that very thing, and he would insist if he were not so drawn to remain here with her. He had willed himself out of the room once already, and it seemed his heart was not in a state to cooperate a second time.

“I do not wish to be indelicate, sir. I assure you I do know what is right and proper,” she began, her cheeks flushing to a more normal colour and then to a deeper hue. “However, since you have a sister who is in your care, I will assume you are not completely ignorant of the fact that at certain times a lady suffers from a particular indisposition. For some fortunate souls, it is a trifling matter. Unfortunately, I am not among the fortunate. So, as you can see, there is no need for concern.”

Ah! He felt himself relax. This he both understood and knew how to assist.

“What you need,” he said with a smile, “is a small glass of wine and a warming brick.” He kept his tone soft and soothing. “Might I call for them?”

A small smile crept across her lips. “Your help would be most welcome.”

He rose and, leaving the room, found the housekeeper and made his requests. Then, returning to the sitting room, he pulled a small footstool close to her chair for her use, took a small quilt that hung on the end of a chaise, and draped it over her legs.

“My sister, Georgiana, insists that warmth helps,” he explained,” unless it is summer; then warmth merely adds to her misery.”

“You must be a good brother,” Elizabeth said as she tucked the blanket around her waist.

“I wish I could say I am, but I fear I have failed her on more than one occasion.” He walked to the door and stood looking down the passageway.

“Surely you are too hard on yourself.”

“Do you think me incapable of failure?” His voice held a hint of anger. Her words accusing him of not being a gentleman still stung. He should likely not indulge that feeling at present, but the wound was too fresh to ignore. “I should think you would find me more than proficient in it.”

She opened her mouth, and he expected a protest. However, no words fell from her lips before she closed them again. Her brows furrowed and her head tipped as she scrutinized him for a moment. Then with a bewildered look and a slight shake of her head, she again opened her mouth. This time the action was accompanied by words, but they were still not a protest.

“I fear I accused you unjustly,” she said.

Darcy lifted an eyebrow and folded his arms across his chest as he leaned against the door frame, waiting for her to continue.

Her head bowed. “I should have asked you about my concerns rather than racing to unfounded conclusions.”

There was contrition in her tone, and he longed to ease her discomfort just as he did when Georgiana used such a tone. But, he would not. He held his peace and allowed her to continue.

“I am ashamed to say at times such as these, my temper often gets the best of my tongue and together the two can cause much damage.”

He pushed off the door frame and moved into the room as a servant arrived with the wine and warming brick. “Place the brick on the small of your back, if you can, and sip the wine slowly. I would lower the lights to ease the pain in your head, but for propriety’s sake, I dare not. However, if you feel the need to close your eyes, I will understand.”

She shook her head but did as he suggested. “You, sir, are an enigma,” she said, situating the brick as he slipped a pillow behind her upper back. “I truly cannot make out your character. One moment you are lofty in manner, ordering and directing the lives of those around you, and the next, you are solicitous and gracious. You are a contradiction.” She took a small sip of wine and then placed her glass on the table next to her chair.








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter 2





“I do not see how that is an inconsistency in character,” he said as he took a seat near her once again. “Does not everyone have two sides — the one which is for public display and duty and the one that is reserved for those closest to you? May not those two sides be complementary, each supporting and balancing the other?” He settled back into his chair. “Are you the same in all situations?” he added before falling silent, waiting for her reply. 

Elizabeth took another small sip of her wine before responding. “I had not thought of it so, and therefore, I will grant that you might be correct in your assessment. However, I believe that the two need not, nor should they, be exclusive of each other.”

“Perhaps you are correct.” He drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair. “You may have uncovered yet another one of my faults, a failure to be all things to all people.”

“I did not mean to …” Her words dropped away as she saw the small smile which pulled up the corners of Darcy’s mouth. She dropped her gaze to her glass. She had not thought him capable of teasing. Had Miss Bingley not insisted that Mr. Darcy was not to be teased? Did that not mean the gentleman did not approve of teasing at all? She felt her face flush as she thought it. Had she truly expected Miss Bingley to be forthcoming with information? Foolish girl! She had told Jane not to trust Miss Bingley, yet here she sat, evaluating another based on that woman’s words. She heard a soft chuckle beside her.

“Forgive me, I should not tease when you are unwell. Georgiana scolds me for doing so.”

“You must love her very much,” Elizabeth spoke softly. Perhaps Miss Darcy was not as Mr. Wickham had said. Mr. Darcy seemed to defy that man’s every word with his graciousness to her after having been so abused by her mere moments ago. So many things suddenly appeared to be the opposite of what she had believed to be true. Oh, why must she come to these realizations at such a time as this! She blinked to keep from crying.

“I do.” His voice was soft as was his smile when, upon finding his handkerchief pressed into her hand, she looked up at him. “She is all I have left of those who are dear to me, save for my cousin, his father, and the Dowager Countess.”

“What is your sister like?” Elizabeth dabbed at her eyes.

As he spoke of Georgiana, suddenly, the man before Elizabeth — the gentleman who filled the room with his presence, who commanded respect from all whom he met — crumbled away, replaced by the image of…a person, and not all so different from herself. She saw not his wealth, nor his connections, nor his authority. She saw him — a son, a brother, a cousin, a nephew, and, yes, a master. All heavy responsibilities he shouldered by himself. Silently, she chided herself for not having taken the time to consider him as anything more than the dour and disapproving friend of Mr. Bingley.

He had paused. His eyes stared straight ahead, but she suspected his focus was not on the vase of flowers on the table or the chair that stood before the fireplace. Indeed, he seemed to be looking far off into the distance, and what he saw there caused his countenance to become drawn and pained.

“I nearly lost her last summer.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “It was my own doing. Had I been more attentive, or had I been more willing to bear her displeasure, it would not have happened. But as I was both too willing to please and too occupied with my own concerns, she was nearly convinced to run away with a man with whom she fancied herself in love.” He shook his head and turned his eyes back towards Elizabeth. “She had known him for years and trusted him because of her history with him. He was not, however, in love with her but with her money. He broke her heart, which in turn broke mine.”

Elizabeth could not keep all the tears from falling. She wiped at them quickly. A niggling suspicion crept into her mind. Mr. Wickham had claimed to know the Darcy family for years. Such a disappointment to his fortunes must have left him bitter. “It is how he lost your good opinion forever.” It was not a question, but a statement of understanding.

Darcy nodded.

“I shall not ask you about him again. I am ashamed I ever believed a word he said.” She wiped again at her eyes. Oh, how her heart broke at the way she had accused him of treating Mr. Wickham poorly when, in fact, it was Mr. Wickham who had harmed Mr. Darcy. “I am so very sorry,” she whispered.

Darcy grabbed the hand that was not wiping tears from her face and squeezed it firmly.

“He is a pretender, a liar, and a cheat. Many have been taken in by his tales. Please, do not berate yourself because of it.”

She heard the concern in his voice and squeezed the hand that held hers. She wished with all her heart that she could ignore the pain her words and actions had caused her, but she could not. She would not. She had acted foolishly, and she must bear the consequences of such behaviour.

“Thank you, Mr. Darcy. But, I must allow myself to feel the full measure of my shame, so I might not be so easily led in the future.”

He pressed her hand once more before releasing it. “I understand. I have carried my guilt with me for some time.” He blew out a great burdened breath. “There is more I could tell you about that particular scoundrel, whom I once considered a friend.”

“More?” she gasped. Was not the near ruin of a dear sister enough harm? What more could Mr. Wickham have done?

Darcy nodded slowly. “However, I am not presently capable of speaking of him with equanimity, and I do not wish to speak unfairly, although I would not refuse to speak to you of him in the future.”

“You are too good, sir!” Did he still offer friendship by speaking of the future? She was uncertain why such a thought lifted her heart, but it did.

“No. I assure you I am not.” His voice was hard. “I…” He paused. “I have done as he did. I have broken your heart by breaking the heart of your sister. Though my motives may have been different, the result is the same, and it is inexcusable.” He bowed his head in shame.

“You are most heartily wrong!” How could he think himself the same as a man who would trick an innocent into an elopement?

His head snapped up, his eyes piercing hers with their intensity.

“Did you plan to take advantage of my sister’s caring nature, sir?”

He blinked. “Of course not!”

“Did you think her irrevocably attached to your friend?” Charlotte’s admonition for Jane to make her feelings more apparent played in Elizabeth’s mind. Charlotte had been certain that Mr. Darcy admired Elizabeth, something that Elizabeth had protested — loudly — and yet, it seemed Charlotte had not been wrong. Perhaps she was also correct about Jane and Mr. Bingley.

“I did not.”

So, she had been wrong, and Charlotte had been right.

“You feared his attachment was greater than hers?” she asked.

“I did.”

At least, she had been correct about Mr. Bingley’s loving Jane. So far tonight, that was the only thing about which she had been correct, and that knowledge stung. She had always prided herself on being correct in her assessments of people.

“Did you fear she saw only his wealth?” she asked.

“I could not do her such a disservice.”

“But, my mother…” Elizabeth looked away, the tears were once again threatening. “She is indecorous at times.”

He said nothing, his silence affirming her fears. Her family’s improprieties were not only a hindrance to him in coming to the point of declaring himself to her, but they were also, as Colonel Fitzwilliam had said, a reason to advise Mr. Bingley not to return to Netherfield and pursue Jane. The gravity of what was lost due to the lack of restraint of both her mother and her sisters was nearly overwhelming.

“My father does little to curb her displays or those of my sisters. What respectable man would wish his friend attached to such a family!” This was not the well-reasoned argument she had planned, and she fought to regain her composure. “Your actions in such a light do you more credit than harm.”

“But they still did harm — far more grievous than one could imagine,” he protested. “Not only have I deprived my friend of a worthy woman and, in so doing, broken the hearts of two ladies, but I find it has also resulted in the shattering of what remained of my own.” He stood. “But it is no more than I deserve. I shall leave you now.”

“No.”

He turned to look at her.

“Please do not leave me so. I cannot bear being the source of such sorrow. Could we not try again?”

“Renew my addresses, so you can accept me out of pity? I think not.” He shook his head but sat down once again.

“No, not pity.” She shook her head in bewilderment. “I do not know what it is I feel, but it is not pity.” She looked at him, confusion clearly etched on her face. “Until this moment, I did not know you. I thought I did, but I was wrong. I viewed you through my prejudice. I allowed my pride to skew every thought. Would you…” She placed her hand on his arm. “Would you allow me the opportunity to become acquainted with the Mr. Darcy you are instead of the one I have contrived?”

A mixture of hope and agony shone in his eyes. “Do I dare allow my heart to hope? My time at Rosings is at an end. How can you become acquainted with me if we are not together?”

“Oh.” Her hand flew to her chest and rubbed softly at the tightness that had arisen there at being reminded of his departure.

“Are you well?”

“I do not know. I am oddly sad at the thought of your leaving Rosings. I suppose in all the events of this evening and the jumbled state of my mind, I had forgotten that it was to be so soon that we would lose your company.”

He smiled knowingly at her — almost as if he knew what was causing her to feel as strange as she did.

“I shall give you all the time you need to become acquainted with me, Miss Bennet,” he said. “You are to stay with your aunt and uncle for a time after you leave here, are you not?”

She nodded.

“May I call on you when you are in town?”

“I would like that very much.” A smile crept to her lips as the pain in her chest vanished. What that meant, she would have to ponder later. For now, she would allow herself to feel this happiness.

He rose again to take his leave. “Do not rise to see me out,” he said before she could move. “My cousin and I will call before we leave on the morrow. If there is anything you wish to send to your sister, we would be happy to deliver it.” He gathered his hat and gloves from the table where he had left them. “Do you require anything?”

She shook her head. “Thank you, Mr. Darcy. Your assistance has already brought me much comfort.”

“Very well, until tomorrow then.” He bowed over her hand and gave it a kiss, causing her to suck in a quick breath. He tipped his hat as he once again left the room and her behind. However, this time as he stepped out of the sitting room and moved to exit the parsonage he was in a much happier frame of mind, and though his heart still lay at her feet, he had hope — hope that his heart would one day find its happy home in her possession and that she, in turn, would give him hers.
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Chapter 3





“You seem rather morose about leaving Rosings,” Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam said as he joined Darcy in the carriage the following day. 

Darcy shrugged. He did not particularly wish to speak to his cousin about why he was not as pleased to leave Rosings as he normally was wont to be. On most trips to visit his aunt, Lady Catherine, leaving was the highlight of the visit, and his cousin knew it.

“You seemed to be dragging your feet to leave the parsonage just now.”

Again, Darcy shrugged.

“You have not developed an affinity for nonsensical ramblings and incessant effusions, have you?”

“No.” Darcy pulled out a book of verses and opened it to the place that was marked, attempting to ignore Richard’s raised brows and questioning look. The low chuckle from across the carriage, however, instinctively drew his eye.

“Aunt Catherine will not be best pleased.” Richard smirked as he folded his arms across his chest and settled back into his seat.

Darcy’s lips twitched. His aunt would be a great deal less than best pleased when she finally discovered that Darcy was attempting to win a lady who was not her daughter, Anne, as his wife. “When is she best pleased?”

“Oh ho!” Richard laughed. “Do tell what you have done.”

“Who says I have done anything?” Darcy hedged.

“You.” Richard extended his legs across the short span between the carriage benches and made certain to knock Darcy’s leg in the process. “You are avoiding a topic, which is what you do rather than lie about whatever it is that you do not wish to reveal.”

Darcy smiled and shrugged before turning his eyes to the words on the page before him.

“I’ll have the truth,” Richard said with a laugh. “You know I shall.”

“Indeed, I do,” Darcy replied. “But you enjoy the process of wheedling it out of me, and I should so hate to rob you of the pleasure.” He closed his book and placed it on the bench next to him.

“Very well,” Richard said with a grin, “I shall guess.”

Darcy waved a hand to indicate to Richard that he had the floor.

“You have fallen in love with the lovely Miss Bennet.”

Darcy picked up his book once again. “You have deciphered it, and now I shall return to my reading.”

Richard snatched the book from his cousin’s hands. “You have truly fallen in love?” There was no small amount of shock in his voice.

Darcy sighed. “Yes, I do believe that is what this foolishness is. At least, I do not suppose it is merely an infatuation that drives a man, despite rational argument and obligation to duty, to offer marriage to a lady.”

Richard blinked, and his mouth dropped open.

Darcy watched as his cousin closed his mouth, opened it again, closed it once more, and then, with a shake of his head and a look of great perplexity, he finally spoke.

“You proposed?”

Darcy nodded.

“To Miss Bennet?”

Darcy nodded again.

“Miss Elizabeth Bennet?”

“That is the only Miss Bennet who was in residence at the parsonage.” Darcy’s lips curled up slightly. It was a rare sight for his cousin to be lost for words. Richard Fitzwilliam was not the sort of man to ever be caught unaware about much of anything.

“I knew you liked her, but marriage?”

“It seemed the thing to do.”

Richard’s brows drew together, creating a deep crease between them. “The thing to do? The thing to do?” He shook his head. “What has become of you?”

Darcy shrugged. “I honestly do not know, but if it will put your mind at ease, she refused me.”

Richard scrubbed his face with his hands. “She refused you?”

Darcy reached across the carriage and reclaimed his book, which Richard had discarded on the seat. “You know, Cousin, you are usually the more loquacious between us,” he taunted.

Richard’s eyes narrowed, causing Darcy to grin broadly.

“Allow me to see if I have this startling news correct,” Richard began. “You, the staid and steady, do only what is required and proper, Fitzwilliam Darcy, have actually fallen in love with a lady?”

Darcy nodded.

“And despite what I assume were sound arguments against making such a match, you have proposed to this lady?”

Again Darcy nodded.

“And this lady, whom I know to be intelligent, has refused you, your estate, and your income?”

“No, she refused me,” Darcy responded. “Her rejection was clearly of me and nothing else.” His brows drew together for a moment. “Do you think me vain and conceited?”

“She accused you of such?” Surprise coloured Richard’s tone.

“Among other things,” Darcy replied. “Do you think me arrogant?”

Still rather startled, Richard shook his head and shrugged. “You are aloof at times — so bent on presenting yourself in the best light that you do appear to look down your nose at others.”

Darcy scowled. “Why did you not tell me I was being improperly proud?”

Richard laughed. “Would you have listened?”

Darcy shook his head. How had he allowed himself to become so proud? His parents had never taught him to be so, and he did not think himself unfeeling. How had he become so filled with who he was?

“I do not think you arrogant,” Richard said. “You appear to be, but those of us who know you understand it is your unease. You do not fall into conversation easily unless you are at home among close friends and family. You are reserved and given to pondering and considering every option before making a decision. You have been given a great burden of responsibility in the care of Pemberley and your sister, and you fill the role of master credibly. None have suffered under your care.”

Darcy shook his head. “Except my sister.”

“The fault for Georgiana’s pain lies with Wickham,” Richard spat.

Darcy nodded. “I know, but I cannot help feeling my share of the guilt.”

Richard blew out a breath. “Nor can I.”

The two men rode along in silence for several minutes before Richard once again knocked Darcy’s leg. “Tell me, if the lovely Miss Bennet, whom you claim to love, refused your offer of marriage, why are you delivering a letter to her sister and do not seem heartbroken?”

Darcy smiled. “Because although she refused my proposal, she has allowed me the privilege of calling on her in town.”

Richard’s eyes grew wide. “No, it cannot be.”

“I assure you it is.”

A grin split Richard’s face. “And the letter gives you the opportunity to meet her uncle before you call on his niece. I had not thought you so sly.”

Darcy laughed. “I am not. If her uncle is home when I deliver the letter, and I am able to meet him, it will be a happy coincidence. I offered to deliver the letter to her sister because it seems I have played a role in injuring her.” He tipped his head, and his eyes narrowed. “About her sister. Perhaps you would care to tell me how Miss Bennet came to know that I played a part in separating Bingley from her sister.”

Richard grimaced. “Miss Bennet’s sister was Bingley’s most recent angel?”

Darcy nodded.

Richard sighed and began his explanation.
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“May I tell my father?” Richard asked with a smirk.

Darcy’s eyes narrowed. “No. Allow me to clarify further. No one is to know about Miss Bennet until such time as I make it known. She may change her mind between today and when she arrives in town and refuse to see me.” He hoped she would not, but it was entirely possible that her opinion, once Elizabeth had time to consider, might change.

No, he thought, it would not. She had blushed and smiled at him when he and Richard had called at the parsonage before they departed Kent. That was surely a good sign, was it not?

“You are doing it again,” Richard said as he moved toward the open door.

“Doing what?” Darcy asked following behind his cousin.

“Imagining disaster.” Richard straightened his coat and waited for Darcy to alight and stand next to him. “From what you have told me, until Lady Catherine discovers your defection, you have survived the worst of it.” He chuckled. “And keeping this bit of news from our dear aunt will be easiest if not a word is ever shared.”

He clapped Darcy on the shoulder. “When you deliver that letter, request that you be allowed to steal Miss Elizabeth away to Gretna Green. It would be easier to inform Lady Catherine once the union is irrevocable as there would be less chance she could interfere and all.”

They walked up the steps to the door together.

“There will likely still be a fit of fury to be endured, but she would not be able to drive the poor young lady scurrying if she is already your wife.”

Darcy shook his head. Leave it to his cousin to devise schemes and tactics to circumvent and outwit those who stood in the path of a desired result. Richard had always been that sort, however. Negotiating sticky situations seemed to be his greatest talent — if you did not consider the fact that many of the circumstances that needed evading were of his own creation.

“I only ask that you do not speak of this until I am prepared to answer to any and all on my own behalf as well as that of Miss Bennet,” Darcy said as he handed his outerwear to a footman.

“And how do you plan to keep the fact that you are calling on a lady from your sister?” Richard followed Darcy down the hall to his study.

“I shan’t. But there is no need to endure her questions or those of Lady Margaret until I have actually called on Miss Bennet and can answer with something more than hopes and wishes. And that is why you shall not say a word to Georgiana or your grandmother.”

He picked up and sorted through the stack of letters on his desk. He would not work on any business today, but he did wish to see what sort of things awaited his attention.

Richard flopped into a chair in front of Darcy’s desk. “Grandmother is curious, is she not?”

Darcy lifted his eyes from the letters in his hand. “Indeed, and observant.”

The Dowager Countess of Matlock — or Lady Margaret as she insisted upon being called since dowager was, in Lady Margaret’s unique sort of logic, a term for a frail old woman, and Lady Margaret, though not precisely young and robust, was not to be considered either old or frail — was keenly observant and ferociously curious. Not much escaped her notice, and she was nearly as relentless as Richard in finding out whatever bit of information she deemed she must know.

“I will not breathe a word of it,” Richard assured.

“A word of what?” Georgiana asked from the doorway.

“Georgiana, you know you are not to be listening to other people’s conversations,” her brother scolded as he deposited all the letters on his desk and crossed the room to envelop her in a hug. “I have missed you.”

“And I you, Brother,” she replied. “How are Aunt Catherine and Anne?”

“They are as they always are,” he replied as he released her from his embrace.

“So cantankerous and nearly invisible?” Georgiana asked, ignoring her brother’s scowl and turning to give Richard a welcoming hug.

“It is not how you should speak of your relations,” Richard chided, “but, yes. However, I do think Anne was even more withdrawn than she has been on previous visits.”

“She is an heiress.” Georgiana cocked her head to the side and fluttered her lashes at her cousin.

“I am not going to marry Anne,” Richard said with a laugh. “I would prefer a heartier sort of wife.” He held out his arm to her. “Shall we go call for some tea?”

“We absolutely must,” she said as she took his arm. “Are you going to marry Anne, Brother?”

“You know I am not,” Darcy replied as he followed them to the blue sitting room.

“And have you told Aunt Catherine?”

“No, I have not.”

“You should.”

“Yes, Darcy, you should,” Richard said with a smirk.

Darcy shook his head. “You are both incorrigible — which I must tolerate from Richard but would rather not see in you, Georgiana.” He was actually glad to see her smiling and teasing. She had spent so many months brooding over her near ruin and mending her broken heart that to have her tease, even if it bordered on being entirely too impertinent, was encouraging. He winked at her and received a smile in return.

“Once you tell Aunt Catherine, do you think she will allow Anne to come to town for a season?” Georgiana took a seat in what Darcy knew to be her favourite chair — the blue one near the window that overlooked the street.

“It would be Anne’s best chance to find a husband,” Richard answered, “but I am uncertain her health could endure a season.”

Georgiana bit her lip. Darcy knew that look well.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“We should find her a husband.”

Richard guffawed. “How do you intend to do this?”

Georgiana shrugged. “I do not know. I only wish Anne were not so lonely.”

Darcy squeezed her shoulder. “You have a good heart, but I would prefer you not play at matchmaking for our cousin.”

She sighed. It was a deeply sorrowful sound as if being denied a great adventure.

He smiled at her. “Tell me what you have been doing in my absence.”

“And then will you tell me what Richard is not to breathe a word of?” she asked, as he removed his jacket before taking a seat.

“No.” Darcy gave both her and Richard a stern look.

“Very well.” Again, she sighed that deep sorrowful sigh, but a small smile touched her lips as she began to tell her brother and cousin all she had done in town while they were in Kent.
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Chapter 4





Elizabeth plucked a wildflower that grew along the path on which she walked. The sun was warm this morning, and the sky was nearly without a cloud. The ribbons of her bonnet fluttered ever so slightly in the breeze. All in all, it was a glorious morning — even if she had been required to endure her cousin’s excessively long dissertation on what a privilege it had been for Elizabeth to visit Kent and, most especially, Rosings and the illustrious Lady Catherine. 

Elizabeth’s lips curled upwards as she remembered how her cousin had pressed upon both her and Maria, Mrs. Collins’s sister, that one could not speak too highly of a patroness such as Lady Catherine. Indeed, one must not forget to mention her and her condescension to one and all when one returned to her home. Maria had nodded her head, very seriously considering all her brother-in-law’s instructions and occasionally adding her own exclamation of delight of this or that thing about Rosings, which pleased Mr. Collins excessively. It also pleased Elizabeth, since it would mean the glory of all things Lady Catherine would be known to the neighborhood before Jane and Elizabeth returned. Therefore, Elizabeth would only have to answer questions about her visit.

She twirled the flower in her hand and bit her lip. She would also have to answer questions regarding the gentleman who called on her in town. Oh, she wished she had not been so open in her censure of Mr. Darcy. It would make it easier to reverse her opinion. But as it was, she found herself in a very difficult place. Even Aunt Gardiner had heard her condemnation of that gentleman.

She blew out a breath. It would be rather awkward to explain to her aunt and uncle, as well as Jane, that she wished to get to know Mr. Darcy now that she had the beginnings of a new understanding of him.

Once again, she replayed in her mind the events of his call at the parsonage — how he had approached her at first with such practised words, his damning explanation of his struggles, and then his anger and hurt at her response. She once again grimaced at the way in which she allowed herself to speak so freely and, worse, so spitefully.

She stopped and turned to look out at the vista of rolling hills. How he had been able to respond to her with anything less than hatred when she had called him back still amazed her. She knew if it had been she who had been treated as she treated him, she would not have done more than pretend a smile and accept her apology before hastening out the door.

She had spent the past week contemplating his graciousness in extending her another chance to decipher his character and learn about him — a man about whom she had apparently been entirely wrong. She touched the letter in her pocket. She likely should not have accepted it, but Mr. Darcy had been so insistent that she did on that morning when he took his leave of the parsonage.

“It seemed easier to do Mr. Wickham justice in writing than in speaking. You will find all my dealings with him in this account,” he had said. “I wish for you to know exactly what his character is like.”

“So that I might find yours better?” she had teased uneasily.

She sighed now, remembering the smile that touched his lips and the sparkle in his eye as he had replied, “I will not lie. I do hope it helps me in my quest.”

If he had shown one morsel of that lighter side of his personality when he was in Hertfordshire, she was certain she never would have thought him capable of the things Mr. Wickham had claimed. Her shoulders rose high as she drew in a deep breath and then slowly lowered them as she released it. It was not true. If Mr. Darcy had been lighter in his tone, she would have likely thought he was ridiculing her. She had been so determined to dislike him. He had attempted levity a time or two when she was at Netherfield, and she had excused it away as arrogance and superiority.

A small flutter of eagerness had settled in her stomach this morning when she had awoken. One more day and she would be in town where she might see him again.

“Miss Bennet!”

Elizabeth turned toward the lane as Miss de Bourgh drew near in her phaeton.

“You must join me.”

The ease and liveliness of Miss de Bourgh’s tone and features startled Elizabeth. Until this moment, Miss de Bourgh had always looked serious and aloof, but presently, she seemed neither of those things.

“I am an excellent driver,” Miss de Bourgh continued. She drew her horses to a stop beside Elizabeth. “Please, I have wished for an opportunity to speak with you, but between my mother and your cousin, I have not found a moment to do so. Please join me.”

There seemed no way of objecting without offending, and so, Elizabeth accepted and climbed into the carriage.

“Have you ever driven?”

“No, never.”

“Oh, my dear Miss Bennet, you must learn! It is the absolute best thing in the world to be trotting down the lane on your own — no maid, no footman, no mother.” She winked, shocking Elizabeth. “It is here that I am allowed to be me — just me.” She sighed. “You must understand the feeling. What with so many sisters and all.” She glanced at Elizabeth expectantly.

“Oh, I do,” Elizabeth agreed. “That is one reason I am so fond of walking.”

“I knew it!” Miss de Bourgh cried with a great deal of delight. “I should like to take a great many rambling walks just for the solidarity of them, but my health will not allow it. And so, I must find my pleasure in my phaeton.”

Elizabeth stole a sidelong glance at the lady beside her. This was not the Miss de Bourgh she had come to know.

“Do not worry, Miss Bennet — might I call you Elizabeth?”

Elizabeth nodded.

“Good.” A smile split Miss de Bourgh’s face. “And you must call me Anne. I think we will be good friends.” She turned her attention back to her well-trained horses.

Elizabeth suspected the creatures could traverse this road in the black of night and without a single command from their mistress.

“As I was saying, I have not lost my senses. I know I am usually quiet in company, but you have met my mother. Can you blame me for holding my tongue to avoid a lecture?”

Elizabeth joined her in a laugh. “Mothers can be a source of great distress for their daughters, can they not?”

“Oh, indeed!” Anne agreed. “And my mother will expect me to return in thirty minutes time and if I have not, she will send out half the household in search of me.”

Elizabeth considered how trying it must be to have a mother who was so vigilant. Lady Catherine was nearly the opposite of Elizabeth’s own mother. Mrs. Bennet was only attentive when it came to daughters whom she knew would marry well. Therefore, she had never been overly concerned with Elizabeth. Since Elizabeth had refused Mr. Collins’s offer of marriage, Mrs. Bennet was even more certain that her second daughter would never marry.

“I have sought you out on purpose,” Anne said in a hushed tone as if the trees near them might hear her and tell tales. “I have sent a letter to my cousin Mr. Darcy and asked him to call on you, and when he does, you must make him love you.”

The horses’ feet rose and fell four times before Elizabeth could find her voice, and as it was, all her mind was able to do was form a question. “I beg your pardon?”

Anne, who had watched Elizabeth’s surprise with keen interest and obvious amusement, smiled broadly and repeated herself. “You must make my cousin fall in love with you, although I dare say it shall not be hard work. He seemed to pay an extraordinary amount of attention to you. I had half hoped he would declare his unwillingness to marry me on this visit, but he did not.” She sighed. “It is a pity he did not. What a stir it would have caused!”

The excitement in Anne’s voice reminded Elizabeth for a moment of her youngest sister, Lydia.

“You do not wish for him to marry you? I had heard you were betrothed,” Elizabeth said cautiously.

She had assumed that bit of Mr. Wickham’s tale had been untrue since Mr. Darcy had offered her marriage not even a week ago, but she had still intended to ask Mr. Darcy about it when she saw him in town, just to be certain. Apparently, she would not need to bother if Anne was, so to speak, tossing the gentleman at Elizabeth’s feet.

“Oh dear, no! Darcy is so stodgy, so proper. I long to be free of the overbearing, not tie myself to it forever.”

“Overbearing?” The word leapt from Elizabeth’s lips. She had never once thought Mr. Darcy to be overbearing. Dull, perhaps. Arrogant, most assuredly. But not imperious. She paused. He had, however, been rather high-handed in his dealing with Mr. Bingley and Jane, so maybe it was possible that he could be overbearing? The idea was rather shocking.

Anne’s eyes grew wide as she realized what she had said. “No, no, I do not think my cousin would be some sort of tyrant. It is just that he likes ceremony and schedules and rules.” She shuddered at the word. “For all my life my mother has ordered me about and hired people to watch me. I am not sick nearly as often as she thinks I am sick. Oh, it is impossible to explain.”

“Is it that your mother is demanding, and because your cousin is as serious and proper as your mother, you fear he will also be demanding?” Elizabeth asked it calmly, but her heart skittered and thudded at the thought. She did not wish for a demanding husband either.

Anne drew the horses to a stop on the side of the road and turned to face Elizabeth.

“Darcy is all that is kind. Truly he is, but he lacks…” Anne tapped her finger on her lip as she thought. “Humour — he lacks humour. He rarely smiles and never teases. He is serious to a fault.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “I have seen him smile and even tease once or twice. I do not believe him to be without any humour at all. I will allow that he is rather grave, but might he not have reason?” She clamped her mouth shut. Why was she defending Mr. Darcy to his cousin? Was she attempting to persuade Anne to reconsider and marry the man?

“What reasons might he have for being so dour?”

Elizabeth thought for a moment. She did not really wish to justify Mr. Darcy’s actions and risk Anne deciding that her cousin was whom she wanted to marry. However, she had begun the discussion and to end it abruptly would be rude.

“Where have you been in company with your cousin?” she finally asked.

“Why at Rosings, of course. Mother declared Pemberley too far for me to travel, so we always saw him here, save when his mother was ill at first and could still travel. Then we ventured to town when she had come to London to see various physicians.”

“Then you have never seen him outside of your mother’s influence?” Elizabeth remembered how ill-at-ease Darcy had appeared at the assembly in Meryton and again when Mrs. Bennet had called at Netherfield. She had assumed it was merely his haughty disdain for the people of Meryton, in general, and her family, in particular, that had caused him to behave so, but now, considering it in a new light, it might have just been an uncertainty of how to act and a wish to be proper.

“Could he not feel as intensely as you the strictures of your mother? Would that not make him less lively?”

Anne shrugged. “I will grant it might, but I should wish for a husband that will behave in a lively fashion no matter if my mother is present or not. I should fear that my cousin would wish to keep my mother too well-pleased, and in order for him to do so, my activities would be as curtailed as they are now. Do you know what it is like to be forbidden to wander the groves? Or to be allowed to dance only two sets with your instructor and never attend a ball because it might fatigue you? ” She pinched her lips together tightly, her brows drawing together. “I wish to be fatigued. I wish to walk until I am tired and dance until I can no longer stand.”

“And you fear your cousin would not allow such things?”

Anne nodded her head. “He will not treat you so because you are not sickly.”

“I think any husband would care if his wife was risking her health,” Elizabeth countered.

“Yes,” Anne answered softly. “But I do not want him. He does not make my heart flutter. I do not feel any great joy when he arrives for a visit or sorrow when he leaves aside from missing the diversion that company brings.” She grasped Elizabeth’s hands. “Please, you must love him. He is handsome and rich as well as gentle and kind. He has always treated me with respect. But I cannot marry him.”

“There is no betrothal to be broken?”

The flowers on Anne’s bonnet fluttered as she shook her head. “He has never asked, and I would never accept.”

Strangely, Elizabeth’s heart rejoiced at Anne’s reply. “If he calls on me, I will not turn him away. I cannot promise any further than that, for I, too, would wish for a husband that stirs my heart.” To Elizabeth’s surprise, she found herself wrapped in Anne’s arms.

“Oh, you shall suit. I am certain of it. And then I shall be free to smile at Mr. Pratt when he accompanies his mother to visit my mother.” She released Elizabeth and called to her horses to walk on. “She is Lady Metcalfe — the one who needed a governess and my mother recommended Miss Pope, Mrs. Jenkinson’s niece. Do you remember?” She waited for only a moment, just long enough for Elizabeth to say yes, and then began describing in some detail the relationship between Lady Catherine and Lady Metcalfe, which in turn became a discussion of what it must be like to have a come out.

Elizabeth returned to the parsonage with weary ears and a very different view of the not so sickly or cross Miss de Bourgh and a slightly better understanding of Mr. Darcy.








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter 5





“For you, sir,” Mr. Kinney deposited a few envelopes in the tray on Darcy’s desk. 

“Thank you,” Darcy said, glancing up from his account book. His brows furrowed as he saw the address on the top letter. Putting down his pencil, he picked up the curious missive. Why would Anne be writing to him? Hopefully, it was not some scheme of his aunt’s to press the matter of his marrying her daughter. She had been more insistent than normal on this trip that the happy event was not far off. It made sense, he supposed, seeing how Anne would be twenty in a month — the same age both his mother and Lady Catherine had been when they married their husbands.

He broke the seal and unfolded the paper.

Dearest Cousin,  

His brows rose. Anne never referred to him as dearest anything.

As you know, I will be celebrating a very particular birthday next month, and I would request…

Darcy groaned. It appeared this was exactly what he feared.

that you spend this month securing a bride and doing so with all haste. If you are married before my birthday, I should be very grateful.

Darcy blinked and reread the letter from the beginning. No, he had not missed any words. Anne had just asked him to marry someone other than herself and to do it in quick order. He shook his head and continued on.

I do not wish to injure your male sensibilities in any fashion, but I must be direct. I believe on the subject of our marriage, we are of one accord, for I do not wish to marry you, and I am certain that you do not wish to marry me. We would not suit. You are far too serious for a lady such as myself, and I do not think myself equal to the challenges of the cold in Derbyshire or the air in town. One or the other I might be able to endure, but to face both would be far too taxing.

Too serious for Anne? The girl who cowered in the corner and never smiled? He shook his head again. This letter was befuddling and perhaps the longest single exchange of words he had ever received from his cousin.

To help you in your quest to grant me my birthday wish, I would advise you to call directly on Miss Bennet. She is a lovely lady, full of vitality and of a hardy stock. She should weather well both your dour temperament and the conditions of Derbyshire and town. In addition to this, I believe you would suit eminently well, and I do believe you favour her. 

Not only was he too serious, but he was also dour? How else was he to be in the presence of Lady Catherine? Richard might not mind their aunt’s reprimands, but Darcy did not relish to endure them. Anne was correct, at least, about his favouring Miss Bennet.

You will be doing my heart a great service should you be successful in gaining her acceptance. I will do my part to keep my mother occupied, so that if even a whisper of your intentions reaches her ears, she will be unable to cause you any trouble.

Remember, you must be married in one month. Please, do not dawdle in doing your duty.

I shall be indebted to you forever.

Your grateful cousin,

Anne

Darcy chuckled and shook his head in disbelief. How Anne intended to keep her mother from being able to interfere if word of his courting Elizabeth should reach her piqued his curiosity. He should very much like to hear of her plans, but he was not so curious as to write and ask. No, he would not write at all, for if he did, he knew his letter would pass through his aunt’s hands before it ever reached Anne.

One month? He rubbed his chin as he studied the letter before him. He was not certain a month would be long enough, but he thought, as a smile crept to his lips, that it would be his pleasure to attempt such a feat.

He tucked the letter into the top drawer of his desk as he heard the soft tap at his study door, indicating it was time for him to accompany his sister to a few shops.

Three hours later, Georgiana had purchased perfume, gloves, and a fan. She had ordered two dresses, and she, along with her brother, had enjoyed a few sweets. Now, when all Darcy really wished to do was return home, Georgiana was asking to stop at yet another store.

“Please, Brother? If I am to spend the whole of tomorrow afternoon sitting with Grandmama, might I not have a bit of new ribbon or lace in my work basket.” Georgiana peered out the window of the carriage as they travelled the streets of London. “It would make the task ever so much more enjoyable.”

Darcy chuckled. “Spending time with Lady Margaret is hardly a thing to be endured.” He noted the small pout that formed instinctively on his sister’s lips. It was not an attempt to procure his favour, but rather a small twinge of disappointment which would soon be replaced by a smile and accompanied by a ‘very well.’

“However,” he continued, “if a bit of lace will make both you and her happy, we shall stop and procure the magical bit of froth.”

A smile lit Georgiana’s face. “Oh, thank you, Fitzwilliam! Lady Margaret loves a bit of finery with which to work.” She looked out the window once more.

Darcy knew it to be true. His sister and their grandmother were a lot alike in that way. Both found great pleasure in adorning a hat or dress with a bit of finery. And as much as he wished to be home and did not relish the idea of having to give his opinion on which bit of lace would be best, he could not deny either his sister or his grandmother such a small pleasure when it was well within his power to do so. He sighed quietly. Perhaps he was too indulgent.

“That store. There.” Georgiana pointed to a small establishment just up the street. “They have the best and finest selection.”

Darcy frowned, just a bit. The storefront was neat in appearance, but it was small. “Are you sure you would not prefer a shop closer to home in a finer neighbourhood?”

She swatted his knee. “Do not be such a dolt, Brother. Ladies of quality frequent this store regularly, which is how I know about it. Many of my friends and their mothers have made mention of it.” She turned pleading eyes upon him. “I have always longed to shop here.”

He shook his head at how easily he was acquiescing to her request and tapped the roof of the carriage with his walking stick. “Very well. Though your language in reference to me leaves something to be desired.” He raised a brow and affected a scolding look. “You shall have your wish today, Sweetling.”

Her eyes narrowed at his use of his pet name for her.

As if reading her thoughts, he answered, “I know you are about to be presented to society and that you are indeed no longer a mere child. However, you are now and will always remain my baby sister — even when you are as old and hard of hearing and short of sight as Lady Margaret.”

She giggled. “Lady Margaret would be shocked to hear you speak of her so. She is none of those things!”

“I know, but she is not young — no matter what she might claim — and therein lies my point.”

Georgiana tipped her head, her smile was soft. “I love you, too, Brother.”

He gave her knee a pat as the carriage drew to a stop. “How shall I ever give you away?” he asked. It was something he often found himself wondering. He could not imagine there was a man worthy of his sister, and he dreaded the day that she insisted there was.

“Once you do, you shall no longer have to accompany me to buy lace nor will the bills be yours to pay.”

He chuckled. “Then find a suitable gentleman quickly,” he teased as the door to the carriage was opened, and he climbed out before assisting her. “How much longer shall I have to play the part of the solicitous brother today? You do know these shops are not my favourite establishments.”

She giggled. “I shall endeavour to make our foray amongst the frills and your discomfort as short as possible.”

He carefully watched where her feet were stepping, guiding her safely to the door of the store. Stepping through the doorway, he took in his surroundings. It was indeed a shop of quality, well-kept and holding an air of dignity. He chuckled to himself. How could a store be dignified? Perhaps it was the elegant furnishings and the impeccably dressed assistants standing at the ready behind the counters along the artfully arranged displays evidencing the obvious care the shopkeeper gave to his establishment which lent to the atmosphere.

He turned to speak once more to his sister. “Where shall we begin, Sweet…” His words died on his lips as he beheld the lady standing behind his sister. “Miss Elizabeth.” He bowed slightly.

Georgiana noted the slight flush to her brother’s face and the smile he bestowed upon the lady named Miss Elizabeth. She looked at the young woman and noted a similar pink tinge to her cheeks. Elbowing her brother in the side, she waited for him to notice that there was anyone else within the store. She wanted to giggle at his startled expression as he turned to her. She tilted her head toward Miss Elizabeth and blinked at him, waiting for him to remember his duty in introducing her.

His brows drew together slightly as he looked at his sister before recognition dawned in his eyes. “Right,” he muttered with a nod. “Miss Elizabeth, may I present my sister, Miss Darcy. Georgiana, this is Miss Elizabeth.”

Georgiana extended her hand in greeting to the lady. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“As it is likewise a pleasure for me. I have heard somewhat about you.”

“You have?” Georgiana looked in confusion toward her brother. She had not heard of Miss Elizabeth.

“Indeed, I have, for your brother has spoken of you but not so much as either Lady Catherine or Miss Bingley. However, you may rest assured, they only speak of you in terms of highest praise.” She studied the young girl before her. Wickham’s description of Miss Darcy played in her mind. This was not a proud young lady. There was nothing cold in the way that Miss Darcy had greeted her, nor was there any air of pretension in Miss Darcy’s manners.

Georgiana smiled at Miss Elizabeth and raised an eyebrow in her brother’s direction. “You have met both my aunt and Miss Bingley?”

Elizabeth nodded. “I have just returned from a stay in Kent. My particular friend is married to my cousin, who happens to be your aunt’s parson. It is through his position I met your aunt.”

“And Miss Bingley?”

Elizabeth could not help feeling amused at how Miss Darcy avoided looking at her brother, who was scowling at her. “Mr. Bingley let the estate which neighbours my father’s estate in Hertfordshire.”

“You live near Netherfield?” This time Georgiana grimaced slightly as her brother cleared his throat.

It seemed to Elizabeth that Mr. Darcy was not without some experience when it came to curious younger sisters. “Indeed, I do,” she replied. Then, noting how the young girl’s brows drew together as she tried to reconcile some bit of information with another, Elizabeth added, “My aunt and uncle own this store and a few others. I am visiting them, along with my sister Jane, before we return to Longbourn.”

“Oh.” Georgiana brow remained furrowed for a moment longer before her features relaxed, and she regained her smile. “So you met my brother while he was at Netherfield with Mr. Bingley?”

“Georgiana,” Darcy scolded softly.

“I do not mind,” Elizabeth assured him with a smile.

“But I might,” he said with a sheepish smile. “There are portions of my stay…” He found himself unable to complete his sentence as she raised a teasing brow, her eyes sparkling with impertinence. How her eyes captivated him. They were so expressive.

“We first met at an assembly,” she said, turning her eyes back to Georgiana.

Georgiana’s brows rose in surprise. “An assembly?”

Elizabeth nodded.

“Did my brother dance?”

Elizabeth laughed. “Only with Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst.”

Georgiana’s mouth dropped open for a brief moment before pursing her lips and directing a displeased look at her brother.

“Suffice it to say that our first meeting did not go well,” Darcy replied hastily.

“And yet we are friends,” Elizabeth added.

“Was there not a reason for coming into this store, Georgiana?” Darcy asked in hopes of changing the subject. “Did you not wish to find a bit of lace for Lady Margaret?”

“Mr. Darcy,” Jane Bennet greeted as she joined her sister.

“Miss Bennet.” Darcy bowed. “May I present my sister, Miss Darcy. Georgiana, this is Miss Bennet.”

“My sister,” Elizabeth added softly.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Bennet.” As she spoke, Georgiana’s eyes fell on the trim Jane held in her hands. Then, darting a look at her brother, whose eyes still remained fixed on Miss Elizabeth, she continued. “Miss Bennet, you have just the thing for which I am looking. That trim with a bit of lace is exactly what I need for my blue muslin. Would you mind showing me where you found it?”

Jane hesitated for a moment.

“I do not wish to inconvenience you, but it shall shorten my brother’s torment if you were to assist me.” Georgiana leaned forward and spoke softly as a customer brushed past her. “He is not fond of shopping in general and for lace in particular.”

Jane smiled. “I imagine shopping for lace is not any gentleman’s favourite pastime.” She motioned toward the back of the store. “This is part of my uncle’s newest shipment, so it is in the case back here. We will ask Mr. Greenwood to see the full tray. There are a few pieces that are similar to this and might interest you more.”

Darcy watched as his sister followed Jane. “My sister wished for some trim to add to her work-basket when she goes to visit our grandmother tomorrow.” He was not sure why he felt a need to explain his presence to Elizabeth. “She had heard of this establishment and had never been here before, so I indulged her.”

“An indulgent brother?” Elizabeth teased.

“Perhaps too indulgent.”

“I cannot believe it to be true,” said Elizabeth firmly. “Your sister seems lovely and not at all spoilt as some do who are overly indulged. ”

“True,” Darcy agreed. “She is not like some I have seen.”

“Such as my sisters,” Elizabeth said.

“That is not what I meant.” He shook his head at his own stupidity. “There are those of the ton…”

“It is true, and I am not offended,” Elizabeth interrupted. “My youngest sisters are indulged and spoiled.” She had considered his criticisms over the last week and had come to realize that, as much as it stung, he had been correct about her family.

“My uncle has a small sitting room over here.” She motioned to an open door on her right. “There are those among his clientele who prefer to sit and read the paper while their wives shop. You may find it more pleasant to wait for your sister there. Jane will see that she is returned to you safely.”

Darcy looked toward the door to the sitting room and then back to where his sister was exclaiming over some piece of material. “Will you join me as I wait, Miss Elizabeth?”

“I should like that very much.”

He motioned for her to precede him into the unoccupied room and waited for her to be seated before taking a seat himself. The room was not large, but it was well laid out with three groups of two chairs with a table between them evenly spaced around the room. On each table, lay a neatly folded paper. Everything was bright and clean. It was a very relaxing environment. In fact, as he considered the lady next to him, his sister could shop at this store exclusively from now on if she wished.

“Did you have a pleasant trip?” he asked as he arranged himself in his chair.

“It was very pleasant, thank you. There was not a drop of rain to be seen anywhere along the journey and between Maria’s constant chatter about Rosings and a book of poetry, I was well entertained for the entirety of the journey.”

“Will you be staying in town for an extended time? Or is your sojourn only of a short duration?”

“I shall be here a fortnight, though my aunt has asked me to extend my stay.”

“And will you?” He held his breath as he waited for her response. How he wished for her to stay, but if not, he would petition Bingley for the use of Netherfield if she would welcome him in Hertfordshire.

“I have been considering it.” She averted her eyes, and her cheeks grew rosy. “There may be diversions in town to entice me to stay. However, Jane has been away from home for so long, and I must consider her wishes as well.”

“My friend may call on her.” Darcy offered. “Would she welcome such a diversion?”

Elizabeth smiled. “I believe she would, no matter how much she attempts to protest that she is no longer affected by him.”

“I am sorry.”

“For what?” Elizabeth asked in surprise.

“Have you forgotten the part I played in her sadness?” He settled more deeply in his chair but did not wait for her to respond. “I have made Bingley aware of your sister’s presence in town and confessed my stupidity. He left my house in quite a state.”

Darcy straightened his sleeves. “This may be the only time you see me unscathed during your visit to town as I am to meet him tonight at our club for a bit of a joust.”

Elizabeth could not hide her surprise. “And you are going to allow him to expend his anger upon your person?”

“I shall not have to allow it. He is, as my aunt would say, quite the proficient with sword and fist.” He shrugged at her look of shock. “When you are trying to cross social boundaries, there is ample opportunity to practice defending yourself and any friend who might find himself at odds with his peers.”

“He defended you?” Elizabeth was incredulous. “I should think, with your advantage in height and standing, it would be the reverse.”

“Things are not always as they seem, Miss Elizabeth.”

She stared at him for a moment, her brows drawn together. Would she ever have the full measure of the man in front of her? He knew first-hand the difficulties which might arise should she agree to marry him. There were those, perhaps even in his own family, who would react vehemently to any union which would bring direct ties to trade. Yet, he had chosen…her.

She shook her head and cursed her abominable pride which had kept her from seeing him for who he was, a man, who, in disposition and talents, would best suit her. But it was more than that. She knew it was. How often after he had left Netherfield had she replayed their exchanges in her mind. Oh, she had told herself it was to find fault and to prove that her assessments of him were correct. And when she had, on a few occasions, found her heart longing to sit with him and discuss various topics, she had assured herself it was to prove her superiority. How nonsensical she had been! Things most definitely were not as they first seemed. Even in her blindness, her heart had called out for him.

“Are you attempting to sketch my character again?” There was a look of amusement on his face.

She shook her head. “I have given up all hope of succeeding. You shall ever remain an enigma to me.”

“Then why the scrutiny?”

She bit her lower lip unsure if she should ask. “You love me?” she whispered.

He nodded. “Most ardently.” His voice was equally as soft.

“How?” There was so much she did not know about love. It was not something one could read about in books, and it was not a topic she wished to canvas with her mother — or her father. She and Jane had surmised many things about it and discussed it at length. Yet, she felt completely unprepared to understand such a subject.

He shrugged. “You may as well ask how one continues to draw breath. For just as surely as the Almighty places life in my body, he has placed a love for you in my heart which shall never be removed even after my last breath is drawn.” He took both her hands in his. “Please, Elizabeth, tell me I might, in time, have some hope of success.”

Happiness, deeper than any she had ever felt, fluttered in her heart, and joy suffused her features. Without thought, she lifted his hands to her lips and placed a small kiss on each of them. Then, with an impertinent grin and a raised eyebrow, she said three words which made his heart soar. “Perhaps you might.”
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Chapter 6





Perhaps you might . Remembering Elizabeth’s words from yesterday made Darcy smile as he accepted a cup of tea from his aunt, Lady Matlock. He shrugged in response to the questioning look Richard shot him and turned his attention to his tea. 

“I hear Mrs. Anderson’s daughter has refused another suitor,” said Lady Matlock, peering over the teapot and looking at Darcy with a raised brow. “She is a pretty thing. Her taste in gowns is exquisite, and she dances very well.”

Richard guffawed. “That is the fatal shot, Mother dear. Darcy does not care if a lady can dance well, for he intends not to dance more than absolutely required. ”

His mother turned to him with a smile. “But you adore dancing, and she is generously dowered.”

Darcy chuckled at the widening of Richard’s eyes and slackening of his mouth.

“I do not adore dancing,” he said stiffly. “I just tolerate it better than Darcy, and so it appears I adore it.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Genevieve,” said Lady Margaret, “it is rare to find a gentleman who is not a rake who adores dancing! Typically, a gentleman finds it a chore until he finds his hand in the hand of a particular someone and his eyes looking into the eyes of the lady across from him, a lady who for some reason holds his attention and stirs his desire as no other lady ever has.” She shrugged. “It is the way it works, and you know it as well as I do.”

“I know nothing of the sort,” Lady Matlock protested. “Henry adores dancing.”

“He does not,” protested Richard. “Father would much rather sit in the card room.”

“But when we were courting, and even before, he was always dancing and so gracefully.” Lady Matlock sat on the edge of her chair and held her cup and saucer just below mouth level in front of her.

“Henry was not well-behaved,” Lady Margaret countered. “Dancing was an allowable way for him to get his hands on the ladies and charm them into meeting him in less public locations.”

Lady Matlock did not refute the statement. After all, it was a meeting in a not so public location that had led to her claiming the title of Lady Matlock.

“Darcy’s father was all that was proper, and he enjoyed dancing,” Lady Matlock said after taking a few quiet sips of her tea.

“Only with my mother,” said Darcy.

Lady Matlock’s brows drew together and her lips pursed in displeasure. “Sir Lewis. –”

“Couldn’t keep time with a clock,” Lady Margaret interrupted. “He may have loved dancing, but the toes of any lady he danced with disliked it immensely. You cannot count him. He also loved Catherine.” The right corner of her lips turned up in a half smile as she took a sip of her tea. As everyone in the family knew, Lady Catherine and Lady Margaret disagreed with each other far more often than they ever agreed. It was likely due to each lady possessing a will of iron, but if asked, neither would ever admit to such. Each was far more likely to cite the interminable stubbornness of the other without so much as hinting that she was just as obstinate.

Possessing obstinacy rather than dancing, Darcy thought, would serve any lady better who dared to join the Fitzwilliam family. A wilting wallflower would likely spend too many days in tears and fits as she attempted to please a rather difficult to please lot of relations such as he possessed. Elizabeth would do well. The thought brought another smile to his lips.

“You are looking rather pleased this afternoon,” Lady Matlock said rather tersely to Darcy. She was never one to feel her displeasure at being proven wrong graciously.

“I do apologize. I shall attempt to be sullen.” Darcy tried to keep his expression blank, but he could not help a small smirk.

Lady Matlock gasped while both Lady Margaret and Richard dissolved into laughter. Georgiana lowered her head and attended most carefully to her stitching, though her shoulders shook, giving away the fact that she too had been shocked into silent giggles.

“Of all the insolent things to say! And from you! I should not expect it from you!”

No one could miss the irritation in Lady Matlock’s tone or features.

“I do apologize,” Darcy said once again, feeling just the tiniest twinge of guilt. However, he could not feel so remorseful as he likely should. He had felt rather light and not entirely himself since yesterday afternoon in that sitting room when Elizabeth had uttered those three words — perhaps you might.

Lady Matlock huffed. “It is all well and good that you do not wish to dance since you are unfit to be seen in company. How did you get that black eye?”

“Likely the same way he got the split lip,” muttered Richard, earning him a glare from his mother. “Fisticuffs.”

“It was just a bit of a joust with a friend,” Darcy explained. Bingley was, thankfully, still Darcy’s friend. He had vented his displeasure with Darcy’s part in separating him from Miss Bennet, and then the two had retired to Darcy House to enjoy a couple of pints of fine ale while discussing their Bennet ladies.

“Why would a friend…” Lady Matlock’s words died on her lips, and her eyes grew wide. “It was that tradesman’s son.”

“Indeed it was.” Darcy rose and placed his empty cup on the tea table.

“That sweet boy?” asked Lady Margaret. It was how she often referred to Bingley. Her terms of endearment for Bingley’s sisters were not so pleasant. She did not like Miss Bingley or Mrs. Hurst, but Bingley she adored. “Did you steal his angel?”

Darcy chuckled. “Not exactly but something along those lines.”

Lady Margaret’s eyes lit with curiosity. “Do tell,” she said, patting on the seat of the blue tufted chair next to her. “And do not leave out any details.”

Darcy took the seat indicated and, leaning close to his great aunt, whispered, “I thought the lady was indifferent to him and recommended he not return to his estate and call on her. However, it appears I was wrong, and he was not pleased to forgive me without sufficient repayment.” He shrugged. “I do not blame him. I would likely do far worse to myself if I were in his position.”

Lady Margaret’s eyes twinkled. “Genevieve was not wrong in thinking you greatly altered today. I say, you seem as little concerned about your appearance as Richard is wont to be.” She chuckled. “There must be a reason,” she prodded. “What is her name?” she whispered, casting a wary glance at her daughter-in-law. “I promise I will not say a thing.”

Darcy cocked a brow in disbelief. Lady Margaret was incapable of keeping such a promise.

Lady Margaret scowled. “But there is a lady?”

Darcy shrugged.

His great-aunt’s eyes narrowed, and she turned to Georgiana. “There is a lady who is the cause of your brother’s change in demeanor, is there not?” she asked, not bothering in her annoyed state to keep her voice lowered.

Georgiana bit her lip and cast an apologetic look in Darcy’s direction, causing him to groan silently. “He has not told me,” she replied, “but I believe there is.”

Lady Matlock gasped. It was a delighted sound that made Darcy cringe.

“And does she like to dance?” Lady Matlock asked.

“Oh, he has never danced with her.” Georgiana snapped her mouth closed.

“I thought we were not supposed to speak of her to Georgie,” Richard said with a grin.

Darcy groaned aloud this time. There was little he would likely be able to conceal now that his aunt and grandmother were aware that both Georgiana and Richard knew about some lady who had caught Darcy’s eye. However, he would do his best to keep as much of his intentions secret as he could for as long as he could.

“I did not speak to Georgiana about her,” Darcy held Richard’s gaze until he got a nod of understanding that Richard was still not to say a thing. Then turning to Georgiana, he said with a smile, “I did not dance with her at the assembly, but I did at Bingley’s ball.”

“Indeed?” Richard asked in surprise.

Darcy nodded.

“Might I ask one question?”

Again Darcy nodded in response to Richard’s question. “You may if you feel you cannot wait until we are alone.” From the flick of Richard’s brows, there would be no deferring his curiosity until they were in private.

“If you did not speak to Georgiana about her,” Richard asked, “then how does Georgiana know about her?”

“Oh, I met her,” said Georgiana. “She is lovely.” She turned with some excitement toward Lady Margaret. “We stopped at her uncle’s shop. It is where we got this lovely lace.” She picked up the piece of lace that lay on top of her grandmother’s work basket.

“A tradesman’s daughter?” Lady Matlock cried. “Oh, no, no, no. This cannot be.”

“Her father is a gentleman,” replied Georgiana. “Her uncle is a tradesman.”

“A tie to trade is a tie to trade.” Lady Matlock’s brows rose as did her chin.

“It is not as if this family has not endured such denigration before,” Lady Margaret’s tone was sardonic. “Shall we start casting out everyone from the family who has such a connection?” She gave her daughter-in-law a pointed glare. “I do not think you are in a position to be so over particular, my dear.”

Lady Matlock’s father had been a distant cousin involved in manufacturing before he ascended to a title he had never expected to have, but illness, war, lack of issue of the right gender, and the like had designed that he should indeed be the person to keep the title from falling into extinction. His daughter had benefited greatly both from this change in status and the substantial dowry his years in trade had helped him amass. She had done her best to distance herself from anything that hinted at her former standing as a tradesman’s daughter. However, Lady Margaret detested such arrogance, especially from one she considered an upstart who had trapped her son into marriage.

“She is very lovely,” Georgiana repeated, looking from her grandmother to her aunt and finally to her brother with a look of concern.

Lady Margaret patted her hand reassuringly. “I would not expect your brother to become enamoured with anyone who was not delightful.” She winked at Darcy. “Now, tell me, my dear, what is her name?”

“Miss Elizabeth Bennet,” Darcy supplied. “I would thank you to not place my sister in the awkward position of speaking on my behalf.”

Lady Margaret settled back in her chair and held her cup out to Richard, indicating she would like more tea. “I am listening.”

Darcy drew a breath and released it slowly before beginning to share the news he knew his grandmother wished to hear. “Her father’s estate is Longbourn in Hertfordshire. It is a modest estate, nothing grand.”

“Hertfordshire?” Lady Margaret interrupted. “Is that not where Mr. Bingley was leasing an estate?”

Darcy nodded. “Yes, Netherfield is not but three miles from Longbourn.”

Lady Margaret accepted her cup of tea from Richard. “Is that all you know of her?” she asked. Her tone was grave, but he could tell she was hiding a smile behind her cup by the way her eyes sparkled.

“No,” Darcy said with a shake of his head. Lady Margaret could be as teasingly bothersome as Richard, and he loved her for it. She had always been the one he went to for advice regarding Georgiana after he had been left her guardian. He knew he would get sage advice that was logical. The other women in his family were, in his opinion, too flighty and given to airs and self-aggrandizement.

“Her eyes sparkle just as yours are now,” he said softly. “I am certain you would like her.”

“I shall like whomever you select as long as it is not that grasping harpy.”

Darcy chuckled. “There is little danger of my ever choosing Miss Bingley.”

“You are a man of sense,” his grandmother commended him. “What is this Miss Elizabeth’s fortune?”

“Minimal,” Darcy replied, “but mine is substantial.”

“And her family?”

Darcy grimaced. He did not wish to speak critically, nor did he wish to speak anything less than the truth. “She has four sisters. No brothers. The estate is entailed to a cousin.”

“Are they a sensible sort of people?”

“Not all,” he answered quietly. “But then what family does not contain some folly and foolishness?”

Lady Margaret’s eyes grew wide. “You will not delineate their shortcomings? That is rather unlike you.”

Darcy felt his cheeks grow warm. Normally, he would not hesitate to plainly state the deficiencies he saw in people. He shook his head. “I will not.” He glanced at Richard. “It has been brought to my attention that doing so is not very gentlemanly and demonstrates a degree of arrogance.”

His grandmother’s lips twitched. “Yes, I do believe I have mentioned that on occasion. It is good you have finally found it to your liking to listen. You have always been one to be far too assured in your own opinion.” There was a tenderness to her tone. “It is likely your only real flaw, but it is also your strength.”

Darcy rubbed his swollen eye. “Bingley would agree,” he said with a sheepish grin.

“So it was Bingley who taught you this?”

Darcy could tell by her tone of voice that she knew very well it was not Bingley, so he merely just shook his head in response.

“I think I should very much like to meet her.” Lady Margaret placed her empty cup on the table next to her, spread the dress she was working on across her lap, and began pinning the lace from Mr. Gardiner’s store onto it.

“I hope to present her to you eventually,” Darcy admitted. “However, I have not properly called on her at home, so your introduction may have to wait for some time.”

Lady Margaret looked up from her pinning. “I shall welcome her whenever you are ready.”

Darcy muttered his thanks.

“Now, tell me of Bingley’s angel.”

“That would be Miss Elizabeth’s sister,” Richard supplied.

“Oh! The one I met at the shop?” Georgiana asked excitedly.

“Two ties to trade?” Lady Matlock muttered.

“Yes,” Darcy answered to them both.

“Miss Bennet is so very nice,” cooed Georgiana. “I am certain there is not a more pleasant lady in all of England — and so pretty! I described to her your dress, Grandmama, and she knew exactly what lace would be best. I had thought it would be one, but she insisted it would be another. And she was correct.”

“Lace, Georgiana?” Darcy asked with a laugh. “Did I not suffer enough yesterday on our shopping trip? Must we speak of lace?”

“Make yourself scarce,” retorted Lady Margaret. “We ladies enjoy a bit of banter about pretty things.”

“As do we gentlemen.” Richard laughed as he rose from his chair. “Come, Darcy, I will relieve your torment and find something with which we can amuse ourselves, and it shall not be lace.”

Darcy rose to follow his cousin from the room. But on hearing Georgiana whisper that he had not looked all that tormented yesterday, he paused, turned toward her, and raised a brow. “Georgiana, I shall thank you to not make me the object of gossip.”

“Oh, I would not dream of allowing something so horrid as that to happen,” his grandmother assured him. “However, I do not believe it is gossip if she tells me of the shop where she purchased this fine bit of lace. That is simply relating an event.”

Darcy’s eyes narrowed, and he shook his head. “You are incorrigible,” he muttered, earning him a broad grin in response.

“Yes, I am,” Lady Margaret agreed. “Now make yourself scarce.”

With a sigh, Darcy did just that, knowing full well, that every detail about Elizabeth which might be wrung from his sister would be.
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Chapter 7





Elizabeth placed her hand on Darcy’s arm and allowed him to escort her from their supper box and toward one of the numerous paths in Vauxhall Gardens. The vast number of people that filled the supper boxes and paths was astonishing, and then when the torches were lit, and the orchestra was playing while waiters scurried back and forth making certain that all in attendance were happy, it was nearly overwhelming. She had heard stories of this place, but until now, she had never truly imagined its grandeur. 

Darcy drew Elizabeth closer to his side as they strolled. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

“Immensely.”

Darcy smiled at how the word was more breathed than spoken. “I had wondered. You have been rather quiet.”

She looked up at him. “I am awestruck by my surroundings. There is nothing quite like this in Hertfordshire.”

“Most assuredly,” he agreed with a chuckle.

“I am surprised you would venture into this vast sea of humanity,” she teased. “Our little assembly with its gathered throng was a great trial to you.”

He saw her lips twitch, and he waited for her to complete her tease before he refuted her.

“Perhaps,” she said, cocking a brow in a rather beguilingly impertinent fashion, “that is because the residents in the country are unwashed savages.”

“Oh, indeed they are,” he replied with a smile. “I have it on the greatest authority.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Do tell,” she prompted.

He leaned his head near her ear and whispered, “Miss Bingley.”

Elizabeth laughed.

“I assure you it is true because her sister verified the fact and some rude man lent his voice to the assessment if I am not mistaken.” He bent toward her ear once again. “You will forgive me for such ungentlemanly behaviour, will you not? I am attempting to improve my ways.”

There was such contrition in his whispered words that she gave his arm a small squeeze and readily bestowed her pardon. Mr. Darcy had over the last four days been the perfect gentleman. Both her aunt and uncle had been duly impressed by his manners. According to Aunt Gardiner, there was nothing of grandeur about him, save for the way he carried himself when walking. However, it was not deemed arrogant but rather dignified. Aunt Gardiner had spoken at some length of how of anyone she had met, Mr. Darcy was justified in thinking of himself in lofty ideals since she had seen his estate and knew many of his tenants. The man was of no small fortune, and he was, to her knowledge, always just in his dealing with tradesmen in Lambton. Bills were not left unpaid, and even lowly delivery boys were given a nod when he saw that they were doing their work well.

Elizabeth had heard enough arguments in Darcy’s favour to settle her more firmly in her new belief of his being among the best of men. Then, having observed him in her uncle’s home as well as when she and Jane had gone to Darcy House to have tea with his grandmother and Georgiana, she was beyond convinced of her correctness in viewing him in such a light. So convinced was she of his noble character that she allowed her heart to be open to his declaration to her, and though it was little more than a fortnight since that horrid evening in the parsonage, she found herself quite certain that should he offer for her again, she would accept with alacrity. For her heart spoke of love, though her mind had yet to fully comprehend it.

Darcy stopped to greet an acquaintance and introduced Elizabeth to them as well as Bingley and Jane, who followed close behind.

“I say, Darcy,” said Bingley before they began walking again, “it will likely be noted in the paper that you were seen in Vauxhall with a lady on your arm.”

Darcy shrugged. “They had best describe her as beautiful,” he said with a grin.

Bingley chortled. “I seem to have misplaced my friend whose greatest desire was to shun all of society.”

“He is not misplaced.” Darcy raised a brow at Bingley. “He has, it seems, found his good sense in a rather forceful fashion.”

Bingley chuckled. “Yes, I dare say your appearance will also make the society page.”

“Have you no pity for him at all?” Elizabeth asked in feigned disbelief.

“Not a jot,” Bingley declared.

“Men are such strange creatures,” Elizabeth stated with a laugh.

“It is a far better thing we do in settling our disagreements than what I have witnessed between my sisters,” Bingley defended. “There would be days of tears and tantrums, and it is a wonder the door to Caroline’s room never fell off its hinges.”

“I agree,” said Jane. “I would rather have Lydia and Kitty hit each other and be done.”

“Jane!” Elizabeth cried. “How violent of you! I do believe your sojourn in town has corrupted you.”

Darcy watched in amusement as Jane’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly and her lips pursed while Elizabeth’s twitched in an attempt not to smile.

“I believe it would be far better for you to remain in the country where such savagery is little known,” Elizabeth continued.

“Little known?” exclaimed Jane. “How many times was the surgeon called to the Lucas’s to stitch up one or the other of Charlotte’s brothers after some fight?”

“And yet you would have him called to Longbourn to stitch up Kitty?” Elizabeth could not contain her smile any longer and let it spread across her face.

“Kitty?” Darcy asked in surprise.

“Oh, yes,” Jane assured him. “If Lydia and Kitty were to fight — and I assure you they have — it would not be Kitty who would be victorious. Lydia, as you may well be aware, is a very determined sort of person.”

Darcy chuckled. “I must be honest. I never thought much about what it would be like to live among so many sisters. It is very different from what my life has been like.”

“Two sisters is more than enough,” agreed Bingley. “I likely would not have survived if there had been more than Louisa and Caroline with whom to contend.”

“Since your sister is much younger than you,” Jane said to Darcy, “was your childhood quiet?”

Darcy shook his head. “At times it was, but Richard and his brother often visited and then there was Mr. Wickham.” He flinched slightly as he said the name. “He was not always bad,” he added softly. “At one time we rather enjoyed each other’s company until differences in station were not so easily ignored.”

Jane sighed. Darcy had given Elizabeth permission to share what she knew of Wickham with her sister.

“So you were betrayed by a friend?” Jane’s question was little more than a whisper.

Darcy nodded. “Although it was not my first disappointment in him.”

“You know,” said Bingley in a light tone, “when your name appears in the paper tomorrow, my sister will be unbearable.”

Darcy gave Bingley a grateful smile for turning the conversation. He did not wish to dwell on who Wickham had been or now was. The memories were not of a pleasant variety, and tonight, was to be an enjoyable outing.

“Might I take up a room at Darcy House?” Bingley continued.

This drew a general laugh from the group, and each couple settled back once again into their own space on the path, close to each other and yet quite distant.

They walked on in their private worlds of soft comments and smiles for some time and were just turning onto a path that would eventually lead them back to their supper boxes when Lord and Lady Matlock approached.

“There you are!” Lady Matlock cried. “We were concerned you might have gotten lost on one of these paths. Not all of them are so well lit, you know.”

Indeed, Darcy did know. In fact, he had considered taking such a path more than once. Such seclusion and shadows might have allowed him to press his suit with Elizabeth in a very pleasant fashion. However, he had no desire to have Elizabeth flee or worse be tied to him if they were discovered in some compromising position — whether real or imagined. This was not a courtship of the moment but a prelude to a lifetime, and as such, he would limit his kisses to her knuckles for now.

“If I had not been off visiting with a dear friend, I should not have allowed you to wander away without a chaperone,” Lady Matlock continued. “One cannot be too careful with one’s reputation.”

“Indeed,” Lord Matlock said with a smirk. “My wife knows all about dark corners, do you not, Genevieve?”

Lady Matlock’s eyes grew wide. “I have both heard my share of stories and read about them in the paper.”

“Yes,” Lord Matlock’s teasing smile stayed in place, “you have also been the subject of both. I do believe that is how you became my wife.”

Lady Matlock gasped.

Her husband patted her arm. “Not every gentleman traipses down a dark path with wicked intentions or without a desire to be ensnared.”

Darcy knew that though his aunt and uncle often seemed to be at odds with each other, they were not — or, at least, not completely. Theirs was, for the most part, a peaceful marriage. There were no loud rows and no scandal beyond the one played out in this very garden shortly before their marriage. There was the occasional disagreement that left a strained atmosphere, but, as far as Darcy could tell from other marriages he had observed, Lord and Lady Matlock’s was among the exemplary ones.

“But, the Misses Bennets might not know of such things,” Lady Matlock protested. “They are not of our circles. These things are very foreign to them, I would imagine.”

“You believe compromises only occur in fine society?” Darcy could not keep the disdain from his voice. He had tolerated enough of his aunt’s small gibes over the course of the past four days.

Georgiana had spent several afternoons with Lady Margaret, and Darcy had both seen her delivered to Matlock House and returned to Darcy House himself. Of course, he had been obliged each day to spend at least a few moments with Lady Margaret. Lady Matlock had made it a point of inquiring after that tradesman’s niece each time he was there. He had been grateful that on the one day when Lady Margaret came for tea, she had not been accompanied by her daughter-in-law.

Lady Matlock laughed lightly. “Oh, I am certain there are many compromises that occur in the lower ranks. However, they are not as ruinous as they are in our sphere, for there are no titles or great fortunes to be squandered or tainted.” There was no missing her snub by the tone of voice and the emphasis she placed on certain words accompanied by the looks she gave Elizabeth.

“That is not true,” Elizabeth said with a smile, though inwardly she bristled. “Why just the other day, we heard of a merchant who was being forced to accept a ne’er-do-well as a son due to a compromise, and I assure you, the father’s fortune, though not from land and merely in the form of pounds and shillings, is not insignificant. Indeed, his wealth had purchased his entrance into finer society.”

“I do not wish to be disagreeable,” Darcy began, giving Elizabeth a wink, “but I believe that that particular compromise was the fault of one of Lady Matlock’s sphere, was it not? In fact, there might have been a lower title of some sort associated with the man.”

Elizabeth tipped her head and for effect pretended to think for a moment. “I believe you are correct. The gentleman involved was a second son or some such thing — not directly in line to ascend, but close enough that a simple twist of fate might allow it.”

Darcy nodded. “And not of a good character.”

Lord Matlock chuckled. “Not of good character indeed! The man is as debauched as they come. The poor young girl who wandered into our elevated circles and found herself in that quagmire!”

Lady Matlock huffed softly.

It was evident to Darcy that she was not pleased with the turn of the conversation. He imagined that she had meant to denigrate the Misses Bennets and Mr. Bingley, not to have her own kind maligned.

“Is that not my point?” she asked sharply. “The girl was not prepared for our society. You cannot just wander into London from some hamlet and expect to comprehend the ways of the ton.”

Her husband chuckled once again. “If you are attempting to say that the Misses Bennets are treading in dangerous territory, I must ask, my lady, what your opinion of our nephew is.”

“I…that is not…” she stammered unable to form a good defense.

“I will have you know, my dear lady,” he said, drawing her close to his side, “that our nephew and his friend are not the elements of the ton that Miss Bennet and Miss Elizabeth need fear. Darcy and Bingley are capable of seeing that no harm befalls their ladies.”

“But there will be talk, and Mr. Gardiner is –”

“A fine upstanding man of good wealth and well respected,” Lord Matlock interjected.

“But he…” she clamped her lips closed as her husband cleared his throat.

“Mr. Gardiner is in trade, as was my father,” Bingley finished the thought that had been left hanging.

“As was your father, Aunt,” Darcy said pointedly. “And yet, you have not only survived the worst of the ton, but you have succeeded in rising to its heights. I am certain it was not an easy thing to accomplish as many gentlemen and ladies of the ton can be vicious. Perhaps if your father had been a gentleman like Mr. Bennet, you would have found your acceptance less difficult.”

Lord Matlock nodded. “Well said, Darcy.” He turned to his wife. “I think, in the light of your experience, you would be more gracious and welcoming. I should hate to think you had become just like those who caused you so much pain.”

Lady Matlock sucked in a breath and lifted her chin but spoke not a word.

“Come now, my dear. You have had your bit of fun and ruined these gentlemen’s chances of sneaking off down some dark path and finding themselves as happily married as I am.”

Lady Matlock gasped, and Elizabeth’s cheeks grew warm.

“Not that they would or that their ladies would allow it,” he added with a wink and a chuckle. “We should return before my mother sets off in search of me since she knows I am precisely the sort of gent to lead his lady down a shadowy path.”
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