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      Hello readers!

      

      Welcome to the official second to last entry of the Austen Gaskell series.

      

      Readers, I acknowledge that I was wrong in assuming this installment would be the conclusion. After the story is an Afterword to explain why that has occurred, and that I hope the reader will forgive me for making this series one book longer than expected.

      

      With any luck, this next installment will be satisfying, and worthy of your attention.

      

      I dedicate this book to you all, who have stuck out enjoying this series and have been there for me. I’d be lost without you lot!

      

      Also, I give another round of thanks to my family, publisher, Helyn Guy-Roberts, A. Madison, and all who helped bring this book to life.

      

      Cheers, Friends! Cheers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Childlike News

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything always looks better when you wake up from a lovely previous day.

      Naturally, there is the anxiety that awaits you when the sun rises. For you must accept the possibility, the grim possibility, that the present day could never be as promising as the day before.

      Yet it was not this day. When my eyes opened, all prospects seemed possible. Removing the blankets and sheets from me, I rushed to the window and looked out at the sky.

      The sun was rising on the horizon, and it was too early for the smoke from the factories to fill the atmosphere. Through the clouds, I saw the promising hues of blue that was the true sky color. It was daring to burst through the clouds and provoke the smoky chimneys, willing to show that mother nature still had a hand in the North.

      When looking downward, I still saw the gray and sordid aspect of Frances Street. And yet, it was as if I was seeing it with new eyes. Here was the constant application of work, the painful aspect of labor, but the honor of knowing that one is making a living for oneself.

      This was humanity, by and by!

      And I was a woman in love. Therefore, the whole world took on a brighter aspect. It all felt anew, refreshed, and touched by the morning grace.

      For one interesting moment, the streets of Milton Common transformed and captured the same feeling that I once witnessed when I managed to walk along Longbourn just as sunrise occurred.

      Naturally, I assumed that when I was in the thick of it all, when I sat on the omnibus and was being tossed about among the passersby on the street, reality would become reality again and lose its dreamlike quality. But for the moment, I would give into the fantastic and see the romance that secretly filled Milton and found its way into the hearts of those who knew where to look for it.

      Good morning, Milton! May you always be as lovely as you are now.
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        * * *

      

      On the ride on the omnibus, I was not alone.

      Kitty and Rasby were with me, because we had caught it at the same time. While I remained with them, I was silent the entire time, but not out of a desire to be sullen. On the contrary, I was elated and allowed Kitty and Rasby to talk amongst themselves as I looked at every person who was sitting down around us.

      They were either resting their eyes, looking at their laps, exhausted, or looking around at the walkers along the street. Most of them were wearing plain clothes, and one man even had his chimney broom with him—the dear lad was a Sweep.

      It was strange. So terribly strange. I thought that, when I had to integrate myself into society again, my fascination with the mundane would die. A quick death, I imagined. However, that was not the case at all.

      Rather, I found the gray and the smoke of Milton to be a reminder of reality itself, and that there was beauty through it all. And with the hard and iron look that they all had on their faces as they prepared for work, they were an image of England that I wanted to be forever etched in my mind.  I viewed the people of Milton as a portrait of Britain, laid out as just another painting that accurately displayed our history.

      In my mind, every person sitting on the omnibus became an outline and transformed into a series of pastels, shades, and hues from the paint of my imagination. The sky had streaks in it that were manifested from a steady paintbrush.

      The Portrait of the North, through the eyes of a Southern Woman.

      I could never draw myself but let the mind create art where it will. And when it shall.

      Eventually, I arrived at Granger Hall and the first person that I came across was Mr. Dennison.

      “Still hate me?” I asked, merrily.

      “I don’t see why you smile at that,” Mr. Dennison responded.

      “Because I realized something about you,” I said, walking past him as I went to arrange my things.

      “And what is that?” he called after me.

      I stared at him squarely.

      “That you are not my problem anymore. It’s very liberating, I can assure you.”

      I didn’t stay to see his reaction. Rather, I went into the storage room and got my desk, to be met by a bustling little creature rushing up to me.

      “Miss Bennet!” Little Molly Gibson cried, racing up to me and jumping into my arms. Naturally, my alarm died quickly, to be replaced by excitement at seeing Little Molly again. I put my desk down to embrace her properly.

      “Oh, there she is!” I said, twirling her around. “How is our little Molly doing today?”

      “She’s doing well!” Molly cried as I put her down. “No, pick me up again and twirl me around again. Please, please, please! That was so much fun!”

      “Very well. Just for you.”

      I picked her up and twirled her around again.

      When I set her down, I sat on the floor to be on her eye level.

      “Well, you are looking smart.”

      “Thank you,” Molly said, holding her bonnet, “the Kirkpatricks bought me this new bonnet. Do you like it, Miss Bennet?”

      “I think it very fine. And how do you find yourself getting on there?”

      “I like it very much.”

      “And you are not letting dear little Roger take liberties, are you?” I asked.

      “I do not like it when he gets in trouble because of me. He is so very good to me.”

      “I know. But you must always tell Mrs. Kirkpatrick if he gets too familiar. Always be his friend. You can be nice to little Roger, but do not become a creature of deception. Promise me?”

      “Very well, Miss Bennet.”

      “Good.”

      Raising out my hands, we began to play a hand game, with me making the first mistake.

      “What can I say?” I questioned. “I’m out of practice.”

      Little Molly giggled, and I sensed a person watching us. Not surprised in the least, I turned my attention to the doorway and saw Mr. Hanley standing there, with his notes wrapped under his arm. When seeing us, he grew insecure and adjusted his spectacles.

      “Well,” I said to Little Molly, wickedly, “we have a spy, Molly.”

      “Yes, we do. Are you watching us, Uncle?”

      “I was…well, I simply didn’t wish to disturb you both,” Mr. Hanley said.

      “Whatever shall we do with him?” I asked Molly.

      “I’m sure that I do not know,” Molly replied.

      “Nor do I. I suppose that we just have to forgive him. What do you say to that?”

      “I say ‘yes, we should’.”

      “Well, Mr. Hanley, we have decided to execute mercy rather than harshness. You are forgiven, sir.”

      “I trust that I am,” Mr. Hanley replied, “and my crime was one that I would repeat again. You both looked so happy. It would be a shame for me to have interrupted that.”

      “A worthy defense. So, will Molly be my companion for the next class?”

      “Yes, I will be,” Molly replied, “the Kirkpatrick carriage will not come to summon me till after the class. But don’t worry.” Molly raised up her two dolls. “I have enough to occupy me.”

      “Two dolls. Two friends. May they aptly do their service.” I looked at Mr. Hanley. “Are you prepared, sir?”

      “Yes, I am,” Mr. Hanley replied, smiling gently as he helped me carry my things to the class. “Into the fire, we go?”

      “Yes, into the fire,” I echoed. “Onward ho.”

      With Molly bouncing in between us, we walked to the lecture hall and the class began.
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        * * *

      

      Once more, Mr. Hanley delivered his lecture with gentle sincerity. Despite the prowess and power of Mr. Dennison and Mr. Hunnicutt, Mr. Hanley perhaps might always be the most favored of the teachers. We all have flaws. But he…was real. In a very different sort of fashion.

      Eventually, the class ended, and the Kirkpatricks were true to their word.

      We both escorted little Molly out of Granger Hall, and the carriage was already waiting for her. When Mr. Hanley helped her inside of it, I leaned in and reached out my hand. Taking it, she looked at me curiously.

      “I only give you this gesture for fear,” I said, “that we might not see each other after this.”

      “What do you mean?” Molly asked. Then her face filled with dread. “Miss Bennet, are you leaving?”

      “Yes, I am. Soon, I will be leaving Milton.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s time for me to return home. Home is in the South, Molly.”

      “Must you leave?”

      I knew she would react this way, so I still tried my best to soften my news.

      “Molly, we all have to return home eventually. It’s my time now.”

      Her expression changed from sadness to childlike wrath.

      “I hate you,” she spat.

      My subtle coaxing was all for nothing as my expression drooped to shame. Mr. Hanley, having heard what his niece said, leaned his head in and his tone turned harsh. He spoke in a way that was quite unlike him.

      “Molly, what could possess you to say that?” he declared, passionate. “That was rude, cruel and very wrong to say. Apologize to Miss Bennet at once!”

      Molly’s eyes filled with tears.

      “I never taught you to act thus,” Hanley continued, “nor did your parents, or the Kirkpatricks. I am ashamed of you.”

      “Thank you for defending me, Mr. Hanley,” I said, but since I knew the source behind Molly’s remark, I sought to establish the reconciliation that I wanted to find. “Your uncle is correct to chastise you, but what prompted this? I suspect that I do know. You do not really hate me, do you? You hate that I am leaving, and that, in some way, I have let you down? Am I right?”

      Molly, so terribly in agony, nodded as she looked down at the carriage’s floor.

      “I just don’t understand why people have to go away,” she said. “Why people have to leave.”

      “I know,” I assured her. “But not everyone has to. Your uncle is not going to ever abandon you. The Kirkpatrick family will stand firm, by your side, if you stand by theirs. Not everyone in life will let you down. I do not leave you. I simply go home. Come, Little Molly, let us part as friends. If you leave here, hating me, I shall be heartbroken for a long while. Be kind to me now. If you still hate me, you may nod, and not say anything.”

      She did not nod.

      “If we part as friends, please nod once.”

      She nodded.

      Now, I could be happy.

      “If we do not see each other again, then dear one, be safe and happy. And do not forget me.”

      Molly nodded again. The carriage took off, and Molly gave me a backwards glance through the window. I waved to her. Fortunately, she exerted herself enough to wave back at me from the window until the coach disappeared down the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Heartbreaking News

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Hanley and I walked back inside, we went to the library, and I began to copy his notes. He sat on the other side of the room to give me the space that was needed.

      “You were right,” I said over my shoulder, as I wrote.

      “Beg your pardon?” he asked. “What was I right about?”

      “To chastise Molly but also give me the time to coax her into a better way. Sometimes the maxim ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ is quite true in such circumstances. Discipline is one of the best lessons to teach one. However, thank you for giving me the chance to encourage her out of her glum state. She needed that as well.”

      “You propose that we both worked well as a team, do you?” he asked, hopeful.

      Oh dear! I offered encouragement where it was not profitable for either of us. Oh well, I could not change who I was.

      “Yes, we were. But my compliments were primarily to you. You knew the delicate balance of discipline, but also of understanding. It’s a difficult balance for a parent to achieve.”

      “You flatter me.”

      “I speak as I find.”

      “And I wonder if I am happy that you do, or am unhappy if you do?”

      “Why this confusion? Do you fear being told of your accomplishments for fear of becoming self-conceited? I do not think you are the sort to fall prey to that sort of flaw.”

      “It’s not that. It is merely that I worry that your kind words will affect my heart—more than it has already.”

      Closing my eyes, I lowered my pen. Finally, we arrived at the conversation that we both had no choice but to experience. How I dreaded this moment.

      I was not alone. As soon as he uttered the words, Mr. Hanley grew agitated, and he stood up.

      “I’m sorry,” he rushed out, “I should leave you to your work.”

      Quickly—or as quickly as such a sturdy and steady man could walk—he went to the door.

      However, I knew my duty. To leave him with such unease and discomfort would not do. The only way for him to move on from this experience was for me to give him the conclusion that he needed. Catharsis is always necessary, despite how hard it is to distribute.

      “Mr. Hanley,” I said before he could open the door. “You and I both know what you were referring to. Come. Sit down and talk with me. I cannot say that my words will cause you no pain. But I can say that I care enough about you to not leave you so much in the buff.”

      “Hurt me?” Mr. Hanley asked. “Perhaps I do not wish to remain for that.”

      “I can neither command you, nor convince you. You may remain or leave as you wish. Do what you will, sir. Do what you find to be best.”

      Returning to my writing, I continued to copy his notes.

      From behind me, I heard no movement.

      None at all.

      That indicated that Hanley was still deliberating of what was the correct response to my request.

      I remained writing.

      No movement.

      I had to fix my pen.

      No movement.

      I finished a page.

      At last, I heard footsteps. But they were not from exiting. Rather, they drew closer as Mr. Hanley passed by me, pulled up a chair and sat down opposite me, so that we could face each other.

      “Would it be easier if I looked at you?” I asked him, stopping my work, and placing my pen on the paper, next to the ink.

      “I do not know. Maybe, if you don’t look at me, it would be easier for me to say what I have to say.”

      “I can understand that.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hanley fidget again, his fingers kept balling into a fist and then releasing.

      “Go on,” I insisted. “I am not afraid of anything that you have to say.”

      “I know that you are not. You are fearless. That is one of the things that I loved about you.”

      “Mr. Hanley,” I said, “I am grateful to everything that you have done for me. You have always been a great friend, a chief ally, and my defender.”

      “But I am not the man that you want. Nor that you prefer.”

      “It is not that I don’t prefer you.”

      “Then what is it?”

      His question was not venomous but spoken with gentleness. He was merely curious.

      “The man that I have chosen is an old acquaintance of the family. He loved me soon after we met, and I did not know what I was about for so long. When our relationship went from a stage of professional to friendly, I was already softened toward this gentleman.”

      “Oh,” he said, less pained. “Then, what you refer to is that you felt for this gentleman long before you and I became warmer to each other.”

      “Yes,” I insisted, finally looking at him. “There was never a sense of competition, nor of you being inferior to anyone.  It is merely that…”

      “I came into your life too late.”

      Even if that were true or not, I felt this was the best way of going about the matter. For sometimes, the truth is not enough. At least, where it comes to the easing of grief.

      “Yes,” I answered, “you did. When you began to feel toward me, I was already a woman who was falling in love elsewhere."

      "Then maybe, it appears…that the fault is mine. I was hesitant and I took my time. Fortune favors the bold, as it was. Or the speedy.”

      “Do not forget,” I assured him, “that it also has been set down that slow and steady does win the race.”

      He looked deeply into my eyes.

      “But not in this circumstance. For now, I have quite defeated myself.”

      “We shall never fully know.”

      “No, we perhaps shall not. But I must ask…”

      “I am here. Go on. Ask me.”

      “Is everything really quite settled between you and this Mr. Darcy? It is all final and your engagement is a certain prospect?”

      “I do not say this to hurt you, but to give you peace over the closure of certainty. All is quite final, definite, and I will marry this man.”

      When hearing this, he looked down, swallowing his pain.

      “Then all that there is left for me to do is wish you joy.”

      “You don’t really, do you?” I asked.

      “I admit that maybe I don’t.”

      “I understand. But thank you all the same. Mr. Hanley, please, believe this. Not only did I never intend for you to get hurt, but since I first saw you, I wished you joy.”

      “I know. That was another thing that I loved about you.”

      Standing up slowly, he walked to the door. I followed his expression and wished that I could soften that look. But I admit that I was at a loss of what to say or do. I could not encourage him, but I also did not want to put him down.

      A miracle came my way when Mr. Hanley turned back to me, one last time.

      “Perhaps I am undergoing a sense of self-torture at the moment, but that’s what happens when sensibility takes over,” he uttered, “so I cannot help myself. I must ask this. If you had never met Mr. Darcy, or he had not fallen in love with you—would you have ever considered me?”

      The poor man. He needed comforting where he could find it. This was the one comfort that I could exert on him. I did not find this impertinent nor unwelcome.

      Looking at his graying hair, his ageless face, and his defined features, I hoped to soften his look.

      “Yes,” I said, “I would have.”

      His whole posture slackened, as the pains of rejection lessened.

      “You would have?” he repeated, still trying to believe what he had just heard.

      “Yes,” I said, “I would have.”

      “As vain as this sounds, you have made me very happy.”

      “I am glad that I did not leave this conversation only hurting you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Finally, he left me alone.

      For today, he might be happy in hearing that I would have considered him.

      But tomorrow, he might become morose, for to some ‘almost doesn’t count’.
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        * * *

      

      My second class was with Mr. Hunnicutt. His class came and went very amiably.

      At first, I wrote down his notes with ease and as fluid as ever.

      However, amidst his class, I began to feel glum in some way. I could not account for it, but somehow, the page in front of me became blurred. Blinking, I worried that my eyes were failing me. But soon, I felt my stomach tighten, my chest began to throb violently, and I began to feel ill.

      What could account for it?

      I continued to write on, however, trusting that my disturbed state would soon pass.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t.

      It wouldn’t be till the end of the class that, after confronting the inner workings of my heart, that I discovered what it was.

      I felt the pains of breaking a worthy heart. I was not in love with Mr. Hanley. Never had been. Never would be. Although, I was aware that he deserved my love. Such great characters are always worthy of a happily ever after. I suppose I feared that he would never find his.

      To my surprise, this all disturbed me in ways that I did not foresee.

      When Mr. Hunnicutt’s class ended, I was copying his notes in the library, when I stopped writing.

      Once again, the paper blurred in my eyes. This time, I was aware of the source. My eyes began to swell with tears that I was trying to suppress. This is what it meant to break a heart of someone that you respected.

      To my utter shame, Mr. Hunnicutt entered quietly and walked past me with some books in his hand.

      “So,” he began, “how do my notes⁠—”

      He cut himself off when he saw me quickly wiping tears from my eyes. How humiliating!

      “Miss Bennet?” he asked me. “Are you ill?”

      “No,” I assured him, “I am quite well. Thank you.”

      He took one look in my eyes and grew still.

      “I saw Mr. Hanley earlier, and his eyes looked a little similar,” he observed. “You would not know anything about that, pray?”

      I did not respond.

      “I know that I ought to mind my own business,” he continued, “but you must understand that when a woman is crying, abandoning her does not seem to be the most chivalrous thing to do. Do you want me to leave?”

      I looked at him, unable to control my emotions.

      “Why does this hurt so much?” I asked him, at a loss of how to govern my sensibilities. “I am in love with another man. So why am I so upset for hurting Hanley, and for feeling like I have committed something awful?”

      Mr. Hunnicutt pulled up a chair and sat down beside me.

      “The only assumption that I can make on that score,” Mr. Hunnicutt said, “is that you feel awful because you admire Hanley. It hurts to reject someone that you adore. But know this. You have committed no wrong, no sin, and you have not drawn him in. His love for you was his choice, and his alone. There was nothing you could do.”

      “I want him to be happy, Mr. Hunnicutt. I really do.”

      “I know. He will be heartbroken for now. But we men are such complex creatures. Some of us do not recover from such devastations of the heart. But others of us do. I cannot know if Hanley is either sort of man. That’s the one thing that us men cannot always read about the other. But what I can say is that he will be broken now. But over time, the pain will lessen and lessen. And he must make a choice which path that he will walk down.”

      “I hope he chooses the right one.”

      “I do as well. But what I can tell you is that it is all out of your hands.”

      “Do you know what it’s like to never intend to hurt someone, but you do anyway?”

      “Yes, I do. That’s why I know what you are feeling.”

      He placed his hand on mine and squeezed it.

      “But what Hanley knows is what I know. And what Mr. Hale knows. And maybe even what Dennison knows. Women like you are a joy that we had but were never meant to hold. We could not have you in our lives forever. Now it is time for us to let you go and progress onward. We, here at Granger Hall, are a stagnant sort. But you are young. It is your right to shift, bend, fall, then rise, and then fly. Fly to new horizons, Miss Bennet. We will be happy for you.”

      Giving into my sensibilities, I rested my head on his shoulder and wept. Closing his arms around me, Mr. Hunnicutt became the father that I lost and offered the paternal embrace that uttered peace, tranquility, and genuine support.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Good News

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ah,” Margaret Hale told me as we walked back to Crampton. She had met me at Granger Hall, and I escorted her on her walk back home. As we did so, I told her everything that had transpired that day. She had much to say on the matter. “I suppose that we should have talked about it earlier than now. But I worried that it might be too delicate of a subject.”

      “You think that I did not handle the situation well?” I asked her.

      “Oh, no. You handled it perfectly. It is merely your reaction that is the part I refer to. If we had talked of Hanley’s growing affection for you sooner, then maybe it would have given you time to adjust to the pains of breaking his heart. I agree with Mr. Hunnicutt; you did what you had to do. But the feeling of rejecting someone that you admire is painful. It is something that you are not accustomed to. You feel like a villain over time, even when it was necessary. When you rejected Mr. Collins and Mr. Darcy, you did not feel a tenderness for either gentleman. As such, you didn’t fear wounding their heart. It’s easier during those circumstances. But now… things are more complicated. And so, it hurts.”

      “You sound like you know precisely where my heart lives. You did not tell me that you felt such pain when you rejected Mr. Lennox.”

      Deliberately, I had asked that question. If my declaration that she was hurt over Lennox was correct, then it would say one thing. But if she was not referring to Mr. Lennox’s proposal, then she was referring to something else that was closer to the Northern home.

      “In truth,” Margaret responded, “no, I didn’t feel much pain over rejecting Mr. Lennox.”

      “I see,” I said. “Therefore, your rejecting him really was on the same level as when I rejected Mr. Collins. But with Mr. Darcy, I did feel an immediate headache afterwards and I was a little disconcerted. If I had read into the workings of my heart correctly, I would have known what that hinted of. I suppose, deep within, I was aware that there was goodness there. However, you understand me too well for it to be mere empathy. It must be experience. You know the pains that I felt today, and therefore, it had to have happened to you before. Margaret, did you grow to feel this way after Thornton proposed to you?”

      “He is my father’s dear friend.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “And therefore, that had to be considered. It hurt to reject someone that my father adored so very much. There was that initial reservation. Also, I felt gratified that he cared for me.”

      “And it hurt to hurt him? You discovered that eventually.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Margaret, are you sure that it is not something more?” I pressed. “Are you certain that it is not something else?”

      Margaret looked ahead, more preoccupied as we crossed the street.

      “Margaret,” I pressed.

      “We were talking about you.”

      “And now we are talking about you. Remember, I promised that I would not let you neglect yourself.”

      “Yes, you did. Lizzy, this is hard to confess.”

      “Then say it quickly. Speed helps hard confessions.”

      “It’s just… I do not regret that I rejected Mr. Thornton. It is merely that I do not like making him unhappy.”

      “Yes. I suspected as much.”

      “I don’t know why that is.”

      “Because, whether you love him or despise him, you respect him.”

      “Yes. I do. Even when we disagree, I suppose that I have grown to understand him. I wish that I did not feel the grief of disappointing him. But it must be done.”

      “Yes, it must.”

      I took her arm in mine, to show solidarity.

      “Well, onward we go,” I said, “always looking for a clearer tomorrow.”

      “Yes. If only it wasn’t so cloudy in Milton.”
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        * * *

      

      When we reached Crampton, we entered to find Charlotte and Maria assisting Dixon with everything.

      “Finally,” Dixon said, “the proper amount of help to allow me to host a small party to come in here.”

      “Our home may not be large enough to hold a dinner party,” Mrs. Hale said, sickly and in her chair, “but at least we can have some friends over for coffee and cakes.”

      “A house in Crampton will do as much as any house in Town,” I offered her.

      “You are too kind, Lizzy,” Mrs. Hale said, coughing. Margaret poured some water for her and had her drink it. “Oh, I remember when my father hosted the greatest dinners on our street. It was the likes of which you would not believe.”

      We let her talk for quite some time about the joys of her youth. For when one is wasting away, the beauties of their youth and health offers a greater bloom than ever and you cannot help but reminisce. Even so, we liked it when she mentioned earlier times in her life. Older individuals are always more interested in storytelling than us younger sort.

      After a while, Mr. Hale joined us as we assisted Dixon in making preparations. He had been teaching one of his pupils and had just finished. Therefore, when coming down to see us all bustling about, he couldn’t help but feel the compliment of it all.

      “My mother once told me,” Margaret whispered as Mr. Hale held Charlotte’s and Maria’s hands, thanking them, “that father appreciates charity. Also, that he loves help, and that when one starts to help him, you can never stop.”

      “I never feared a gentleman asking a lady for help,” I said. “For that’s where unity truly is found.”

      “I know. I like that he is that way.”

      “So,” Mr. Hale said as he sat down by Mrs. Hale, taking her hand. “How many are coming for coffee?”

      “It’s a large sort,” Dixon answered for us. “When you have a lot of us women in your life, we can over-invite, is what I’ve learned.”

      “We could not help it, father,” Margaret said. “We had to invite all the Bennets, Rasby, Plato, Colonel Fitzwilliam, Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bingley, and Mr. Thornton.”

      “Yes,” I said, “there is some news that Mr. Darcy has to share that he was hoping to inform the whole company of. Him and I decided together that it would be perfect to do it here, for you are such friends to us.”

      “And afterwards,” Charlotte Lucas assured Mrs. Hale, “Mr. Bingley made arrangements for us to dine at the hotel.”

      “I wish we were better dressed,” Maria Lucas whined.

      “You look perfectly fine,” I assured her. “Our men are at the stage where a fancy dress does not make or break their respect for us.”

      “Well,” Mrs. Hale said weakly, standing up, “I think…that I am excited.”

      We all smiled.

      “Dixon,” Mrs. Hale instructed, “And Margaret, help me up. I may be very ill, but I will not have myself look anything else but presentable. I wish to change for the party.”

      Margaret and Dixon escorted her to her room. That left the Lucases and I to entertain Mr. Hale. Being a proper gentleman, we passed the time most animatedly, and soon, it was time for the rest of the company to arrive.
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        * * *

      

      With our help, Dixon was able to display her skills to good measure. Despite the size of the living quarters, it was naturally cramped, but since we had managed to squeeze in more individuals in our house on Frances Street, this was easy to maneuver.

      We had pulled out enough chairs from the upstairs bedrooms and placed them accordingly in the parlor, by the fire.

      Soon, Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy arrived, bearing Jane, Lydia, and Denny. No more than five minutes after their arrival, Colonel Fitzwilliam, Plato, Kitty and Rasby appeared at the front door.

      We served them their coffee and all that was left was Mr. Thornton. This gave us the time to distribute the coffee and cakes around, and we were actually a rather merry gathering when Thornton did finally arrive. When he entered, he bore a collection of flowers from the hothouse to offer to Mrs. Hale.

      Thanking him, Mrs. Hale had Dixon put the bouquet in a vase and placed it on the mantel over the fireplace.

      When he entered, I drew near Margaret.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “I am determined to make myself agreeable to him,” Margaret said, “but not falsely so. If I were to suddenly start smiling and laughing, I would not only betray myself, but I might make him die of fright. He is used to me hiding my feelings.”

      I chuckled.

      “Well, good luck,” I offered.

      “I shall need it.”

      Breathing deeply, Margaret approached Mr. Thornton.
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        * * *

      

      When seeing Margaret accost him, Thornton was very still, formidable.

      “Mr. Thornton,” Margaret said, sedate but friendly, “welcome to our party.”

      “Thank you for the inclusion,” Mr. Thornton responded, his brow quite heavy.

      “He will always have the eternal scowl,” I whispered to Mr. Darcy. “It will not do.”

      “I scowl as well,” Mr. Darcy responded, his tone equally as quiet.

      “Yes, you do. But I know how to soften that look. Can Margaret do the same, I wonder? It would take a bloody miracle.”

      Mr. Darcy squinted. “Did you just say ‘bloody’?”

      “I’ve been in Milton for long enough. I suppose that it had no choice but to have some sort of influence on me.”

      “The sooner we get you to the South, the better,” he jested.

      “Ah, you joke, you joke, you joke.”

      “Indeed, I do joke. I think I am finally gaining the skill of being in jest, while also being serious all in one.”

      “A fine quality to obtain.”

      Despite our tendency to fall into our own world, we spied everyone around us.

      Kitty and the Colonel were engrossed in each other’s conversation, like Bingley with Jane. All of us couples had quite abandoned all common civility, to the point of appearing rude, and that would not do. Fortunately, Lydia, Denny, Plato and Rasby spent much time conversing with Charlotte and Maria, who had fully developed their ‘Milton legs’, as it were.

      Meanwhile, Margaret had arranged for Mr. Thornton to be seated next to the fire as she got him some coffee and cakes. When she had done so, she placed herself next to him. She sat down and while he didn’t smile at her, his expression softened.

      A little unnerved by their close proximity, and aware of his history with her, Margaret found herself unable to do anything else but blush and look down at her lap, where her hands were folded.

      “Forgive me,” Margaret said, “I make poor company of myself, don’t I?”

      “It is well,” Thornton responded, “we must start somewhere, mustn’t we?”

      “We always do seem to be starting somewhere,” Margaret responded, “and then we find ourselves in the fishpond. Do you mind if I try my hand at being friendly? I know that I shall make poor work of it, but I am determined to make a better effort at getting along with you.”

      “I would like that.”

      At last, she looked at him.

      “I am trying to enhance a better way of being,” Margaret said, “and therefore, I am willing to listen to your side of things on all matters. It is important to me that maybe I ought to try and understand you as well. But I must ask that you also understand me and see my point of view.”

      “I do want to understand you, Miss Hale,” he responded, turning his body more toward her. “I confess that, certain things that I may have said in my past—that I may have offered—were done so without taking the time to get to know you better. You must understand that in the world I live in, time is money. And I see that, once more, I am saying the wrong things.”

      “I am listening. Pray, continue.”

      “What I mean by that is that, despite your father’s teachings to enhance my perspective into that of a gentleman, I am still a pert and direct sort of businessman. I am used to speaking of my life through my work, but not always in a way where I connect to others. It is a… fault of mine.”

      “I can understand. We both met, very set in our ways.”

      “What was it like for you?” he asked. “To be uprooted from Helstone to Milton?”

      Margaret looked at him, with hope in her eyes.

      “I just realized that I never fully asked you about that, did I?” Thornton asked.

      “No, you never did. But it was not your fault. When we first met, it didn’t render itself easy to becoming further acquainted in the proper style. But we can rectify that. If you like, we can try again. I am not implying that we can ever fully go back and start from the beginning.”

      “But—and I am not wishing to be disagreeable in this matter—yet, can’t we try?” Thornton asked. “I am neither ordering you, nor wishing to be contrary. I merely wish to be direct for the sake of not being misunderstood. Can we not attempt to start over? Perhaps, with a little compassion on each side, with the experiences of knowing how each other are, can we not go back to the beginning?”

      “I see the appeal of that, Mr. Thornton, but I have one reservation on that score.”

      “And what is that?”

      “The more that I look back on our experiences, the more that I am certain that I do not want to erase our history. It, perhaps, was vital to our experiences. Those experiences do not have to be forgotten. They can be used as learnings to help us turn the page of our lives. Rather, can we not look on that all as the end of a chapter, and then, when the page is turned, a new chapter begins?”

      “You wish to start a new chapter.”

      “Yes, I do. I would like it for us to do so. I am not asking for any promises or assurances on your part. I just want to be able to start anew, while also remembering the old.”

      “Very well. I can oblige.”

      Mr. Thornton breathed a sigh of relief.
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        * * *

      

      When he finished sipping his coffee, Margaret continued their discussion as she made him another cup.

      “I know that it seems like we form a sense of camaraderie,” Margaret said, “and then we undo it all, only to try again. And then fail again.”

      “Our discord and then harmony is not our fault,” Thornton said, “for I have noted that the world has a habit of constantly getting in the way of any attempt we have toward friendship. I do—well, I do mean to please you, Miss Hale.”

      “I am aware of such. Believe me, that I am.” Margaret sat up in her seat, more direct. “When I first heard that we were to come to Milton, I confess, that I was shocked, horrified, and so terribly frightened. You see, Mr. Thornton, in Helstone, I had finally found the life that I felt I wanted all that time. Yes, I was raised as my cousin’s companion in London, but I never fully wanted that life. I wanted to be among the simpler and provincial folk. To be part of it all, and to be among people with no pretense, and aristocratic lifelessness. I wanted to be amidst the great world of contribution and differences being made. It was the perfect sort of world for me. Thus, losing all of that was hard. To obtain a haven, and then to know that one is being cast away from paradise.” Margaret looked at Thornton directly. “Imagine, Mr. Thornton, to be told that you shall be cast out of Milton, torn away from it for, perhaps, forever. And that you shall never see the inside of a mill again, that you will never get the chance to run a cotton factory again, that you would be severed from the world of your acquaintances. How would that make you feel?”

      Thornton leaned back and looked into the fire, reflectively.

      “I would be horrified. I would feel so utterly lost.”

      “Precisely,” Margaret responded, “you would hate every moment of it.”

      “Yes. I would. And what’s more, I would rebel against the edict that forced me away from the world that I have built up so much.”

      “Exactly. You are proud of your mill, your factory, and the house you have placed your mother in. You pride yourself on the contribution that you make that runs Britain. And your pride might very well not be incorrectly placed. Therefore, take that feeling you have, of rebelling against the force that compelled you away from the very life that you loved, and transfer it to my heart. That’s how I felt when coming from Helstone. I felt as if a part of my heart had been quite torn out. But I could not rebel, as you felt that you had the right to. After all, I am a daughter. I am a woman. The province of rebellions are not often bestowed upon us.”

      “Oh, I am not so certain of that.”

      Margaret looked at him and smiled. This small admission swelled Thornton’s pride, and he felt comfortable. At last.
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        * * *

      

      When seeing Margaret and Thornton getting along, I breathed a sigh of relief. I merely hoped that it would last this time. The world always seemed to be getting in the way of them both, as well as themselves. Perhaps the breach could finally be yielded.

      “Well,” I said, “at last, they are getting somewhere.”

      “It makes me happy,” Darcy said, “Thornton needs friends now.”

      “Why?”

      “I thought it was obvious. Soon, I shall have to leave him.”

      I looked at Mr. Darcy, and I was seeing another aspect of his character. And an old one of my own.

      “He puts great stock in your advice and your company, doesn’t he?” I asked Darcy.

      “Yes, he does.”

      “Him and Bingley both depend on you.”

      “Yes, they do.”

      “And it makes me wonder, who do you have to depend on? Everyone must have a shoulder to lean on when the time comes for solace.”

      “For the longest time, I had Colonel Fitzwilliam. And now, I have you.”

      “Now that is a comforting thought,” I said, “but you and I are in the same situation again. You are to leave Thornton, and I am to leave Margaret. My mother once had a saying: there is nothing so bad as parting with one’s friends. For one seems so forlorn without them.”

      “I cannot believe that I am saying this.”

      “Hm?”

      “But this might very well be the first time that I actually agree with your mother.”

      I laughed heartily. It led to the party turning from what they were saying and direct their attention towards myself.

      Oh, the awkwardness of life!
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        * * *

      

      “Well,” Darcy said to me, encouragingly, “I can use this opportunity to finally make an announcement.”

      “I am happy that my laugh was for something,” I said as he stood up.

      “Oh, I know that gesture,” Mr. Bingley said, “that means that Darcy is about to tell us some fortunate news.”

      “How did you know?” Darcy asked him. “I could be delivering bad news.”

      “When you deliver good news, your posture is different. When you deliver bad news, your countenance is heavier, graver.”

      “You know my moods too well, friend.”

      “I cannot help it.”

      Mr. Darcy addressed Mr. and Mrs. Hale first.

      “Before I proceed further,” Darcy began, “I want to thank the Hales for allowing this crowd to enter their home and give me the opportunity to deliver this announcement.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Hale thanked him, and Mrs. Hale did her best to be agreeable, despite her ailment.

      “Well,” Darcy continued, “this news has a slice of the sweet as well as the sour about it. My dear Elizabeth and I have been contemplating the matter, and we thought this was the best way to deliver the news.” He looked at Colonel Fitzwilliam. “Richard, I hope that when I deliver this news, you shall understand why I committed to this. I just felt this ought to be news that you would like to share immediately when hearing it, so it seemed best to do it from the very first.”

      Colonel Fitzwilliam looked a little surprised as well as disconcerted.

      “Me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, this is altogether interesting, isn’t it?”

      “And it is about to be getting even more so,” I noted. Then I shifted my look to Kitty, who immediately gave a ‘what is this all about’ sort of expression. Oh, I could barely wait for the outpour of triumph and exhilaration.

      “Well,” Colonel Fitzwilliam said, “Miss Elizabeth smiles. That means that good fortune has come to town.”

      “It has, in a manner of speaking,” Mr. Darcy said. “Before I tell you such news, first, I shall inform everyone that it is concerning my aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh.”

      “The poor woman who lost her child?” Mrs. Hale said.

      “Yes.”

      “I wish that I could comfort her. It is hard to lose one’s child.”

      “And what’s more,” Mr. Hale said, “one’s only child. That must be the most overwhelming thing in the world.”

      “It is,” Darcy continued, “and she has born it with fortitude as well as displaying all the true maternal instincts. My late cousin, Anne, deserved all the best in life. She was a young woman with a bright future—but was not given good health. Life dealt her a very unfair blow. I am heartily sorry for it. However, we must all press onward, especially in such circumstances. My aunt needs family around her, more than ever. I have promised so many things to accommodate her. She deserves our love and company now. And so, her desires work in perfect alignment with another part of family.”

      Now, he turned to Colonel Fitzwilliam and Kitty.

      “First, she welcomes all our marriages. From my own, to yours, Richard, and yours Mr. Bingley. She is eager to see us all…and have us wed at Hunsford Parish, on her estate.”

      This news alarmed everyone in the company.

      “You all will marry in Kent?” Margaret asked.

      “Not up here, where many friends are?” Thornton asked, a little unnerved by the sentiments he displayed.

      “That’s what I worried over,” Jane said, “for the Kirkpatricks would wish to attend. Mrs. Kirkpatrick has long been eager to see us wed.”

      “That’s what I had assumed,” Kitty added, “for after losing Bessy, Nicholas and Mary Higgins needed something to look forward to.”

      “Yes,” Margaret added, “this is a complicated sort of situation.”

      “I know that I was perhaps too ill to attend,” Mrs. Hale said. “But the idea of you all dining here after you wed seemed like such a very appealing prospect.”

      “I suppose,” Mr. Hale added, “that we have to oblige you all, despite our hopes for the contrary.”

      “Ah,” I said, “I see that this predicament has made the lot of you a little upset.”

      “Perhaps,” Colonel Fitzwilliam said, “despite our desires to marry in Milton, our aunt does require some tending to. She is in a despairing place, and like Darcy said, she does need family.”

      “Yes,” Mr. Hale added, “I am sure that she does. I will lament the prospect of not being able to attend, but the great lady does deserve your devotion.”

      “Well,” Kitty said, “if we cannot oblige our friends here, then hopefully our wedding will bring the dowager some cheer. I just…well, I was hoping that you all would be there.”

      “We can always visit Milton again, after we wed,” Jane offered, to show consideration.

      “I never suspected that Milton would be the ideal visiting place for newly-wedded couples,” Mr. Thornton voiced.

      We all looked very forlorn when he said that. Despite herself, Margaret gave him a look, to which Thornton read it very well.

      “And now I can see that I have made the situation feel dourer, I suppose,” Thornton added.

      “Not your fault, Thornton,” Darcy administered. “You are just being very realistic. I know that this feeling does give one a sense of a great divide. But I hope that in the light of making my poor aunt happy, that we may oblige her.” Darcy looked at me. “I am a man who is eager to marry, but also eager to maintain family ties. I hope that this news will appeal to us all over time.”

      “Well,” Jane said, “I thank your aunt for caring for us.”

      “Has a date been set?” Rasby asked. She smiled, but the happiness did not reach her eyes. I think she was becoming very aware, day by day, moment by moment, that the distance of her friend marrying in the South didn’t just present a geographical divide, but a potentially permanent one.

      And what was one friend without the other?

      “Lady Catherine de Bourgh wishes for us to be married in Kent within two months’ time.”

      “Then we ought to be happy for you,” Mr. Thornton said, taking on a lighter tone. Standing up, he raised out his glass. “Forgive my selfishness. It is merely that we have grown very fond of your company here in Milton. It is to the point where we feel that you all have become vital to the place. But I propose a toast! To a triple wedding to three deserving couples! Everyone, let us raise our glasses and wish these six worthy souls all the joys of domestic felicity. To the six fiancés of the South!”

      “Cheers!” We all said, drinking to the wedding that we hoped would occur sooner than later.

      “Oh,” Mr. Bingley said, “we feel like a dull lot. Not going to lie,” he said, taking Jane’s hand, having her stand up and twirling her around. “I have the great desire for a dance, myself!”

      Jane laughed as he twirled her about.

      “We all do feel like more merriment is worthy,” Mr. Hale said, laughing. “If only our drawing rooms were large enough for a set to be laid out. Maria, wouldn’t it be nice to see the younger folks in the middle of the waltz?”

      “Every young lady deserves such at their special time,” Mrs. Hale said as Dixon poured her some more coffee. While her face was pale and a little sweaty, the joys of the moment did reach her, and she rose above her ailment. “Do you recall, my dear, when we first danced together?”

      “Oh, I never forgot it,” Mr. Hale said, animated, “I was dazed. I felt as if I had been struck by a thunderbolt. I am sure, Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bingley, and Colonel Fitzwilliam, that you felt the same thing when you first beheld your belles of the evening.”

      “I can assure you, sir,” Mr. Bingley said, “that when seeing Miss Bennet, I felt like that of a moth drawn to a flame.”

      “Oh, Mr. Bingley,” Jane said, blushing and looking at her lap.

      “You better have done so as well, or I will never forgive you,” Kitty said to the Colonel. “But I jest, for how could you adore me when I wore my maid’s uniform? I doubt anyone could get passed that gruesome outfit.”

      “On the contrary,” Colonel Fitzwilliam responded, “I liked that gruesome outfit on you the best.”

      We all exclaimed at that comment.

      “Did you really?” Kitty asked, dubiously amused.

      “Yes. It gave me the sense that you were like me. Born high but brought on the level of profession. It gave me hope. Intense hope that maybe you were on the same plain as myself, and therefore, I had a chance with you.”

      “Pretty words, sir. Pretty words. There, everyone, I went fishing one day and came back with a trout that knows how to speak. What a fortunate hunt that was, was it not?”

      “You compare me to a fish, my love?”
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