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April 6, 1812 – Kent, Hunsford Parsonage

“You have said quite enough, madam. I perfectly comprehend your feelings and have now only to be ashamed of what my own have been. Forgive me for having taken up so much of your time and accept my best wishes for your health and happiness.”

And with these words, he hastily left the room, and Elizabeth heard him the next moment open the front door and quit the house.​[1]

The gravel loudly crunched beneath Elizabeth Bennet’s half-boots as she rapidly overtook Fitzwilliam Darcy’s retreating body, her posture rigid and her gaze fierce. The sun dipped low in the sky, casting long shadows across the garden path and lending the setting an almost theatrical air. The buds of spring flowers trembled in the light breeze as if recoiling from the tension that sparked between them.

“Coward,” Elizabeth flung the word at his back, her voice cutting through the evening air like a blade. Her arms crossed tightly beneath her bosom as she squared her stance, her foot tapping against the gravel with such ferocity that dust rose in a tiny cloud around her boot. The sharp motion mirrored the indignation blazing in her eyes. 

Darcy froze mid-step, his spine stiffening as though the accusation had physically struck him. With slow deliberation, he placed his foot upon the path and turned to face this contentious, beguiling woman, his movements exuding unrestrained fury. His broad shoulders rose and fell as he inhaled, then exhaled deeply, preparing to retaliate against her verbal assault. The fading sunlight highlighted his dark curls and glinted off his sharp features, rendering his handsome visage harsh.

Elizabeth didn’t falter under his gaze. “Have you no justification to offer for your heinous actions? No explanations for your insults? Did you think your wealth could purchase my heart regardless of your effrontery in insulting my relations, whether known to you personally or not? Well, what do you have to say for yourself? Speak up, you, you... arrogant, vexatious creature! You have ruined the happiness of my most beloved sister and impoverished your childhood friend! You are a fiend! To disparage my family for poor behavior while your aunt disparages everyone, whether guest, friend, family, or foe, is ludicrous. How could you possibly think I held any tender feelings for a man who openly claimed that I was only tolerable and not handsome enough to tempt him?” She thrust her chin forward, her cheeks flushed from more than just the brisk Spring air, and stamped her foot... hard enough to cause the gravel to part and dust to fly upward in a small cloud.

Darcy’s lips pressed into a hard line as he studied her, the unrelenting force of her words churning his thoughts even as he admired her flushed features, which were enhanced by her tantrum. Lord, she is glorious in her fury, and so furious that she forgot her coat and gloves. I hope she does not catch a chill, thought Darcy. His eyes, dark and blazing with intensity, locked onto hers. When she finished lambasting him, he retaliated in kind with a speech that flowed from his soul. 

He raised his voice in wrath, “Charles Bingley deserves a wife who loves him, not some vain creature who smiles at everyone in the same manner and shows him no preference. Your sister would have obeyed your mother and married my friend at her demand. Charles deserves better than that. Besides gaining a loveless marriage and responsibility for a family that has shown constant disregard for social mores, his younger sister had to be considered... Caroline’s chances of marrying well would have been reduced. Both his sisters repeatedly raised those points until he left Netherfield. My only contribution to the discussion was to agree with those ladies that I never saw anything in Miss Bennet’s demeanor to imply affection for Charles. I advised him to speak with Miss Bennet and determine for himself the state of her heart. If I was mistaken about her regard for Charles, I apologize. However, my opinion did not bind him in shackles or toss him into a dungeon. He was, and remains, free to travel the world at his discretion. He decided to stay in London. Nothing holds him there except his desire to remain where he can enjoy the many pleasures of society available to the wealthy. I apologize for that tolerable comment; you must know that you are tempting and beautiful. I have never been able to take my eyes away from you. You are temptation personified!”

Elizabeth was rendered speechless by Darcy's explanation of Bingley’s desertion of Jane. She violently shook her head in disbelief. She firmly believed in the perfidy of Caroline Bingley, yet she never considered that the fault for the man’s desertion was ultimately his lack of conviction. After a moment, she regained the power of speech and words tumbled forth, “How did you expect a quiet, polite, gentlewoman to behave? Did you expect her to clutch his arm without invitation? Compliment his every action? Loudly proclaim her love in front of the neighborhood? Throw herself in his path at every opportunity? Behave like Caroline Bingley and pursue you as the greater prize? Did you believe that the overt behavior of a fortune hunter and a shrewish social climber stems from affection rather than an attempt to catch an unwary prey?”

These questions caused Darcy to pale. Had he truly been stupid enough to think a demure, well-mannered lady would throw herself at a man in the same way a blatant fortune hunter would act? The way Caroline Bingley acted... what had he been thinking?

Finally, he answered, “I’m sorry for incorrectly judging your sister’s behavior. Of course, a well-behaved lady would never behave like Miss Bingley, who blatantly flouts propriety at times. The next time I am in contact with Bingley, I will inform him that I was mistaken. I cannot force him to renew the connection.”

Darcy took a step closer as he pulled on one glove, still clutching the other when he finished tugging it into place. He continued, “However, I must enlighten you regarding George Wickham.”

He recounted every transgression Wickham committed against his family, in brutal honesty and a shocking display of temper. The coup de grâce was delivered in a tone that dripped unmitigated disdain.

“Your propensity to paint blackguards as heroes without logic or proof,” he began, his voice low but venomous, “and attribute imaginary words and actions to others is the ultimate display of ignorance. Your pride and prejudice are beyond mine, as a complete disregard for reality has fostered your attitude toward me. Your bruised vanity, because of my heedless comment you overheard, has clouded your judgment in every situation covered in this discussion. You call me a vexatious creature. I say, look in the mirror, woman.”

Elizabeth’s mouth opened in indignation, but Darcy pressed on, advancing a step closer, his boots crunching the gravel. His voice rose, each word loaded with disdain. “Why didn’t you immediately ask your uncle, Mr. Philips, the solicitor, about the legality of disregarding a will? According to your testimony, he hosted the card party at which the miscreant singled you out and told his tale only a few minutes after your arrival. Any solicitor can verify that executors of a will must give every beneficiary the stipulated funds, entitlements, or property specified by the deceased or face criminal charges. And let me be clear on this point, I was not an executor!”

Elizabeth’s jaw tightened as she waved a hand through the air, attempting to interrupt. “How could I know Mr. Wickham was lying about the living?”

Darcy glared at Elizabeth and folded his arms across his chest, his stance mirroring hers as he raised an incredulous brow. “Six years between graduation and joining the militia seems an extensive time period for a grown man to flounder about without a profession, especially one with an education, even if he failed to graduate from Cambridge due to his lax attitude toward studying for tests and tendency to skip classes. According to his own testimony, he is the son of a steward and without funds. Furthermore, if he has no pocket money, how is he to pay the merchants when the militia moves to its next posting? Think, Miss Elizabeth, only during wartime could he join the militia as an officer without a recommendation from a gentleman. The war has rendered many militia officers ill-qualified to be termed gentlemen or good husband material for a gentlewoman. The pay is atrocious. Did you ask Wickham who the executor was? Did you ask if he took holy orders or why a man proclaiming devotion to the church didn’t take another living? If Mr. Collins managed to get the Hunsford living, how did Wickham fail to receive one? Why not ask what he had been doing after leaving school?” 

Elizabeth’s defiance wavered, her voice faltering. “Of course not! That would be...” She hesitated, her brows drawing together as she struggled to say the word.

“Improper?” Darcy supplied with a derisive snicker. “Is that the word you were about to use? Is it improper for you to ask for information to elucidate a story that any proper gentleman would never discuss with a new acquaintance? Is it improper for you to check its veracity with a solicitor? Is it improper to call your uncle to your side and ask him to aid your new acquaintance? Is it improper for a man to hold a church living without being ordained? Is it improper to ask why a man of thirty would be starting a career in the militia? Is it improper to ask what the man had been doing since leaving Cambridge? My, my... impropriety abounds, does it not?” Darcy scoffed.

Elizabeth’s cheeks turned crimson, and unshed tears glimmered in her eyes. She blinked rapidly, refusing to cry. “How can you mock me?” she demanded, her voice trembling with anger and hurt.

“Easily,” Darcy replied, his tone softer but still unyielding. “Did Wickham’s charming smile and flattering words boost your impression of the rake? Did his attention to you stifle your inquisitive mind? Did his regard continue after I returned to London, or did he seek out a younger, more impressionable girl with a large dowry? Did his slanderous story spread like wildfire once I was gone?”

“Mr. Darcy, you assume too much. Yes, he flattered me. Yes, it was pleasant. Yes, the tale spread after you departed, but his attention never captured my heart,” she looked away. 

Elizabeth’s composure cracked. Her gaze dropped as she admitted in a faint voice, “I never questioned his story. I am a fool for not seeing the impropriety of his assertions. He began calling on Miss Mary King, a young lady who had recently inherited £10,000. Is he a fortune hunter, a rake?”

“Yes,” Darcy confirmed bluntly, his voice no longer laced with anger but heavy with resignation.

Elizabeth’s shoulders sagged. “Why didn’t you warn us?”

“Nobody would have believed me,” Darcy said. “Not you, your parents, shopkeepers, or officers. People are swayed by Wickham’s charming demeanor and brilliant smile until he absconds with their money, virtue, or both. My discomfort with strangers was misunderstood as arrogance. My silence was interpreted as disdain. Shall I continue listing reasons? Why would adults, older and presumably wiser than me, appreciate being told that unknown soldiers can be dishonest or disrespectful around ladies?” 

The tension between them softened, the animosity giving way to regret. Elizabeth’s voice was quieter now. “I have been a fool to believe that you were capable of such vile actions without any proof but the words of a charming stranger. If my cousin, Mr. Collins, had spoken those words, I would have laughed in his face.” She hesitated, her hand reaching out hesitantly to touch his cheek. The contact was fleeting, but it sent a shock through both. “What a stupid child you must think me to be.”

Remembering Darcy’s words... the ones that he said earlier... was almost frightening.

“In vain I have struggled. It will not do. My feelings will not be repressed. You must allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you.”

Darcy reached for her, his arm lightly circling her waist in an instinctive effort to steady and comfort her. But before he could speak, Elizabeth withdrew her hand, wrenched free from the tentative embrace, and fled into the house, her steps quick and resolute... the only words racing through her mind now kept repeating, “I am a fool.”

He remained where he was, watching as she disappeared... watching his future disappear. The evening closed around him, hushed and fragrant with blooming flowers, and he stood alone beneath the fading light, his heart divided between admiration for her spirit and a quiet, aching despair that he might never see her again. 
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April 7, 1812 – Kent

Elizabeth Bennet and Charlotte Collins made their way toward the little town of Hunsford. The sky was a serene blue, with only a few wisps of clouds drifting lazily overhead. The fields bordering the road were alive with the vibrant greens of early spring, dotted with bursts of yellow, white, purple, and blue from wildflowers. 

Charlotte turned her concerned gaze toward Elizabeth, her steps slowing until she halted. The sunlight fell across her face, highlighting the worry etched into her expression. 

“What did Mr. Darcy want when he called yesterday afternoon, Lizzy?” she asked, her voice gentle but probing. The red-rimmed state of her friend’s eyes was disconcerting. Elizabeth Bennet, of all people, was not prone to weeping. 

Elizabeth shook her head with a briskness that sent loose tendrils of her hair swaying around her cheeks. “There is nothing of import to tell,” she said, her tone clipped. “He came to say goodbye. They leave tomorrow for London.”

Charlotte raised an eyebrow, unconvinced, and took Elizabeth’s arm. “I am not a fool, Lizzy. You have been crying. What has caused your unhappiness?”

Elizabeth’s breath hitched as she looked away, focusing on the ground beneath her feet. Her bonnet shadowed her face, but her troubled mind was evident in the set of her jaw. “It is self-reflection,” she admitted softly. “It is apparent that I hold many opinions fueled by my vanity and poor judgment of those I meet.” She kicked a small stone down the road, her shoulders slumping as though the discovery of her flaws pressed heavily on her mind.

Charlotte gently tugged on Elizabeth’s arm. Her steady eyes locked onto Elizabeth’s downturned face. Gesturing to the open fields around them, Charlotte spoke with quiet encouragement. “There are only birds and creatures of the field within earshot. Could you please tell me what caused this introspection? I promise not to share anything you say with my husband or anyone else.”

Elizabeth hesitated, biting her lip as she glanced at her friend. Her voice dropped to a near whisper. “Mr. Darcy apologized for his harsh words at the Meryton assembly last Autumn,” she confessed, her fingers twisting the ribbon of her bonnet. “He was in a foul mood that night. Oh, Charlotte...” Her voice broke, and she inhaled deeply to steady herself. “He just wanted to be left alone. I feel terrible for misjudging him so completely. From that one comment, I took offense at every word and action of his. My vanity caused me to misjudge a worthy man.” 

Her head dropped lower, shame radiating from her every movement. A breeze rustled the hedgerow beside them, carrying the scent of blossoming flowers.

Charlotte’s eyes widened in surprise, but her tone was soothing. “Elizabeth Bennet, listen to me. You must not judge yourself so harshly.”

Elizabeth shook her head vehemently, her voice rising with self-recrimination. “Yes, I must. Because my wounded vanity blinded me, I believed every lie Mr. Wickham told me about Mr. Darcy. Worse, I repeated them. How could I have believed a total stranger without question or proof? I should have been appalled if any new acquaintance had spoken of such private matters. How could I have been such a wet hen?” Elizabeth’s hands clenched at her sides, her distress evident.

“You asked Mr. Darcy about Mr. Wickham’s tale of woe?” Charlotte tilted her head thoughtfully. “It appears Mr. Darcy said more than goodbye yesterday. What would make the man do such a thing? It appears out of character.”

Elizabeth’s face turned crimson. She fidgeted with her bonnet’s ribbon again, unable to meet her friend’s eyes. “I... well, I... I was reading a letter from Jane when he arrived. When he inquired about my family, it was too much. My temper rose, and I answered him harshly.” She swallowed hard before continuing. “He asked me for an explanation of my rudeness. I flung my reasons at him like daggers: the insult at the assembly, his disdain for my family, his interference with Bingley and Jane, Mr. Wickham’s impoverished state, and his scorn for everyone in Meryton. In short, I blamed him for everything wrong in the world.” Her voice cracked, and she buried her face in her trembling hands and began weeping.

Charlotte produced a handkerchief from her pocket and pressed it into Elizabeth’s hand. “I see,” she said softly. “He must have been shocked to learn your poor opinion of him, considering your flirtatious manner when in his presence.”

Elizabeth nodded, dabbing her eyes. “Yes, but I do not flirt. He was shocked and angry. Mr. Darcy told me so many things. I discovered that Mr. Wickham is a rake, a liar, a gambler, a debtor, and an unprincipled fortune hunter. In short, Wickham’s smile and pleasing manner are his only good qualities. Mr. Bingley left Netherfield without Mr. Darcy’s advice or urging. Mr. Darcy has not seen Mr. Bingley since November 27th. Mr. Darcy left Netherfield a few days later after Mr. Bingley failed to return as scheduled. Mr. Darcy has his own estate, Pemberley, to run. He had no idea what Caroline Bingley wrote to Jane and was outraged that Caroline implied his little sister was expected to wed Mr. Bingley.” Her voice faltered. “How could I be such a fool?”

Elizabeth raised her eyes to meet Charlotte’s steady gaze. “Mr. Darcy is reticent. He dislikes crowds and rarely speaks in public. How could I miss it? How could I be so swayed by a private comment that was never meant to be overheard? My pride and vanity are faults that must be overcome. My father taught me to analyze situations for multiple explanations and ask questions to clarify meaning. When has it become a habit to conclude with no evidence? Where has my intellect gone? More importantly, why has it gone?”

Charlotte studied Elizabeth’s stricken face, her expression softening. A twinkle of amusement crept into her eyes. Suddenly, a laugh bubbled up from her chest, growing louder until it rang out across the fields. She clutched Elizabeth’s arm as she gasped for breath. 

“Dear girl,” she managed between peals of laughter, “you are smitten!”

Elizabeth’s head snapped up, her mouth dropping open in astonishment. “No! I am not! It cannot be true.”

“My dearest friend, you are absurd,” Charlotte teased. “Everyone thought Mr. Darcy liked you. Caroline Bingley was so jealous that spite escaped her tongue before thought, and with far greater sincerity than her manners ever managed. Think about it. At the Meryton assembly, you watched the man from the moment he entered the room. I noticed this because that is how I amuse myself at such entertainments.”

Elizabeth’s protests died on her lips as Charlotte pointed back along the road toward the parsonage. “Come now,” Charlotte said with a grin, tugging Elizabeth forward. “Maybe one day you will be lucky enough to find another man like Mr. Collins who can love a prideful, prejudiced, vain female such as yourself!”

Laughing again, Charlotte pulled an astonished Lizzy into a run, and they raced down the lane to Hunsford together.
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May 5, 1812 – London

The air in Darcy’s study was heavy, saturated with the scent of stale food, perspiration, brandy, and melted candle wax. The room was dim, illuminated only by the weak light filtering through thick curtains that shielded the windows. Fitzwilliam Darcy sat slumped in an armchair, his dark hair unkempt and his eyes bloodshot. The dying embers of the previous night’s fire cast faint, flickering shadows across his weary face. In his trembling right hand, he clutched a half-empty tumbler of brandy, the amber liquid sloshing dangerously close to the rim as he raised it to his lips.

Before the glass could meet his mouth, the door to the study flew open and crashed against the wall with a force that startled him. His hand jerked, and the tumbler slipped from his grip, shattering on the polished tile floor. The rich, golden liquid pooled around the shards, glinting in the faint firelight. Darcy’s dazed gaze lifted from the mess at his feet to meet the fiery blue eyes of his sister, Georgiana.

Miss Georgiana Darcy stood in the doorway, framed by the dark wood paneling, her hands planted firmly on her hips. Her delicate features were stiff with fury, her lips pressed into a thin line. Gone was her usual soft-spoken demeanor; her presence radiated authority and indignation.

“Exactly what are you doing, Brother?” she demanded, her voice sharp and unyielding. “Have you been in this room all night drinking? Are your nostrils immune to the disgusting odor emanating from you and those dirty plates? Can you even recognize me through your stupor?” She stepped further into the room, the hem of her pale blue traveling gown sweeping over the threshold with purpose.

Darcy blinked sluggishly, his thoughts struggling to catch up with her words. “Georgie... Georgiana,” he slurred, his voice low and hoarse. “Why did you leave Pemberley?” He squinted at her as if trying to place her in a puzzle that refused to assemble. He tried to understand why she was here at Darcy House. Had he sent for her? His garbled thoughts placed her at Pemberley, their country estate.

“I arrived moments ago, Brother,” she snapped, her tone brooking no argument and the martial light in her eyes indicating the degree of displeasure she felt. “The staff is overjoyed to see me, likely because they are at their wits’ end dealing with you. Did you think your disgusting behavior after returning from Rosings would go unnoticed? Darcy House and Pemberley have long been connected. Loyal servants speak to one another. They noticed everything, and they asked for help. Mrs. Reynolds sent me here with eight, I repeat eight, outriders to take you and this household in charge after reading about the state of affairs here. You’re a disgrace to yourself, Fitzwilliam.”

The weight of her disappointment struck Darcy more sharply than any rebuke. The dull fog of his hangover thinned, replaced by a clearer, more painful awareness. He attempted to rise, instinct urging him toward apology and formality, but his unsteady legs failed him, and he sank back into the chair.

Georgiana watched him in silence. It was not unkind, but it was unrelenting, and in that quiet regard lay a judgment far more difficult to escape.

Georgiana’s expression softened slightly, though her resolve remained firm as she stated, “Your valet will be here shortly to escort you to your chambers. He will see that you are clean and presentable. You will bathe and dress. Then you will join me in my sitting room to eat and explain yourself.” Without waiting for a response, she spun on her heel, the folds of her gown swirling around her, and marched out of the room. On her way, she signaled the waiting servants to take her brother in hand.

An hour later, in Georgiana’s sitting room, Darcy sat in a large, overstuffed wingback chair; his appearance was vastly improved, and his demeanor was subdued. He was clean; his attire was fresh; his dark hair was neatly combed, and his face freshly shaved. The rich aroma of coffee wafted from a pot on the table before him, but his focus remained on his sister. Georgiana sat across from him, her blue eyes sharp and unwavering, her hands clasped primly in her lap.

“I suppose I owe you an explanation,” Darcy, choosing to avoid an inquisition, began, his voice quiet but steady. He recounted his tumultuous acquaintance with Miss Elizabeth Bennet, sparing no detail, from their near meeting at the Meryton assembly to the disastrous proposal at Hunsford. His tone grew bitter as he rose while concluding, “So, you see, the woman is entirely lost to me. She is unreasonable and heartless. I need to forget her. I will forget her if I drink enough brandy.”

“Enough!” Georgiana’s voice rang out, silencing him. “Sit down, Fitzwilliam. You will not drown your sorrows in drink. All decanters and bottles holding spirits have been removed from every room. The staff has locked away your liquor in the wine cellar, and I hold the only key. You can choose tea, coffee, or juice for eternity unless I change my mind.  Pour yourself a cup of coffee now while I think about your situation.”

Darcy scowled but complied, trying to contain his ire at being commanded to drink coffee by the girl before him when he craved nothing more than the oblivion of forgetfulness that brandy offered. After pouring a steaming cup, he took a sip, grimacing as the bitter liquid burned his tongue. He added more sugar and milk to soften its taste.

The room was silent except for the faint ticking of the mantel clock and the occasional crackle of the fire in the grate as Darcy stared into the depths of his coffee cup, the steam curling upward as though trying to escape the conversation. Across from him, Georgiana sat upright, her sky-blue eyes fixed intently on his face. The tension in the room was unmistakable, but her voice, when Georgiana spoke, was measured and calm.

“We will now discuss your behavior, your attitude, and your mistakes,” Georgiana began, folding her hands neatly in her lap. Her voice, though soft, carried conviction. “Then we will find a way to get Miss Elizabeth to improve her opinion of you. It should be easy once you stop acting like a buffoon who only knows how to insult her, her family, and her friends.”

Her words hit Darcy like a blow. His sixteen-year-old sister pitied him. Pitied him, Fitzwilliam Darcy, master of Pemberley, master of himself. Or at least, he once had been. That pity, shining so plainly in Georgiana’s eyes, cut more profoundly than any of Elizabeth Bennet’s stinging rebukes.

Darcy shook his head, trying to banish the muddled thoughts swirling in his mind. What had he become? What had he been thinking these past weeks? Another shake of his head brought no clarity, just the return of the headache. Defeated, he poured himself another cup of coffee, the delicate cup clinking softly against the saucer as he sat back in the chair.

He raised his gaze reluctantly to Georgiana. “By all rights, you should be asking me for advice,” he muttered, his voice low and laced with self-reproach. “But it seems you are growing up while I have descended into childhood. Please tell me your thoughts. Mine have fled.” She sat forward, her expression resolute, though her lips twitched with a faint trace of a sad smile. This wasn’t easy for her either, yet her determination outweighed her discomfort. Her brother needed help, and she wanted a sister... Miss Elizabeth Bennet sounded perfect.

Georgiana studied him for a long moment. His once-steady hands trembled slightly as they gripped the delicate coffee cup. His broad shoulders slumped as though burdened by an invisible yoke. This was not the brother she knew, the brother who stood steadfast, even in the face of scandal and betrayal.  She remembered her recent struggles and the strength he had lent her. Now, it was her turn to help him.

Georgiana watched her brother glower and shake. He was in a sad state. This was the first time she encountered her brother in the aftermath of a drunken stupor. This man was a pitiful replica of the man she loved and respected. She must help him regain his true self. A self he had slowly lost since their father’s death. She acknowledged her part in his current distress. By acting the fool and believing the lies of a reprobate, she narrowly escaped a life of misery.

“Pretend for a moment that I am out, and we have gone to a local assembly in Lambton,” Georgiana began, her tone somber. “We danced, and I sat by a pillar to rest between sets, waiting for you to bring me a cup of punch. Nearby, two gentlemen new to the area are in a private conversation, but their voices carry enough for others to hear. As you approach, one of them comments that the girl sitting nearby is tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt him.”

Darcy stiffened, his jaw tightening. Georgiana pressed on, her voice unyielding. “How would you react to such an insult to me, your little sister? How do you think I would feel, hearing someone disparage me so openly in a place where the residents hold me in high regard?”

Darcy bowed his head, his shoulders sagging further under the weight of his shame. “I would be incensed,” he admitted, his voice hoarse. “You would be insulted. And if you admired the stranger, you would be devastated. I would demand the blackguard apologize immediately.”

He raised his eyes to meet hers, the gray depths shadowed with a hint of regret. “I never considered that my words might be overheard,” he said softly. “If I had behaved as a gentleman, they never would have crossed my lips. I never apologized while I was in the neighborhood. No wonder Miss Elizabeth holds such a low opinion of me.”

Georgiana’s gaze didn’t waver. “Mr. Bingley openly demonstrated his admiration for Miss Jane Bennet. He visited her home, sought her out at gatherings, and conversed with her whenever possible. Did you show Miss Elizabeth similar attention?”

Darcy hesitated, the memories of his interactions with Elizabeth flashing before him. “No,” he admitted. “Not once.”

“When Miss Jane Bennet fell ill at Netherfield, did you admire Miss Elizabeth for coming to care for her sister?” Georgiana pressed. “Did you defend her against Miss Bingley’s disparaging remarks, which were likely overheard by every servant, and Miss Elizabeth? Did you ever speak to her kindly, or were your words always debates and arguments? And those debates, do you think she viewed them as a meeting of minds or as your attempts to demean her intelligence?”

Darcy shook his head, guilt tightening his throat. “Everything she said about me is true,” he murmured. “I acted without regard for her feelings, her opinions, or her dreams. I judged her family harshly while tolerating the Bingley family's insufferable behavior. I never considered what Miss Jane must have endured after Bingley’s abrupt departure. What have I done?”

“You have behaved like an unmitigated coxcomb. Miss Elizabeth spent half an hour in the library reading with you present, yet you never spoke to her. Why?” Georgianna looked inquisitively at Darcy. Her fingers tapped impatiently on the chair’s arm.

The man sitting across from her could not look up from the floor. He imagined how he would feel if treated in such a manner by someone who had expressed nothing positive towards himself. He would not have been polite or civil. Elizabeth had demonstrated tolerance and good breeding until their last encounter.

He looked up, brow furrowed, and spoke, “Everything she said about my behavior is true. I acted without regard for her feelings. Not once did I warn her about Wickham when she implied he was spreading lies about me. I judged her family inferior, while Lady Catherine is a renowned battle-axe. I never considered her eldest sister’s behavior as reserved. No true lady would openly display her feelings publicly, would she? What torture Miss Jane must have endured from the pity of her neighbors while dealing with the desertion of a man who demonstrated such pointed attentions as did Bingley! What have I done?”

“You made mistakes,” Georgiana said, her voice steady but compassionate. “Now, how will you fix them? How will you gain the regard of the woman you love if you spend your days wallowing in self-pity and drinking brandy instead of fixing your errors? And what of the damage Wickham has done to your name and the people of Meryton?”

Darcy sat silently for a moment, the words sinking in. Then, slowly, he straightened, the faint spark of determination returning to his gray eyes. “I have several letters to write,” he said at last. “The first will be to Bingley. I must apologize for my unwarranted and ill-advised interference in his personal affairs. Whether he forgives me or not is his choice, but I must make amends. Whether Bingley and I remain friends is up to him. I did not advise him to leave Netherfield. I told him to ask Miss Bennet how she felt. He carries the blame for deserting her. He blindly followed Caroline’s advice rather than his own heart. That was not my fault.”

He rose and walked to the writing desk, the strength of purpose in his stride a shadow of his former self, but a start, nonetheless.

As he sat down, Georgiana came to his side, resting a gentle hand on his shoulder. “And what of the Bingley sisters?” she asked. “Will you continue to allow their schemes and unwelcome correspondence to plague our lives? Will you continue to view their forward, shrewish behavior through colored lenses? Would you wish me to pursue a man in the same manner that Miss Bingley pursues you?”

Darcy rubbed his face with one hand, the other resting on the desk. “No,” he said firmly. “I will inform Bingley that we will no longer receive his sisters or their letters. You will never have to endure their company again, and I pray you will never act in the same manner that Miss Bingley employs when attempting to attract a beau. We will cut her from our lives.”

Georgiana smiled, her expression softening. “That is a start,” she said. “Now, write those letters. And remember who you are, Fitzwilliam. Be the man I admire, not the drunkard who spent twenty-seven days drinking brandy and port.”

Georgiana tilted her head and winked, then went to the music room, leaving Darcy alone at the writing desk.

Darcy heard the faint strains of a sonata drifting from the music room as he began the long process of reclaiming some part of himself. He remembered being a man who cared about others, spoke kindly to everyone, and never let pride rule his actions. He would be that man again.
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May 5, 1812 – Darcy’s Letters

May 5, 1812

Darcy House, London

Colonel Forster,

It has come to my attention that George Wickham, the son of my late father’s steward, has joined your regiment as a lieutenant. I feel it is my duty to inform you of specific facts regarding this individual, as his proclivities may impact the excellent reputation and harmony of your unit and its standing within the Meryton community.

Six years ago, upon the death of my father, who was also Mr. Wickham’s godfather, a bequest of £1,000 was left to him, along with the promise of a church living contingent upon his taking holy orders. However, mere hours after my father’s funeral, Mr. Wickham approached me, vehemently declaring that he had no intention of entering the clergy and demanded a monetary settlement in lieu of the living.

At Mr. Wickham’s insistence, the executor informed the estate lawyers, who prepared a contract to exchange £3000 for the living. Mr. Wickham gave up all rights to the living when he signed the contract. A check was issued to Mr. Wickham for £4000. 

Unfortunately, despite this settlement, Mr. Wickham’s conduct proved less than honourable. Mr. Wickham left numerous debts to merchants in the nearby town of Lambton, which I paid because those honest tradesmen had faithfully done business with my estate for many years and expected my father’s godson to behave with honour. 

The debts were legally transferred to me, and totaled over £1,000, but I chose not to pursue repayment, hoping that Mr. Wickham would rebuild his character and establish himself respectably.  Unfortunately, my hope was in vain. The cur continues his profligate habits and slanders me wherever he goes. Only my hope for his improvement and remembrance of our shared childhood friendship kept me from prosecuting him for his crimes.

I share this information with no expectation or demand, merely to give you a clear understanding of that man’s habits, because it has been brought to my attention that Mr. Wickham is currently buying merchandise beyond his ability to pay, pursuing a young heiress, and slandering me. I leave it to your discretion how to proceed after you consider one question: Will Meryton welcome the militia back from Brighton if merchants feel defrauded and girls are ruined and abandoned?

F. Darcy

May 5, 1812

Darcy House, London

Mr. Charles Bingley,

I hope you and your family are well. Much has been happening in my life over the past few weeks. It was brought to my attention by someone whose opinion matters to me that I must reconsider my demeanor and actions in Meryton. After careful consideration, I realized that I did not present myself to the community in a gentlemanly manner. Therefore, I am going to change and become the gentleman I was before my father died. It is the only way for me to go forward. My prideful, arrogant attitude toward things must alter. Also, my tolerance for uncivil, impolite, and socially unacceptable behavior by others in my presence or toward my family will not be tolerated. I will endeavor not to cause you harm; however, this letter may inadvertently do so. I am genuinely sorry for any pain you may experience.

Last Autumn, you asked for my help regarding Netherfield Park. Together, we rode to Netherfield and inspected it with the agent. You leased the place for a year to learn to manage an estate, and you asked me to visit for a few weeks to help you grasp the basics of land management. You assured me that your family would not be present. Going with you created a gap in my time at Pemberley, where my oversight was required. It was hard for me to miss that time on my estate, but I knew that my steward would be capable of carrying out his duties without my presence for a time. I accepted your promise that your sisters would not be present. 

Upon arrival at Netherfield Park, your sisters stood with you to greet me on the steps.  I almost reboarded my coach and left. However, I gritted my teeth and resolved to stay despite my anger. I asked you for a private audience and reminded you that I would never, under any circumstances, marry your sister, Caroline. I outlined her many unacceptable behaviors and asked you to address them if she grabbed my arm without invitation, attempted to corner me alone in a room, or, Heaven forbid, attempted to enter my assigned quarters. You assured me that she would behave, that she had been warned, and that nothing untoward would occur.

Daily, I demonstrated the diligence needed to become a prosperous landowner by writing letters of business to my various stewards, riding out with you to inspect the tenant farms, cataloging improvements that the home farm needed, and meeting with you and your steward each morning to approve repairs to farming equipment/tools and implement the purchase of seed in preparation for the next planting.

I did not show you how to associate with your neighbors or the townspeople. In fact, my social behavior was a poor example, the very worst. Thankfully, you did not copy it. However, how you associated with those people was far from how any successful estate owner or thoughtful gentleman would behave. 

After the first fortnight, you were vocal in your protests that all the writing and inspecting took too much time. Getting up before sunrise was ’ridiculous.’ Riding out to inspect fields before breakfast was not conducive to your digestion. Inspecting ledgers was tedious. You wanted to rise at noon, visit neighbors, flirt with women, and attend parties. You found estate management tiresome. 

Your daytime visits were with women. The gentlemen were all absent from the parlor during your calls. Those men were inspecting their land, speaking with their stewards, overseeing improvements, writing business letters, or updating their account journals. They were running their estates in the same manner that any enterprise is managed... with diligence and hard work. Otherwise, the estate begins to fail, its profits decrease, tenants leave, and servants seek better wages elsewhere. To put it plainly, a negligent master can expect a loss of income, tenants, servants, and community respect in the same manner that a tradesman can expect his business to fail from similar neglect. A lack of proper management can easily ruin an estate.

Instead of leaving you to run Netherfield on your own, I stayed, hoping you would realize the gentlemen of Hertfordshire were not the creatures of leisure you thought them to be. It was a poor decision. Doing everything for you as if you were an incapable child did not help you. I should have left you to discover the results of lax management. I wonder to this day why you leased Netherfield with an agreement to work with the steward and assume responsibility for the tenants and plantings rather than as a hunting lodge.

Commenting on your personal life was a terrible mistake. I refer to Miss Jane Bennet and all the other young ladies who have been your angels. Why would you ask me how a woman feels about you? How the bloody hell would I know? Was I with you while you sat in the Bennet parlor almost daily? Was I spending hours following the two of you around at parties? Did I listen to your conversations during the dances you shared with Miss Bennet? No. When would I have any chance to discover her heart? Never!

Yes, that’s right. I had no idea what Miss Bennet thought about you. I told you she seemed to treat you the same as everyone else, because that was all I ever saw. I told you to ask her how she felt. Instead, you left for London on a business trip and wrote that your business would take longer than planned. You instructed Caroline to send your excuses to the neighborhood for missing engagements. How much of your business in London was conducted in ballrooms and brothels?

My patience fled as Caroline’s constant diatribes against the neighborhood wore on. I heard Hurst snickering between snores, Louisa whining about the cold, and you were expecting me to run your estate while you were partying in London. How dare you? Are you a grown man or a child on a leash? 

You took advantage of my friendship. It was inconsiderate to leave me to deal with your family and Netherfield. I have several estates of my own to oversee. A leased practice run does not require my time; Netherfield requires your time.

Your note saying your return was delayed was the last straw. I announced my stay was over. When I left the house to board my carriage, your sisters were seated inside with Hurst, with the intent of returning to London. Your sister, Caroline, assured us that she had sent farewell notes to all your neighbors, expressing your good wishes and regret at departing so close to the holidays. What she wrote to them is unknown to me. For your sake, I hope my conjectures are wrong.

After I took your family home, riding beside the carriage on a frigid day, you never paid me the courtesy of a thank-you or apology. Damnation! You never sent a note. Your sisters attempted to visit my little sister, who is too young to receive callers. They were rude to my butler when he turned them away. 

I heard of your activities in town from mutual friends. They all wondered why I was not attending social functions to keep the ‘young pup’ in check. I laughed at those remarks, thinking they were exaggerated. However, nothing was said in denial since, according to the gossip columns, you called upon a different girl every few days. Your romantic exploits fill the society pages daily. Your reputation as a heartless flirt grows. Soon, no eligible, self-respecting female will allow you to call. You have earned several entries in the betting book at White’s regarding these antics. You may want to review those bets.

Georgiana and I left for Pemberley shortly before Christmas. The roads to Pemberley were perilous and took longer than usual to traverse. We spent some happy months in Derbyshire with friends and family. After overseeing preparations for the Spring plantings, I arrived in London to collect Colonel Fitzwilliam for our annual trip to Kent.

To my astonishment, Miss Elizabeth Bennet was visiting her friend Charlotte Collins. You knew her as Miss Charlotte Lucas. Her husband is my aunt’s vicar. Mr. Collins shares everything with my aunt. Our aunt shared his tales with us. One might interest you.

Collins told her how the three eldest Bennet daughters declined his marriage proposals. His attempt to marry a Bennet in hopes of mitigating the effects of an entail on Longbourn was rebuffed, even though he is heir to the estate. The refusal to marry him proved that the three eldest Bennet sisters are not fortune hunters. A fortune hunter would never decline an offer of marriage that secures her and her family’s future, would she? Thus, your sisters' claims about the Bennets lack foundation.

I can only imagine the diatribes Mrs. Bennet had about their refusals. Those diatribes drove Miss Jane Bennet to visit her Aunt Gardiner in London this past January and remain there. Miss Elizabeth sought refuge in March at the Hunsford parsonage with her dearest friend, Mrs. Collins, where she bore the vicious tongue of my Aunt Catherine and the insipid stupidity of her cousin, Mr. Collins. Apparently, those two individuals are nothing compared to Mrs. Bennet, who was on a verbal rampage of indescribable proportions. Apparently, Miss Mary’s ability to quote sermons effectively thwarts her mother’s cries of misuse by fueling the two youngest into giggling fits that mask her escape to join Mr. Bennet in his study.

Before I left Kent, Miss Elizabeth was kind enough to share the contents of Caroline’s farewell letter to Miss Jane Bennet for my edification. Caroline wished Miss Jane a happy holiday, proclaimed your desire to spend time with and eventually marry my little sister, implied that I encouraged you to pursue my sister, and, at your direction, she was vacating Netherfield to join you in London, never to return. 

Disbelief! Astonishment! Are you pursuing my sister? With my approval? Never! Ludicrous! I will never recognize your sisters again! Based on Miss Bingley’s behavior toward me, I must assume you never rebuked her behavior or warned her that she would never win her prize, namely me.

Miss Elizabeth also shared the lies Lieutenant George Wickham spread to the townsfolk about me. Extend my thanks to Miss Bingley, a woman who hears every snippet of gossip, for not informing me that Wickham was vilifying me to the entire town. Heaven knows I can estrange all and sundry myself. Your family’s lack of concern for my reputation is astounding.

You deserve the most thanks for promoting the rake’s lies by brushing aside Miss Jane Bennet’s inquiries about the cad with a wave of the hand and a ‘Darcy would not do such a thing’ instead of telling her about the £4000 the man received after my father died. You were aware of the details pertaining to that transaction. At the very least, since the lady posed the question, you should have warned her about the man’s gambling, debts, and propensity to ruin young girls without the goal of marriage. As a result of my final conversation with Miss Elizabeth, I must ask: Did you know Miss Jane is staying with her relatives in London? Miss Bennet visited your sisters at your London home in January. Did you know the visit wasn’t returned for three weeks and was so brief that Miss Jane knew the friendship had ended? That the friendship might never have been true? Have your sisters no manners at all?

I knew Miss Jane was in town because your sister dropped a remark alluding to it in an unsolicited letter to my sister. I was not aware of any visits, nor was I aware that you were unaware of the lady’s presence. Still, Miss Elizabeth believed I colluded with Caroline to remove you from Netherfield and keep Miss Jane’s presence in town a secret. How can you live in the same house with your sisters and be unaware of their activities or visitors to your home? Do you ever ask the butler who called in your absence? Do you ever ask the stable master where your carriage has been? Do you manage your townhouse with the same lack of attention you displayed while residing at Netherfield?

Miss Elizabeth was surprised when I explained that I had last seen you after breakfast on November 27th at Netherfield and had not seen your sisters and Hurst since dropping them off at your townhouse three days later. Furthermore, I explained that my family traveled to Pemberley immediately for the Christmas holidays, returning to town only two days before coming to Kent. 

Miss Elizabeth was shocked into silence. She was flabbergasted to learn that Georgiana was fifteen years old last November and will not be out until she is eighteen. The idea of my little sister being courted at such a young age is repulsive. I further explained that Georgiana was still at Pemberley, where she expects my return before the end of June. My opinion about children getting engaged burst from me before I considered how to put it politely. 

For days, I have thought about this. Associating with you has done neither of us any good. Instead of helping you, I believe that you have been harmed. You are a grown man. Do you enjoy doing anything other than flirting, dancing, and telling jokes? You must. Am I a dolt to suggest otherwise?

What do we truly have in common? You hate reading books, but I like ‘boring tomes’ about crop rotation, the best wool-producing sheep, and estate management. I won’t mention the rest of the wide range of literature that I enjoy. You hate fisticuffs, but you trail along to watch me spar at the club. Swords give you no pleasure, yet you come to watch fencing matches. You enjoy attending parties, while I prefer to avoid them. Why are you my friend?
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