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        Austen Gaskell Book IV
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      Bessy Higgins is gone, and all those who are left behind are now mourning the loss. Not only has Nicholas lost his beloved daughter, but he is not the only parent to suffer a loss of a child.

      The aftermath of the strike has brought more tragedy to the Boucher family, Thornton must recover from Margaret's rejection, and all are trying to cling to the hope that they need to recover. The Bennet sisters, along with Margaret Hale, have many more trials of woes and worries before they are granted their happily ever after. Following the agonies of Bessy's death, it marks only the beginning of more ups and downs, where the ladies not only have to face the pains of their own hearts, but also striving ever onward until they find their happiness.

      Here comes the next chapter of the series!
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            Hello Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello Readers! Welcome to Book IV of the Austen Gaskell series.

      What can one say when Bessy is gone? If the reader was brokenhearted over her loss, so was I. However, even though this is a variation, there are some things that I knew it was wise not to change. Bessy’s departure signified a great shift in the original tale, and to alter her fate would undermine what the tale was trying to establish.

      However, I acknowledge that there will be more ups and downs ahead—but that was something that Jane Austen and Elizabeth Gaskell were all too aware of. As Miss Austen often acknowledged, the characters are going to get into a little trouble, and then a little more trouble, but then they shall have their happy fate.

      Also, important note: there is a scene of physical intimacy in this entry, between Lizzy and Darcy.  I know that can be a little polarizing to some in the audience. It was a decision that came about organically, and I hope the reader will understand.

      The next part of the journey now continues.

      Readers, Book IV is now ready to unfold, and I hope you enjoy the events ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Fate Being Overturned

          

        

      

    

    
      Smoke…

      Always puffing out from the mills and filling the sky with the gray color that it exuded. And that, when synthesized with the natural overcast that comes from sometimes dwelling in the North—gave me a feeling of suffocation.

      For what was it but another indication of the despair and confusion that Margaret and I felt from within?

      Can one begin and end when in such a state?

      The reality came pressing on our hearts and heads as much as it overwhelmed Mary Higgins.

      We were not dreaming. No! Rather harsh reality had to come and wake us up from the enthusiastic cloud that had encased Margaret Hale and I a moment ago.

      Bessy! Why her?

      There she looked, graceful and elegant, with her eyes closed, but it didn’t matter. Must everything forsake us?

      Without knowing what I was about, I walked up to her and touched her face, just to make sure.

      Her skin was cold, and she did not breathe. I knew. Of course, I had known. But why did I need to confirm it? I suppose, I just wished for a miracle. A miracle that would raise her from her beautiful rest, that would overturn the great envelope that was death, but it was not to be.

      There she lay, so far away from us, and without any hope of returning to Milton, where her friends would be, always waiting for a light that had long gone out.

      At last, we turned back to Mary Higgins, whose eyes were filled with the emotion that comes from being overcome, but her face was also frozen over from the shock of feeling such a loss.

      Margaret walked up to Mary slowly.

      “Mary,” she began, opening her arms to her. “I cannot begin to understand what you are feeling.”

      “I don’t know,” Mary began to utter, mad from the emotional confusion that was swelling inside of her, “I just don’t know.” She struggled in Margaret’s arms, but at last, she gave way and let Margaret hold her. Weeping into Margaret’s shoulder, Mary began to pour forth her feelings of being both forlorn and giving way to the loss that she now had experienced.

      When looking down at Bessy, who never had the chance for the life that she deserved, I wondered if I ever had the right to be happy again. Or if I ever had the right to complain about the small things that tax us all in life. For what were my woes and worries when placed on the great scale of those who now had to walk down the road of the biggest misfortune of all? People view death as a release and not a punishment. Despite that it is perhaps the longest and most inevitable road that we are meant to walk down, I do not agree. I will never agree.  Nothing is better than life.

      Her eyes were closed.

      Never to open again.

      Never to look on us.

      To see us as we came to visit.

      Or to widen when she beheld the books that we had that we could supply her with.

      No more would she see any of these sights.

      Suddenly, we heard a voice just outside the door.

      It was Nicholas!

      He was speaking with someone. By the sounds of it, it might have been Plato. They were speaking casually about something—a subject that would be thoroughly upended when Nicholas came walking through the door and the news would have to be given.

      I was not prepared for this.

      When taking a look at Margaret, her eyes widened with subtle alarm. She was not prepared for this either.

      This was going to be terrifying. Absolutely terrifying.
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        * * *

      

      The seconds felt like an eternity, but the moment came where the door opened, and Nicholas entered.

      “It’s cold out there,” Nicholas said, absentmindedly, “like the very devil⁠—”

      He cut off his words when he saw us all standing there.  Our grief was written across our features, and he halted, not even recalling to close the front door behind him. Between our positions around Bessy’s bed, to seeing Mary’s head resting on Margaret’s shoulder, he froze.

      “Ladies,” he said slowly, “what are yer⁠—”

      As he took a few steps closer, he saw that we were all huddled over Bessy. When seeing her, he stopped in his tracks.

      We all looked at him in agony. Within our eyes was the message: ‘She is not sleeping, Nicholas. You know what you have to face. You know the truth.’

      When seeing that look in our eye, he shrunk backwards against the wall.

      “No,” he uttered, despair etched across his features. “No.”

      “Yes, Nicholas,” I said at last, “we are sorry. We are so very sorry.”

      “Save yer sorrys for someone else, lass!” he hissed, moving past us savagely, sitting down next to Bessy’s body and shaking her. “She’s jus’ sleepin’. That’s all there is. Wake up, Bess! Wake up.”

      “Nicholas,” Margaret urged, “Mary’s crying. Look at Bessy. She is gone. She is at peace now.”

      “Peace,” he cried, “Peace! Who ever said death is peace? Whoever said tha’?”

      We were silenced.

      “No,” he argued, refusing to see the truth of Bessy’s passing. “I will not have it. She jus’ needs to be shaken awake.” He shook Bessy’s corpse again. “Wake, lass! Wake and don’ leave us here alone!”

      “Nicholas,” Margaret urged, “she is gone. She finally has the happiness and freedom that she wanted.”

      “Papa, let her go,” Mary wept.

      “Let her go?” Nicholas cried, turning on us with a fury. He took two rash steps forward, and I was thunderstruck because I couldn’t tell his intentions. Suddenly, a cry rang behind us and a figure rushed into the doorway.

      “Nicholas!” Plato cried, stepping into the house. He must have overheard Nicholas’s outburst and had been listening in the whole time. When Nicholas’s sorrow transformed into fiery passion and rage, he must have felt that it would overcome his logic and reason, and he might become slightly belligerent. Instinctively, Plato came forward and stood in between us and Nicholas. “Save this madness and don’t take your angry words out on them.”

      “I…”

      “Am heartbroken. They are trying to comfort you, man.” Plato looked over Nicholas’s shoulder and saw Bessy. When his eyes fell on her lifeless figure, his expression slackened and turned to regret. “Oh, Bessy.”

      “Don’t tell me she’s dead too,” Nicholas cried, weeping. “Don’t you do it too.”

      “I’m sorry,” Plato stated simply, and humbly. Treating Nicholas like the spooked animal that he was, the next words were slow and steady. Plato was trying to be delicate, but what can you say to a man who is so broken that he cannot face reality? “I don’t want to say it, but I must. Bessy… I’m sorry, Nicholas. No father should have to face this.”

      “No,” Nicholas wept, “I shouldn’t. I will not and curse any who tells me so!”

      Nicholas lunged forward but Plato pushed his hands backwards, grabbed Nicholas’s face and forced him to listen.

      “Nicholas, look into my eyes,” Plato urged, “Look at me, man!”

      Plato’s sudden physical contact and holding his face surprised Nicholas. And it was no wonder. In a world where man and woman are not allowed to often embrace each other in such a way—in a world of shut-up hearts and coldness—Nicholas was thunderstruck at Plato’s audacity. He had no choice but to look into Plato’s eyes and lose his strength at being touched.

      “You are heartbroken, and you are a man,” Plato noted, “you are not allowed to cry. You are not expected to cry. And so that has led to you lashing out in anger, in wrath and ruin, at these ladies. These ladies who are trying to offer you solace. And you repay them with contempt. I will not have you hurt either of these women, out of your grief. I will not have violent words pressed upon them, while they are here to help you.”

      “You tell me that my child is gone, Plato,” Nicholas blurted out, forlorn. “You tell me something I cannot forgive you for saying.”

      “But you will, because it is time for you to accept that it is well for a man to break. You can cry, Nicholas. Your daughter is gone, you are in despair, and you have much grief inside of you.”

      Nicholas was shaking his head at this suggestion. It was almost as if…the idea of being seen weak was too much for his sensibilities.

      “Yes, you can,” Plato urged him. “Too many years of being told to not weaken, to not give any sign of sadness and emotion has bested you…as it has bested so many of us men. We are told not to break, not to crack wide open, because if we do, we will never be whole again. Well, I tell you now, that is foolish thinking. By doing that, it leads to us taking our anger out on the wrong person. You were to do such to these ladies, and you and they deserve more than your misguided rage. No. You are heartbroken, and you are dying inside. Let it out, man. No one here is going to judge you. No one is going to mock you. You suffered the worst loss a father could suffer. You are breaking. Break. And don’t be afraid.”

      At last, in a burst of release and surrendering to his emotions, Nicholas fell into Plato’s arms, weeping into Plato’s chest.

      “There you are,” Plato whispered, empathetic, “Bessy was a great woman. You raised a wonderful daughter. Be proud but be sad. No one has the right to tell you that you have to be anything else. Cry, man. You are still a man while you do it.”

      Having permission to do so made Nicholas weep harder into Plato’s shoulder.

      While watching both men there, crouched on the floor, with one holding and the other being held, cradled like that of a baby, near Bessy’s deathbed, it was a mesmerizing sight.

      “Amazing,” Margaret whispered, “do they look like children to you?”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “They are boys. Just mere boys.”

      After this lasted for a minute, Plato turned and looked up at us.

      “He is ready now,” he assured us, “he can take your words and feel comfort from it.”

      How did Plato know? How did he know what was in Nicholas’s heart?

      Margaret released Mary, who went up to her father and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

      “Papa,” she uttered, “oh, Papa!”

      Nicholas held her and thus, Plato was released from his clutches. Walking up to us, Plato’s eyes were soft.

      “Go to him,” he whispered, “he’s had his cry out. He will be kind.”

      Knowing we could trust him, we walked up to Nicholas and crouched down near him.

      “Nicholas,” Margaret assured him, “Bessy was always looking for the kingdom of heaven. She has found it. Be happy knowing she is there. For she deserved it.”

      “She worked herself like a dog all her life,” he uttered, “never knowing happiness. Why will neither of my girls ever know happiness and peace on earth? Why must they die to get it? It’s not fair, Margaret and Lizzy. It’s not fair, I tell yer.”

      “I know it’s not,” I said, looking at Bessy, “we will see her again.”

      “I want to see her now.” He sighed, “I want to see her now. No man should have to bury their child.”

      We sat with him for a little longer before we realized that he needed to be alone.

      Returning to our home, we told those who were there about what happened. By the end of the night, the whole street learned of Bessy’s passing.

      After eating, and taking some of our dinner to the Higginses, Plato was going to escort his sister back to her house. Before they did, I could not help but ask.

      “How did he know?” I asked Raspberry about her brother, “how did your brother know that Nicholas’s violent temper was a reaction to being unable to cry? Is it because they are men, and it is a language that they know between them?”

      “Possibly, yes,” Rasby replied, “when growing up, our mother had a saying. She said that we humans are like branches on a tree of life. Men are the sturdy and stronger branches, and we women are the thinner branches that give way in the wind. If you try and sit on us, we give way and might even break a little. But men can weather it. However, when a storm comes, a true storm of epic proportion, the thinner branches survive the most, because they give way in the wind. But the sturdy branches break because they are not used to giving way. So, when they break, it is the hardest. Nicholas, like many men, is that sturdy branch. And he just walked into the worst storm of all. Plato was raised to know this. Besides, he went through it as well, so maybe it’s also experience.”

      “Who died and left him behind?”

      “Our mother,” Raspy said, matter-of-factually, and I felt foolish.

      “Oh, of course.”

      “Don’t you know how that feels?”

      “Yes,” I said, “yes, I do. We’re all children, in the end, I suppose.”

      “Some say that we don’t fully grow up until we die. I hope that isn’t true. Then again, who knows? Poor Nicholas. Bessy deserved better.”

      “Many of us do. But she did, above all.”

      She and her brother departed, and I went about my evening. That is the way of humanity, isn’t it?

      Someone close to you dies.

      You make dinner.

      You see them after their final hour had come.

      You take a bath.

      You know that when you wake up again, they will not be there.

      You put your hair up so that it will be arranged for the next morning.

      You know that they died in their sleep.

      You lay in bed and close your eyes.

      And then it comes to you! It all comes rushing back. Only then do you realize what you have seen.

      The emotions rush to you in quick succession.

      And there, in my bed, did I fully cry. Bessy, why did it have to be you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Two Perspectives on a Woman of No Importance

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Nicholas had to make arrangements for Bessy’s burial. Despite the tragedy, life must always go on and we must take the woes and worries that we feel, keep them within us and journey onward.

      After the Granger Hall classes had been done, Darcy had come to visit me while I copied my notes. I had told him everything that had occurred. He apologized for my loss.

      “Whatever our differences in society and level,” Darcy said, “I do not deny that Bessy always seemed like a worthy sort of woman.”

      “Thank you,” I said, still copying notes, “that means a lot, coming from you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are the Master of Pemberley, and the aristocracy does not believe in speaking with a worker in a cotton factory. I know what your respect means.”

      His eyes twinkled—I knew that I had made him happy.

      “But there is something else,” I furthered, “a curiosity, as it were.”

      “What?”

      “I still marvel at Plato’s intuition. He knew how to coax Nicholas. I wonder how he knew that. Rasby gave a great description, but still, I can’t help but consider it.”

      “I understand it.”

      “You do?” I asked, looking away from my notetaking. “Please, tell me. I want to know it all. Is it a language of men?”

      “In some ways, yes. But it is not just a matter of being a man but being one of strong stature. Plato and I discussed this once before.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. It was when you were injured. I was scared, Lizzy. I was ever so scared.”

      I leaned toward him, took his hand, and kissed it. When doing so, his eyes became like fire—ferocious and intent. I knew his meaning, and it was of passion—not coldness. He needed me in that moment. He needed my strength, my steadiness, and my certainty that I would never forsake him.

      “I love you,” I assured him.

      With a swift motion, he closed the space between us. I felt the heat strengthen, the fire of his affection setting my heart aglow as his lips pressed against mine and we kissed.

      The joy and rapture found their way into our actions. I felt as if a wind of true contentment had encircled us, the rest of the world had fallen away, and we were alone. I felt my soul float above humanity, finding its way into the atmosphere, into the skyway and among the stars. All the world, the heavens, and the cosmos had no choice but to be our province, our domain, for bliss was obtained in the most natural, whole, delightful, and astonishing way. We had found our love for each other, no sooner or later than it ought to have been founded—established on the precipice of two people understanding each other.

      Of two people understanding passion.

      Of two people understanding conflict and overcoming it.

      No tragedy would tear us asunder.

      We knew who we were. We knew where our hearts were.

      At last, we released, and I finally opened my eyes.

      “I love you too,” he replied.

      As I continued writing, Darcy still had not told me everything that was swelling within him, as well as had been bubbling over in my curiosity. Fortunately, I was not left to wait in doubt for very long, because he continued to unveil the truth to his own insecurities and inhibitions.

      “You must understand, Elizabeth,” Darcy furthered, “we men—especially those of us of a certain stature—are expected to be like oaks. But inside of every one of us is a little boy, so very scared of what the world will do with us. Will it push us in a direction that we do or do not want to go? Will it pressure us into being a worse man than what we are? All the injustice in the world, Lizzy, and you’ve seen it. We’re in a world where the only way that a man can get ahead is by embracing the prejudices of supposed ‘better men’ than himself. I would know. Was I not educated under such principles, having been left to practice better ideas in pride and conceit? It’s a very easy path to walk down—and the child inside of us is scared of that path, but he wants to make the world happy. After all, he wants to be happy himself.”

      I was dazed and enthralled by this. Sitting there, on the edge of my seat, I was content for the mind of the male perspective to be laid before my feet. For whenever one sex wishes to become better acquainted with the oddities and eccentricities of the other, it is always a captivating experience. But Mr. Darcy wasn’t just any man; he was the man that I was in love with and was soon going to marry. I adored the idea of plunging to the depths of his soul, discovering what was within, and seeing the horrors or hauntings that were underneath his character’s foundations. And whatever those horrors or hauntings were, I would dare anything, defy all, and call them beautiful.

      “But the world does not see that little boy who is crying within,” Darcy said. “They see the strong man who must always be viewed as strong, determined and unable to have any emotion touch him. He must be detached, in some way. It can lead to a man hardening himself and turning into something thoroughly ugly, because how much of the child can you take away before he becomes a monster?”

      “What does the child inside of you say?” I asked gently. “And do you ever let it come out?”

      “It came out when I was with Bingley. After your accident. Plato warned me about my fears, and Bingley was there to see me buckle under the fear of losing you in some way. I cracked, Lizzy. I crumbled. I fell to the floor, weeping like a lump of miserable flesh.”

      “You were not a lump of anything,” I stressed, assuring him, “you needed to be comforted.”

      “I needed to be a boy again and for someone to hold him and tell him that everything would be well.”

      “Should I have been jealous that it wasn’t me who was there to ease your pain?” I asked, half-sad and half-teasingly.

      “You had other cares at the time,” he said, his tone equally as bittersweet.

      “Yes, I daresay that I did. But sometimes, the comfort of another man comforting you—well, that is a different sort of affection. It is the man saying to another ‘someone cares that you are here. Someone cares that you are alive and that you are safe. You are safe to bare your soul to me’.”

      I leaned back, imagining Bingley, who was a little slighter than Darcy, holding the man I loved in his embrace. Just being there for him. As a friend ought to be, for one should never feel so very alone. Then my mind turned toward the image I saw the day before.

      “Elizabeth?” Darcy asked.

      “Yes?” I asked, coming out of my musings.

      “You look like you were just in deep reflection.” He tapped my forehead. “What is going on inside of there?”

      “A million thoughts,” I answered, enjoying the physical contact, however small, “all colliding on top of each other. And that is after many emotions have also piled on top of one another, like many layers to a mountain. Yesterday, when I saw Plato holding Nicholas Higgins, one strong man collapsing into the other, I wondered if that was how it looked when Bingley held you. You and Bingley. Plato and Nicholas. Both weeping over the fate of a loved one.”

      “In my case, my love was returned to me,” he said, looking at me fondly.

      “And I will never leave. I simply feel as if I have been robbed of something.”

      His eyes turned quizzical.

      “Of what?”

      “I hate Bessy being gone, but I do not deny, that seeing Nicholas there, weeping onto Plato’s shoulder. Well, it was…”

      “Beautiful?”

      “Yes. It took my breath away. And now, I know that you did something similar with Bingley. And I know that it was beautiful. But I did not get the chance to see it. That is another tragedy of its kind.” I looked at him, determined to make him smile. “That being said, I do not want you to go out and invent hardships for yourself.”

      “No,” he said, laughing, “I will not do that.”

      “No,” I added, laughing as well, “Mr. Darcy must not do that. Oh, here I am, laughing after losing Bessy.”

      “Losing a friend does not have to mean that you can never smile again. I know that you miss her, I know that it was not fair that she did not have the life that she deserved. But your laughter does not indicate that you don’t know this either. You just are the sort who can feel sorrow in one moment and still feel joy at the same time.”

      I smiled gently.

      “You understand me,” I said. “How can you have not known me my entire life and know me better than some people in Hertfordshire?”

      “We each are of a taciturn disposition, aren’t we?” he said, repeating my words from the Netherfield Ball, “Unwilling to speak unless we can say something that would amaze the whole room.”

      I laughed.

      “Using my own words against me, are you?”

      “Yes, I am. You see? I also have a wickedness about me.”

      “Laughter and wit, even during times of woes and worries.”

      “Yes. There is. Always there is.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a figure standing in the doorway. I turned and it was Mr. Dennison. He was looking at me with the familiar bitter scowl that he had. He was judging me. And Darcy was having none of that.

      “Is something troubling you?” Darcy asked, standing up, with all his strength. After all, there are very few men whose scowl is as awe-inspiring as Mr. Darcy’s. Dennison’s was certainly not one of the better ones.

      Dennison did not respond to Darcy’s question.

      “Come, man,” Darcy persisted, “speak truth or be disrespectful in silence.”

      “It is just…”

      “That you are not right. Not now and not ever. Therefore, get along with you. And Dennison, the next time you look on her, you will show kindness. Or I will come back. You do not want me to come back.”

      Dennison did not say anything but only left the doorway and walked down the hallway, out of sight.

      “Remember how I said I wanted you to treat me better than how you treat yourself?” I remarked. “Well done.”

      He smiled.

      “Proud of me?”

      “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Darcy and I went to the Hales, and both Mr. and Mrs. Hale were notified that Bessy had passed. While not being a vicar anymore, Mr. Hale was still willing to say some kind words and lectures at Bessy’s funeral, which would take place in two days’ time. Despite changing professions, he had overseen so many burials in his past parishes that he could never fully eradicate his duties.

      On the day of the funeral, Nicholas Higgins had one thing to sustain him as he had to carry on through the service: many of us came to see Bessy before she was placed in the ground. Not only was he and Mary there, but Margaret, Mr. Hale, us Bennet sisters, the Pitchers, Colonel Fitzwilliam, Denny, Mr. Bingley, and Mr. Darcy were there. While Bessy was not especially close to the last two gentlemen, Darcy and Bingley understood that it would mean the world to us if they were there.

      While Nicholas was grieving internally, I could tell that he was flattered that such great men had come to pay their respects, even if we were the means through it.

      The funeral was brief, and her coffin was taken to the cemetery and placed in its plot. There, Mr. Hale stood at the foot of it and gave his speech.

      “We are gathered here today, in loving memory of a young woman who, despite all hardships that came her way, she never abandoned her faith, her desire to connect and embrace new people into her life—who believed in a better way. One cannot see the full purpose of what our Holy Father intends, nor what is the mission that he has in store for us. But I believe that to lose such a kind soul, a gentle and loving creature in this life, is because our Great Redeemer has a higher purpose for her. She is intended for something greater, something better. Bessy Higgins, you were meant for the greatness that is immortality. One day, we all shall see you again in Heaven. For we all know that it is there that you reside.”

      We all picked up a lump of dirt and dropped it into the grave.

      The funeral came to an end as the gravediggers began to shovel the dirt on top of the coffin. Though we did not see her, we knew that Bessy rested inside of that wood casing, finally finding the peace that she deserved.

      “Only in death do we find the rest that we deserved,” Nicholas grunted to Margaret Hale and me. “What kind of a world do we live in when that is the way that it has to be?”

      We didn’t respond because we knew he had a right to be angry.

      Next to me, Kitty was not looking at the grave, but at something in the distance.

      “Lizzy and Margaret,” she whispered to me, “look there! It’s Mr. Thornton.”

      We followed her gaze and, lo and behold, Mr. Thornton was standing further along the cemetery, near the trees. He was watching the service from a short distance. When he saw us watching him, he looked ashamed from being discovered.

      “He probably fears coming over,” Darcy uttered to us. “Should I invite him?”

      “He knows that Bessy died because of the fluff on her lungs from working in the card rooms in the factories,” Margaret informed Mr. Darcy, “he knows it might be wrong to come over.”

      Once more, I was driven by a desire to establish a peace between them, yes. But this time, it was something more. Mr. Thornton was like Mr. Darcy: strong, stubborn, will of iron and like an oak tree. But like Mr. Darcy said, they were all little boys, underneath it all. In that moment, I considered that Thornton might be the same: a little boy who felt that he was not allowed to join the others. Whatever his history, he did have the right to not feel like he would be unwanted due to him being the master of men.

      “Go and talk to him,” I whispered to Margaret.

      “What?”

      “Margaret, I think he’s scared. Go and talk to him and be kind.”

      “Why would he be scared?”

      “Because it was men like him who caused Bessy’s death. He’s scared that he will always be regarded as responsible. Margaret, go and talk to him. It will help you both.”

      “But Elizabeth…”

      “What?”

      Her face gave way to the emotions that came from intimidation, confusion, and self-doubt.

      “I’m scared as well. Scared to face him.”

      “Human, underneath it all?”

      Her fears and anxieties quickly fell away, and her face became indifferent again.

      “I fear nothing,” she responded. This resulted in her leaving my side and going toward Mr. Thornton.

      “What was that?” Mr. Darcy asked me.

      “I was testing a theory of mine. If you point out that someone is afraid to do something, it is most likely that they will wish to do everything to prove that they fear nothing. It works wonders when you have a friend who you know wants to do the right thing, but something will get in her way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nicholas held his other daughter, Mary, as they began to depart.

      Jane walked up to them, to offer her condolences once more. Her kind words, naturally, were like a balm on the open wound that originated from Bessy’s departure from this life.

      Mr. Bingley supported her words. Kitty and the Colonel also expressed their condolences. However, Plato and Rasby stood in the background, and Nicholas made no motion to go up to them.

      “It’s not a lack of gratitude,” Darcy explained to me. “Whenever you bare your soul to someone, you feel naked in front of them for some time afterwards. It will take time for Nicholas to look at Plato again. Right now, he feels too exposed.”

      “But you can still look at Bingley.”

      “That’s different. Bingley is my bosom friend.”

      All that was left to do was wonder now as we watched as Margaret slowly made her way to Mr. Thornton.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            An Attempt

          

        

      

    

    
      When having been discovered, Mr. Thornton must have looked like a statue from without. After all, when everyone saw that he was there, his face displayed emotion for few seconds before the familiar scowl returned to his features.

      Internally, it could not be more the reverse. There was a series of sensations within him. Bessy’s death was not something that he felt a terrible agony over, because he had never taken the pains to get to know her. She was a worker of his, and nothing more.

      Then Margaret Hale walked into his life and challenged him into seeing his workers in a different light. Originally, he viewed them all as a people who he scorned for being ignorant and foolish creatures. Now he was beginning to see that things were more complicated than that. She sympathized with those he had little sympathy for.

      Perhaps he did feel guilty about this, but it would take time to sort out his emotions, wondering where his judgments lay.

      But what he knew, sure as day, was that he wanted to see Margaret at this woeful event.

      Despite her lack of love for him, he still would not distance himself from her. Every new sight of her only challenged him to rise above the pains of his heart and seek her out more.

      He knew, very well, that his presence there might go unseen. Or that it would appear that he was feigning regret for the sake of improving his image in her eyes.

      Yet, he knew that she thought differently. Whatever her disdain for him, she knew that he was not the sort to pretend he had a virtue that was vainly arrived at. He didn’t do this for the sake of making himself look ‘better’, but for the sake of just seeing her.

      When he was there, he became aware of Margaret’s heart, of how she really did come to care for this Bessy Higgins.

      And in that moment, he understood. He understood everything.

      This revelation came right at the time that Kitty Bennet noted his presence.

      Then he was discovered.
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        * * *

      

      When they all looked at him, he remained there, feeling the anxiety of being discovered.

      Immediately, he wished to leave.

      However, that would look wrong, in some way. And he did not want that.

      He rested his eyes on Mr. Darcy, who nodded to him.

      This put him somewhat at ease. Next, Colonel Fitzwilliam smiled gently at him as well. This encouraged him, especially since the Higginses had already begun to walk away. Now that he would not be in their company, he thought it correct to accost the group. How painful it was to feel as if one was on the outside and not allowed in.

      Then he ventured to look at Margaret Hale again, but she was speaking to Elizabeth.

      Mr. and Mrs. Hale were still looking at Bessy’s grave as the diggers filled it, so Mr. Hale’s kind face was not there to help him.

      Dare he look at Margaret Hale again?

      Yes! For he could not help himself. He would look where he loved. He would love what he looked upon.

      Thus, willing himself to stare at the beauty that was where his heart lay, he turned and breathed in sharply.

      Margaret Hale was walking toward him. She was coming to speak to him.

      Thornton’s heart pounded within his chest.

      With every step she took, she enticed him, while also unsettling him. For whatever she had to say would not compare to the words that he uttered in his dreams.

      Reality is never as we would like it to be. Therefore, the reality that Margaret Hale would walk up to him, regret rejecting him and offer up all the profusions of love and romance that he desired would never come to be.

      But he was rooted to the spot and was willing to face his dreams being dashed against a rocky precipice once more.

      In her fitted coat, scarf wrapped around her neck in the most flattering of fashions, and her hat, she looked more desirable than ever.

      The last time he had such impure thoughts of her was at his family’s dinner. When they had danced together, he had hoped for the night to never end, unless it was with her in his bed. Lying bare under the covers, holding her soft skin in his embrace. Her form was so perfectly made, so much molded for a man to love…

      At last, she had reached him.

      When she did, it was the strangest sensation in the world.

      Neither of them knew what to say to the other.

      Thornton tried so desperately to open his mouth and say something, but his chest tightened, and all words escaped him.

      When he looked into Margaret’s eyes, it seemed as if she was facing and feeling the same ordeal.

      Neither of them could account for it.

      But they knew it within; they were terrified.

      Margaret recalled Elizabeth’s last words.

      Lizzy was right! Why must Elizabeth always be right?

      Margaret was scared of facing this moment, despite that she would never fully own to it.
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