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“If a lady cannot find adventures in her own village,

then she must travel abroad.”

Jane Austen

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Kate Malone gulped cold coffee, caught her cell phone as it skittered across the kitchen counter and glanced at the read-out.  Her BFF to the rescue, thank God.  “Please tell me you're calling to say you're bringing pizza or Thai take-out.  I'll give you my first born in thanks.”  

"That bad, uh?  That's not why I'm calling, but I can do the take-out thing.  Just give me a minute to tell you why I'm calling, okay?"

"Sure, but make it quick.  I think they're planning another attack.  It's too quiet."  She glanced over her shoulder as her grandkids scampered into the room, spotting the sandwiches and juice bottles waiting for them at the kitchen counter.  So far, so good.

“You won!" Trish bellowed in her ear. 

She turned just as pieces of lettuce flew past her head. “Hold on, Trish,” she muttered, casting an eye on her grandsons, pointing a finger at them. “If you do that again there’ll be no cartoons this afternoon.”  Faces crumbled. “How many times have I told you not to throw food, uh?”

Cassie, her granddaughter, shot a chubby fist into the air with three gooey fingers pointed up. “Twee!”

Kate laughed.  “Eat up now, guys. It’s almost time for Cassie’s nap.”  Her granddaughter burbled in her high chair, bits of tuna fish tumbling out her little rosebud mouth.  Kate sighed and returned to Trish. “Sorry about that.  So what were you saying?” 

“You won, you lucky bitch.” 

“Won what?” 

“THE. CONTEST.  Don’t you remember?”

She shook her head as she started loading the dishwasher, her mind ticking through mental lists.  Nope, no contest there that she recalled. “Can’t say that I do.”  

“The Austen competition.  Don’t you remember sitting on the deck back in the spring, writing that essay about your favorite Darcy?” 

“Oh, that.  Well, I remember us polishing off a bottle of wine before dinner, but beyond that, nada."  It had been a lovely night, the first warm evening of the season, with breezes coming off Cape Cod Bay. That day also had been the fifth anniversary of her husband’s death, and Trish never left her alone on that day. They'd made plans to go out to dinner but never made it.  Too much wine, too much laughter, too many tears.  

Trish interrupted her thoughts.  “Yup, we were clobbered, but you insisted on writing that essay as we sat there.  The next day I had it typed up and shot it out just under the deadline.  Remember now?  Hey, hang on, Kate,” and she put her on hold.  Trish Baxter owned the local real estate office in town and, after years of building the company's reputation, she was a wealthy woman in her own right.  Unmarried and proud of it, too. 

Phone tucked under her chin, she walked through to the laundry room off the kitchen and piled in the wet towels and bathing suits and hit the start button.  Back in the kitchen, she noticed that Cassie was trying to launch tuna from her grubby little fist.  Kate rolled her eyes. Would it never end?  She’d had her three grandchildren for a week now and yes, she loved them to the moon and back, but it was starting to wear her out.  But since she had promised her sons and their wives a week’s getaway to Nantucket sans kiddies, she had no one to blame but herself.  

“You still there?” Trish barked.

Best friend since high school, Trish was never one for mild manners and modulated tones.  “Yup, still here.”

“Little ones getting to you?”  

“Kind of.”

“Okay, here’s the plan.  I’ll close up shop and swing by to pick up some take-out. What do you feel like?”

“Pizza with lots of cheese.” 

“Right. Pizza and wine.”  

“No, I’ve got some wine left here from last weekend.  And I can't have more than a glass with the kids here.  I need all my faculties, not to mention energy.”  

“Hey, by the way, do you still have a copy of that essay?  I’d like to read it again, now that it’s a winner.”  

“It’s here somewhere, I guess.  But what exactly did I win?”  There was a pause on the other end, then a long sigh whistled in her ear.

“God, don't you remember anything?  You, my dear, have won an all-expense paid trip to the convention of the International Austen Association in London where you'll hobnob with the existing five actors who've portrayed Darcy over the past twenty-five years, including your personal favorite, Anthony Slade.”  

She slumped against the counter, staring out the window at the calm waters of the bay.  Now it all came rushing back to her: her little obsession with Slade, who played Darcy in a fantasy variation of Pride and Prejudice, and the wine that had loosened her imagination so that scribbling down that essay had been a no-brainer.  

“Kate, I’ll be by in an hour or so.  Get a grip, okay?”

“Trish, is this for real?  You’re not playing some kind of joke on me, are you?”

“Not on your life, honey. We’re going to London in about three weeks, so let’s get our battle plan into action.  Ta-ta for now.”

The line went dead.  Kate put the phone down and turned to look at her grandchildren. “Would you believe, Nana's going to meet Mr. Darcy,” she whispered.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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Anthony Slade stared hard at the monitor, studying the familiar face of his agent.  Their weekly skype sessions were about the only tenuous thread holding him to his homeland of England.  Sweat poured down his back and trickled into the waistband of his khaki shorts.  Australia was hot.  Too hot for his English blood.  Right now he’d kill for a cool, misty gray day.  It had been almost three years since he was home, and that thought had simmered in the back of his brain for weeks now.  Why the sudden urge to return?  

“Tony, pay attention!”  Sissy actually tapped her monitor as if he was in the same room with her, not halfway around the world. “I didn’t get up in the middle of the night just to watch you phase out on me,” she muttered.  

“Right. Sorry.  So, tell me again what you just said.”  He swigged another gulp of coffee, hoping he’d hear the words he wanted to hear.

“Okay, so the Austen folks sent a reminder that the convention is only two weeks away.  You do remember, don't you?   You signed the agreement last spring.”

He shrugged.  “Sure, but fill me in again.”  He swiped his face and leaned back in his chair.  The temperature was climbing and it was only eight in the morning.  Damn, but he’d had enough of these tropical locales.  They were on their final round of shooting for the survival series.  He hadn’t renewed his contract and had nothing in the offing. He was free to go home for the first time in years.

But for what?

“So you’ll be paid two thousand to re-enact your roll of Darcy for the week of the conference, to smile, sign autographs, stuff like that.  Got it?”  Sissy shifted in her chair, refilling her mug of tea from an odd-looking teapot straight out of Alice in Wonderland.  She continued.  “So, two grand for about five days of appearances, a press conference, maybe a session of Q&A.  Not bad, eh ducks?”  

“Yeah, sounds good.  Full dress and all?”

She nodded. “Just on the days you appear as Darcy, along with your partner,” she mumbled into her mug.

He slammed the chair back onto the cracked linoleum floor of the trailer. “My partner?  What do you mean?”  He leaned into the screen, knowing that his handsome, scowling face would aggravate her to no end.  Sissy had been his agent for fifteen years, but he could still intimidate the old battle axe. Not that she was old.  Or a battle axe.  Just pushy.  But in an agent, pushy was good.  She’d saved his ass so many times, he truly should nominate her for sainthood.

“Now, now, calm down, you brute.  Let me refresh your memory.  This year is the 200th anniversary of Austen’s passing in 1817.  There was an international contest, participants writing an essay on why the particular actor they chose was the best representation of Austen’s Darcy.”

“Sissy, get on with it.  They’ll be calling us in a few minutes.”  He finished off his coffee and slid it to the side.  He watched as his agent’s face did a funny little contortion, as if she was thinking of the best way to go about the next part of the explanation.

“Sissy,” he growled.

“Right, right.  So your match of Elizabeth Bennet is a Kathryn Malone from the States.”

He pondered this for a moment, his brain cranking away.  Something was up, something that made Sissy uneasy.

“And?”  Ah ha, there it was. That little thing she did when she was caught in a lie or, as she put it, a small point of exaggeration.  She twiddled with her bangles and bracelets, sliding them up and down her pale arm.  “I’m waiting.”

“Well, I did a little investigating online.  You know, google images, social media, trying to get a handle on this woman."

“And you found out what?”  Now he was breaking a sweat.  Again.  He felt the bitter coffee swirling around in his gut. 

“She’s a grandmother.”

Slade’s eyes flew open, his jaw dropped. “I’m paired with a granny?”  He couldn’t move.  He wanted to hit something, but his fist didn’t move.  Of all the damn things.  He poked his face closer to the screen.

“Tell me Terence Burke got a granny, too,” he snarled.  Terence Burke was the most popular of the Darcys according to movie and television fans worldwide.  Even the Queen loved Burke.  And Slade hated him. Not to mention that Burke hated Slade.

“Well . . . not exactly.”

He started to ask another question when he heard the call for the first shoot of the day.  “Who did Burke get?  Quick, I have to go.” He closed his eyes and prayed.

“An aspiring actress from California.  You wouldn’t like her, all botox and boobs.”

Slade’s shoulders drooped.  “And I bet she’s wealthy as hell, right?”  He watched Sissy’s eyes close.  Damn, Burke had done it again.

“Sorry, ducks.”

Slade gazed out the grubby window of the trailer, not seeing the palm trees or the clear blue waters of the Pacific Ocean just beyond.  A grandmother.  Bloody hell.

A rapid knock woke him out of his misery.  “Five minutes, Slade!”  He pushed back the chair, his fingers on the keys ready to sign off. 

“Sissy, find out as much as you can about the American and forward me some links so I can check her out for myself.”

Sissy nodded.  “Right.”

“See you.”  Slade signed off and shut down the device.  

Wherever he and Burke had collided, whenever they were within range of each other, things just tanked for Slade.  The worst time had been back in Cannes at the film festival.  Burke had won another award, leaving Slade as second-best. And, to make matters worse, he'd drank himself into a full-blown stupor, ending up cavorting naked in the Mediterranean with some wraith-like model.  Which, of course, ended up in the tabloids for his wife, Louisa, to read about the next day, not to mention the video clip that had gone viral.  Hence, his three-year, self-imposed exile to the other side of the world, a broken marriage and revoked privileges to see his two-year old son.  It was the toddler that threw his fans into a tizzy.  Wives could take care of themselves, but young children were precious and had to be protected from the likes of him.  And that’s why Slade adored his agent, not to mention his family, who stood by him through the entire mess.  Sissy truly believed this Austen gig would save his sorry ass in the eyes of fandom.

And he knew he had a great-looking ass.  Far better than Burke’s.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Cassie was napping and the boys were glued to the big screen TV, so this was the first time since Trish had called to truly consider what she had gotten herself into.  London.  The other side of the Great Pond for a week, most of which was not only with the handsome Anthony Slade, but also with – gulp – Terence Burke and three other Darcys.  What the hell?  At forty-three years of age, a widow and the mother of two sons and a grandmother to boot – no, there was no way she’d do this.  She’d forfeit her win. 

Kate stepped closer to the mirror and studied her body.  She didn’t think she looked forty-three.  Could she get away with thirty-three?  Probably not.  But her body was in good shape, her five foot, nine inches of height serving her well over the years. She sighed. Five years since Doug died.  One moment he had been there, the next gone, a massive heart attack while driving back from Vermont to their home on the Cape.  Even now she felt the familiar ache for the man she had fallen in love with the night of the prom, for the man who had taken her heart and her virginity, the man she had married three months later, giving birth to their son John four months later.  After his birth, she'd earned her GED before giving birth to their second son, James.  It was a hectic time while she and Doug worked hard to bring the family business, Malone Construction, into the black and start showing some profit. 

She turned sideways and viewed her breasts, a fairly flat tummy and a firm butt.  Maybe all the swimming, the walks with the grandchildren, golfing and playing tennis had paid off.  Paid off for what though?  She blushed and laughed out loud.  What did she think would happen when Slade met her?  Whisk her off to his castle in the countryside like the proverbial hero from a romance novel?  Don't be ludicrous, Malone.  She turned away from the mirror, grabbed her robe and headed for the shower.  

But even as the water sluiced over her body, she ran her fingers over her skin, wondering what it would feel like to have a man love her again.  She’d only ever known Doug.  So since the night of the prom until she was thirty-eight, there had been only one man who had caressed this body, made love to her, given her children. Tears stung her eyes and she dashed her face under the stream of water, scrubbing her face with the lavender soap she loved so.  She shut off the water, stepped out of the stall and padded into her room, toweling herself down, running through a list of chores she had to do before her sons and their wives returned tomorrow.  She slipped on her sports bra and panties, then ran a brush through her thick, dark hair, cropped just short of her shoulders in a feeble attempt to control the mass of thick waves.  She turned and caught her reflection again.  Maybe with a little help from Trish, who lavished herself with a spa day every two weeks, she could spruce herself up a bit.  Maybe buy some new dresses and not wear the eternal khaki slacks and skirts she wore all summer.

London!  Darcy!  Her heart fluttered.  Feeling a bit guilty – she should wake Cassie right about now – she bent down and pulled a dvd from under the small television she kept in her room.  She slid it into the player and clicked the remote to play. The image of Anthony Slade emerged and she clicked off the sound.  She always left the movie at this moment when Fitzwilliam Darcy rose up out of the water, his shirt clinging to his muscled chest.  She stepped back and sat on the edge of the bed, studying Slade, his face amused at Miss Bennet.  Slade’s version of Darcy had been somewhat harsh, riddled with a low, simmering anger. His Darcy had an edge to it, unlike Terence Burke’s interpretation years earlier. Was that what had attracted her, his modern-day angst, giving Darcy an edgier alpha male portrayal. 

She put the movie on pause and rummaged around in her desk until she pulled out the sheaf of papers Trish had printed out for her last spring.  She slipped down onto the rug, reading slowly at first, somewhat amazed at what she wrote the night she was tipsy and sunburned.  It was all there, her heart, her longings, the attraction that left her somewhat confused.  She let the papers slide to the rug and leaned her head against the edge of the bed.  She’d be the laughing stock of this convention if anyone else but the judges read this, she thought.  Dear God, what had she been thinking?  No, not thinking.  Dreaming.  Imagining.  Hoping?  Anthony Slade would laugh in her face.  Of that, she was certain -  a middle-aged nitwit and pre-menopausal, to boot.

*   *   *
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AS PROMISED, SISSY began sending him links, then emails with attachments. He hadn’t had time to sift through them yet; they were on the last leg of filming the survival series. At least here in Australia, Slade was a star.  His tall, muscular frame, long dark hair and electric blue eyes filled the TV screens across the vast continent, as well as those of New Zealand.  Women of all ages threw themselves at him, begging for his autograph.  So why hadn’t he signed on for another few years?  Hard to say and not something he wanted to dwell on.  But all he knew was that it was time to return to England, come what may.  He desperately wanted to see his son and he doubted Louisa would refuse him now.  Last he heard she was close to announcing her engagement to some military bloke, probably another nob in the making.

That had been their problem from the first – her insistence that Anthony groom himself to become a baronet.  Between her father and his father, both millionaires in manufacturing, she was sure they could “buy” a title for her husband.  And back then his career was blooming, stints with a Shakespearean troupe and a BBC series, including the one movie that made his name a household name.

But hindsight is a funny thing.  He now realized that his ego had gotten the better of him, had blown his self-importance through the roof.  He was surprised he hadn’t imploded with his sense of self-worth.   And Burke had spotted that before anyone else, even his own agent.  He had found Slade’s Achilles heel.  He was fairly certain that Burke had arranged the debacle in Cannes.  Even Sissy believed so, although she would never admit it.  Sissy was careful not to burn any bridges behind her, unlike her client, the fat-headed Slade.  After Louisa had moved out, taking young Neville with her, Slade had confronted Burke. Another nasty encounter gone viral; another nail in Slade’s coffin.  Sissy shipped him off to Italy, South Africa, India, then Australia – anywhere she could find him a job. He’d been in enough spaghetti westerns and survival shows to last a lifetime.  He was done with all that.  Time for a new chapter to unfold.

The final scene was completed and the cast and crew walked down the beach to the trailers, dragging out beach chairs and cracking open beers in celebration of the end of another successful season.  As the sun dropped below the horizon, Slade slipped back into his trailer to follow up on the links Sissy had sent.  He settled into the beat-up computer chair and cracked open a cold one, waiting for the connection to go through.  As the links in her emails appeared, he clicked and viewed, clicked and viewed.

Not a whole hell of a lot, so far – family shots with a blurred view of who he assumed to be Kate Malone – with children, standing on a beach holding a baby, in a shot with a group of golfers.  Not much to go on.  He clicked on some more links, taking him to press releases about Malone Construction, Inc.  The company apparently expanded ten years ago, then the sons took over the business after their father’s death. Shit.  She was not only a granny but a widow, too.  He was ready to call Sissy, to tell her he was pulling out, but then paused. 

He stroked his hands through the stubble that ran along his jaw. He swiveled the chair and studied his reflection in the cracked mirror at the far end of the trailer. What stared back at him was something of a wild man.  God, he could be the poster boy for Robinson Crusoe.  Closing his eyes, he pictured Fitzwilliam Darcy—the breeches, the Hessian boots, the silk cravats, the Byronic hair styling popular in Regency England.  He turned back to the computer and looked at the fuzzy images of Kate Malone.  Could he re-enact Fitzwilliam Darcy now at the age of forty?  This conference could either make him or break him.  He leaned back in the chair, pushing away from the screen, his heart beating a dull, heavy tattoo in his chest. 

Bullocks!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER FOUR
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Her sons, John and Jamie, sat opposite her; their wives, Monica and Holly, at their respective sides. All eyes zoomed in on hers.  She wished Trish was her but she was taking Danny and Cassie for a walk, leaving Kate to deal with her sons.

“So you see, I can’t take care of the children for a few weeks. That’s not so bad, is it?”  Kate spread her hands, almost in supplication.  Why am I begging?  This is my life, not theirs.

Monica, the almost-lawyer, eyed her mother-in-law.  She had always been a thorn in Kate’s side.  Opinionated, snobby and she had John cowed to a certain extent.  Or that just could be her son's easy-going manner, always unflappable, the calm eye in the middle of a storm. “I’m sorry, but I think this is a bit selfish.  After all, this is my last term before taking the bar exam.  I need time to myself, to prepare.”

Kate jumped in before Monica droned on with her rationale for keeping Kate exactly where she wanted her, as a free babysitter.  She wished Trish were here, but she could do this.  She had to, as an image of Anthony Slade drifted through her brain. She smoothed her capris and turned to her daughter-in-law. “I’ve already spoken to Celeste next door.  She has a college student who’s willing to take on Danny and Cassie, and the children know Celeste and Gina, so I think it wouldn’t be disruptive.”

Jamie pitched in. “It’s the idea of you traveling halfway around the world alone without Dad by your side.”  He crossed him arms and leaned back, his body language so obvious that Kate winced.

“It’s England, not the wilds of Africa, for God’s sake.  And I won’t be alone. Trish is coming with me.”  Holly and Monica both grunted. “What?” Kate barked.  She was losing her cool.  How could her family make her feel like such an incompetent?  She could feel her neck breaking out in mottled red patches.  She clutched her hands tight, suddenly wanting to lob her coffee mug at someone's head.

“Trish is supposed to aid and protect you?  That’s a laugh!” Holly giggled behind her glass of cabernet.

Kate turned to find Trish walking into the room, her chin thrust out.  Hands on hips, Trish was flying out her full colors like a proud warship coming into harbor.  “I beg your pardon?  I run a successful business.  What do you do, Holly?  Lunch at the club and drink so much wine that you fall asleep watching cartoons with Cassie in the middle of the afternoon?”  

Jamie rolled his eyes, smirking.  Kate started to defend her friend, but John stood up and pulled his wife up after him. “Time to go. Auntie Trish won’t take no for an answer.”  The wives protested, Holly pouting as she eyed her unfinished wine, while Jamie propelled her toward the front door, gathering up Cassie as he moved.  

“So I’ll leave the information about my flights and hotel on the fridge; you both have keys to the house.  And I’ll text Celeste’s cell phone number to you so you can make arrangements, right?”  

John nodded as he walked around the coffee table and came up to Kate. He kissed her lightly on the cheek, then on second thought, gave her a hug.  “Enjoy, Mom. You deserve it.  You, too, Aunt Trish.” And then they were gone.

Trish closed the door behind them, turned and moved to Kate’s side.  “You all right?”  

Kate nodded. “Sure.  Sort of," she sighed.

Trish poured them each a glass of wine, gave Kate hers, then did a little jig.  “So, London, here we come!”  
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The following days flew by as Kate and Trish spent one day primping and pampering themselves at Trish's favorite salon in Hyannis, then another day racing off to Boston to shop for clothes—well, actually Trish shopped while Kate sat back and gave a thumbs down to the glitzy and ridiculous, but a thumbs up to the more subtle yet sophisticated, thus earning Trish's growing irritation.

"Awww, come on.  What's wrong with this one?" Trish whined as she spun slowly in front of the mirror.

She shook her head.  "Think London, Trish.  European women and their sense of style, yada, yada, yada.  Sequins just don't quite cut it, in my opinion.  What would Jane Austen think?"  Kate watched as the sales woman stomped off with an armful of sequins and glitter.  

Trish frowned. "You're no fun.  What are you wearing?  Basic black, black and more black?"  Kate stopped laughing and swallowed the f-bomb.  But it was true.  She always stuck to the basic black-and-white or black-and-tan uniform.  Monochromatic all the way, that was her.

"Sorry, sweetie, didn't mean to shoot my mouth off like that."

She waved a hand.  "Hey, no need to apologize because you're right.  You're absolutely right." She stood up and moved to a rack of dresses that she'd bypassed, the colors too bright, too brash to her mind.  Her hand skimmed along until it came to rest on one deep red number, v-necked, sleeveless.  She pulled that one and the sales woman took it from her, nodding in approval.  Then she spied a pale lavender silk wrap with three-quarter length sleeves.  The sales woman was back and chirped when Kate handed her that one.  As she turned to head to the dressing room, she spotted a display of beautiful, jewel-toned paisley shawls.  Her heart stopped.  She scooped up two, one in varying shades of lavender and blue, the other combined the color of rubies mixed with topaz.  She could picture Elizabeth Bennet wearing these beauties. The deep red dress fit her like a glove, hugging her body in all the right places. Trish came scurrying in, holding out a pair of black patent leather sling-backs with three-inch heels.
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