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To Jane Austen, who so vividly welcomes us into her world and who created the characters that bring joy to so many. And to all who love Austen’s works, and thus experience that joy.

Thank you to my sister, Debby Berlyne, and to my friends Sue Churchman, Sandy Cook, and Ken Sailor, who helped me guide Caroline’s journey.


Chapter One

London, England, 1811

‘Miss Bingley requests the honour of your presence...’

No, that would not do. Caroline Bingley crumpled the delicately scented paper in her hand. Asking for an honour implied that the guests were above the hosts, and that was not the situation. Not at all.

‘Miss Bingley requests the pleasure of your presence.’ She wrote slowly, her long fingers guiding the quill so that it formed each curve, each line, without spattering a single drop of ink. There, that was much better.

‘Caroline, who are you writing to?’ Louisa Hurst, Caroline’s sister, bustled into the morning room, patting her hair into place. Louisa always rose from sleep later than Caroline did, and her maid spent longer on Louisa’s reddish tresses than did Genney with Caroline’s dark curls.

Caroline slid her hand to cover her paper. ‘Is Mr Hurst still abed?’

‘Of course.’ Louisa bent over Caroline’s shoulder. ‘What are you up to? I simply must know.’

Caroline sighed, but moved her hand aside. The sisters rarely kept secrets from each other. And Louisa was mistress of a country estate, Staunton, which belonged to Mr Hurst’s family. ‘Do not think me foolish, but I am thinking ahead to the first ball we hold at Charles’ new estate.’

‘Estate?’ Louisa walked into the breakfast room and Caroline followed her. ‘Has Charles made his decision, then?’

Caroline joined her sister at the sideboard and allowed the footman, standing ready, to place a piece of toast on her plate. He did so quietly, and without dropping so much as a crumb on her person. Mr Darcy’s servants were always impeccably trained.

‘Mr Darcy,’ Caroline said, ‘rode out with him this morning to visit one he thought might be suitable.’

Louisa sniffed and took her time deciding between baked ham and sausage rounds marinated in rosemary. Caroline felt a moment’s irritation. Fashionable breakfasts did not include meat this season, but Mr Hurst expected it at every meal and Mr Darcy, ever the accommodating host, met this need. Louisa finally selected a poached egg instead, sat across from Caroline and held out her cup without looking, knowing the servant would fill it with tea, and add just the amount of cream she liked.

Caroline scraped butter across her toast, giving Louisa a moment, knowing her sister was of two minds about Charles acquiring a country estate. On the one hand, it suited Louisa very well to have been the first in the family to profit from the advantages that came with wealth. Plus, Mr Hurst had inherited his money, while the Bingley family’s had come, shamefully, from trade. Still, her brother’s estate would be larger than Mr Hurst’s. 

‘So he has decided to take a country estate before he purchases a London townhouse?’ Louisa pretended great interest in her tea as she stirred it, but Caroline knew what was important to her sister. She felt a moment’s sympathy for Louisa’s loss of stature that would come with Charles’s estate, but only a moment’s. Caroline had no plans at all for her brother to take a house in town. If he did, there would be no reason for Charles, or his sisters, to be guests of Mr Darcy. Once Charles had his estate, it would be no threat to Caroline. She would be his hostess there, but once she married Mr Darcy, she would be the mistress of the largest and finest estate of any one she knew: Pemberley.

Mrs Darcy. Her tongue shaped the words even though she kept them silently inside her head. Mrs Darcy, Mistress of Pemberley. She would take precedence over everyone then. 

She fidgeted with her teaspoon, placing it in her cup, on the saucer, back in the cup, trying each time to make as little sound as possible. It would be some time before Charles and Mr Darcy returned. The day stretched endlessly before her.

There were always calls to be returned. Naturally, once Mr Darcy and his guests arrived in London, everyone who was anyone had left their card. Caroline picked up her spoon and held it before her face, examining her image. How very ill she looked. Her eyes were small and beady, her cheeks sunken, her chin huge, spreading over the spoon’s tip as if it was ready to drip from the silver along with the last drops of milky tea. No, making calls held no appeal, even after she put the spoon back in the cup and rose, ostensibly to take another piece of toast, but really to check her image in the mirror that hung above the mantel. How silly of her to be concerned about her image in a spoon, when she looked as lovely as always. Her features were the current fashion, classical in their symmetry, with just enough height to her cheekbones and curve to her upper lip to make an observer realise she was a woman who, while being utterly beautiful, was also intriguing, unlike the vapid beauty of so many of today’s fashionable young women.

If she wasn’t making calls today, did she want to be in? No, definitely not. Being available to receive calls might make her seem too eager to become a part of society; far better to be not at home. There was always needlework to do, and practice on the pianoforte. Or perhaps she could spend time in the library, learning more about Mr Darcy’s preferences from his choice of volumes. She might even find something to read herself, or to at least have close at hand once Mr Darcy returned.

Caroline hadn’t done much reading since completing her formal education. There was no need for a woman as accomplished as she to learn anything new. To do so would be to gild the lily. She smiled knowingly at her reflection.

She had opened a book, though, just yesterday. Mr Darcy was in the drawing room, reading while the others played at cards. She’d wandered over to sit by him and when he rose to go to his writing table, she’d picked up his book with a show of great interest. It was a collection of poetry by Lord Byron.

Caroline had giggled on seeing this, and Mr Darcy looked up sharply. ‘Does my choice of reading material amuse you, Miss Bingley?’

‘Not at all.’ She opened the book. ‘Lord Byron is a great favourite of mine. He is a trifle risqué though, would you not agree, Mr Darcy?’

Mr Darcy only frowned, so she quickly added, ‘Of course, anything written by a member of British nobility must be considered to be among the finest writings this country has ever produced.’

‘I find it interesting,’ Mr Darcy said, and she looked up to smile at their obvious meeting of minds, when he added, ‘that you would think so. Who else do you consider to be one of our finest writers?’

‘Why, Mr William Shakespeare, of course,’ she said.

‘Of course,’ he said dryly. ‘And who among those writers still living do you particularly admire?’

Caroline’s mind went blank, and so she quickly looked down at the book in her lap, opened it at random, and pretended to be deeply engrossed in the poem on the page.

Now, at breakfast, she let her gaze drift from her reflection and sat down again across from her sister, her mind still on the poem. It had been about love. Caroline had never thought much about love. It had not been a part of her parents’ marriage, or of her grandparents’. Focusing on Louisa now, though, she wondered, and her mouth opened and spoke words before her mind knew what she would say.

‘Louisa, are you in love with Mr Hurst?’

Louisa stared at her. ‘Caroline, have you gone quite mad?’

Caroline felt mortified, but at the same time a small flame of something, perhaps part of what made her such an intriguing creature, rose up in her head. ‘Forgive me if I shock you, but surely such a topic is not inappropriate between two sisters as close as we are. And there is no one else around to hear our conversation.’ The servants didn’t count, of course.

Louisa still frowned and so Caroline smiled at her, putting as much warmth into her eyes as she could. ‘You, Louisa, are married, and so know more than I about the ways of the world between men and women. I seek only knowledge so that I can hope to make as good a match as you.’

Privately, Caroline did not think Mr Hurst a very good match at all. He had an estate, but not a very big one, and his family was unknown within the circles of fashionable London. 

The Bingley grandparents had been merchants, and made a great fortune from the buying and selling of ships and the goods they transported, but Caroline preferred not to remember the ignominious origin of the family’s wealth. Her parents at least had not worked in the stores and offices, but her father had still overseen all management of the company. Charles would be the first Bingley to be a landed gentleman.

Louisa, without looking down, scooped up some egg into her spoon, but as her gaze was still on Caroline, she didn’t notice when the runny yolk dripped from the silver onto the tablecloth. She put the mostly empty spoon into her mouth and swallowed. ‘Love Mr Hurst? I don’t know,’ she said finally. ‘The question never arose.’

‘I understand.’ Caroline nodded. ‘But I have a confession to make.’ She laughed lightly, trying not to look at the yellow spot on the tablecloth. 

Louisa’s mouth dropped open and she looked even more astonished at this than she had at Caroline’s earlier question about love.

‘Mr Darcy enjoys poetry,’ Caroline said defensively. Louisa placed her elbows on the table, one dangerously close to resting on the still-moist yellow spot. ‘The poems said that when one is in love, one experiences shortness of breath and sometimes a pain in the chest.’

‘I have not experienced that,’ Louisa said faintly.

‘Of course not.’ Caroline laughed again. ‘I would expect no less of you. Why, surely my sister would not stoop so low as to experience anything that could be mistaken for a common cold.’

Louisa laughed also, and suddenly there was a warmth between the two sisters, a shared moment. Caroline reached across the table and gently placed her napkin over the spilled egg so it wouldn’t stain the sleeve of Louisa’s green silk morning gown. Because of this warmth, she dared ask a question she had long wondered about. Covering her sister’s hand with her own, she asked, ‘What is it like, Louisa, between a man and a woman?’

Louisa seemed to understand why Caroline would ask such an indelicate question, or maybe she remembered the time before she was married, and had wondered the same thing. She left her hand beneath Caroline’s, and sighed, looking away into a distance Caroline had no hope of seeing yet. ‘It involves a number of sounds one would be more likely to hear in the vicinity of a pig barn. And Mr Hurst is very heavy, much more so than one would expect from his relatively diminutive size.’

Before Caroline could absorb this rare sharing of hidden information, Louisa pulled her hand back and stood up so quickly the footman barely had time to pull her chair back. Louisa brushed her hands down along her sides, smoothing out any wrinkles the act of sitting might have formed in her gown. ‘I hope,’ she said, ‘that once Mr Hurst is down, he will take us on a carriage ride in the park. Would you like that, Caroline?’

Later, Caroline sat in the morning room, her needlework in her hand. She was making a cushion, with a pattern of delicately embroidered roses, but although she had been sitting long enough for the sun to shift across the room to the point where it glared off a side table, she had yet to sew a single stitch. Louisa’s confidence had given her much to consider.

The poems had also mentioned a sparkle in the eyes of one who loved, and a giddy feeling in the head. While Caroline had often practised putting a sparkle in her eyes as she stood before a mirror, she had always believed any giddiness in the head was to be avoided at all costs. She thought about Mr Darcy and tried to remember if being in his presence had ever brought on shortness of breath or a pain in her chest, but could not recall any such experience. No doubt if she had felt anything similar, she would have retired to her bed with a hot water bottle at her feet.

She pictured Mr Darcy standing, as he often did, before the fireplace in the drawing room, one elbow propped on the marble shelf, one leg crossed elegantly across the other so that all his weight was on one foot. She pictured him sitting in the library in his favourite chair of wine-red leather, a book held in one hand, his long fingers gracefully spread across the binding. She pictured him riding his horse in the park, moving slowly alongside the barouche in which she sat. His long spine erect, his fingers on the reins demonstrating an iron control over the beast, but also a gentle touch.

None of these images helped her imagine a circumstance in which oinks and squeals, and a question of his weight, could be imagined. She wished she’d been able to ask Louisa for more detail, but her sister’s demeanour after breakfast had been distant, and it was clear Louisa had important things to do that left no time for sisterly confidences.

Caroline tossed her needlework into the wicker basket that sat beside her chair and rose to go to the library. Perhaps further perusal of poetry would provide some illumination.

The gentlemen returned during the evening of the following day, and they looked very pleased with themselves. Or rather, Charles beamed, his smile warming his affable features, and Mr Darcy did not frown. He stood, a little behind his friend, his gaze resting somewhere over Caroline’s shoulder. She tried to watch him, without letting him see that she hoped for a smile, or at least a meeting of their gazes, but he stood apart from the others, somehow approving of what was said without being part of the conversation.

‘Netherfield Park,’ Charles said, ‘will do me very well.’

How large an estate is it? Caroline wanted to ask, but she waited as Charles spoke enthusiastically to Mr Hurst about the grand shooting to be found on the property and the very well-situated kennels for his hunting dogs.

How many servants? Caroline wanted to ask, but Charles was talking about the local people. ‘I met the squire,’ he said, ‘name of Sir William Lucas. Lovely fellow, very pleasant indeed.’

Oh, thought Caroline, there are people of quality there. I should have known. Mr Darcy would never allow Charles to settle in an unsuitable area.

‘Sir William told me about some of the other families,’ Charles said. ‘There’s a gentleman, a Mr Bennet, who lives in a house called Longbourn not more than three miles from Netherfield Park. He has five daughters, and apparently they are all great beauties.’

Caroline allowed her questions to fade away. There would be plenty of time to ask them later, and from what she’d heard from Charles and her understanding of Mr Darcy and his discerning taste, this estate would do very well. Her brother was well on his way to becoming one of the fashionable set.

She let her mind drift, as Charles continued to speak, now extolling the advantages of the stables, and pictured herself, her brother’s hostess, smiling and holding out a gracious hand for the gentlemen to kiss as she greeted the guests at Netherfield Park’s first grand ball. Music filled her head and she saw the ladies in their colourful gowns, the latest fashions, of course, dipping and swaying as they stepped through the dance. She would, of course, be claimed for the first two dances by Sir William, and Mr Darcy watch as she moved gracefully, swirling past him in her sky blue gown with the skirt that was wide enough to bell out as she turned, but not so wide as to be unfashionable. He’d pretend, of course, that he didn’t watch her, that he cared nothing that other men clustered around her, waiting for their chance to dance with her, laughing at her witticisms, competing to bring her the choicest morsels from the supper table. The gentlemen would all be handsome, but none as handsome as Mr Darcy. He would be uninterested in dancing with anyone else, even if Mr Bennet’s five daughters were all beautiful. The other women were lovely, with long necks and elegant postures, but she was the most intriguing, the most refined. Mr Darcy would watch her dance with the other men until he could no longer feign indifference. He would approach her to request the next dances; no, he’d haughtily inform the gentleman who had claimed those dances that Caroline would dance with no one but him. He’d take her hand in his, his eyes would rest warmly on her intriguing face, and...  

Would she then experience the shortness of breath and pain in the chest that showed love? He would, of course, he’d been entranced by her beauty and wit and he’d lean close as they circled one another in the dance and say...  

But at this point even her vivid imaginings fell short of picturing the taciturn and dignified Mr Darcy speaking words of love. She had no idea, she realised, of what a gentleman in the throes of love would say to the woman who so bewitched him.

Someone was speaking to her now, but the male voice belonged to her brother and he was definitely not speaking of love. ‘Caroline, what say you of the cook? There is a woman in Meryton who is very highly spoken of, but perhaps you prefer to select someone from town.’

Caroline gave herself a mental shake. It was difficult to return from the ball and Mr Darcy’s ardent attentions, but she moved her gaze to her brother. ‘Charles, your little passions are one of your most endearing qualities.’ Now Mr Darcy joined Louisa in staring at her in surprise, for her normal efforts in preparing her brother to be a landed gentleman included trying to tone down his enthusiasms so that he’d appear properly dignified and noble. But Mr Darcy was looking at her, and so she didn’t mind allowing Charles his excitement this once. ‘I will hire a cook here. Mrs Montague has one I think could be tempted to change employers if the right inducements were presented.’

Charles nodded, content as always to bow to her superior knowledge of How Things Were Done. Caroline glanced from under her lashes at Mr Darcy, but he’d moved his attention from her and stood gazing at the ceiling above everyone’s heads. She wondered for a moment what he thought about when he wasn’t engaged with the present company, but quickly jumped up and clapped her hands. ‘I simply must have a game of cards. Mr Darcy, will you assist me in setting them out?’

He nodded and gave her a short sharp bow. ‘Of course, I am pleased to offer you any assistance you require.’

Soon, you will offer me much more, she thought, and followed him to the cabinet where the playing cards were kept.

The date for the removal to Netherfield Park was set for three weeks hence, which would provide the time needed to hire servants and for them to prepare the house for its new master, and to purchase new clothing.

‘Because, of course,’ Louisa said, ‘the dressmakers in an area so isolated from London cannot possibly have the understanding nor the ability to meet our needs.’

‘Indeed not,’ Caroline agreed. ‘And we won’t be able to return here for fittings. Although, maybe the local ladies in Hertfordshire are in the habit of bringing dressmakers to their area on a regular basis.’ She shuddered. ‘Surely they must, because how else would they become aware of the latest fashions?’

Louisa nodded, but the sisters decided that it would save much time and bother for them to simply have their new clothes made while they were still in town.

That afternoon Charles suggested an evening at the theatre to celebrate his new estate. The play was the latest thing, filled with many long soliloquies and much swordplay, protestations of love and loyalty, and some small comedic bits that satirised the well-known among London politicians and nobility. It was also overly long, but that didn’t matter because everyone came to the theatre to observe who else was there, comment on their clothing and how ill they looked, and gossip about who had attended with whose wife, mistress, or husband. Long plays simply provided more time to see and be seen.

Mr Darcy’s box was one of the better ones: close enough to the stage that one could watch the play but, more importantly, situated so it provided a good view into the other better boxes. Immediately across from her, Caroline saw Lady Amesbury, with her current favourite lover, the Duke of E – Lady Amesbury! Her family was related to royalty, third, or possibly even second, cousins!  

With them was someone Caroline hadn’t seen before; a youngish man who wore a blue frock coat. Caroline trained her opera glasses on his person, noticing that both cut and fabric of the coat were of the highest quality. He had high cheekbones, a long aquiline nose, and a chin that, if it had only been a trifle shorter, would not have been out of place on a statue of a Greek god. She couldn’t quite make out the colour of his eyes, but they were well situated, not set too deep, and shadowed only faintly by a high brow and arresting slashes of black eyebrows that were suitably masculine without being too bristly. His hair, also the dark of midnight, was a trifle overly long, and she suspected that it brushed the high collar of his coat at the back of his neck, but many young men were seeing long hair as fashionably daring, and his was not wild or unkempt.

As she watched, he leaned over to Lady Amesbury and spoke, tilting his head to indicate across the theatre at... Caroline. She immediately dropped her glasses into her lap, but kept her spine erect and her chin at its most elegant elevation. She tipped her head to the left, showing her best profile, and pretended to be listening to Charles and Mr Darcy discussing what Charles should do with Netherfield Park’s gardens, but she kept her eye on the young man, knowing that of course he was asking Lady Amesbury about the intriguing creature who was the personal friend of Mr Darcy of Pemberley. 

Lady Amesbury sent a sharp glance towards the Darcy box, and then nodded, clearly acquiescing to the young man’s request. They both stood and left their box.

Caroline continued watching the Duke, now left alone, as he pulled out a voluminous handkerchief, mopped his forehead and then draped it over his face, leaning back to have a rest. On stage someone suddenly screeched and fell dramatically to the floor, but it caught Caroline’s attention only for a moment before she moved her interest to another box where a very young lady, her hand clutched by an equally young man, pretended to try to pull it away as he raised it to his lips.

There came a polite cough from behind the curtain that closed off Mr Darcy’s box, and Caroline turned to see Lady Amesbury, followed by the young man. His eyes immediately went to her, and so she looked away, pretending intense interest in the play.

‘Stephen demanded an introduction,’ Lady Amesbury said in her distinctive husky voice.

Caroline risked a glance back, and Lady Amesbury gave her a gracious smile, which surprised Caroline very much, as Lady Amesbury had never been very friendly. 

‘Of course,’ Mr Darcy said to the request for an introduction. ‘I would be honoured.’

‘Mr Darcy,’ Lady Amesbury said, ‘may I present a recent but already dear, dear friend, Stephen Tryphon? Stephen, Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy.’

Caroline, curious enough to no longer pretend a lack of interest, turned to see the two men bow, Mr Tryphon’s bow, as was correct, deeper and lasting longer than Mr Darcy’s. Mr Tryphon’s eyes then turned to Caroline. He was older than she’d first thought, about her own age or a little greater, and his eyes were green.

‘My friends,’ Mr Darcy said. ‘Charles Bingley and his sisters Mrs Hurst and Miss Caroline Bingley. Mr Bingley’s brother-in-law, Mr Hurst.’

Caroline didn’t rise, of course, but she did incline her head as Mr Tryphon made his bow to her.

There was a momentary silence and then Charles asked the visitors how they were enjoying the play.

‘Very much,’ said Lady Amesbury, and entered into a discussion with Charles about the new settee and dining table she had recently acquired and how she hoped he and Mr Darcy would do her the honour of calling so they could admire them. Mr Tryphon took a step away from them and approached Caroline, pointing to the empty chair beside her. ‘May I?’ he asked.

She nodded in a distant fashion, and he sat, twisting to face her.

‘I have seen you before,’ he said, and then apologised when she leaned back and raised her chin. ‘I didn’t mean to be so forward. I hope you can forgive me.’

She lowered her chin a fraction and, encouraged, he continued. ‘It was at Lord C––’s soiree. We sat near each other during supper, and I wanted to ask you for the honour of a dance, but we hadn’t been introduced. When I recognised you tonight and learned that Lady Amesbury was acquainted with you and your party, I jumped at the chance of an introduction.’

The man was simply too forward and eager for her taste, but something about his openness flattered her, and the green fire in his eyes promised that there was more beyond this boyish façade. She granted him a smile. ‘I am most embarrassed that I do not recall you, Mr Tryphon, but it is a pleasure to meet you now.’

On stage, there was much clashing of metal and the pounding of feet on the wooden floor, as two young men in hose and tunics began to fence. Caroline let her eyes be drawn to the play and as she expected, Mr Tryphon immediately spoke to draw her attention back to him.

‘I can see that you appreciate the theatre, Miss Bingley. Do you also care for art?’

‘I do.’

‘Of course,’ he said, his voice warming. ‘A woman as accomplished as I can tell you are must be very talented at drawing and painting.’

She lowered her eyes, feeling warm blood add a rosy glow to her cheeks. ‘You are too kind.’

‘Not at all.’

She raised her eyes to his, and his smile caused her to blush again. 

‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘you can be of assistance to me. Can you recommend a museum where I can see paintings of quality? I am but recently come to London, and do not know my way around. I do truly enjoy visiting scenes of great beauty.’

His eyes were fastened on her face, dropping to linger on her lips before a slow smile grew on his mouth as he again gazed into her eyes. His intensity imbued his words with a rather shocking forwardness, but as the words themselves were innocent, she glanced back at the stage while mentioning one or two of her favourite museums.

He thanked her, and then looked up as Lady Amesbury told him she wished to return to her box so as to enjoy the next act of the play. He stood, but then hesitated even as Lady Amesbury exited the box, clearly expecting him to follow.

‘Would you,’ he said to Caroline. ‘No, it is too much to ask.’

‘You can but ask,’ she said, smiling. ‘And I can but refuse your request. Surely that is too small a danger for you to fear?’

He looked at her full on and laughed. ‘You are right. I could never be afraid of anything you might do or say. You are too good to wish harm on anyone.’

Mr Darcy, Caroline noticed, sent a sharp glance at Mr Tryphon. 

‘I was merely wondering,’ he said, ‘if you would be willing to show Lady Amesbury and myself around the Broughton museum tomorrow? Beauty is always best appreciated when one is in good company. Wouldn’t you agree? And I know no one else who would understand beauty as well as you.’

She was shocked again, but something about his fervour intrigued her. She glanced at Mr Darcy. He was looking at the stage and not at her, but something in the set of his chin suggested he was listening to her conversation. Could he be jealous?  She gave Mr Tryphon a smile much wider than she’d normally grant a man to whom she had so recently been introduced, and agreed to join him at the museum the following day.

After he left the box, hurrying after Lady Amesbury, she sat in silence, heedless of the tragic death taking place on the stage. Had she been too forward in agreeing to spend the following afternoon in the company of this stranger? Since Lady Amesbury would accompany them, visiting the museum with him would be entirely proper. It offered great potential, too, since Caroline had as yet been unsuccessful in achieving acceptance in Lady Amesbury’s set, which often included members of the royal family who attended soirées and concerts given at her home.

She’d agreed because she knew Mr Darcy did not want her to spend time in the company of other men. But if she was truly honest with herself, there was more to it. It was the young man. She knew she was acting most unlike herself, but doing something unexpected made everything around her different ­– the colours worn by those around her; her family’s murmured conversations; Mr Darcy’s deep voice from behind her. She drew in a deep breath and was suddenly overwhelmed with the joy of being alive.

The following day, when Caroline was driven in Mr Darcy’s carriage to the museum, she was accompanied by both of her siblings. Louisa had paid little attention, the previous evening, to the visitors, but now was curious to see this young man who had stirred Caroline’s interest, and Charles wanted to spend time with his sisters. Mr Hurst had preferred to remain in the house, and Mr Darcy had pleaded a previous engagement. Caroline suspected that it might be difficult for him to see her in the company of other men, and that was why he preferred not to join the party, but he was often engaged in his study with Pemberley’s steward or other important-looking gentlemen, and so he might have truly had a previous engagement.

As the carriage arrived outside the museum and Matcher got down from his box to hand the ladies out, Caroline saw Lady Amesbury and Mr Tryphon sitting on a stone bench that graced the side of the small terrace at the museum’s entrance. Mr Tryphon stood to make his bow and Lady Amesbury graciously dropped her chin as Caroline and Louisa curtseyed.

Mr Tryphon, Caroline noticed, was moving forward to walk at her side when Charles stepped between them, saying, ‘How good it is to see you again, Mr Tryphon. I hope you enjoyed the rest of the play last night?’ Charles spoke, as he so often did, in his loud jovial way, and Caroline knew it would be rude of Mr Tryphon to offer only a short reply. Mr Tryphon would be engaged for some time with her brother, discussing the play, others that Charles had seen, and then probably the conversation would move to shooting or dogs. Caroline tucked her arm through Louisa’s.

‘Charming day to view beauty of the sort to be found in this building,’ she said, making it clear, she hoped, that she had arrived here thinking only of art, and not of any particular person. ‘Wouldn’t you agree, Lady Amesbury?’

‘Any day is charming when spent in the company of art and beauty.’ Lady Amesbury rose from the bench, and moved to Caroline’s other side. ‘But you are correct, Miss Bingley; there is just the right amount of sunshine, not enough to coarsen one’s face, and the right amount of wind, not enough to blow off one’s bonnet.’

Caroline smiled her appreciation of this witticism. Louisa had once remarked that witticisms were funnier the richer the person saying them. Mr Darcy had lifted his eyebrow at this, and wondered aloud if everything he said was witty. Louisa had been uncertain how to respond to this, but Caroline, understanding Mr Darcy as she did, had remarked that if he wished everything he said to be witty, she would make certain to laugh every time he spoke.

Caroline’s smile widened now, remembering this, and she glanced at Lady Amesbury, hoping that lady did not take offence but, to her gratification, noted that the lady nodded approvingly at her.

‘I do,’ Lady Amesbury said, ‘so enjoy conversing with women of education and culture.’  

The ladies arrived at the imposing brass-studded double doors that led into the museum. Mr Tryphon took the opportunity to step away from Charles, Caroline noticed, so he could hold open the door for her. She ignored him and swept past, her head held high, her intriguing eyes flashing aside only once, to see if he was looking at her. He was, and so she instantly looked away and spoke to Lady Amesbury.

‘What would you most like to view first?’

‘How kind of you to inquire,’ the lady said. ‘But this visit is for Stephen’s edification. I’ve been here so many times I quite confess that I don’t need to view anything, because every item in the collection is stored in my memory. Stephen,’ she turned to him as he followed the ladies inside and let the door close behind himself and Charles. ‘What would delight you most at this moment? Paintings or sculpture?’

He glanced at Caroline and she was sure she saw uncertainly is his eyes. Was he perhaps wondering what would most please her?

‘Any and all items of beauty will immeasurably improve me at this moment,’ he said. ‘I leave myself totally in your experienced hands.’

Lady Amesbury smiled and turned to Caroline. ‘And what aspect of art do you most enjoy?’

Caroline rarely visited a museum or gallery, and had not thought much about art since completing her education. She did paint, though, and thought of the pleasure she gained from using flowers as her subject. ‘I most delight in colour,’ she said. ‘The brighter the better. Although,’ thinking she perceived a slight frown on Lady Amesbury’s countenance, ‘any colour palette must blend with its surroundings and enhance the overall tone of the room in which it is displayed.’

‘Quite so,’ Lady Amesbury said. ‘Shall we begin, then, with the Dutch masters?’

Everyone agreed Dutch paintings were the perfect beginning to an afternoon of culture, and they followed Lady Amesbury as she turned right and entered the first gallery.

Some time later, Caroline wondered if she did indeed want to join Lady Amesbury’s set, if all her conversations were as dry as her discussion today of every single painting they saw. Mr Tryphon moved to stand beside her as she gazed at yet another seascape.

‘You must tell me what it is in this painting that so attracts you,’ he said. ‘I have much to learn and dare hope that you will share some of your vastly superior knowledge.’

Caroline had been thinking that there was very little difference between one seascape and another, save, perhaps, the number of boats, but she turned to look at him, and said, ‘Of all things, I most enjoy the creations of those so much more talented than myself.’

‘You do paint, then?’ Mr Tryphon asked. ‘I am overwhelmed by your apparent bounty of talents.’

Caroline couldn’t recall any other talents he would know about, but since she was very accomplished, she laughed and tapped him lightly on his arm. ‘You mustn’t flatter me so, sir, or I might begin to believe my accomplishments are greater than they deserve.’

‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘I am quite convinced your talents are very great indeed. Other than painting, what do you enjoy?’

‘Music,’ she answered. ‘A day is not complete unless I have my time at the pianoforte.’

‘Of course.’ He nodded. ‘I very much hope I might have the pleasure of forming an audience for you.’

Uncertain if he meant he would like to be the sole member of an audience, which would be a most impolite suggestion, or form part of an audience, which was perfectly acceptable, she said something about often having the honour of playing during the little soirées Mr Darcy hosted at his house, and changed the subject. ‘And what of you, Mr Tryphon? What are your talents?’

He stopped for a moment, gazing intently at a painting that portrayed a meadow with a small child, wearing a charming dress of yellow and white, intently studying a flower. ‘I dabble,’ he said at last. ‘There are so many fascinating endeavours that the modern gentleman can participate in. I find it difficult to settle on just one or two.’

‘I understand. Charles, too, has moved from passion to passion, although his current love of shooting and the dogs that accompany him has lasted rather longer than others.’ She moved on past the painting and he fell into step beside her.

‘You must have many opportunities to visit institutions such as this one,’ he said. ‘Do you often travel to the continent?’

‘Not at present,’ she said, her voice a little sharper than she intended.

He seemed to perceive that he had overstepped his bounds. ‘Oh no, of course you wouldn’t venture out of the country now. England would not wish to risk one of its most beautiful roses.’

Caroline’s head whirled. Conversing with this man was so unpredictable. She never knew if he would utter something outlandish or forward. And yet, tired as she was of viewing paintings, she was still engaged by his company. So many of town’s young men were very limited in their conversation; they’d speak of carriages and boot boys and tailors, and perhaps the latest scandal. Caroline accepted this, of course. Titled and wealthy young men were permitted their limitations, and the strictures of society affected them, too, although not as much as they did women. Mr Tryphon was not as polished as other wealthy young men, but he had not uttered anything that went beyond good taste, and she realised she was enjoying herself.

He was half a head taller than her, not quite as tall as Mr Darcy, but it was still very agreeable to look up and see the warmth in his eyes as he gazed down at her. His arm brushed very near hers and there was warmth there, too, moving from his body to hers. A blush rose to her cheeks at this daring thought, and she hoped that he thought her colour came from excitement as she turned to the next painting she passed and exclaimed, ‘Oh, I always so enjoy this particular work.’

‘Do you indeed,’ Lady Amesbury, who’d been walking just behind Caroline, with Charles and Louisa, exclaimed. ‘How fascinating.’

Caroline, looking at the painting for the first time, noted it was a portrait of a family. The father stood behind his wife who was seated, the two children on either side of her. She’d never witnessed such a poorly executed portrait in all her born days. ‘Observe, if you please,’ she said, attempting to put a glow of enthusiasm on her countenance. The father looks as if he suffers from dyspepsia and gout. ‘The father with his hand resting protectively on his wife’s shoulder.’ The mother appears to be in agony from such close proximity to her offspring and the children look as if their clothing itches terribly and at any moment they will tear off the restrictive garments. ‘Every detail of the children’s clothing is clearly portrayed.’ The father resembled a toad and the mother a pig. Surely such people were not permitted to breed. ‘And the angelic expressions on the little ones’ faces; the emotions the family shares almost leap off the canvas to touch the viewer.’

‘Indeed.’ Lady Amesbury stood still, her eyes making Caroline feel as if they saw right inside her head. She held her breath, wondering if she had just ruined any chance she might have had of moving up in multi-tiered London society, when the lady added, ‘I do so enjoy meeting a person of discerning taste. You must attend one of my little dinners some time. I am sure you would find the conversation most stimulating.’ She glanced at Mr Tryphon, then, and Caroline was unable to read the look that passed between them. It didn’t matter, though. She was to be invited to one of Lady Amesbury’s dinners, among the most sought-out invitations in town. 

Savouring her triumph she examined the next painting with renewed interest. Louisa and Charles came to stand beside her. ‘Oh, well done,’ Louisa said after glancing about to see Lady Amesbury and Mr Tryphon were on the other side of the gallery. ‘I have never seen such a hideous painting.’

‘Oh,’ said Caroline, trying to stifle her laughter. ‘I never imagined I could find anything positive to say about it. I declare, if such a work of art hung in my home, I’d never be able to enter the room without suffering from indigestion!’

The two sisters put their heads together and laughed, as Charles said, his voice bewildered, ‘I thought it was a very fine artistic attempt, and that your remarks, Caroline, were very apt.’

Caroline and Louisa looked at each other and laughed even harder. Two other patrons of the museum, who stood at a little distance, turned disapproving faces their way. Quickly stifling her mirth, Caroline stepped back and gazed intently at the nearest painting. She lifted her chin and looked down her nose at the disapproving patrons, indicating her belief that it was they, and not she, who had transgressed. But although she returned her gaze to the painting, she saw nothing of it. Instead, inside her head, visions of herself and Mr Darcy becoming regular attendees at Lady Amesbury’s home glowed, more detailed and colourful than any work of art this museum contained.

During the carriage ride home, Caroline delighted herself imagining how pleased Mr Darcy would be to learn she had gained him entry into Lady Amesbury’s set. 


Chapter Two

Caroline sailed into Lady Amesbury’s apartments on Mr Darcy’s arm. She knew she looked her best, in her gold gown with just the correct amount of décolletage. The ruffles about her hips flowed into a liquid stream of satin and lace streaming behind that showed off her tall, slim figure. No insipidity for Caroline Bingley, no, here was an accomplished woman. The emeralds she wore brought out the green flecks in her hazel eyes; emeralds were threaded through her hair, too, which was swept up to the crown of her head, accentuating her long neck and perfect posture.

She turned her head slightly to look about, as her party was announced, and to set her emeralds sparkling. The room glowed from the light of what must be over one hundred candles on the enormous, but infinitely tasteful, chandelier that hung over the centre of the spacious room. Furniture was set out so that there were several smaller areas around the room’s perimeter, two or three chairs, a settee or even a loveseat all facing one another, providing a place for an intimate chat with one’s acquaintances. Opportunity to make new acquaintances had not been forgotten as, in an open space in the centre of the room, Lady Amesbury moved graciously from person to person, making certain that everyone had someone interesting to speak to, and was introduced to everyone else.

Earlier that day it had appeared that Caroline and Mr Darcy would be the only members of their party who had chosen to attend. Louisa and Mr Hurst were fatigued after a carriage ride in the park, and Charles had a previous engagement to play cards at his club. Mr Darcy had seemed reluctant to accompany Caroline, but she knew this was simply because he was overcome at having received an invitation from Lady Amesbury. Fortunately, when he realised that Caroline would be unable to attend without an escort, his consideration for her had overcome his hesitation. And after his decision, Louisa and Mr Hurst had decided they would attend, after all, after which Charles decided he could play cards another evening.

Music seeped into the room, but Caroline had no opportunity to see how many musicians Lady Amesbury thought appropriate for her soirées, for the lady herself spied Caroline, still standing with Mr Darcy and, both hands held out before her, came to greet her newest guests.

‘How lovely to see you,’ Lady Amesbury said, taking Caroline’s free hand in hers. She wore sky blue, looking like an angel surrounded by heaven’s vault, with a shockingly low bodice.

Caroline heard Darcy sniff and glanced up to see him quickly move his gaze away from their hostess and fasten it on the chandelier overhead. Glancing back at Lady Amesbury, she caught a smile and a sidelong look at Caroline as the lady flicked the wisp of lace she wore in her décolletage, somehow managing to lower it even further. Isn’t life a wonderful joke? The lady seemed to be saying, One that only women of true understanding, such as you and I, can share.

That bodice, Caroline decided, sliding her arm out of Darcy’s as he moved aside so Louisa and Mr Hurst could properly greet their hostess, is perfect, even at her age. A woman of such beauty and allure can take any fashion and make it appropriate for herself, and when wearing the absolute latest fashion, as Lady Amesbury of course was, the result could only be perfection.

Mr Darcy was looking about the room, and Caroline was happy he was now showing interest in who was here. Even for him, with his wealth and grand estate, there were people above his station in attendance tonight. He had ambitions, he must have, and there were people here who could help. 

With Caroline at his side, once they were married, nothing could stand in his way. Politics was the obvious path for a man such as Mr Darcy. If he needed a little coaxing to achieve his full potential, Caroline was there to help. Just as she’d opened the door to his attending a party at the house of the pre-eminent hostess in town, she would open doors to everything she knew was right for Mr and Mrs Darcy of Pemberley.

Louisa took her arm and drew her to one side. ‘Mr Darcy,’ Caroline exclaimed, ‘must be overwhelmed at fin-ally finding himself included in such an august gathering.’

‘Do you think so?’ Louisa glanced over to where Darcy stood, making his bow to a cabinet minister. Caroline had no idea what the man’s actual position was but that was of no account; here was Darcy, conversing with someone in power. 

Louisa raised one slim eyebrow. ‘I thought, when you first told us about this invitation, that he seemed reluctant...’

‘Nonsense.’ Caroline watched as he made a bow to a lady wearing a hideous pink gown and enough diamonds to outshine the chandelier. ‘Look at him. He’s smiling.’

Louisa studied the object of their attention for a moment. ‘Perhaps you are correct. Perhaps he was simply wondering if he should insert himself into our family party.’

‘He is always so thoughtful,’ Caroline said. ‘Modesty is rare in a man of such standing in society.’

‘And yet, here he is, speaking to Lord T––. Perhaps he has been considering going into politics.’

Caroline gripped her sister’s hand. ‘Louisa, we think alike. Just think, perhaps it will be this invitation and the people he meets here that will set the course of his future life!’

Louisa’s fingers squeezed back. ‘And who will he be grateful to, when he looks back on how his dazzling career came to be?’

Both sisters laughed. ‘Who indeed?’ said Caroline, and imagined how he would show his gratitude.

‘What is so funny?’ Their brother moved closer, his open face hopeful. ‘I do need a good laugh, for I have never seen such dreary company.’

‘Dreary, Charles?’ Caroline’s jaw would have fallen, had she not taught herself through hours of practice in front of a mirror not to make facial expressions that might expose her to ridicule. ‘I have never been in such exalted company in all my life.’

He shrugged. ‘Exalted, maybe. Everyone wants something though. Look at them. All speaking to one person while their eyes search the room for someone else, someone who can offer a greater benefit for the time spent.’

Caroline’s jaw did fall on hearing this speech from her brother, but she quickly corrected it, and placed her face back into its accustomed polite interest.

‘I rather agree,’ said another male voice, and everyone turned to see Mr Tryphon, smiling as he made his bow to Caroline. She curtseyed automatically and then, catching the laughter in his eyes, exclaimed, ‘Mr Tryphon, why do you say such things? You can’t possibly mean such a thing, you, a man so recently arrived in London. Are you not pleased to be part of such a gathering?’

‘I am pleased to be part of any gathering that includes the Bingleys.’ He bowed again, but kept his face half-turned towards her, so she could see the mischief in his smile.

Louisa raised her eyebrow for the second time that evening, and Caroline knew that Mr Tryphon’s attitude towards her was perhaps a bit forward, but suddenly she didn’t care. Darcy had glanced over at her earlier, no doubt drawn by the sound of her laughter, and nothing mattered other than enjoyment and the attention of two such men as Mr Darcy and Mr Tryphon. Mr Darcy was the only one who mattered, of course, but if Mr Tryphon’s attention assisted Mr Darcy in realising Caroline’s true worth, then he was most welcome, too.

Lady Amesbury approached the little group. ‘My two favourite people,’ she exclaimed, slipping one arm through Caroline’s, the other through Mr Tryphon’s.

‘You say that to every man,’ he complained, laughing, ‘although since you are addressing Miss Bingley, I am sure there is some truth in your utterance.’

‘Foolish man.’ Lady Amesbury drew the two of them into one of the more secluded seating areas. ‘You know I always mean what I say.’

‘For that moment at least,’ he said, sitting down on a settee. Lady Amesbury sat Caroline down beside him and took a chair across from them. 

‘How well you know me,’ Lady Amesbury said. ‘Cannot a woman retain at least a small piece of mystery?’ She raised a hand, and instantly a footman appeared. ‘Something to drink,’ she told him, her gaze never leaving Caroline and Mr Tryphon. The footman bowed and disappeared.

‘My dear,’ Mr Tryphon said, ‘you will always be a mystery to me.’ Their eyes locked and Caroline, wanting to take part in this conversation that was unlike any other in her experience, moved forward on her seat.

‘And to me. All the most fascinating ladies of my acquaintance are mysterious.’ The other two turned to her. ‘Great ladies are like onions,’ Caroline said, and then paused for a moment when Lady Amesbury looked puzzled. ‘So many layers,’ she hastily added, wondering why she’d spoken at all and when she could stop. ‘Hidden beauty deep inside, to be discovered only by the greatest persistence.’

‘Stephen,’ Lady Amesbury smiled at Caroline, ‘didn’t I inform you Miss Bingley is a woman of the greatest intellect? She sees the world in ways usually invisible to the common mind.’ She took one of Caroline’s hands in hers. ‘I’ve never thought of myself as an onion before, and to tell you the truth, I wouldn’t have considered it the most flattering image. But you, my dear, have made me see the beauty that can exist in such a common object. An onion indeed!’ 

She and Mr Tryphon shared another look, and Caroline wasn’t sure what it meant, but breathed a deep sigh of relief that what she’d said had apparently resulted in Lady Amesbury’s approval.

Don’t speak without thinking, Caroline reminded herself. A lady’s place is to enhance the company in which she finds herself. Lady Amesbury might not adhere to this rule, but she is a person who stands alone, so far above the rest of us mere mortals. A warm glow rose in her stomach at the thought of how such a personage favoured her, Miss Bingley, soon to be Miss Bingley of Netherfield Park. Why, perhaps Lady Amesbury would enjoy a stay in the country. Before she could voice the invitation though, the footman reappeared, and set silver goblets in front of each of them.

‘No, you oaf,’ Lady Amesbury hissed at him. ‘Not those goblets. These are my special friends. Bring the crystal, and be quick about it if you value your position here.’

The footman’s face betrayed no expression as he gathered the offending vessels. ‘Of course, my lady. I apologise, my lady.’

‘I declare,’ Lady Amesbury said. ‘Good help is simply impossible to find.’

Here was something Caroline knew about, and it gave her an opportunity to introduce the subject of Netherfield. Mr Tryphon spoke first though, telling Caroline about the house he had taken in town.

‘Small, but perfectly darling,’ Lady Amesbury added.

‘I,’ Caroline said, as the footman reappeared, ‘am currently endeavouring to staff our country estate, Netherfield Park.’ Lady Amesbury apparently approved of the crystal the footman set out, for she ignored him, her eyes resting on Caroline. ‘I am having the greatest of difficulties,’ Caroline continued, ‘in filling even the least position with someone who inspires even the smallest amount of confidence.’

‘You poor thing,’ said Lady Amesbury. ‘I know well how difficult it can be, needing to hire a full staff for one’s latest home. Especially if that home is in the country. It appears that servants all believe they should be allowed to live in the city, if they so choose, without thinking at all about where their service is required. Please, I hope you will allow me to offer you any small assistance I can provide.’

‘I am overwhelmed,’ Caroline said, ‘and immensely grateful. I am certain that any guidance you might provide will be of the utmost assistance.’

‘Nonsense.’ Lady Amesbury rapped Caroline on the arm with her fan. ‘I am always delighted when I can offer any of my friends a good turn.’

‘No doubt,’ Mr Tryphon said dryly, ‘so that they will owe you a good turn in time.’

She narrowed her eyes at him and then laughed. ‘My dear Stephen. So cynical at such a young age.’

‘How can I be other than thus,’ he said, spreading out his hands before him, ‘when I am exposed to such beauty and know it remains outside of my grasp?’

Lady Amesbury’s eyes went to his, and Caroline was certain she saw surprise and perhaps a touch of pain, but then they both turned to face her, and there was only laughter on their faces.

‘Do we women truly offer such torture to men?’ the lady asked Caroline.

Feeling suddenly daring, Caroline replied, ‘As much as we can!’

Mr Tryphon groaned. ‘I knew it. There exists a conspiracy among women.’

‘Some conspiracies, certainly,’ Lady Amesbury said. ‘And here is one of mine approaching fruition.’

Caroline turned to follow her gaze, and saw two women standing stiffly as a man, who was clearly uncomfortable, introduced them.

‘Let us draw a little closer.’ Lady Amesbury rose to her feet and the other two followed her. Standing by a table that held a selection of dainties, the lady paused, apparently to peruse the flowers arranged in a bowl beside the platter of petit fours.

‘Miss Allen,’ the unhappy man was saying, ‘may I have the honour of presenting my wife, the Countess of Fairbanks?’ The two women curtseyed, each dipping the minimum amount they could without being rude.

‘How lovely to meet you at last,’ the younger one, Miss Allen, said. ‘I have heard so much about you.’ Her face, when she stressed the word ‘so’, contained what Caroline was certain was malice. But why would a young woman be so rude to a noblewoman, and at a party such as this? ‘Surely,’ she whispered to Lady Amesbury, ‘this young woman must be different from what she appears, to have gained a place on your guest list.’

Lady Amesbury had given up all pretence of not listening and was gazing full on at the trio. She licked her lips and ignored Caroline. Mr Tryphon, though, was watching Caroline, a look of unease on his countenance. Caroline turned back to the tableau.

‘How odd,’ the countess was saying to Miss Allen, while her husband stood at her elbow, looking as if he wished he were anywhere other than here. ‘I have heard nothing about you.’ She turned to the man, her eyebrows raised. He quickly looked down at his boots.

‘Where did you say you and Miss Allen met, my dear?’ the countess continued, placing a possessive hand on her husband’s arm.

‘Oh,’ he mumbled, still not looking up, ‘I’m afraid I don’t recall.’

‘I’m indeed sorry to hear that,’ Miss Allen said, ‘for I recall every circumstance perfectly.’  

‘Do you indeed?’ The countess turned an assessing gaze on the younger woman. ‘Pray do enlighten us. I’m afraid my lord is often forgetting events that he considers unimportant.’

He looked up at that, sending a beseeching look at Miss Allen. A flicker of a smile played on her lips and she returned his gaze, before she spoke again to the countess.

‘Why, it was here, in this very room.’ She paused to survey the room, her eyes stopping for a moment with shock on Lady Amesbury. Recovering herself, Miss Allen pointed to a corner of the room that the chandelier’s light reached only weakly, so that the area was deeply shadowed. ‘Right there, in fact. I confess, my lord, I am quite puzzled that you don’t recall our first meeting. It appeared at the time to settle deeply on your consciousness. I trust you have not forgotten our other meetings?’ Her voice was light, but Caroline was certain she saw the man’s face grow pale.

‘Beg pardon,’ he said, stumbling over the words as he gave a jerky bow. ‘I will fetch us all some punch.’ He scuttled away, leaving the two women facing each other.

Beside Caroline, Lady Amesbury gave a little sigh of satisfaction. Caroline watched as Miss Allen made a frosty curtsey to the countess, and the two women parted. As the countess passed by, though, Caroline saw that a red patch stood on each of her cheeks, and her eyes were unusually moist.

Uncertain of what she had just witnessed, and why Lady Amesbury seemed so satisfied with the observed encounter, she turned to her two companions, but before she could say anything, a warm presence appeared beside her. ‘Miss Bingley,’ Mr Darcy said, ‘may I escort you to the supper room?’

He did not acknowledge either Lady Amesbury or Mr Tryphon, other than with the briefest of nods. Surprised, Caroline dumbly took his offered arm and they walked away.

Glancing up, she saw that Mr Darcy’s jaw was set and his brows were lowered darkly, shading his eyes. ‘I declare, Mr Darcy,’ she said, ‘you must be hungry indeed, to sweep me away so quickly from my companions.’

He stopped at that, and turned to face her. ‘I trust, Miss Bingley, that they are not close nor constant companions.’

Whatever can you mean? she wanted to ask, but something in his dark eyes and the haughty thrust of his chin kept her silent. They resumed walking and he led her into the supper room and to a place at the table where her brother and sister sat. Pulling out her chair, he waited until she was comfortably situated, then gave a sharp bow and departed.

‘What did you say to Mr Darcy?’ Louisa asked, leaning in close so that Charles, speaking to the gentleman on his other side, could not hear. ‘He seems most disapproving.’

‘Nothing.’ Caroline watched as he left the room. ‘Louisa, it was the strangest thing. He cut Lady Amesbury, I am certain. Spoke not a word, simply lowered his head in the briefest nod, and swept me away.’

‘Cut Lady Amesbury?’ Louisa studied her sister. ‘Why would he do such a thing? Especially since becoming a part of her set will enhance his political career?’

‘I know not. And I was having such a delightful time, conversing with the lady and –’ she paused for a moment, ‘and Mr Tryphon.’

Louisa’s gaze became even more searching. ‘Caroline, is that colour I see on your countenance? Could it be that you are forming an attachment for that young man? Is that not unwise? After all, we know nothing of him. And what of Mr Darcy?’

‘Hush.’ Caroline turned partly away, as if searching the room, but in reality she wanted to hide from her sister’s searching eyes. Louisa knew her too well. ‘Of course I am not forming an attachment, especially not for a young man who has little to recommend him. Although, I would think that any association with a person so favoured by Lady Amesbury must be completely above board. She is discerning; she would not introduce me to anyone whose background was questionable.’

‘I agree.’ Louisa nodded, setting the ringlets that hung over her forehead dancing. ‘Forgive me. I should not have slighted Mr Tryphon. I simply wished to –’

‘My friendship with Mr Darcy is unchanged,’ Caroline said, now searching the room for his imposing figure and not finding it. Then, remembering the way Mr Tryphon and Lady Amesbury spoke to each other, a small flame of daring ignited in her breast. ‘But if Mr Tryphon’s attentions should come to Mr Darcy’s notice ...’

Louisa brought her hand in front of her mouth to hide the surprised ‘o’ her lips formed, and then something of Caroline’s daring leapt to her. ‘I do understand. Sometimes, in order to make a horse run his fastest, it is necessary that there be another horse he intends to outrun.’

Caroline laughed. Louisa, after a moment, joined in. Their brother turned away from the person he’d been conversing with and demanded to know what had so caught their fancy. Caroline and Louisa could not answer, of course, and to their surprised brother’s further confusion, laughed even harder.

According to Charles, the removal to Netherfield Park went delightfully smoothly. According to Caroline, it was a nightmare. Even though all the furniture, clothing, and other necessities that had to be purchased in London had already been taken to the estate, there were still countless details that someone had to take care of. The someone, of course, was Caroline.

Louisa’s favourite nightdress had gone missing. The cook’s spice chest was too large to fit in the trunk assigned to it. Charles’ valet had mislaid the only shaving razor that his master was willing to submit to. And on and on it went, one calamity after another, until Caroline was ready to give up on the estate and spend all of her future life right here, in Mr Darcy’s townhouse. Here, where everything unfolded exactly according to schedule, where footsteps were always measured and voices never raised; where no one expected her, Caroline, to solve all the ills of the world.

The day though, passed through its requisite number of hours, as days always did, and by the end of it, Caroline and Louisa, in Mr Hurst’s carriage, beheld for the first time the family’s new home. The sun hovered on the horizon, a necklace of clouds below its chin, leaving just enough light to warm the tan bricks of Netherfield Park. Windows glinted as the sun set, and then glowed with inner light as the servants within lit candles to prepare for the family’s arrival. The grand stairways that swept up from the drive on either side of the double-doored entrance shone white, the marble gleaming from frequent scrubbing. As the carriage wheels crunched on gravel that appeared to be properly raked, Caroline, despite her fatigue, felt her heart lift.

The actual arrival passed in a merciful blur of servants’ faces, the bumping of trunks unloaded and carried on footmen’s backs up the even whiter staircase that led off the grand entry hall, and the chatter of excited voices as Charles, his sisters, Mr Hurst, and Mr Darcy milled about, while orders were given by the housekeeper, and white-capped maids assisted with the removal of outer wear and offered tea and biscuits to tide the weary travellers over until dinner.

Caroline tried to observe it all, to learn if, amid the chaos, the staff were performing their duties to the standard on which she insisted, but all she truly wanted was to be shown to her room where she could unlace her boots and sink into a soft warm bed.

When at last she was escorted to the rooms that were to be hers, Genney had already prepared a soothing bath for her mistress. By the time Caroline emerged, swathed in her own thick bathrobe, Genney had arranged all her toiletries on the dressing table, unpacked the last of her clothes, and was waiting to assist her into her gown for dinner. Revitalised by the bath and her maid’s attentions, Caroline checked her appearance in the dressing table’s large mirror. She looked, she thought, exactly as the mistress of a country estate ought to look, regal, composed, and yet open to the new experiences that could be found in the country: picnics in a gazebo pleasantly situated in a rustic bower, carriage rides to explore the countryside, and, of course, greeting one’s guests as they arrived for a ball. The neighbours would be fashionable and charming, sophisticated and yet not quite so sophisticated that they wouldn’t gaze about with envy and exclaim about the taste and fashion sense demonstrated by the owners of the house, knowing this spoke volumes about the superior aspects of the family so newly arrived in the area.

Her head filled with visions of the people she would meet, Caroline left her rooms, ready for her new life to begin.

There was not time until the second day after they’d arrived for Caroline to arrange for the carriage to drive herself, Louisa, and Mr Hurst around Netherfield’s grounds and into the surrounding countryside. The park was beautiful; there were a couple of lovely vistas, and one very charming gazebo. The new staff were actually performing their duties adequately, and the food served in the breakfast room and in the dining parlour was more than adequate, so it wasn’t until the carriage rattled into Meryton, the closest town, that the first tingles of concern skittered across Caroline’s consciousness. 

The town was small. And dirty. There were pigs being driven across the main street, squealing and grunting, while all traffic had to pause and wait as the swineherd, a ratty-looking child, called to the animals and laid his staff across the rumps of the slower among his charges.

Louisa clutched a handkerchief in front of her face. ‘That smell! I am hardly able to breathe.’

Caroline, who’d closed the curtains so as not to be splashed by the mud thrown up by vehicles passing the carriage, opened it a twitch to look outside. ‘They are nearly past. Surely this cannot be a regular occurrence here? I don’t understand why livestock are permitted in this section of town.’

‘I think,’ said Mr Hurst, ‘this is the only section of town.’ He closed his eyes and slid down in his seat, as if hoping to avoid seeing anything of what was outside the security of the carriage.

‘That swineherd,’ said Louisa, ‘such a filthy person. I declare, I can hardly distinguish him from his charges.’ The mischievous smile that Caroline loved broke out on her face.

Caroline laughed. ‘It’s a good thing he is slightly less pink than his charges, or no one would know which grunting thing was him and which was a pig.’

‘They’re not pink,’ Mr Hurst complained. ‘With all the mud covering them, the pigs are brown and grey.’

What, Caroline wondered, will Lady Amesbury and Mr Tryphon think of this place? Caroline had enjoyed another two visits, in town, with them, before the necessity of last-minute packing made her regretfully refuse all invitations. They’d gone to the theatre one evening, for a play much bawdier than Caroline had ever imagined, but when she saw the others in the boxes, lords and ladies with their paramours, she’d laughed as loudly as any of them at the antics on the stage. Mr Tryphon had sat beside her, close enough for the warmth of his body to reach the bare skin on her upper arms. She’d become more aware of him as the play progressed, the moments when he’d catch his breath before respiring regularly again, the dark wave of his hair and the reddish glints it held in the candlelight, his straight nose, and the times he glanced at her. She’d quickly looked away, but somehow she was still aware of his person, and knew without seeing that he smiled, or looked questioningly at her to see if she was fully enjoying herself. His solicitude pleased her. 

Later he’d handed her down from Lady Amesbury’s carriage, arriving at her side before the coachman had a chance to descend from his box. He walked her to the door of Mr Darcy’s house, waving away the footman who’d come outside to escort her in. He took her hand in his as they reached the door and, without lowering his eyes from hers, he bowed low and brought it to his lips. A shiver passed through her; his eyes so intensely holding hers, his lips warm, even through the material of her glove. He straightened, gave her hand a little squeeze, and seemed about to speak, but the footman, still standing impassively by the open door, cleared his throat. Mr Tryphon bowed again and left, returning to the carriage, which moved smoothly away. Caroline looked after it before passing through the door, wondering if for a moment, she’d experienced a shortness of breath and a pain in the chest.

I do hope I’m not catching a cold, she thought, but somehow the sensations were different from when she was ill. Still, she took a hot water bottle to bed that night.

After an eternity, the pigs and the smell moved away and the carriage once again began to move. Caroline risked another glimpse outside and what she perceived made her eyes widen. ‘Louisa, you must look and come to my aid. I cannot see a single shop it would be worth our time to enter. Please tell me I am mistaken.’ But no, another glance showed her the same shabby row of shops, their windows grimy, their wares displayed with no eye for a pleasing arrangement.

Louisa opened her curtain and spent a careful time perusing the row of shops. ‘Look! Is that a milliner’s? The lace is hanging in full sun and has faded as a result.’

‘I thought so.’ Caroline shuddered.

Louisa shut her curtain with a decisive tug. ‘This is dreadful. Whatever can Charles have been thinking?’

When the carriage returned to the house, Louisa wasted no time in asking that very question. Charles was sitting in his study, with Darcy and a man holding a wide-brimmed hat in his hands who was introduced as Dawkins, the steward. Louisa ignored the man, and placed both her hands on the desk across from where her brother sat. ‘Charles, this is insupportable. There is not a single dressmaker whose establishment I would even notice, never mind enter.’

Charles ignored her, listening as Darcy finished speaking to the steward, before turning to face her. ‘You had no intention of having any clothing made here. I distinctly remember you saying you’d use only your town woman if you discovered you needed anything more.’

‘And what has that to do with anything?’ Louisa demanded.

Charles and Darcy exchanged a glance before Charles turned back to face his irate sister. Seeing Darcy frown, Caroline stepped smoothly in. ‘Louisa, it will be fine. The house is lovely, and the grounds are charming. We all knew that moving to the country would require some adaptations on our part.’ Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Darcy give her a somewhat surprised but approving nod. Caroline put her arm around Louisa’s shoulders. ‘Come, we must allow the gentlemen to proceed with their business. And Louisa, I truly need your assistance as I unpack my objets d’art. Only your discerning eye can observe if I am setting them out in the most pleasing arrangement.’  

Louisa smoothed her face, no doubt remembering that unpleasant emotions went along with unpleasant lines upon one’s countenance. Smiling bravely, she allowed her sister to escort her from the room.

The callers, of course, wasted little time before presenting themselves at Netherfield Park. Sir William Lucas was the first to be received. He was a pleasant enough man, Caroline supposed, but his conversation was certainly nothing out of the ordinary, not what she would have expected from the premier man of the district. He spoke about the shooting, which Charles was happy to discuss, and then Caroline heard a word, as she was pouring another cup of tea, which made her pay attention.

‘A dance,’ Sir William said. ‘Oh, nothing fancy, but our assemblies are very pleasant all the same. May I hope that you will all honour us with your presence?’  His homely face, with its bulbous nose and heavy jowls, lit up with a smile.

At least, Caroline thought, he used the correct word. It would be an honour for this community for the Bingleys and Mr Darcy to attend any of its little entertainments. Although, perhaps she might dare hope that some of the other callers would prove to be more diverting company. 
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