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A Most Terrible Beginning
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“YOU MUST ALLOW ME TO tell you how ardently I admire and love you...”

Miss Elizabeth Bennet exhaled a trembling breath as her mind teased her most cruelly with the memory of Mr. Darcy's unexpected proposal. It vexed her that his words had the power to make her heart flutter in such a manner. She had never sought his attentions or his admiration and he had certainly never given any indication that he had feelings at all, let alone for her.

It wasn’t fair that he should propose, considering his general scorn towards her family and situation. He’d made no secret of the fact that he looked down on both herself and her acquaintances. In fact, he seemed to almost take joy in divulging her lowly situation in comparison to his own, perhaps as though, somehow those points recommended him more.

Well, if that was what he’d thought, he was quite wrong.

She conceded that his honesty was admirable but his pride and conceited attitude was quite simply disgusting. Elizabeth did not regret refusing him for a second.

But there was something in his eyes. Something that made Elizabeth’s chest tighten and her breath nearly impossible to catch.

“Well, it’s too late now,” she murmured with a nod of finality. “And that’s for the best.”

Dressed in a simple gown adorned with shades of cream and autumn leaves, she took a seat by the mirror and started brushing her hair.

Surely his esteem was merely a momentary fascination and would pass. After all, as her mother adored telling her, Elizabeth was no beauty, and there were many very fine and accomplished women amongst his acquaintance.

He would have felt only regret within a few days if she’d accepted him. The whole affair would have been mortifying for them both. At least this way it remained a private matter between them.

A shared secret.

She met the eyes of her reflection and was shocked by how bright they seemed, how flushed her cheeks. With a cry, she jumped up and slammed her brush down on the table.

Never had anyone been so desperately in need of distraction. This place was changing her. That’s what she saw in her reflection. She swore she saw her younger sister, Lydia, staring back at her through her own eyes. If she wasn’t careful, Elizabeth feared she would become as obsessed with officers and wealthy men as her mother.

That thought alone was enough to chase away the last of her chest fluttering. What she needed was a brisk walk in the cool air. That had never failed to alleviate even her most turbulent thoughts.

After assuring Charlotte and Mr. Collins that she was well but in need of a walk, she set out to wander the paths so familiar to her now.

The fresh air and gentle fragrance of roses and honeysuckle was indeed refreshing and in a short while she felt her mind ease. Of course, she could never tell her mother about Mr. Darcy’s proposal. Elizabeth’s head ached even contemplating her mother’s screams of horror. Mrs. Bennet still hadn’t forgiven Elizabeth for rejecting Mr. Collins, so there would be no chance of forgiveness after turning down a man worth ten thousand a year.

Even though her mother’s heart would break, Elizabeth could not help but imagine the delighted laughter and mirth it would bring to her father. Elizabeth knew he too worried about their futures but he would, for a moment, be very entertained by the fact that his daughter, and not the pretty one, had refused the proud and oh so rich Mr. Darcy. Perhaps news of the proposal would convince her sisters that great beauty, such as Jane possessed, was not the only virtue a woman had to offer.

She sobered immediately, ashamed of her thoughts. How could she make light in the shadow of her dearest sister’s recent heartbreak?

Besides, Jane’s beauty wasn’t merely in her appearance. She was kind, thoughtful, and always tried her hardest to see the good in everyone. She had always been a cheerful, if shy, lady. 

Elizabeth sighed, she had never seen her sister glow the way she had after an evening dancing with Mr. Bingley. To see her now, so quiet, rarely smiling, her radiance fading day by day. It quite broke Elizabeth’s heart.

Did Mr. Darcy have any idea of the pain it caused to see someone he loved so utterly unhappy? Clearly not or he would have, at least, shown a little remorse when confronted with his cruelty.

Elizabeth stopped walking and rested her hand against the rough bark of a tree. Her face flushed with outrage and her breath became impossible to catch. How could he dare to confess his love for Elizabeth after abusing her sister so abominably? How could he act so offended and shocked at her refusal of him, knowing what he had done, knowing the pain it would cause!

Did he really think her so uncaring and heartless that she would simply forget her sister’s pain for the sake of being Mrs. Darcy? Did he think her pride so lowly that she would be honored by his proposal even as he insulted her family?

“Conceited, odious man!”

Oh yes. She liked this much better. Anger and outrage were much preferable to her earlier emotions.

And she hadn’t even started contemplating his actions towards Mr. Wickham!

“Miss Bennet!”

A voice interrupted her thoughts, and she turned to see Mr. Collins’s servant, Wilcox, scampering towards her.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your walk, Miss, but this just came for you. They said it was urgent.”

He held out a letter and Elizabeth frowned as she took it.

“Thank you, Wilcox.”

A heavy blanket of dread settled over her as she held the letter lightly between her fingertips. An urgent letter from home could only be bad news. A sudden illness or worse.

For the barest moment, Elizabeth considered dropping the letter. Perhaps she could bury or burn it. But she was being ridiculous. She was a child no longer, and it did not do to behave as one.

Besides, it could just as easily be news of an engagement.

Perhaps Mr. Bingley had not been so easily swayed as Darcy had hoped and had, at last, called on Jane.

Shaking her head, she opened the letter. For goodness sakes, her father would be ashamed of her silliness.

Unfolding the parchment, she began to read. And immediately wished that she had followed her first instinct. Her hand flew to her mouth lest she scream as she read the words that were to change her life forever. 

Pain more intense than anything she had felt before, pierced her heart but did not have the mercy to take her life and she didn’t bother to wipe at the tears running down her flushed cheeks.

A branch snapped, and she looked up to see non-other than Mr. Darcy. His expression was stony and guarded but on seeing her distress, his countenance immediately softened and he was all concern.

“Miss Elizabeth, you’re not well,” he said and slipped a letter he’d been holding into his pocket. “Pray sit down.”

He guided her to a long seat and clasping her gloved hand between his own, he sat with her.

“Please tell me what’s wrong. Are you injured or ill?”

There were so many words she could barely breathe. Her thoughts were everywhere and nowhere, so she handed him the letter.

Mr. Darcy shot her one last concerned look before taking the offered parchment. He didn’t get past the first few sentences before his face turned ashen. “Oh, my dearest....”

“Papa is dead!” The words expelled from her in a pain filled wail.

Against all propriety, Mr. Darcy pulled Elizabeth into his arms and she let him. She knew she should pull away and put a respectable distance between them, but she could not. His arms were strong and his body a mighty wall that wrapped around her and shielded her from this new pain.

“My darling,” he whispered into her hair. “I’m so very sorry.”

Elizabeth sobbed against his shoulder, her tears soaking Mr. Darcy’s fine coat. Behind her eyes there were flashes of memories, each of them precious, each of them never to be repeated.

Her father laughing. Her father sharing a secret smile with Elizabeth as her mother flew into a fit of anxiety over some imagined slight. Her father reading quietly by the fire.

How could he be gone? It wasn’t possible. It must be a mistake.

Fresh tears came along with a wave of woe and all the while, Mr. Darcy held her tight, lending her his strength and keeping her safe. She’d expected him to run away to find Charlotte or worse, Mr. Collins. But he didn’t move. He just held her and let her cry as her heart broke.

~*~*~*~

MOMENTS BLURRED TOGETHER. Mr. Darcy pulled away just long enough to lift her into his arms and carry her back down the path towards the Collins’s home.

She was somewhat aware of him speaking to Mr. Collins but it all felt so far away. All at once, Mrs. Collins cried out and there were tears on her cheeks as she pulled Elizabeth out of Mr. Darcy’s firm hold and down onto the sofa where she took his place, hugging Elizabeth to her as they sobbed together.

Mr. Darcy handed her something pungent in a tiny glass and ordered her to drink. When she did as she was told, without argument, he seemed surprised and, if possible, even more concerned.

Mr. Darcy returned his attention to Mr. Collins, and they continued to speak in hushed tones. Were they arguing?

Elizabeth managed to make out only a few stiff words from Mr. Darcy, “To hell with propriety, man. What should I have done? Should I have left her to the mercy of the elements while I pondered on the correct manner in which to...”

She could see his mouth moving but the words had become almost silent. The next moment her vision blurred, and she knew nothing more.

~*~*~*~

WHEN HER EYES OPENED again, she was in a carriage. 

Charlotte had her wrapped in a blanket and gripped her hand tightly as the carriage trundled along the bumpy road. Across from her Mr. Darcy stared out the window, his expression unreadable.

Why was he still with them? Surely, he had other, more pressing matters to attend to.

When he turned to look at her, she realized that she must have spoken out loud.

“Miss Elizabeth, I will not leave your side until I am satisfied that you are safely home with your family.”

“But why?” Her voice came out barely above a whisper and she immediately regretted asking. His expression grew hard and his eyes closed as if in pain before he turned his attention back to the window.

“Sleep, Elizabeth. It’s a long journey and you’ll need your strength for the days that are to come.”

Charlotte pulled the blanket up around her shoulders more securely and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Sleep dearest.”

She did.
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Sweet Dreams and Conversations
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IN HER DREAM, SHE AND her father sat together in his library, crackling fire the only sound. Kitty and Lydia had accompanied their mother into Meryton, and Jane and Mary were practicing their needle point in another part of the house.

All was peaceful save for the occasional chuckle made by her father when he came across an amusing passage in his book.

For some reason, she couldn’t stop looking at him. It was as though she wished to lock his every feature in her memory.

“Is there something you want, Lizzy?” A smile curled the corner of his mouth but he didn’t look up. “You have been watching me as an owl might watch as scuttling mouse.”
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