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      Christmas Bells are ringing! But in Kitty Bennet’s eyes, she does not enter the tale in a merry state of mind. Separated from Colonel Fitzwilliam, and Lieutenant Finlay, she worries that her time at Rosings Park will be difficult, at best. She was correct, because the Christmas visit begins in a tumultuous fashion where she clashes with the head of the estate, Lady Catherine de Bourgh! Fortunately, Georgiana and her sisters prove to be a very good support system.

      Ergo, Kitty rallies and meets Christmas day with elation. Although it does not end there, for Kitty arrives at an epiphany, that will change her life forever. Here comes Part Eight of the story, showing that life can take the most incredible turn, no matter what.
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            Dedication & Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Readers, we’re on Book Eight, nearing the middle of the end—but still not quite there yet. Yes, I still haven’t embraced the idea that brevity is the soul of wit. Then again, I have never been a wit. Despite one’s wishes, we are not all Miss Austen, hard as we try to be. Here is an important note for you before you delve into this part of the series.

      This entry will focus primarily around Rosings Park and Longbourn during the Twelve Days of Christmas, and a little time after. After the book, there is an Afterword, to explain the choices that were made to the reader, if they are curious.

      I hope that you like this next installment in the series and are interested in some holiday cheer. I wrote this one with you in mind especially.

      You still are the best, alongside those who have always supported me, including Helyn Guy-Roberts, A. K. Madison, Laura Novo, as well as my wonderful publisher, and those who helped me with this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          CHRISTMAS BELLS ARE RINGING

        

      

    

    
      And to Rosings Park, we arrived.

      The ride toward the great house was casually uneventful in every respect. There was no dramatic overturning of a carriage, no highwaymen who came to greet us, and no broken wheel that occurred. The weather was congenial, for that time of year, there was no rain, no snow and soon, we had crossed the difference between the public road, and the hills and woods that belonged to the great lady.

      To the great lady that was now our aunt, through marriage.

      The great lady who did not approve of my sister’s marriage to her nephew.

      To the great lady who appeared to be civil, but we did not know just how far her contempt would exert.

      “I admit,” I whispered to Georgiana as we rode through the trees that abutted the estate, “that I cannot help but predict how things are going to be.”

      “And how will they?” Georgiana asked back.

      “Well, if your aunt is anything like she is described—and I mean no offense, of course.”

      “I know you do not. Go on, don’t mince words with me. I love my aunt, but I know what she is.”

      “I just cannot help but determine much strained civility, many kind words spoken, but they won’t be true. I think your aunt still will groan, secretly, at our presence. I assume that she still cannot forgive us Bennet sisters for either existing, or for meeting your brother. Am I extreme?”

      “No,” Georgiana answered, so simply and curtly, that I felt an intensity of my confirmation. “You are not.”

      “Truly?” Enara asked us. “Mr. and Mrs. Darcy have been married for so long now, that I thought Lady Catherine would have recovered from her disappointment.”

      “Hell hath no fury like a great person scorned,” I remarked. “And Lady Catherine’s reputation has always stricken me as her being a person who has always had the pleasure of getting her own way in life.”

      “And whenever someone like that does not get their own way…” Arthur Philips uttered.

      “It can lead to a lingering resentment,” Georgiana finished his sentence. “Yes, there is always that possibility. I love my aunt. But her pride was hurt, and I cannot determine that it has recovered, since I have not seen her in so long. Hopefully, she has rallied from her disappointment.”

      “You don’t think,” I gathered, “that she would ever reach a point where she would be outwardly rude to us? It is just that I cannot help but still believe that she might take her frustrations out on Eliza. She wouldn’t…would she?”

      “I am sorry to say that I do not know. But there is the possibility that…”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes.”

      Georgiana did not say it, because she didn’t need to say it. The same went for Enara and Arthur Philips. We all were of the same mindset. We didn’t need to put words to it to know that the holiday could all end in disaster. That left us to make little excuses for the lady if her tone were ever to prove foul.

      As we turned a corner, down the lane, we arrived at a simple house.

      “Wait?” I gasped. “Is that Hunsford Parsonage?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Through windows, I saw two faces produced. First, there was one from upstairs, and the other was from a room that was to the right of the door.

      “That’s Mr. Collins,” I said, gesturing to the man’s face on the ground floor. “And that’s Charlotte.”

      I could scarce believe it! After all this time, I was now seeing them again. Naturally, I knew that we were going to encounter them both, but I had prepared to do it when we arrived at Rosings Park and had already settled. But to see them there, through the windows of the parish, had stricken a sharp pang of disturbance within me.

      And I could only imagine what Jane and Lizzy were feeling now. Then again, Jane would probably not be feeling anything at all, and Elizabeth would not begrudge the couple either, perhaps. After all, she had been the one to do the rejecting and had acquitted Mr. Collins of any guilt for standing to inherit Longbourn. Also, since she had gone to visit them for a time, which is where she saw Mr. Darcy again, she had little to hold remorse for.

      It was only I that might hold any apprehension toward the reverend and his wife. I did not hate them. No. Especially not at this time of year. I merely did not care for them, that was all. And whatever surprise that I felt when seeing their faces through the Hunsford windows, it would soon pass.

      It was merely a trick of the moment.

      “Isn’t that the dreadful Mr. Collins that proposed to Lizzy?” Arthur asked me.

      “Yes, he is,” I answered.

      “I gather that you are not eager to see him again.”

      “He was not eager to see us when Lydia and Mr. Wickham married. So, I cannot imagine me having to be obliged to be happy to meet him.”

      “Naturally.” Arthur smirked. “I confess to being interested in seeing the man who proposed to my cousin and shall inherit Longbourn. There is something altogether interesting about meeting such characters. They lend sparkle to situations.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “To be sure. If you find foolishness to be sparkling.”

      “But I do. Life is only as interesting as the absurd characters that we meet. For they give us things to talk about. After all, if we only say pretty things in life, then we would all be prodigiously dull.”

      “That’s the sad business of it,” I inferred. “The only way to truly be worth speaking with, or regarded as clever, is if you are committing to some form of insult—in one way or the other. It’s such a spur to one’s genius, and morality, that to be preferred company is to be cruel.”

      “It is a tendency, generally acknowledged,” Georgiana said, “that there is a great deal of truth to that statement. A person is the most interesting when they are either the subject of ridicule or doing the ridiculing. Well, Arthur and Enara, if you want absurdity to amuse you, Mr. Collins will offer a great deal of that.”

      “And what of Mrs. Collins?” Enara asked us. “What sort of lady is she?”

      “She is full of a great deal of sense,” I answered. “Though, accepting Mr. Collins does not show her sense to advantage. Or maybe it shows that she has too much of it, for she got her good luck when she did. That’s why I like not being wholly sensible.”

      “You don’t?” Enara asked.

      “No, I do not. In fact, I praise it, because for some reason, being wholly sensible seems to always lead to someone being an absolute idiot.”

      “Kitty, really?” Georgiana said, amused. “Now that is going too far.”

      “Perhaps it is, but I cannot help but see what I see.”

      “I have to disagree with that mentality, but go on and explain to me why you say that? For I am curious.”

      “Ah, I am being interesting?” I grinned. “The joys of being clever, I suppose.”

      And thus, the maxim we were talking of was proven. Perfection does not make a good story or an interesting speaker.

      But an image of pure imperfection…now that is how you captivate an audience. How perversely sad!

      “Well,” I continued, “I speak as I find. And as I have seen. When I speak, I criticize conceit, but not expertise. We need experts and people of skill. But many an intelligent person of sense who is boasted of seeing everything clearly can’t see past their own noses. They are too busy being logical, that they don’t wholly achieve logic, or they suffer from the Oedipal impediment: their insufferable pride. That’s why I pride myself on not being the sharpest mind in the world—say what you will of me, but I see everything clearly. The first step to wisdom, is to acknowledge that you are, initially, quite stupid.”

      Arthur and Enara laughed, looking out the window and admiring the scenery unfolding around them.

      Georgiana, however, could not let my words lie where they were. On the contrary, she was eager to converse more on the matter.

      “Kitty,” she said, giving me a ‘superior’ look.

      “I know, I know, I know. You revolt against my maxims.”

      “Oh, it’s not that,” she responded. “I know, deep down, that there is some truth to that statement. Those who often preach of superior thoughts, and claim that they know everything, do tend to have inferior minds, due to their hubris. Wisdom comes from humility. But I don’t want the world to think you are evil, when I know that you are not. Such talk will lead to them thinking that about you.”

      Her advice humbled me a little. Perhaps she was trying to help me.

      “You think so?” I asked.

      “Oh, I know so. You have been around your own family for so long that your free-spirited tones have gone unheeded because it didn’t need to be censored. We understand that your wicked tones are spoken by a moral person. But the average looker-on will not determine such. They will not understand that you jest or speak indirect truths. I don’t want my aunt to have anything worth despising you for.”

      I sighed.

      “You are asking me to not be myself, aren’t you?”

      “I hate to do that, but I must. Wicked speeches only work when the person is the kindest and most considerate person underneath. You are. But my aunt and Anne de Bourgh do not know that. I do not want them to say anything unkind to you. Because I know that it will hurt your feelings.”

      “And that I will make my family look vulgar.”

      Georgiana was quiet. She didn’t need to give any response, and perhaps it was better that way. What I said was true. How painful it is to not be allowed to be oneself at all.

      Welcome back to society and all the confinement that came along with it.

      “Oh, look!” Georgiana said. “Here we are.”

      We looked out the window and up ahead, we saw Rosings Park.

      It was a lovely house, large, and very well-situated. It was on rising ground, which was all for its favor.

      And yet, despite all its grandeur, I found something imposing about the house. Or rather, I found something awkward and unfeeling about it.

      How different when I compared it to Pemberley. Pemberley was a place that always seemed to exude hope, beauty, elegance, and grace.

      Netherfield Park projected ease and comfort.

      This house just felt…imposing. It was as if it clashed against the natural terrain that surrounded it.

      Or perhaps I was projecting my own feelings toward the house itself.

      I didn’t want to like those who inhabited it, therefore, it seemed natural to not like the house at all.

      Oh well, at least I knew this about myself, and that surely must count for something.

      Also, I think I was angry. And I felt that, since Rosings Park was not Pemberley, it was not where I wished to be. Everything about my present circumstance felt constrictive, and as if I would spend the entire Christmas holiday most uncomfortable.

      I wished we had never come.

      And, upon greater reflection, I think I understood why I was so provocative and out of sorts.

      But I knew not to project it on anyone else but my most intimate of acquaintances.

      There was only one solution to my present circumstance: I had to spend much of my time not speaking at all. That was the only way that I could survive this Christmas holiday without polluting the halls of Rosings Park.

      We rode up to the house and, the closer that we got, the more we were able to admire the great house of her ladyship.

      As the servants exited the house to see to us, Arthur helped Enara, Georgiana and me out of the carriage.

      From the other carriage, Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley helped Lizzy and Jane down. Since both were now with child and were fully beginning to show, they had to be very meticulous about their movements.

      Now that we stood there, in front of the great house, we could marvel at it in full.

      Going up to Jane and Elizabeth, I stood in between them as the servants began to transport our luggage into the house.

      “Well,” I said, “did you see Charlotte and Mr. Collins through the parsonage windows?”

      “Yes,” Eliza said, “we did. Now I must step lightly. Because, to encounter a little bit of folly this festive time of year is one thing, but to be bombarded with it every day might be too much for me. But I will be happy to see Charlotte again.”

      “And I confess that I am curious to see the parsonage,” Jane said. “Also, with more friends to be met, it shall make our holiday into a truly festive time of the year.”

      “You would find the joys of this all,” I put in.

      “Yes, I will. And Kitty and Lizzy, you must promise me that you both will be very agreeable?”

      “You shall get no incivility from me,” Elizabeth said, “unless I am met with it first. Then that is not offensive, but defensive. And Kitty?”

      “I know,” I said, groaning, “I am your chief worry. But I can assure you that I will do everything not to disgrace this family.” Out of the side of my eye, I looked at Georgiana. “I have been humbled enough.”

      Georgiana looked at me, after saying something to Enara. Seeing her look at me with such apprehension, I knew that it would be better to reassure her that I was not offended by her advising me.

      And it ought to be done now, before we entered the house and had to meet Lady Catherine.

      Walking up to Georgiana, I took her arm.

      “Never fear for me, Georgie. I know what I am about. I bear you no ill will for telling me to mind myself. Even though it’s hard, I will listen. I know that you are trying to protect me.”

      “I am,” she said, smiling. “I am happy that you see it that way. I just don’t want you to suffer under my aunt’s ill judgments. That’s all.”

      She gave me a keen look.

      “You wish that we never came, don’t you?” she questioned. “You wish that we still were at Pemberley.”

      What a question to ask. I did not wonder of it because of its randomness. But only because it was a very shrewd observation.

      “Yes,” I answered, “how did you know?”

      “Because I know why you are out of sorts and are speaking so wickedly.”

      I blinked.

      “You knew that as well?”

      “The answer is simple. I know it…because I know you, Kitty.”

      I smiled at her sadly, and perhaps my eyes also appeared wistful.

      “No,” she whispered, “none of that for now. I didn’t mean for you to be sad.” She tapped my hand, affectionately. “We will talk of this later, after dinner.”

      “Yes. Thank you. For now, I must appear happy.”

      “You will. I have faith in you.”

      “Well,” Mr. Darcy said to us all, “let us go in. My aunt would be waiting for us.”

      “And her ladyship does not like to be kept waiting,” Elizabeth said as Mr. Darcy wrapped her arm in his. They each exchanged a look, and their looks spoke volumes.

      “No, my aunt does not.”

      In my mind, Christmas bells were ringing.

      Somewhere else.

      But not here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          MOTHER & DAUGHTER

        

      

    

    
      We all proceeded into the house and entered Rosings’ atrium. The floor was marble and was very well-polished. The rooms were large and spacious, and I offered all the compliments that seemed proper, but I still felt like I wanted to immediately rush to my guestroom and not have to meet anyone.

      Fortunately, I got my wish.

      We had been met by Mrs. Preston, who was the housekeeper. She received us very civilly—and very coldly.

      The only kind thing she had to say was to Mr. Darcy and Georgiana. But as for the rest of us, she used her words economically. That meant that she spoke only as much as was needed. This stiff manner among the housekeeper gave me no choice but to wonder if it hinted at the tone of the house in a general sense. Fortunately, Lucy, Sarah, and Betsy were with us, and could spare us from the grave aura that the house was exuding.

      In fact, their fussiness was heard as they arranged for the servants to carry our luggage to our rooms. Hearing Betsy and Sarah bicker felt so complete that it wouldn’t be Christmas without them.

      “Since you all have been traveling since this morning,” Mrs. Preston said, “her ladyship has the foresight to assume that you all need to retire to your rooms to change your clothes and refresh yourselves. And since Mrs. Darcy and Mrs. Bingley are with child, both need a little time to rest.”

      “Tell my aunt that I thank her,” Mr. Darcy said, “for it spared me from having to ask her to give our ladies some proper time to themselves.”

      I sighed, happy to hear this. I just wanted to be alone for a minute. A minute was all that I needed to collect myself. Inwardly, I had to thank Lady Catherine, for she did do right by us, in that regard.

      Eagerly, we were shown to our rooms, where mine was next to Enara’s and Arthur’s.

      As my things were brought into my room, I collapsed on the bed as Lucy began to unpack my luggage.

      “You look happy to find a bed,” Lucy observed as she hung up my gowns.

      “And I will be even happier when I get to have a bath drawn.” Rolling over, I looked at her. “Do you ever feel like, when you take a bath, you are born again?”

      “Oh, yes! I am even stranger than you, pray.”

      “How so?”

      “If I were a woman of leisure, I would bathe twice a day. In the morning and then in the evening. I feel like I would be wholly new if I did. As if I was being reborn every day.”

      She looked at me.

      “You don’t want to be here, do you?” she asked.

      Raising myself up, I removed my shoes.

      “How do you know that? Am I that easy to read?”

      “Yes, you are. And it is not necessarily a bad thing, I tell you.”

      “I just wish that I was around closer family than what is going to happen. To be at Pemberley and invite the Gardiners, or to see the Philips’ again… even mother and father. Mary and Mr. Atkins.”

      “There will be other Christmases.”

      “Yes, there will be.”

      Lucy laid out a gown for me.

      “But it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Rolling my eyes, I realized how stupid I sounded.

      “And here I am, complaining about my life to a servant—as if I am the one who is scarcely worse off.”

      Lucy chuckled.

      “Finally, someone realizes that complaining to servants about your privileged problems is not what we revel in.”

      “I know, I know, I know. I am an ungratefully horrid creature.”

      “Don’t worry. I like that you confide in me, and I can suffer your complaining a right-side better than anyone else.”

      She sat down on the bed next to me.

      “I can’t say that you have no reason to worry about this holiday,” she coaxed, “because I would be lying. All I can say is this. You are not the one that Lady Catherine is angry with.”

      “I know. But Elizabeth is my sister. I will not like her being dictated over, criticized, or me being guilty by association.”

      Lucy tapped my hand.

      “This is a miserable business, isn’t it?” Lucy asked.

      “Yes, it is.”

      We laughed.

      “Thank you for letting me speak of my frustrations, even though my problems must sound so trivial.”

      “I like you, Miss Bennet. Therefore, your complaints are a pressure that I can bear.”

      Lucy stood up.

      “Now, step lightly. The sooner that you dress, the sooner that you can meet the ogre.”

      “Lady Catherine is ogre-like?”

      “Oh, yes. Didn’t you know this?”

      “Yes, I knew it!” I felt so triumphant.

      Outside, we heard bickering.

      Sighing, Lucy went to the door, opened it, and it was Sarah and Betsy arguing with each other.

      “Unbelievable!” Lucy hissed. “No matter how the scenery around us changes, you both will never change with it.”

      “What is the joy in changing?” Betsy asked. “Well, I am right to never change. Sarah, on the other hand, could do with a whole character alteration.”

      “Thus speaks the woman whose personality is like that of a toad,” Sarah groaned.

      “Toads don’t have personalities.”

      “Precisely.”

      I grinned.

      Without them making things difficult, Christmas could be done boringly.

      After we changed and were rested a little, Mrs. Preston informed us all that Lady Catherine was ready to receive us.

      Nay, what joy is mine?

      Dressed in my pink gown, I left my room, to find Georgiana waiting for me outside of my room.

      “You were worried that I would get lost if I walked downstairs myself, didn’t you?” I asked her, graciously.

      “Perhaps I might have been.”

      “Thank you. Now, come. The Philipses will need you to save them as well.”

      “Will they? Yes, perhaps they might.”

      We retrieved Arthur and Enara, and together, the rest of our company met us along the landing.

      With Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth in front, we all followed them downstairs, and through the halls.

      As we walked, I saw more of the house, and each room seemed to mold into the next. It was all rich and expensive furnishings, and slowly I began to understand something.

      But it did not do to dwell on just now. When alone with Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy, I would ask them about it later. They had the strength to stomach such talk without being affected.

      Mrs. Preston escorted us into an antechamber in the house. Upon entrance, there was much in the room to admire.

      Until I saw three figures sitting down, on the other side of the room.

      We were ushered forward, and the figures came into full view.

      There were three women presented before us.

      One was a young woman, who was thin and a little frail in appearance. She was not grotesque at all, but there was nothing remarkable about her look. I was left to presume that this woman was Miss Anne de Bourgh.

      To her left, was another woman. She was elderly, dressed simply, had a humble look about her, and she seemed to tend to Miss de Bourgh. Quickly, I knew that this was not her ladyship.  It was Mrs. Jenkinson, who tended to the daughter.

      Especially since, when looking at the third person, it was undeniable.

      There was no mistaking it.

      From her tall person, to her stiff and erect posture.

      Finally, I was standing in the presence of Lady Catherine de Bourgh.
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        * * *

      

      There she was.

      At long last, I would re-meet the woman who did everything to sever all ties between Darcy and Elizabeth. I knew not to expect any act of contrition.

      When seeing her, I had to remind myself that I heard nothing of Lady Catherine that spoke her awful from any extraordinary talents or miraculous virtue, and the mere stateliness of money or rank, I thought I could witness without trepidation. In the brief time that I saw her at Longbourn, it was not enough to make an impression. At most, I heard that she was a lady who was angry that her plans had been ruined. When facing her, I had to tell myself that she could have gotten over it tolerably well and was looking forward to her family increasing.

      But I had been wrong before. She could be horrid. And her appearance did her no favors. When seeing us, she stood and, with great condescension, rose to receive us. By doing so, I could see her height in full. She was actually somewhat tall—a little taller than Lydia. Her hair had tinges of gray that ran through it and was done up in a respectable style that did not suit her face very well.

      She had wrinkles on her forehead, but her face still clung to the handsomeness that she must have acquired when she was younger. Moving with the air of a great lady, no movement she made felt like it was anything else other than deliberate. Unlike her daughter, her features were strong and defined, as if nature knew that it gave birth to a woman who would one day inherit a great house and title.

      This was a woman who knew what she was about. Even if she didn’t know what everyone else truly was.

      “Aunt,” Mr. Darcy said when he entered. “Dear aunt, it is a delight to see you once more.”

      Darcy’s tone did not strike any sort of eager nephew attitude. He was gentle in how he spoke, but there was no exertion on his part. He did not rush to eagerly embrace his aunt or be congenial. And I understood why. His aunt had offended Elizabeth, greatly, and took way too long to embrace her. This led to Mr. Darcy looking on his aunt with a cold civility and thus placing the decision to be obliging entirely on her side. Lady Catherine would have to set the tone of how this interaction would go.

      Would it lead to the family getting along charmingly, or for Mr. Darcy to order us to leave as soon as we came, was entirely dependent on how Lady Catherine received us.

      “Darcy,” Lady Catherine declared, “nephew, I am glad to see that you arrived at a very good time. Everything that is punctual. After all, you know that I despise when someone writes that they shall arrive at a certain time, and they do not do so.”

      “We are happy to oblige you, aunt,” Mr. Darcy said, “but when so much of one’s travels depends on uncertain circumstances, such as a broken wheel, animals along the road, or a carriage accident, sometimes lateness is not the fault of the traveler.”

      “All of those things can still be laid at the feet of the traveler,” Lady Catherine overrode him, “for the first, one should check the stability of a wheel before one departs. For the second, animals can be removed from the road if one demands the herder to be quicker at removing them. And thirdly, a carriage accident can occur out of negligence. I am right, to be sure.”

      Mr. Darcy said nothing to this and instead thought it best just to introduce us.

      “Aunt, allow me the honor of finally introducing an old acquaintance of yours as my new bride. You remember Miss Elizabeth, and now she is Mrs. Darcy.”

      Elizabeth stepped forward and curtsied.

      “Lady Catherine,” Elizabeth said, “I trust you are in good health at this festive time of year.”

      “Yes, I am, thank you. For my health is never indifferent, but always robust.”

      “I suspected as much, your ladyship. I am glad that you are well.”

      Lady Catherine looked at Elizabeth’s belly.

      “You have been fruitful in your married state. I suppose I might boast of being a great-aunt very soon.”

      “We sincerely hope so, your ladyship.”

      “And speaking of another lady who is blessed in our family,” Mr. Darcy said, “this is Mrs. Jane Bingley, my wife’s eldest sister.” Then he gestured to me. “Miss Kitty Bennet, the fourth of the Bennet sisters, and Mr. and Mrs. Philips, their cousins.”

      Lady Catherine analyzed everyone else with intense scrutiny, except myself. Rather, her eyes studied me very briefly, and then it seemed as if she dismissed me quickly before she turned to Arthur and Enara.

      “Cousins?” she asked them.

      “I am the son of Mr. and Mrs. Philips,” Arthur explained. “My mother is Mrs. Bennet’s sister. My wife has become a cousin through marriage.”

      “Oh,” Lady Catherine said, turning to Enara, “well, you have?”

      “Indeed, yes, your ladyship,” Enara replied.

      “Who are your family, child?”

      “The Rileys of New South Wales.”

      When hearing this, Lady Catherine leaned forward, interested.

      “Australia?”

      “Yes, indeed, your ladyship. My family are the Rileys from Sydney.”

      Lady Catherine raised an eyebrow.

      “Sydney?”

      “Yes, your ladyship.”

      “Sydney is the capital of New South Wales,” Arthur said, sensing a little offense that might occur. “And is overseen by the same governor who resides over Brisbane.”

      “Who would that be, pray tell? Is the man of any note?”

      Enara opened her mouth to answer it, but Lady Catherine cut her off, answering it herself. Enara didn’t think to say anything to confirm this, because she suspected that the great lady didn’t want her to speak at the moment.

      “Well,” Lady Catherine continued, “you seem to be a prettyish sort of woman. Mr. Philips, you are to be commended.”

      “I thank you, your ladyship,” Arthur responded, “but I cannot take credit for my wife’s beauty. Rather, I think the sole credit must be given to Mrs. Philips’s mother, who she looks a great deal like.”

      “Oh, your mother is handsome?” Lady Catherine asked Enara.

      “Yes,” Enara answered, “I may speak from daughter-like praise, but I believe my mother is one of the handsomest women in Australia.”

      “There is no wrong with taking pride in one’s mother.” She approved of Enara. That much was certain. “Yes, you shall do very nicely here.”

      Next, Lady Catherine turned to Georgiana.

      “My dear Georgiana, it is a delight in seeing you.”

      “It is a joy to see you again, Aunt Catherine,” she said, kissing Lady Catherine’s cheek. “It has been too long since we have seen each other.”

      “Indeed, it has. It was merely due to circumstances arising that were not as I predicted. Yet, your presence here is most appreciated, for at this time of year, your superior playing is welcome. I daresay there is no one in this company who is your equal.”

      “Oh, I cannot boast of such praise. My sister, Mrs. Elizabeth Darcy, plays and sings very well.”

      “You flatter me, Georgiana,” Elizabeth responded, “though, I acknowledge that I will never be your equal.”

      “I heard Mrs. Darcy play when she visited Rosings Park,” Lady Catherine said, “and I pray that you subscribed to my recommendations, Mrs. Darcy. Do you not recall that I declared that you would never play very well unless you were to practice more?”

      “Yes, I do recall, your ladyship.”

      “And have you listened?”

      “Whether she has done so or not,” Mr. Darcy administered, “does not diminish that I take great pleasure in listening to her whenever she sits down to the instrument.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth responded. “You are the most unprejudiced listener that I have ever encountered. Yet, I confess that I have been quite neglectful of my studies,” and here, she pressed her stomach, “for now, I have more cares to consider.”

      “Yes, indeed you do,” Lady Catherine said, “of which, I am glad that you have taken your holiday here. The greatest care must be taken to secure the health of the future Mr. or Miss Darcy that you shall bear. As well as Mrs. Bingley.”

      “I have heard that you have many proscriptions on how to successfully tend to infants and raise a child.”

      “I do, indeed,” she said, turning to her daughter. Anne de Bourgh sat there, next to Mrs. Jenkinson, and her face was so very blank, her color was sallow, and her mannerism always appeared to be in a perpetual state of shrinking. The poor creature was sickly, and that must have made her into such a miserable sort of person. “As you all can see, my daughter has a natural grace and elegance, which is worthy of her rank.”

      My eyes widened at this comment. How easily parents blind ourselves to the truth about our children. Then again, our mother and father were also proof of that. Anne de Bourgh and I had not said one word to each other, and I was quite convinced that she was not born easily and given the best chances of nature. As a result, her beauty was diminished and almost destroyed by her delicate health. If she was ‘the very model of aristocratic perfection’ then we were all doomed.

      “Do sit down,” Lady Catherine announced to all of us at last. Finally, we were seated, as she arranged for tea to be brought—and we would see what we would see.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing to do was to thank Lady Catherine for inviting us.

      This was done, without any help on my part. But, I declare that it was not done out of any desire to be disagreeable, but because there seemed to be no opening for me to speak. The great lady felt her position in life most keenly and would often speak more like that of sermons than conversation. She spoke but seldom required responses to things.

      The second thing to do was compliment her on the beauties of her home.

      This job was done by the Bingleys. Mr. Bingley would never lose his ability to please and be pleased by everything. Jane echoed his sentiments in a quieter way, but that was to her ladyship’s pleasure.

      “Mr. Bingley,” Lady Catherine said, “I also must compliment you on your choice of wife, for she has a natural grace and proper female elegance to her nature.”

      Mr. Bingley nodded.

      “I thank you, your ladyship,” Jane responded.

      “You, on the whole, are quite different than your sisters.”

      “Indeed, I am, and for their part, I find that to be a benefit for all five of us.”

      “A benefit?”

      “Yes. It is a matter of individuality.”

      “Individuality? What does that have to do with attributes?”

      “Oh, my sister is wise, for she is correct,” I voiced. My sudden interruption lent Lady Catherine to raise her eyebrows and look at me.

      Her gaze was not only direct and was filled with scrutiny, but, unless I was mistaken, it was filled with a subtle wrath. One is told to never base anything by first impressions, but I could not help it. Lady Catherine didn’t like me. And she had resolved herself to not do so.

      “Are you about to speak your opinion very decidedly?” she asked me.

      I looked between my family, and they all were a little unnerved, except Elizabeth. She did not look surprised but gave all the implication that she had sensed that something like this would happen.

      I cannot say that I was not a little unnerved by Lady Catherine’s eye on me. As much as I wished that I could be brave all the time, there were some things that still scared me. Lady Catherine was one of those things that did alarm me a little. And that’s what made the situation all the worse.

      “Well, I do not see,” I said slowly, trying to gather what little courage that I had, “how one can give their opinion without having a sense of decidedness about it.”

      “Pray, what is your age?”

      “I am eighteen years old, your ladyship.”

      “At such an age, how can one determine what is the proper way of being?”

      “Right and wrong do not always discriminate on a determined age,” Elizabeth added. “Age does present wisdom, of course, but sometimes, even youth can present a fresh and proper viewpoint.”

      “Oh, I am not surprised that you think so, Mrs. Darcy,” Lady Catherine said. “I am familiar with your tendencies toward independent thought. That does not come upon me as a surprise in any way.” Then she looked at me again, and her glare intensified. “But, of your younger sister here, I did not expect for such decision on one’s views. But since she is determined to speak, let us see what she meant all the while.”

      As I sat there, I felt Georgiana take my hand, which was placed on my lap. That simple touch was enough to help fortify me. I figured that I was already not favored. As such, ‘in for a penny, in for a pound’.

      “I merely wished to clarify,” I said, “that Jane does have a valid point when it comes to the dangers of character conformity.”

      “Conformity? You mistake the pleasures, and correctness, I daresay, of there being a ‘right’ way to behave and a ‘wrong’ way. That is the proper proscription for a most moral lady and proper character.”

      Inwardly, I wanted to scream out. For whom was she to adhere to a maxim placed upon us ladies about a singular way of being when she did not submit to that herself? Whatever she declared as what was the proper conduct of a ‘lady’, was not how she behaved. On the contrary, it could be set down that she was the opposite of all that, especially since her manners were very direct, sometimes impertinent, and a little insolent. For a second, I wished that our Uncle Philips were there to give her a piece of his mind.

      “When it comes to morality,” I added, “of course, there is a right way and wrong way to treat others, and to treat oneself. But it is characteristics, tone, beliefs, perspectives, and attitude that we refer to. When Jane said that it was to our benefit that we were not all like her, she was both being kind as well as logical. If every woman in the world were to adhere to one way of being, of one form of conduct, then life would be decidedly dull, wouldn’t it? Is not individuality the very joys of life? If my sisters and I were to be similar, and less like ourselves, I do not think it would be to our benefit, but to our discredit. For none of us would have the courage to be our own person. The idea…would frighten me.”

      When I finished, Lady Catherine leaned back.

      “You are very young in the ways of the world,” was all that she said, before she turned and began to speak with Elizabeth and Jane, administering all her advice on how to rest, eat and behave in a way that would suit the child’s health better.

      For the rest of our first day there, Lady Catherine did not speak to me again. I confess that I did not regret this, because I knew that there was nothing for it now.

      Lady Catherine, perhaps, probably regarded me as the least worthy person in the company, and marveled at my very presence there.

      I was upset with myself, but not because I lost her good opinion. It’s hard to regret losing something when you never had it to begin with. No, it was for another reason entirely.

      At some point, her attention was diverted back to Georgiana, and her skill in music.

      Lady Catherine expressed a desire to hear her play. When this occurred and some music sheets were brought forth, it gave me the chance to accidentally draw near Miss de Bourgh.

      Out of the side of my eye, I took notice of her blonde hair being done up well, but the hair that came down was not done in a style that flattered her features. Actually, the golden aspect of her curls only made her skin look even more unhealthy, because her skin clashed against them. She was around my height, but since her shoulders were a little hunched over, it gave off the impression that she was shorter.

      “Are you looking forward to the Christmas festivities, Miss de Bourgh?” I asked her.

      “Yes,” she answered, simply and quietly.

      “I do not deny that I always find great pleasure on being able to open presents when the day actually arrived.”

      “I get similar things each year,” she said. “Nothing different.”

      “Oh, nothing?”

      “No, nothing different. But I suppose that we must honor the birthday of our savior and lord.”

      “Oh, then you grow excited over the service that shall be performed at church?”

      “We are expected to.”

      “Expected to, well, yes. But do you prefer it?”

      She looked at me, confused.

      “We are expected to like it, so we do. Of course.”

      “Yes,” I said, sighing inwardly, “yes, we are expected to.”

      That was the last thing that she said to me because I had quite given up trying to converse with her.

      When someone does not help me on when I attempt to converse with them, I cease to try. After all, if they do not think me worth the effort, then I shall reciprocate their feelings.

      As Georgiana played masterfully, I could not help but observe where I could. I watched Anne de Bourgh most acutely, and then I also watched Mr. Darcy. In all that time, neither of them really looked on each other. Not once.

      Now, I knew. Lady Catherine would have had it that her daughter and nephew were intended to marry.

      But reality would have it to be the reverse because it was. Both Darcy and Anne did not seem to care about the other’s existence. And it had nothing to do with them ignoring each other because their love was burned. But rather, it was because both easily were never in love with the other. They were two people who didn’t know how to talk. When it comes to those sorts, the spouses they seek need to have a comfortably voluble nature.

      Mr. Darcy found Lizzy.

      Anne needed to find someone similar. If she would ever speak up and find someone at all.

      But what was certain was that, perhaps, Anne de Bourgh did not care for me either. However, unlike her mother, it was not hatred. It was more like indifference.

      Was it better than hatred, or worse?

      A person who was better than I, would have to decide for themselves.

      After Georgiana performed perfectly, we all clapped, and soon it was time for us to go into dinner.

      Afterwards, we sat around for a game of cards being made, and then eventually supper was called upon. As we stood up for the final meal, I was near Anne de Bourgh as she rose. Her foot got caught in the hem of her gown. She stumbled, and Mrs. Jenkinson held her arms to stabilize her.

      Thank goodness she did not fall. Not for the humiliation of it—for most of us, a fall usually leads to nothing but a tumble. For Miss de Bourgh, I worried that she might hurt herself.

      Why was I worried? I could not fathom why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          REGRESSION

        

      

    

    
      At long last, I was able to enjoy the comforts of being alone. How interesting it was to consider the woman that I was from almost two years ago. Before then, I preferred not to be alone, to the point where I almost never forgave Mary for neglecting me. And now, I sought it. Is this what it meant to grow older? If so, I do not know if I preferred it or if I didn’t.

      But one thing that remained constant, a consistent companion of mine, was my journal.

      Since I had filled up my previous diary, I had purchased a new one at Lambton before we came here.

      Opening a fresh diary for the first time, to see that empty page, is like entering a fresh new world, where you feel as if you have begun something beautiful.

      Writing the date at the top, I began to write down the events of the day. Finally, I could unleash my feelings on an unsuspecting page, which had no idea that its owner was a temperamental and inferior sort of creature.

      I was upset, and I could not control it. When I reached the point in my entry that focused on when Lady Catherine addressed me, I could now sort out why I was so upset with myself at the time…

      
        
        I thought that I had grown so very much and discovered my own sort of courage. So much so, that I felt as if no one could overwhelm me or unsettle me. And yet, there I was, inwardly shaking like a leaf before the great LADY CATHERINE herself. She is important in the world, and she knows it.

        Easily could I see that she would have driven all that way to order my sister to not marry Mr. Darcy. Everything about her behavior gives off the indication of a woman who controls so much of her own life, that she must govern everyone else.

        And I was scared of her? Yes, sadly, I was. I was very intimidated by her presence, to the point where I almost halted from giving my opinions. What has happened to me?

        All that I learned when living at Pemberley, all that I overcame when I left Longbourn, and I found myself to still be that same young and impressionable girl that I once was.

        What a blow to one’s pride. I’ll speak of this to Georgiana, and maybe to Enara, but it would be foolish to talk about this to Elizabeth and Jane. For both have their own problems, at the moment, for they are beginning to suffer more from morning sickness and the setbacks that occur when a woman is with child. And as for Elizabeth, she has to face the subtle rude remarks that her ladyship does her best to conceal, but the contempt is still present. No matter how hidden it appears to be.

        Poor Lizzy. But then again, who am I to say so? After all, I think that now I might be the one that Lady Catherine likes the least. I wonder why.

        Tomorrow, I will write a letter to my uncle and aunt Philips, as well as to my parents, to tell them of the events that occur here. But I will write a special letter to the Philipses only, because they might help give me the best advice on how I am feeling. They understand me best and saw me as I grew.

        It’s a blow to one’s life that one cannot go to one’s parents for such advice, but despite it all, my father and mother never fully saw me correctly. As such, neither of them would give me the best advice that one is needed in this case.

        Father would make some caustic remark.

        And Mama might still just recommend that I focus on getting married off as soon as possible. Perhaps I am being unkind, for she has made great progress since the time I unleashed my anger at them both. However, it is her nature to still think the cure to anything in my life is to marry me off.

        As well as something more.

        I don’t think I can listen to any advice that they might give… because I do not want to, I suppose. I would feel oppressed under anything that they would advise. It sounds perverse, I know. And yet, it is the truth.

        Aunt and Uncle Philips would understand. The sooner that I can receive their reply, the better.
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