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  Visiting Pemberly




   




  A tribute to Jane Austen on the 200th Anniversary of the Release of her Novel




  Pride and Prejudice, January 1813.




   




  Derbyshire, December 1813.




  Two matched chestnut horses blew icy breaths as they trotted in harness before a brown painted barouche with yellow door panels this cold December day. The three passengers within sometimes stared out at the passing English countryside, although mostly they sat silently or exchanged an occasional word.




  An older gentleman in a blue frock coat, tight white breeches reaching to the mid-calf, and a cravat of grey silk at his throat, sat beside the door facing forwards, offering a few comments on the view. A middle-aged lady muffled in a dark grey cloak of wool topped by a cornette of pale yellow fastened below the chin sat as far away from the windows as she might, to avoid the drafts. She read from a small volume in red leather whenever the rough highway allowed her eyes to catch up with the restless letters.




  The third passenger was a young lady of almost twenty, wearing a travelling outfit of deep burgundy showing under a pelisse of heavy wool, who sat opposite the older gentleman and sometimes responded to his comments. A poke bonnet covered long dark hair that hung freely and without a trace of artificial order, while her eyes similarly drew in whatever view attracted her interest—its seemliness or its disreputableness notwithstanding.




  They look tired, although they have not made a long journey, but they are, perhaps, feeling the fingers of the threatened frost; a frost that was recorded to have made the ensuing Christmas one of the coldest in living memory.




  At last, a gatekeeper's lodge came into view and the carriage turned into the gates of Pemberly House where the bumps and potholes of the thoroughfare gave way to a steady rumble and spraying of crushed gravel. The sudden smoothness of their motion must have prompted a lightening of mood. Miss Austen, the middle-aged lady, set down her volume and smiled at the guest of honour for the visit, Lieutenant Gisel Matah of Iskander Security.




  “Mr Author advised me of your rolé in his fiction, Miss Matah,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes. “I must confess to being somewhat amused and intrigued, but trust you will speak as little of your adventures as courtesy and decorum will allow. I fear the Darcys, my characters, would be somewhat dismayed ... yes, even shocked ... should they be apprised of your career and reputation. It is not only that a young woman of breeding and sensibility does not enter into any form of employment – the violent character and scandalous nature of yours would cause them great disquiet. I believe Mrs Darcy’s parents are visiting at the moment — I’m sure you would cause Mrs Bennet a great deal of agitation should she hear of it.”




  Gisel nodded. “I understand, Miss Austen. I will be as circumspect as possible.”




  Mr Author looked at her with a degree of concern. Regency society had one priority – to maintain decorum – and that wasn’t Gisel’s strong suit---especially now with Post Traumatic stress from her part in the battle of Borhye. The visit and change of venue was intended to help her with that. “I’d hope you’ll remember the a lady’s stratagem in this society if you feel the strict formality and social etiquette getting to you. A headache and a degree of discomfort that causes you to offer your apologies and to retire to your room.”




  She cast a baleful look at him. “Sounds charming. Looks like I’ll be spending a lot of time in that room.”




  “That need not be so,” Miss Austen suggested. “I did warn the Darcys that you were from a foreign family. I expect they will be most condescending to your foibles —“




  Mr Author cut in hastily as he saw Gisel’s eyes darken. “That’s meant in the nicest way; condescension is regarded as a generous social asset in this society.”




  Gisel shrugged. “If you say so. I will remind you that I have not been entirely living among savages. I was presented to the King of Lingdon; and his Crown Prince is always very gracious toward me. Countess Felicie DeBormond of Burgendene is a close friend.”




  “A king?” Miss Austen’s eyes brightened. “Even if monarch of some minor kingdom in a distant eastern land, it offers me some reassurance that you will find a ready acceptance here of your foreign customs. While the owners of Pemberly are most respected county gentry they are not accustomed to being received at Court—although they have been presented to the Prince of Wales when attending a function in the city.”




  Mr Author quickly cut off Gisel’s darkening response by interjecting, “Is that Pemberly House?” drawing Miss Austen’s attention to the first view of the estate offered by a bend in the drive and a gap in the formal row of beech trees.




  “Yes. That will be the house. Perhaps you might request the coachman to pause here for a few minutes.”




  “Good idea.” Mr Author let down the window of the door and leaned out. “I say, old chap. Will you stop here a moment so we might look at the estate?”




  The coachman pulled back on the reins. “Right yer be, Sir.”




  Mr Author reached out to the handle and opened the door. “Would you like to step out a moment to look?” he suggested to Gisel. No response. “Miss Austen?”




  “I think not. I believe I feel quite a chill in the air.”




  “Yes of course, the nasty frost at Christmas in 1813,” Mr Author remarked. “How about it, Miss Matah. I think it a good idea to stretch our legs.” He followed that up with a meaningful glare.




  “Oh, all right.”




  Mr Author offered a formal hand to Miss Matah as she alighted and they walked a few yards away from the carriage without speaking. When they reached a place where they could see the house in the hillside opposite, Gisel began speaking in a low voice. “If I have to be exhibited as a throwback from some goddamned savage kingdom almost too, too coarse to speak of in polite company I’m bailing out of this horseshit right now. Turn this boneshaker around and let’s go back.”




  “We can’t. Not without insulting our hostess and her people. This is a great opportunity to broaden our treatment of the culture and polite society of Lingdon and Tarnland. I don’t mean your Gaian society to be anything inferior to Regency England.”




  “I don’t see why I have to be included in this.”




  “If I can put up with wearing this uncomfortable and damned cold monkey suit without complaint I’m sure you can practice your genteel discretion and modest silences when they are appropriate in formal society. You could find it useful.”




  “Bullshit!”




  “Don’t speak so loudly. Look at the scenery.”




  From the edge of the wood the eye was instantly caught by Pemberley House, situated on the opposite side of a valley, into which the drive, with some abruptness, wound. It was a large, handsome, stone building, standing well on rising ground, and backed by a ridge of high woody hills; —and in front, a stream of some natural importance was swelled into greater, but without any artificial appearance. Its banks were neither formal, nor falsely adorned.




  Mr Author turned his attention to his companion. “Miss Austen described the house, as seen for the first time by the mistress to be— “




  Gisel chopped at the air as if warding off an assault by biting insects. “Although she didn’t know she was going to be at that time – did she? You’re not the only one who’s read the book.”




  “Right. ‘She had never seen a place for which nature had done more, or where natural beauty had been so little counteracted by an awkward taste’.”




  “Okay. So I promise not to make a scene. Let’s get going.”




  They climbed back into the carriage and resumed the drive---descended the hill, crossed the bridge, and drove to the door; and, while examining the nearer aspect of the house, the front door opened and a footman approached to speak with the driver.




  Mr Author heard the exchange as, “Yers, ‘tis the Austen party o’ three.”




  With that, another footman and three maids appeared from a side door and came to assist the travellers dismounting, the removal of the baggage, and sundry other attentions that characterized an arrival of unfamiliar guests. The front door was opened by yet another footman who, with one of the maids, took their outer travelling garments and carried them away. An older man, the butler, met them in the foyer and with great dignity said, “If you’ll kindly come this way, Ladies, Sir, the family are gathered in the South drawing room,” and led them across a tiled hall and past a grand staircase to a door which stood partly open.




  As they filed in the butler stood by the open door to address the family. “Your guests, Sir, Madam... Miss Austen, Miss Matah, and Mr Author.”




  A tall man standing by the fireplace bowed, and the three responded. Fitzwilliam Darcy was every bit as imposing in appearance and manner as he had appeared in the novel: tall and handsome and of noble mien. “Miss Austen, Miss Matah, welcome. I hope you are not too fatigued from your journey. Mr Author, thank you for your diligent care of the ladies. I trust you found our county facilities adequate and easy of access. I hope we can find something to amuse you while the ladies are visiting. Do you shoot?”




  “Not lately. I was somewhat of a marksman in my army service, but restrict myself to more social entertainment these days.”




  “Quite. Quite so.” Mr Darcy dismissed the topic with a wave of a hand that scattered the grouse and partridge into far distant coverts. “You have not actually met any of the family before, I understand.” He proceeded to point everyone out by deferential but slight bows. “My father in law, Mr Bennet; my wife Mrs Darcy –“




  That lady looked up and smiled. “Elizabeth, please. Let us be more hospitable than formal.”




  Mr Darcy leaned back and raised his chin. “Very well. Elizabeth Darcy, then: My mother in law, Mrs Bennet; and my sister, Georgiana Darcy. Please take a seat— Miss Matah, beside me at the fire?” He turned to the butler still standing by the door. “Perhaps our guests would enjoy a glass of wine, Haggerston – the family also.”




  Gisel stepped across the room to take the seat offered, while Miss Austen moved closer to the other side of the fire to stretch out a hand. Mrs Bennet, who sat upon that side, though by no means uncomfortably close, edged away as if feeling somewhat crowded.




  “Oh, Mr Darcy!” Mrs Bennet exclaimed. “I really cannot consider the slightest drop of wine at such an hour. It will surely go directly to my head. No–I really cannot accept any such refreshment at this time...but of course would not wish my apprehension to spoil such pleasure to anyone else in the company. No. Please do not hesitate from taking refreshment on my account. Mr Bennet, please, assure the guests that my health and headaches should not cause them to forgo their host’s hospitality.”
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