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Introduction

Almost 300 years ago, one brother rejected another because a lady chose the younger brother rather than himself. As much as the father fought to prevent it, there was a split between the brothers.

The father is a peer of the realm, and has a title his older son will inherit. After the father dies and the son is elevated to the title, he changes his first and family names to make sure there is nothing which connects him to his brother. He is angry because rather than a love match he had to settle for a marriage of convenience.

Before he died, the father made provisions for the future if the worst was ever to happen. We fast forward almost 300 years to 1810. By then, none of the affected families know there are any connections between them.

The Darcys, Fitzwilliams, Rhys-Davies (Duke of Bedford), Winstons (Duke of Hertfordshire), and Carringtons (Earl of Holder) are all good friends with some familial connections between some of them.

At the same time the Bennets of Longbourn have three daughters and two sons. Jane is born from the body of Fanny Bennet who passes soon after the delivery. Not long after her death, not mourning Fanny due to the fact she entrapped him, Bennet marries the love of his life, Miss Priscilla Morris. They are blessed with 2 daughters and 2 sons.

The Bingleys and Hursts lease Netherfield Park, and as in canon, Fitzwilliam Darcy comes to stay with them to honour his word to Bingley. Not all of the Bingleys and Hursts’ characters are the same as we have come to expect. There are some events similar to canon, like the infamous insult, and a very bad proposal, but there are many differences as I put my own spin on this tale.

At some point in the story, tragedy strikes some members of the noble families mentioned above. The ‘epic surprise’ is revealed when the long dead father’s instructions are followed.

Who is connected to who? Will Darcy’s attitude towards a certain Bennet only change after the revelation? What will the roles of Lady Catherine, Wickham, and Collins be in this story? To answer these and many other questions, read on and enjoy.


Prologue

May 1536

“You cannot mean you will never see your brother again,” the anguished father pleaded with his son and heir. “It was not his fault Charity fell in love with him.”

“He stole her from me!” the stubborn son insisted vehemently. “If he had not done so, she would have accepted me! Who would not want to marry a future peer of the realm?”

“That Son, was something your brother understood which you do not. Charity was never interested in wealth and rank. She, like your late mother, is one of those rare gems who cares for things which money cannot attain. She loves your brother, and not you,” the father attempted to reason. “Surely you would not be happy with a woman who only chose you for mercenary reasons, and her desire for a title, even if she held no affection for you?”

The son knew what his father said was true, but he would not allow himself to admit such, he was too angry and his stubborn pride would not allow him to recede. He had been raised in a household, regardless how unfashionable those of high society deemed it to be, where his parents shared a deep love and abiding respect for one another. That was until he was fourteen and his brother twelve.

Mother had been with child, only to be lost in childbirth along with the daughter she was trying to bring into the world. Father had been in deep mourning for two years, and he mourned her still. Many women of various ages tried to force themselves into his company, so they could share in his rank and wealth. Father had not looked at any of them and anyone who attempted to entrap him was sent running with her tail between her legs.

None of this meant anything. His brother would marry the woman with whom he had convinced himself he had been in love with, in a matter of days. Regardless of how close he and his brother used to be, his pride would not allow him to face his humiliation and attend the wedding. It was the reason he insisted on the break.

“I want my brother to change his family name so there is no public connection between us!” the son demanded.

“In that I do not support you,” the father disagreed. “You are both my sons, and I will not be forced to choose between you.”

“Then when I inherit, I will change my name!” the son retorted angrily. There was no doubt he was being unreasonable, but in his mind, he was in pain and this was the best way to mitigate that.

All the father could do was shake his head at his son’s stubbornness. His hope was that by the time he was called home his sons would be reconciled and his heir would have forgotten about changing his name.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Much to the father’s chagrin, rather than his heir’s heart softening over the years so there could be reconciliation, it hardened. His older son had settled for a marriage of convenience after claiming he could never love another.

His younger son lived on an estate the father had gifted him when he had married, which had been unentailed as it had come from the father’s mother. The older brother vehemently objected to his father bestowing an estate on his brother which, in his mind, by rights should have been his own. Eventually he had conceded his father was free to dispose of that estate as he saw fit. At least the estate was not nearby. Thankfully his brother no longer lived in the same county as himself. It was the only good thing about his father gifting the traitor his own estate. When the time came to inherit, he would not care how close or far his traitorous brother lived from him, as he would be so far above him.

While his younger son’s wife Charity gifted him with three sons and two daughters, as soon as his heir’s wife bore a son, she locked her door to her husband. The son had been named with the names the resentful son had chosen for himself. Knowing of his brother’s felicity only increased the bitterness the older felt for his younger sibling.

The animosity was not improved by the father spending as much time as he was able with his younger son, his wife, and grandchildren. The older brother was so angry his antipathy towards his brother reached the point of hatred.

Seeing his dream of a healing between the brothers would never be realised, the father created an irrevocable entail which would preclude his older son from breaking all ties with his younger son after he had been called home. The father had his secretary write a letter, detailing everything, which would be held by his master’s London solicitors, the firm of Rumpole and Crawley.

In August of 1555, the father passed away. Before his body was cold, the older son changed his name and then he denied his younger sibling entrance to his estate to attend their father’s funeral.

The new peer was furious his father had thwarted him from beyond the grave making it impossible to stop his brother receiving what had been left to him and his spawn in the will. Even worse, his late father had made it impossible to make the break between the families irrevocable.

By mid-1575 the embittered brother went to his final reward.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Hertfordshire, January 1788

Although he did not wish death on the wife who had entrapped him into marriage, Thomas Bennet could not mourn Fanny’s loss. Especially as her passing from extreme bleeding after she had given birth to a daughter, opened a door to happiness Bennet had believed had been irrevocably shut.

She had compromised him at a local assembly in Meryton in March 1786. His damned honour had not allowed him to refuse to marry Frances Gardiner, who, at that point, had been an extremely vapid, gossipy seventeen year old of mean understanding. They had nothing in common, but she was an over indulged young lady who had decided she wanted to marry the master of Longbourn. Her mother had passed away when Fanny was twelve, and used to praise her daughter to the skies for her beauty, as if that was the only attribute a man would want in a wife. Unfortunately, her father had been no less indulgent of his daughter. Seeing her father was a solicitor and Bennet a gentleman, the latter could have refused to marry the shrew, but for his sense of honour.

She had been the youngest of three. Her two older siblings were Hattie Philips and Edward Gardiner. Hattie, the eldest, was married to Frank Philips, her father’s head clerk. Edward Gardiner, the middle Gardiner offspring was a tradesman living in London. He had apologised profusely to Bennet for the actions of his sister and father. Bennet had assured Gardiner he held him and Mrs. Philips blameless.

Bennet had been living at his estate with his mother, Elizabeth Rose Bennet, called Beth, who was mourning her husband who passed away eight months before the compromise.

It was Bennet’s bad luck. He had just returned to society after mourning for his father was completed when Fanny had struck. It had been a double blow because he had been in love with Priscilla Morris—called Cilla—the daughter of Sir Phineas Morris, a baronet who owned Netherfield Park, an estate but three miles from Longbourn.

Sir Phineas’s wife, Mary, had passed away within a year of Cilla’s birth. The Morrises and Bennets had always been close and Cilla had been seen by Beth Bennet as the daughter she never had thanks to Thomas being her only child. Cilla was a year older than Fanny and at the assembly where he had been compromised, Bennet had intended to request a private interview with the woman he loved to be held the next day.

Bennet’s wife refused to learn how to be a proper mistress of the estate as she was not interested in anything beyond gossip and spending money on fripperies. He held firm and refused to allow her one penny beyond her allowance and as she had no idea how to be mistress, he denied her that title and left it with his mother.

When Elias Gardiner had come to plead his daughter’s case, Bennet had him ejected from Longbourn telling him never to return. The man had passed away from a heart ailment in February 1787. His son-in-law, Philips, took over the law practise.

There was as little contact with his wife as possible. Bennet did perform his marital duty, as distasteful as he felt the act was with her. Thankfully by July 1787, it had been confirmed Fanny was with child. Bennet gratefully ceased all visits to his wife’s chamber. All the woman did was complain about her nerves, flutterings, and palpitations. Seeing her at meal times was more than enough for Bennet and his mother.

As she misunderstood the entail on Longbourn, Fanny was concerned that if her babe was not a male, when her husband passed she would have no home. The entail was one which forbade the selling of any part of Bennet land and only one of Bennet blood could inherit, but as his wife was not able to grasp the nuances of the differences between that and an entail to heirs male, Bennet did not waste his time trying to make her understand. He left her to her worries of being thrown into the hedgerows to starve after he was called home.

As hard as it was to see his Cilla hurting at their being sundered by Fanny’s actions, a closeness between the residents of Longbourn and Netherfield Park remained—except for Fanny of course.

As much as he loved Cilla, Bennet—even had he been willing to do so, which he was not—would not consider dishonouring her by suggesting they contravene his marriage vows. One thing he was certain of, was even had he lowered himself to suggest an adulterous affair, Cilla would never have agreed and it would have cost him her friendship.

Although she understood why her Thomas had to do the honourable thing, Cilla had been devastated at losing the only man she would love.

That all changed when Jane Lydia had been born. As much as he disdained his now late wife, she had elicited a promise on her death bed that their daughter be named for her late mother.

Thankfully, one of the tenants at Longbourn had just begun to wean her babe, so she had been employed as a wetnurse for Jane. Beth Bennet was happy to care for her new granddaughter, and like her son, even though she had not wished this on Fanny or any living person, she could not repine Fanny’s death.

Gardiner had come from London to attend his sister’s funeral. As much as he could not reconcile himself with Fanny’s actions and behaviour, she was his sister so he would mourn her as would be expected. He was being hosted at the Philips’ house—the one which had belonged to his late father. He, Philips, and Bennet were the only men besides the vicar at the funeral.

Hattie was close to her own lying in so she had not been at Longbourn during the funeral.

Neither Gardiner nor Philips raised a word in objection when Bennet told them he would not be a hypocrite and mourn Fanny as if there had been anything between them.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The day after the funeral, Bennet was dressing to ride for Netherfield Park when he heard the sound of a carriage in the drive. His mother was with Jane and the wet nurse, so Bennet made his way to the drawing room in time for his butler, Hill, to lead Sir Phineas and Cilla into the room.

Bennet held his breath when he saw his beloved. She was not what would be called classically beautiful, but to him there was none who approached her beauty. She was on the petite side, with wavy raven locks, and the most bewitching emerald-green eyes. Even during the almost two years he had been tied to that woman, his love for Priscilla Morris had not diminished. If anything, although he believed they would never be together, his love for her had strengthened.

Before either Morris could express their condolences, Bennet stepped towards his beloved Cilla. “I am not mourning. I will not waste a day honouring a woman who had no honour,” he blurted out. “Miss Morris, would you grant me the pleasure of a private interview?”

“Yes, Thomas, yes I will marry you…unless you wanted to ask me something else.” Priscilla blushed deep scarlet at her presumption.

“Thank you, my Cilla, you saved me a long speech. That is exactly what I wanted to request of you. You have made me the happiest of men.” He turned to Sir Phineas. “That is if your father consents and gives us his blessing?”

“Even had I not thought so well of you, I could never deny my Cilla that which I know she desires above all else, so of course you have my blessing and permission to marry my daughter,” Sir Phineas granted. “All I can say is it is about time!” He paused. “I assume neither of you want to wait too long to marry, however, I suggest at least a six week engagement. That will stifle any talk about this being a hurried, patched up marriage.”

As much as they would have married that very same day, they chose the first Friday in March, the seventh day of that month. With that decided, Bennet rang for Mrs. Hill, his housekeeper, and asked her to summon his mother from the nursery. Beth entered the drawing room with a sleeping Jane in her arms. It did not take a great intellect to interpret the all-encompassing joy she saw on Cilla’s face and on her son’s countenance. When she was informed of the engagement, she expressed her sincere pleasure that two who were meant for one another were to wed. She would finally gain the young lady she had always thought of as a daughter as one.

Jane, albeit while she slept serenely, was introduced to the Morrises. “I see, at least at this point, she has her mother’s colouring,” Sir Phineas observed.

“She does,” Bennet agreed. To himself he added silently, ‘And I will work to make sure that will be her only similarity to her birth mother.’

“She is so very dear,” Cilla asserted. She looked from the babe in her soon-to-be mother-in-law’s arms and to her soon-to-be husband. “Thomas, your daughter will be as much a daughter to me as any other children with which we are blessed.”

“I would never have expected anything less from you my love,” Bennet responded.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Holder Heights Easter 1789

Four families linked by many years of friendship as well as some familial relationships thanks to marriages over the years, had all assembled in Staffordshire by the seventh of April, five days before the holy day of Easter.

The last to arrive were the Rhys-Davies family who, seeing their primary estate was in Bedfordshire, had the farthest to travel. The Darcys and Fitzwilliams had arrived together as the former’s estate of Pemberley was less than ten miles from the latter’s of Snowhaven; both were in Derbyshire. The hosts, the Carringtons, were pleased to host the Easter get-together this year.

All four sets of parents had made love matches. Given their ranks and wealth, they never allowed the derision of members of the Ton to affect them. Regardless of the opinions it was a plebian value to marry for love, none of them would ever change the way they had selected their spouse. The four men had all come into their inheritance, and for those who were peers, their titles over the years. The last one of the group to inherit was Robert Darcy whose father was called home three years previously.

Of the four families, only the Darcys were not peers of the realm. Robert Darcy, as all Darcys before him bore no title, and like his forebearers, had resisted any attempts to bestow one upon him. His wife. Lady Anne Darcy, née Fitzwilliam, was the sister of Lord Reginald Fitzwilliam, the Earl of Matlock. His countess was Lady Elaine Fitzwilliam, who was the first cousin of Lady Rose Rhys-Davies, married to Lord Sedgewick, the Duke of Bedford. The final set of parents were Lady Edith Carrington, the hostess and Countess of Holder, and her husband, Paul, the Earl of Holder.

Between the families at Holder Heights, there was a large group of children. So far there were three Rhys-Davies—Sed, the Marquess of Birchington, nine, Saul who was two years younger, and lastly Marie who had recently turned three—two Carringtons—James, Viscount Hadlock was eight, and Emily was five—two Fitzwilliams—Andrew, Viscount Hilldale was nine, and Richard, who was seven—and lastly one Darcy—Fitzwilliam, called William by all, was six.

The sisters-in-law, Elaine and Anne, both prayed they would be blessed with a girl babe one day. They knew it was in His hands, but it did not stop them reminding Him of their preference for a daughter.

Since Richard, Elaine had experienced two miscarriages while Anne had three after William, and two before him. She was aware she placed herself in danger each time she was in the family way, but Lady Anne Darcy was determined to give her husband another child and William a sibling.

As Anne thought of siblings, she could not but think of her sister who was not present. Anne was in fact the youngest, and Reggie the middle Fitzwilliam. Their older sister was Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Catherine had demurred as her only child, Anne, who was four, was ill again.

Catherine had married a wealthy knight by the name of Sir Lewis de Bourgh. His estate of Rosings Park in Kent was not as large as any of the primary estates of the four families together for Easter, but it was a good size and cleared almost seven thousand pounds per annum. Unfortunately, Catherine’s husband was somewhat of a lecher and was not careful where he found his pleasure which was why Catherine’s door had been locked to him once she was with child, and since Anne was born, it had never been unlocked again.

Even though her sister had faults, Lady Anne loved her sister and missed her. With all of Catherine’s quirks, like thinking she knew everything about anything, and giving her opinions—which were usually wrong—whether asked for or not, and had very decided opinions about either Andrew or William being engaged to her daughter, she was never malicious.

Within a year of Anne de Bourgh being born, Sir Lewis had been diagnosed with the French disease. Before Anne turned four, he had succumbed to a virulent strain of the pox he had contracted. Catherine had been humiliated that he had made bequests to two mistresses and the madam of a bordello, but she had borne it with dignity. Rosings Park, de Bourgh House on Berkeley Square, and the remainder of his fortune would be his daughter‘s when she married or attained the age of five and twenty. Until then it was all held in trust.

After her husband passed away, Catherine’s insistence that one of her nephews should be engaged to Anne, was significantly increased. As much as her siblings and their family loved her, when Catherine made such pronouncements, they ignored it.

Lady Anne was looking forward to seeing Catherine and her namesake when the Darcys and Fitzwilliams would spend a few days at Rosings Park after Easter.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Longbourn March 1790

Bennet was pacing in his library being watched by his father-in-law and the two men, who although no longer related to him, he still considered brothers-in-law.

Cilla was upstairs with his mother, Hattie, Mrs. Hill, and the midwife Mrs. Mary Brown. From the screams which could be heard all the way downstairs in the library, she was not far from giving birth.

“How are the twins?” Gardiner asked his brother, Frank Philips. In October of the same year Jane was born, Hattie Philips had delivered Elias and Lydia.

“They are both well,” Philips averred. “It is no surprise that Lydia began to both talk and walk before Elias, but he is already growing to be larger than her.” Talking of his children caused Philips to cogitate. He still could not believe he and Hattie had been blessed with one child, never mind two. They had been married more than five years and there had been nothing. Then, just when they had given up hope, Hattie had shared she was with child.

At that moment the men noticed it was quiet upstairs. Bennet threw the door open and with as much speed as he could, ran up the stairs, taking them two or three at a time. He relaxed when he saw his mother exit the chamber with Mrs. Hill and Hattie because all three were beaming.

“Go meet your daughter, Thomas,” Beth suggested as she kissed her son’s cheek.

He did not need a second prompting. Bennet knocked and entered the birthing chamber without waiting for an answer. He saw Mrs. Brown cleaning her instruments and then roll them up in a piece of canvas. Then his eyes swivelled to his beloved, who was sitting up in the bed, a tired smile on her face. In her arms was a swaddled bundle. All Bennet could see of his…Mother had said…yes, a daughter, was a shock of dark hair which looked to be the same colour as Cilla’s.

“Come meet your second daughter, Thomas,” Priscilla invited. “Jane will be ever so pleased to be gifted a sister, even if she cannot play with her for some time yet.”

At just over two, Jane was, according to Hattie and Gardiner, the image of her late mother at the same age. She was a loving and inquisitive toddler.

Cilla patted the bed and Bennet sat where his wife indicated. She gently placed the sleeping bundle into her husband’s ready arms. The little mite scrunched up her nose as if she was about to wail, but she settled again. As Bennet looked at his new daughter’s face, he could see she already had long eyelashes, like her mother, and her skin tone was similar to her mother’s, not only her hair.

“What should we name her, Cilla my dearest wife?” Bennet enquired.

“I was thinking of naming her Elizabeth Rose Bennet, after Mother,” Priscilla suggested. “We can call her Lizzy so there is no confusion with Mother called Beth.”

“Do you not want to name her Mary after your late mother?” Bennet verified.

“If we are gifted another daughter, she will be named Mary, but Mother is the only mother I am able to remember, so I would truly like to name our new daughter in your mother’s honour.”

“In that case, welcome to the world Lizzy,” Bennet stated as his new daughter gripped his thumb.

He could see she was stirring so Bennet handed Elizabeth back to her mother to receive some sustenance.


Chapter 1

Given how happy he was since he was no longer tied to Fanny and now married to the love of his life, Bennet did everything he was able to do to enhance his family’s future security. Additionally, knowing regardless of whether his Cilla bore him a son Longbourn was safe, allowed both him and his beloved wife to relax and not feel the pressure of having to have a son.

Cilla had brought a dowry of five and thirty thousand pounds to the marriage, which Bennet had insisted would remain under her control for her own, and their future daughters’, security. The money had been turned over to Edward Gardiner who produced ten percent or more per annum in returns. Her pin money was paid out to her, and the rest was reinvested with Gardiner. In addition, everything over two thousand pounds of income from Longbourn was sent to be invested as well.

Even had they not been certain Longbourn was safe, they would at some point have had an estate. As his only child, Sir Phineas Morris’s last will and testament, except for an amount bequeathed to each of his current and future grandchildren, left all of his worldly goods, including his estate and the house in London, to his daughter. Like he had with her dowry, Bennet had the settlement state when she inherited, the estate and the rest of her father’s holdings would remain Priscilla’s property.

When his late wife passed away, her dowry of five thousand pounds became Jane’s. Cilla and Bennet, with Sir Phineas’s concurrence, decided as soon as Lizzy had a dowry in the same amount as Jane’s, all money for dowries would be split evenly.

Even though Cilla fed Lizzy herself and did not seek the services of a wetnurse, she was once again with child by February 1791. Compared to when she carried Lizzy, Cilla began to show signs of increasing earlier, and as she increased, her belly was noticeably much larger. Mrs. Brown and Mr. Jones, the new local physician and apothecary in one, both opined Mrs. Bennet was carrying twins.

When Jane, who was three, heard she would have two more siblings, she had been as excited as a toddler her age could be. To her mind, it was a pity her new siblings would take a long time before they could play. Lizzy was only beginning to say some words and had recently taken her first steps, but she still could not join in and play with Jane. Jane was yet to comprehend why before she turned five months old, Lizzy’s eyes had become green like her mama’s and no longer blue like her own.

All the while hiding his concern from his children, Bennet was beside himself with worry. Even had his first wife not passed away shortly after Jane entered the world, he was aware childbirth was a danger to mother and babe at the best of times. That was when there was only one child to be born! If the midwife and Jones had the right of it, his Cilla would have to birth two babes. He tried to keep his concerns from his wife and mother but with little success.

On the second Tuesday in August 1791, with Bennet wearing out the carpet in his library, two hours after midnight, first a son and then almost a half hour later a daughter entered the world.

He had been petrified he was going to lose another wife, this time, one he loved beyond all reason, as Cilla had fainted away after the girl had been delivered. No matter how many times Jones and Mrs. Brown assured him the occurrence was common after a particularly arduous birthing process, until he knew his wife would be well, Bennet had refused to see the twins. He would only meet them when Cilla was able to do so as well.

Thanks to the foreknowledge they would more than likely have twins, a wetnurse had been employed. Like with Jane, it was the wife of a tenant who would be weaning her own daughter soon enough. Hence, while Cilla was still unconscious, the as yet unnamed babes were able to take sustenance.

Much to Bennet’s relief, his Cilla came back to him a little more than a day after delivering their babes. He had been sleeping in a chair next to his wife, holding her hand. Just after six o’clock the morning after she had slipped into unconsciousness, Bennet was brought fully awake at his hand being squeezed.

“Our babe?” Priscilla croaked.

“Babes, a son and a daughter. They are in the adjoining room with Mrs. Potter, and their nursemaid,” a joyful Bennet responded. He gingerly assisted his wife to sit up against her pillows and then poured her a glass of water. He held the glass and allowed a little at a time to drip into her mouth.

“When they wake, will you have them brought here?” Priscilla questioned with a stronger voice thanks to drinking. “What names did you choose? How do they look. Twins, oh my.”

“We will see them together for the first time,” Bennet informed his wife. The sounds of mewling babes caught their attention.

“Bring one of them to me so I can feed her or him myself,” Priscilla requested.

Bennet returned holding their squirming son in his arms. The mite was soon at his mother’s breast, drinking hungrily. After a healthy belch, he was returned to the nursemaid to change him. His satiated sister was brought to her mother.

While their son had a tuft of light brown hair like his father, the daughter had the same colour hair as her mother, except hers seemed to be straighter. At Cilla’s insistence, cradles were placed next to her bed for the twins. After a little discussion, the twins’ parents decided to name their son Henry Phineas, after his two grandfathers, and the daughter Mary Elizabeth after her grandmothers.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The four Bennet children grew and thrived going from strength to strength. Life was very pleasant for the family. They visited Netherfield Park often, and Sir Phineas called on Longbourn just as much. He revelled in his grandchildren, of which Jane was considered one regardless of who her mother was. Between Phineas and Beth Bennet, the children had a surfeit of love from grandparents.

When Jane turned five in January 1793, a governess, Mrs. Jones the widowed sister-in-law of Mr. Jones, was employed. Unfortunately, Jones’s brother had been a gamester so when he died in a riding accident, he left his widow destitute with nothing but debts of honour. The only positive was those who wanted to collect debts left with nothing as she had no funds. Thankfully, her brother-in-law, who was appalled at his brother’s profligacy, had taken her in. Although he had been willing to support her without her working, she had been determined to pay her way.

Thus, when word was spread the Bennets were seeking a governess, Mrs. Anita Jones had applied. She had an impressive education and list of accomplishments so she had been employed without delay.

With the fact Lizzy would not be three until March, she had insisted in joining the classes with her big sister, Janey. No one had deterred her and she seemed to soak up the information being taught even if she did not yet comprehend the meaning of much of what Jane was able to understand.

There was a great disaster in November 1793, when Sir Phineas had been at Morris House in London on Cavendish Square. He was taken home to God when he had been struck with a putrid fever.

The butler had sent an express to the master’s daughter and son-in-law expressing the urgency they come to Town. Cilla and Bennet had arrived hours before her father went to his final reward. The best London doctors had not been able to do anything to save the baronet. At least his much loved daughter was at his side when he passed away, even if he had not seen his beloved Beth and been able to say his goodbyes to her.

Beth had remained with the children at Longbourn. They were not family; however, it had been an extremely bitter pill for Beth to swallow. The two grandparents had spent many hours in the company of the other and as such had become very close. So much so, they had gradually fallen in love, and Phineas had proposed and being accepted by Beth just before his business trip to London. They were to share the news when he returned from Town. Beth was grateful no one else would know of her pain.

The will was read in the offices of Rumpole and Crawley a few days after the mortal remains of Sir Phineas had been consigned to the earth next to his late wife, Mary. Having been in business since not long after the Wars of the Roses, it was one of the oldest groups of solicitors in London.

There were no surprises. Each grandchild was bequeathed a significant amount, there were some bequests to faithful retainers, and the vast bulk went to his daughter, as had been known beforehand it would. As neither she nor her husband were interested in London society, the house in Town would be offered for lease, and she decided that Frank Philips would be her agent in Meryton to offer Netherfield Park to those who desired to lease it. None of her properties would be available for sale.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Not long after the end of her deep mourning period for her father, Cilla felt the quickening, confirming her suspicion she was with child, in the middle of March 1794. On the fifteenth day of September, Thomas James Bennet joined the family. He would be called Tommy by his friends and family.

Tommy had dark wavy hair like his mother, but based on his size at birth, his parents surmised he would have his father’s stature. As happy as she was to have a fifth child, Cilla was sad that her father would never meet Tommy. Being out of mourning by the time the newest Bennet was born did not mitigate the sadness she still felt regarding her father’s death. Not made for sadness, Cilla did what she needed to banish the maudlin thoughts from her consciousness.

One thing she could not fathom was why Mother seemed to have a tear in her eye whenever her late father was mentioned. Cilla knew they had been close friends, but that did not explain the level of sadness Mother still displayed as the anniversary of Papa’s passing approached. At least Jane and Lizzy had ceased asking where Grandpapa was. When they had, it pained Cilla, but she did not miss the same pain in her mother-in-law.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

In November of 1796 Beth Bennet passed away from a broken heart. She had shared the truth of her betrothal with the late Sir Phineas with Cilla only a few days before her death.

She had not been afraid to be called home. Beth Bennet knew Cilla and Thomas were the best of parents and would take good care of her grandbabies. Also, she was as sure as could be that when it was her time, she would see Phineas again.

Cilla of course told her husband. They finally understood why their mother had been in a melancholic state when she was not busy with a task or with her grandchildren. She was missed by all of the Bennets, except for Tommy who was too young to know his grandmama.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Rather than making for Rosings Park in time for Easter for the group of friends and family, as they had planned to be in 1795, they were all at Pemberley for Anne Darcy’s impending lying in. There were none of the adults who did not worry for Anne.

Although she had been aware of the risks to herself, Lady Anne Darcy had convinced her husband to try one more time to provide William with a sibling. Towards the end of August 1794, much to her delight, Anne had felt the quickening confirming she was in the family way again.

He had tried to hide it, but Robert Darcy had railed against himself for allowing Anne to talk him into endangering her life. He had been by her side all through her increasing making sure she never exerted herself.

Her sisters Elaine and Catherine were present from mid-February on. Edith Carrington and Rose Rhys-Davies had joined those at Pemberley in the final week of that month.

With her sisters and friends present to assist her, Lady Anne had entered her lying in on the final day of February 1795. She had laboured for two days, sapping her remaining strength from her body as she battled to bring her child into the world. Had his sisters-in-law and Anne’s friends not given him hourly updates, Darcy would have gone mad, regardless of his brother-in-law’s and friends’ presence. The longer his wife laboured, the more Robert Darcy feared for her life. He had thought her labours with William were long; they had been only twelve hours!

A little after ten o’clock on the second day of March, the squalling of a babe was heard by those close to the birthing chamber at Pemberley. She was named Georgiana Camile for her father’s late sister, who had passed as a young girl. The middle name was the same as Anne’s. As her first name contained his beloved wife’s name, and they decided to call her Anna which was even closer to his Anne’s name, Robert Darcy had not argued about his wife’s choice.

What concerned Darcy, the doctors, the midwife, and the ladies who had been with Lady Anne through her travails was that although there had been minimal bleeding after the fact, Anne was pallid, and as the days passed after the birth, rather than recover, she was getting weaker.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Close to the end of March, Lady Anne Darcy had a series of conversations with her family members starting with William, who was twelve.

William approached his mother’s bed with trepidation, even at his young age he could tell that Mother was not well, her skin was almost translucent. He stopped a few feet from the bedside as if his proximity would somehow add to his mother’s ills.

“William, come close, my voice is not very strong and I want you to hear me,” his mother beckoned him.

“Mother is your being sick Georgiana’s fault? Would you still be well if she had not come?” William asked gravely.

“No my boy, please swear you will never blame Anna if I do not recover and God calls me home to His side. It was my choice to give you a sister. Your sister is as innocent in what is ailing me as you or your father are.” Lady Anne paused to take some deep breaths. “William, I need your help. Also Son, I know you are uncomfortable with those you do not know and you have adopted some of your Aunt’s claims about the need for the preservation of the distinction of rank nonsense, I need you to be more like your cousins in the way you relate to others, especially those you think beneath you.”

“Anything for you, Mother,” William averred emphatically.

“If the worst happens, your father may retreat into himself. I need you to make sure that does not occur.” She held up her hand part way. “I ask a lot of you, but you are strong in body and character. Also I need you to watch out for Anna. Love her, protect her, and teach her. Remember what I said, she is blameless. Can you do this for me if I am no longer here to do it myself?”

By now William was crying. He had heard the adults speak of it being hopeless and although Mother was trying to blunt the pain and intimating it was not as hopeless as others might believe—he was certain the others were correct. He dried his eyes and pulled his, tall for his age, body erect. “I will do all you ask of me, Mother. I love you.”

“As I will always love you even if I am no longer here. Allow me an hour to rest and then please send your Aunt Catherine in,” Lady Anne requested. William kissed his mother’s cheek and trying to keep his composure, left her chambers.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Anne, you need to rest so you will recover, not talk to everyone,” Lady Catherine commanded when she sat at her sister’s bedside. “I will not allow you to leave us!” As she spoke, the normally iron willed woman who never cried, shed some tears for the impending loss of her sister.

“If only it was as simple as you ordering me to recover. If I could, I would obey you without hesitation.” Anne squeezed Catherine’s hand causing her older sister to look at her with her moist eyes. “Cat, I need you to stop with your demands of engaging William to Anne.” Her sister was about to object but Anne gave her a stern look which froze the words in her throat. “I am not unaware your aim is to make sure Anne is protected from fortune hunters and those who would take advantage of her if you are no longer here…” Anne took a series of deep breaths. “…yes, I know you give the impression you want Anne married so you will be left alone at Rosings Park. I know the real you Sister, and what you do you do to protect Annie. In addition, even though your marriage to Lewis was arranged, all of the rest of us have made love matches, and whether you agree or not, it is what we want for William.”

“But how will Anne be protected if not in marriage?” Catherine allowed her mask to slip and showed her true concern.

“There are many things which can be done. Ask Reggie, he is a client of Rumpole and Crawley like my Robert and the rest of our friends are. He can have a contract written which would give a man who entraps her nothing and even if she chooses to marry, and who knows if my niece will ever be healthy enough to do so, her property and wealth would be protected. You know, without marrying her when Richard reaches his majority, Annie can be made his ward and then he would be able to protect her.

“Lastly, I must tell you that I love you Sister. When I am gone, Robert, William, and Anna will need your strength, but when they ask for it. You do have a tendency to take over.” Anne gave a ghost of a smile, as did her sister knowing her little sister had the right of it.”

“I will do what I can, and I promise I will not try and intimate you agreed William should marry Anne. I will tell Elaine the same regarding Andrew.” Lady Catherine bent over and pulled her extremely frail sister into a hug. “I love you Anne.”

“Send Robert in please Cat,” Anne requested.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy sat next to his wife and took her hand while she slept. After about two hours she woke up, not looking any better than she had before she rested. “You need to rest, Anne,” Darcy worried.

“You and I both know my eternal rest is not far off.” Anne shook her head as her husband was about to vehemently disagree. “My love, we need to look at what is, not the way we desire things were.”

Darcy’s face fell. He knew his Anne spoke the truth. “I will listen.”

“Please tell me you do not blame Anna and you will not withdraw from her and William when I am gone. I know it is what you will want to do, but even if I am not in the mortal world, you have two pieces of me with you and they will need you more than anything.

“Robert you have never listened to me about young George Wickham, but you must hear me now. We all see the boy is jealous of William, manipulative, can be downright cruel, and very seldom, if ever, tells the truth. Just because his mother passed two years ago is not a reason to ignore what is painfully obvious to all of us. Remember who is your son and who is not.”

At first Darcy bristled that the subject was George Wickham, but he caught himself. Had he not heard the same from his brother and friends? Anne had tried to tell him this many times and he had been obstinate, and now, as she lay dying, she raised the issue again. Darcy finally owned it was more than likely he was wrong, not everyone else. “I will review everything regarding George and I vow to be open to hear what you and everyone else has told me.”

Anne gave a wan, half smile. “Robert, I need you to swear to me you will not stop living after I am gone. The children will need you more than ever and my little Anna will never know me, so it is up to you to keep me alive for her. I will not ask you to forgo the year of mourning, but when it is past, then you need to go back into society. I am not demanding a promise you will marry again, but I will ask you to be open to it. Remember the heart has unlimited capacity to love.”

Anne had spent all of her energy and once she received her husband’s vow, she had some much needed rest.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Easter in 1795, should have been a time of celebrating the resurrection of the Son, but instead it was a time for mourning and of consoling Robert and William Darcy over the death, on the second day of April, only three days before Easter Sunday, of Lady Anne Camile Darcy.

Those Anne had elicited promises from were honour bound to stand by their word.

One who did not mourn the mistress of Pemberley’s passing was George Wickham who was eleven. A few days before her death, Mr. Darcy had withdrawn as his godfather and would no longer be his patron. He was sure it was that prig William’s fault. He would bide his time and take his revenge when the time was right.


Chapter 2

September 1810

“Mama, what are you able to tell us about the new tenants who will take up residence at Netherfield Park soon?” Elizabeth, who had turned twenty the past March, enquired.

“According to the investigation Mr. Philips commissioned on my behalf, Mr. Bingley is a man from the north, Scarborough in Yorkshire actually,” Cilla averred. “He is the son of a very successful tradesman who is trying to enter the world of the landed gentry. According to the report, he is very conscious of social position and looks for ways to increase his consequence. His two sisters and a brother-in-law, Mr. Hurst will accompany him. One of the sisters will keep house for him.”

“Was Mr. Bingley’s father as wealthy as Uncle Edward is?” Mary enquired.

“Not quite, but he made a very large fortune with carriage works in Yorkshire and surrounding counties,” Cilla averred. “As we know, it is not fortune or rank which defines a person, but their character.

Cilla looked at her three daughters who were nodding their emphatic agreement. “Take care around Mr. Bingley,” she turned to Jane exclusively, “especially you Jane dear.”

“Why me, Mama?” Jane wondered. Jane was two and twenty. She was still unmarried by choice. Her beauty had attracted interest, especially in London, when she, like her younger sisters after her, was presented. No man had yet touched her heart, and given the fortunes the girls would each have, it was not imperative she marry.

“Based on what we know of him, he is attracted to tall, willowy blonde, blue eyed women. Does that sound like anyone we know, Janey?” Cilla asked her stepdaughter who she saw no differently than the four children born of her body. Jane blushed deeply. “It does not exactly say he is a rake, because if he were, I would not accept him as a tenant. However, he seems to fall in love with women who look like our Janey and then he moves on looking for someone who can assist in his advancement in society.”

“So he is a fortune hunter and social climber who is capricious, but not a rake?” Mary, who like her twin brother had recently turned nineteen, summarised.

“That is an accurate assessment, Mary dear,” Cilla acknowledged. “Add to that he relies heavily on the opinions of others, especially a good friend from his university days, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, the master of Pemberley in Derbyshire. Mr. Darcy is the scion of nobility and a member of the first circles. Even though Mr. Bingley is the son of a tradesman, they reportedly have a close friendship. Do not forget the way Mr. Philips has the lease structured, I am able to evict them for contravening moral clauses, as well as other more mundane ones.”

“How old are they, and did they attend Cambridge?” Elizabeth queried. “If so did they leave the university before Henry began to attend?”

“They were students at the same university as your papa and Henry, but Mr. Bingley is seven and twenty and Mr. Darcy a year older so they had graduated from the university long before Henry attended,” Cilla shared.

“When will my twin and Tommy return from their schools?” Mary asked.

While Henry was in his second year at Cambridge, Tommy, who had turned sixteen a few days before the start of the new school year, was in his penultimate year at Eton.

“Mary, all of you, I know that you miss your brothers, but you should remember from past years, their first term break will be about a fortnight prior to Christmastide,” Cilla replied. “We have new neighbours to meet and an assembly to attend on the final Friday of this month.” Priscilla paused as she cogitated, “I wonder if they will attend the assembly given they take up residence on the preceding Monday.”

“Mayhap when Papa calls on Mr. Bingley to welcome him to the neighbourhood he will be able to discover whether the Netherfield Park party will attend the assembly,” Jane suggested.

“I am sure your papa will be able to ferret out that information, and if not, Sir William will be far more direct and you know once he knows, Lady Lucas will be informed. She will share the news with one and all and as soon as Jane’s Aunt Hattie is made aware, she will assist in the sharing of the gossip.”

“If only Aunt Hattie was more like Uncle Edward and Aunt Maddie,” Jane lamented.

Over the years, with the continuing close relationship between Bennet, Gardiner, and Philips the three men had maintained a brother-like relationship even after the familial ties had been broken when Bennet’s first wife had passed away.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The relationship between the Bennets and Hattie Philips and her daughter, Lydia, were not as cordial as they were with her husband Frank and their son Elias. This was true of Jane as well. Jane, like the rest of the Bennets did not countenance gossip and hated vulgarity. Something mother and daughter Philips exhibited constantly. Even before the scandal, none of the Bennet siblings had been close to Lydia.

Hattie Philips was an inveterate gossip who was proud of the fact her daughter had eloped with a militia officer seven years previously when Lydia Philips had been just fifteen. All she cared about was Lydia was married and not how it had happened or the fact her daughter’s husband was barely able to support himself and his wife.

Juxtaposed to the Philips ladies were the men of the family. Frank, the father, was a good man and his son Elias was of the same ilk. The latter had attended Oxford like his father before him, and also like his father, he had read the law. For the last year since graduating from university, Elias Philips had been working as a clerk in his father’s law practice in Meryton—the one which used to belong to his namesake and late grandfather. Rather than trade on the fact he was the son of the proprietor, Elias had begun at the entry level, like any other new clerk would.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

With the Gardiners there was no division of loyalties. All seven Bennets were extremely close to Edward and Madeline Gardiner. Gardiner had met the love of his life while a resident at the Rose and Crown Inn in Lambton in the late summer of 1795. He had been in Derbyshire to meet with some of his local investors, the primary ones being the Fitzwilliams and Darcys. Even though the head of the latter family had been in mourning for the loss of his wife, he still had to take care of business.

That Sunday, Gardiner had attended All Saints’ Church in Lambton where he had met the lady to whom he was now married. Miss Madeline Lambert was the daughter of the rector and an only child. Even though Mr. Lambert—who was a widower—was aware that if Madeline ended up marrying Edward Gardiner, she would move far distant from him, he was not selfish and did nothing to deter his daughter from accepting Gardiner.

A year after they met, they had married from All Saints in Lambton. By September 1810, they had four children: Lillian—Lilly, twelve; Edward—Eddy, nine; Peter, seven; and the youngest, May, four.

Over the years Gardiner’s business had gone from one success to another, so much so that they moved from Gracechurch Street to Portman Square in early 1806. Gardiner had also purchased a mid-sized estate near Lambton, Clover Dell. Most of the year the Gardiners lived in London while Gardiner managed his businesses, but for a good portion of the summers, if they had no other commitments to visit the Bennets, or others, they moved to Clover Dell. Maddie’s father had retired from the pulpit and lived quietly at the estate. He did not feel up to the length of travel from Lambton to London. He lived there still.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“It is all my fault,” Darcy bemoaned, his elbows resting on his desk, his head in his hands. “You told me to check Mrs. Younge’s characters and I did not listen to you even though you are as much Anna’s guardian as I am.”

“William, you are the one who saved our ward,” Richard reminded his cousin. “Had you not been suspicious of why her letters had ceased, you would not have travelled to Ramsgate and stopped that bastard and his paramour before they could do any real harm to Anna.”

When Robert Darcy had perished in a riding accident at Pemberley some five years previously, his will had appointed his son and nephew, Richard Fitzwilliam, as joint guardians. Even though Richard was in Kent for part of the year and Darcy in Derbyshire they made it work.

“I am only sorry you were not with me when I went to Ramsgate,” Darcy lamented. “I should have stopped at Rosings Park and had you join me. You would not have let the profligate wastrel escape with his life.”

Richard Fitzwilliam was a man who would do what was needed, and when needed, had a very hard edge, especially if someone harmed a person he loved. It was the reason he would have joined the army had he not agreed to safeguard the de Bourgh ladies and all of the de Bourgh fortune and property. He would have thought nothing of making George Wickham disappear permanently.

“Stop berating yourself!” Richard demanded. “If you had stopped, they may have been on their way to Gretna Green before we arrived. As it was, you made it to your house with a few scant hours to spare. Imagine if he had succeeded in his damned plan to elope with our Anna. Even though her dowry would have been beyond his reach, he would have caused you immense pain for his perceived wrongs at your hand.”

“I should have ended him instead of just punching his smug face,” William opined. “Even though we cannot prove it, we both suspect he had a hand in Father’s death. Do not forget, I had been supposed to ride out with father that day. If I had…”

“Thankfully we will never know, and now you employ sufficient guards to make sure he can never harm you,” Richard pointed out.

As Richard spoke, Darcy’s mind returned to the scene he had witnessed the day he had arrived in Ramsgate.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy’s House, Ramsgate May 1810

Darcy arrived at his house as the sun was beginning to sink below the hills in the west. The reds, golds, and silvers thrown out by the setting sun reflected on the surface of the rather calm sea. Until he had entered the house, Darcy had felt as calm as the sea had looked to him.

He had heard a male voice coming from the sitting room, the door only partially closed. He knew whose voice it was and was momentarily frozen as he heard the disgusting words. “Come now Georgiana, we are to leave for Gretna Green on the morrow, even now Mrs. Younge is supervising your packing, as we are soon to be husband and wife, there can be no evil in anticipating…” Whatever else George Wickham was about to say was lost when the door flew open, and an enraged Darcy flew into the room. The former turned white with fear.

Anna immediately burst into tears at the fury she saw on her brother’s countenance, not the joy George and Mrs. Younge had assured her William would feel when their surprise was revealed to him.

Before he could move Darcy had planted his fist into Wickham’s belly with all of his might, and then when the libertine doubled over in pain, Darcy’s other fist was brought up in a vicious uppercut which snapped Wickham’s head back, rendering him unconscious.

Attracted by the commotion, Mrs. Younge entered the sitting room. As soon as she saw her George lying prostrate at the feet of Mr. Darcy, her only thought was of escape. She had half turned when a large hand was placed on her shoulder.

“Where do you think you are going?” Darcy, who under normal circumstances would never manhandle a woman, pushed a petrified Mrs. Younge into a chair. “Where are my staff and servants? Why are they not here and how could you, who was employed with the express purpose of protecting my sister, allow that gamester and seducer near her?”

“They are off on a half day,” Mrs. Younge admitted but said nothing else as she looked down at her feet.

“Anna, go outside to my coach and tell the Thompson brothers I require their presence immediately,” Darcy instructed. As upset and confused as she was, Georgiana understood this was not the time to question her brother. Within minutes the sniffling girl returned with the large Thompson brothers in tow. She sat back down, took William’s offered handkerchief, and began to dry her eyes. “Bind that,” Darcy pointed at Wickham who was beginning to stir. “And make sure that,” he pointed at a shaking Mrs. Younge, “does not abscond.”

Leaving the brothers to watch the two in the sitting room, Darcy led his sister who had shrunk back into herself, out of the room and into the parlour opposite. “Did I hear that you had agreed to an elopement with a man who was banished from Pemberley for immoral behaviour?” Darcy paused, he needed to modulate his voice as he could see his sister’s distress. “Did your education not inform you how wrong an elopement is, regardless with whom?”

Anna nodded as she continued to cry silently. “I-I b-believed myself in l-l-love w-with him.”

“It is critical you tell me; did you allow that seducer any liberties with your person?” Darcy enquired quietly but firmly.

“One k-kiss,” Georgiana owned. “They said you would like the surprise.”

“That is one of the biggest of the many lies you were told. Wait here,” Darcy commanded. His sister’s eyes were firmly fixed on her hands folded in her lap and at the floor.

When he re-entered the sitting room, Wickham was bound and sitting on a chair. Not being one who understood when it was time to be quiet, Wickham decided he needed to turn the situation to his advantage. “Where is my fiancée?” Before he could say another word the older of the Thompson brothers advanced towards him menacingly. Being a coward, Wickham closed his mouth.

“The only reason I will allow you to live is for the memory of your late father,” Darcy growled.

Wickham blanched. He knew Darcy well enough to know this was no idle comment. Rather than gain Miss Darcy’s dowry and avenge himself on the prig, he would now have to preserve his own neck.

“You will leave this place and never approach a member of my family again or I will speak to the Duke of Bedford or one of the earls to have you transported or worse. Breathe a word of this woman leaving you alone with my sister and you will be sent to hell. Do you understand me?” Darcy demanded. Wickham nodded wordlessly. Darcy turned to his sister’s former companion. “You cross me again and I will have you charged with fraud and the attempted kidnapping of an earl’s niece. If you want to swing, try me.” Like Wickham before her, Mrs. Younge nodded her understanding. He turned to the Thompsons. “Make sure they leave Ramsgate forthwith. If they resist in any way, you are free to do as you see fit.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“William…WILLIAM! Where did you go?” Richard’s voice pierced the fog of his memories of Anna’s almost ruin.

“Please pardon me Richard, what did you say?”

“In my opinion you should accompany Bingley into Hertfordshire,” Richard repeated.

“But Anna…” Darcy began to protest.

“She will be well cared for. Mother will love hosting her, Ladies Rose and Edith, and their daughters will be in Town, and you know how close Anna is to Charity, do you not?” The youngest Rhys Davies, Lady Charity was born in the middle of June 1796.

Just when Lady Rose had been convinced there would be no more after Marie, she had become with child and the result was a second daughter. As she was a little more than a year younger than Anna, she and Charity became fast friends over the years.

“I suppose,” Darcy conceded. “And I do hate to go back on my word, even if the way Bingley has behaved of late irks me somewhat.”

“Has Miss Bingley received the message you are not interested in her as anything more than your friend’s sister? Am I wrong that she seems to behave a little better than she used to when we first met her?”

“She no longer hunts me like she was wont to. And yes, it is easier to tolerate her company now. I am confused why it took so long as I had told Bingley some years back I would never offer for her, regardless of the circumstances.” William shook his head. “I only agreed to assist Bingley learn estate management after his youngest sister’s behaviour was amended.”

“One thing William on the subject of that bastard Wickham. If you encounter him again, summon me and then we will deal with him together.”

“You have my word of honour it will be so.”


Chapter 3

Lady Catherine had taken her family’s suggestions to heart regarding having Richard named the heir to the de Bourgh holdings and guardian of Anne, so her daughter would be protected from fortune hunters. As Anne was very frail, until he married, his Aunt was the mistress of the estate. When Anne had reached her birthday past, when she turned five and twenty, she could have assumed the role of mistress, but knowing her own limitations, Anne had been happy to allow her mother to continue in that role.

Thanks to his aunt, for the most part, leaving her imperiousness and pretentions in the past, Richard and Lady Catherine normally worked well together, except in one instance recently, she had overstepped.

While Richard had been away visiting his cousins in London, the vicar of Hunsford had died quite unexpectedly. As the master of the estate, it was his right to prefer a replacement rector to the living. With a remnant of her old behaviour asserting itself, Lady Catherine had not bothered her nephew with the information and had written to the local seminary and requested some names of newly ordained clergymen. Three men had been sent to meet with the Mistress of Rosings Park. She had chosen the one she believed was the most malleable, a Mr. William Collins who revered her rank and was someone who would accept her word as law.

When Richard had returned from Town, he had been furious, especially after he met the man who had been selected by his aunt. He had called a meeting at which he demanded his aunt and the sycophantic man attend.

When she had entered the drawing room, Lady Catherine had been rather surprised to see the Bishop of Kent and the two clergymen who assisted him in the drawing room. Mr. Collins had been shown into the room and had, as was now his wont, bowed low to Lady Catherine as if she were a deity. To say he was shocked when he was introduced to the master of the estate, the Bishop, and the two clergymen would have been a vast understatement.

Lady Catherine had been properly chastened when it was made clear by the bishop if Mr. Fitzwilliam chose to do so, the preferment would be invalidated. At first Mr. Collins had been flabbergasted that the great Lady Catherine de Bourgh had no power, and then when it dawned on him that he may be removed from the living, he had broken down in tears driven by his fears for his future.

In the end, Richard had agreed to a probation of up to one year. If Mr. Collins did not perform as was needed, was not up to the task, or continued his obsequious behaviour towards Lady Catherine or any other, he would be dismissed without a second warning. Seeing that the man had many gaps in his education, the Bishop decided Collins would be under his direct supervision for three months to round out his education. One of his clergymen assistants would remain at Hunsford in Mr. Collins’s place. The one year’s probation would begin from the time he returned to his pulpit at Hunsford.

At first Collins had not been able to absorb that Lady Catherine was not his patroness, but after a while the fact broke through the mist and he understood what the consequences would be if he did not change his ways. The final blow was when Lady Catherine had confirmed she lacked the authority to prefer him to the living and only her nephew could do so.

At the time Collins had placated himself with the knowledge that one day he would be the master of an estate in Hertfordshire.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Which island should we sail to in the West Indies first on our family trip departing England in February of next year?” Bedford asked his family.

The Carringtons were present at Bedford House on Russell Square visiting the Rhys-Davies. Each year the two families, along with others, sailed to some exotic destination on The Rose, the Duke and Duchess of Bedford’s private ship. The next one would be the fifteenth consecutive year of their family voyage. Usually they would sail in the summer months after the season, but given the huge storms called hurricanes which began in the late summer months in the area of the Caribbean Sea—the destination for this year’s voyage, they would do so in winter as they approached spring.

Pirates were not a concern thanks to the three escort ships which accompanied them. The Rose was built on the frame of a forty gun frigate. Two of the escorts were actually warships, forty guns each, and the third was a four and seventy-gun ship. Unlike the other ones the Duke’s shipyards built, the three escorts were owned by him and not the Royal Navy. Any pirate foolish enough to attempt to approach The Rose with even the slightest hostile intent would be faced by a total of more than one hundred and fifty cannon.

Jamey, Viscount Hadlock looked at his wife of four years. She nodded. “Ella and I would like to see Jamaica first,” he stated.

Sed, the Marquess of Birchington, and his wife nodded their agreement. They and their son, who was four would be on board. Their daughter, who would not yet be two when they departed, would remain with her maternal grandparents. Little Adele was too young to appreciate such a journey.

Marie, the eldest Rhys-Davies daughter who had married Andrew Fitzwilliam, Viscount Hilldale, a little over a year ago looked a little sad as the family planned the holiday she would have loved to be with them on. “As much as Andrew and I desire to join you, as we have in the past, I recently felt the quickening, and given I will be close to my lying-in in February, we will have to remain in England, but we will be with you in our thoughts,” Marie revealed.

“As will I be with you,” Rose, the Duchess of Bedford insisted. “I was with Rebecca when she delivered little Sed and Adelle. So Marie, I will not miss being with you for your first delivery!”

“Rose, we can postpone the journey until next year,” Edith, the Countess of Holder suggested. The rest in the room nodded.

“No, neither Marie,” she looked to her older daughter who nodded, “nor I desire that all of you change your plans for this. Charity will remain with us as I am sure at her age spending more time with Anna will be more exciting to her.” What remained unsaid was thanks to being ill every time she was on a ship, even when it was moored to the quay, an easy excuse for Charity not to join the rest of the family was expected.

“In that case, as long as Rose truly does not object,” Bedford looked at his wife who silently communicated she did not, “except for my Rose, our two daughters, Andrew, and Adelle, the rest of us will depart England’s shores in the first week of February 1811.” Bedford was relieved such an easy solution for Charity had been found as he hated to see his youngest suffer the way she did whenever she was on board ship. He would miss his wife and daughters, not to mention his newest grandchild for about four months, but he loved being on the sea and looked forward to annual holidays greatly.

“Now I understand why the Fitzwilliams refused the invitation to join us,” Lord Paul, the Earl of Holder stated. “It is good Marie will have both Rose and Elaine with her when it is her time.”

“Yes, Mother guessed the state I was in more than a month ago,” Marie revealed. “It will be my pleasure to introduce you to our son or daughter when you return and regale us with stories of the West Indies.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Two Bingleys and two Hursts departed the latter’s house in Curzon Street on Monday morning on their way to Hertfordshire. Bingley was in anticipation of finding an angel, blonde and blue eyed, of course. At the same time he was sure that in this little hamlet of Meryton he would not discover one who had the wealth he desired or could assist him and his family to rise in society.

His father had left him close to one hundred thousand pounds, but one thing Bingley had learnt from his late father was that there could never be too much money. His parents had wanted to see their family rise high in society, and they had not been able to realise that dream before they had both been called home. In striving for the pinnacle of society, Bingley told himself, he was merely bringing his late parents’ dreams to life. He would not, could not, admit to himself that it was his own desire to rise to the heights of society, not his late parents’. The truth was his parents had only wanted him to enter the landed gentry by purchasing an estate, but not more than that. It was after the stories Caroline told from her time at the exclusive seminary she attended, that Bingley’s aspiration to climb as high as possible in society were ignited.

How fortuitous had it been that in his first year at Cambridge he had come upon two blackguards attempting to rob Darcy. They had been willing to inflict grievous bodily harm on him to gain what they wanted. Bingley had interceded and between them they had run the two off, much worse for wear. He had supposedly not known he had saved a member of the first circles, and the grandson of a late earl and nephew to a current one until afterwards.

They were not at all alike, and not just socially. Bingley was more outgoing while Darcy was much more introverted, so a symbiotic friendship had begun and been cultivated. Bingley eased Darcy’s way in social situations, the latter found awkward, while he was given an entrée to many members of the Ton. Without Darcy he would have been ignored and possibly cut once they termed him nouveau riche. Darcy had explained it took a few generations to lose that particular moniker, which was why the friendship between them was that much more important.

As he thought of a possible future wife, he did understand that any gentleman’s daughter would be a step up for the son of a tradesman, but he aspired to more. He looked around the coach. As would be expected, Hurst was already snoring, Louisa was looking out of the window disinterestedly, playing with her bracelets as she sat lost in her own thoughts. Opposite him, sitting on the forward facing bench next to her older, married sister, was the youngest Bingley, Caroline.

Bingley could not understand how it was Caroline had seemingly given up her chase of Darcy. He would have to speak to her again, a match to his friend would raise them up to the first circles of society. It was a pity Darce’s sister was not out yet. Not only was she of the first circles, she had a dowry of thirty thousand pounds. As far as he knew Darcy and Fitzwilliam would not bring her out for another two years at least, perhaps more as they had told him she would be eighteen at a minimum before they would even think about her debut in society. As such, Bingley was aware he would have to look elsewhere for a well dowered member of the first circles who would accept a proposal from him.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

A little less than two hours after the rest break, the coach slowed as they turned past the gateposts of the estate Bingley was leasing. He did not love the country, but like his brother-in-law Hurst, Bingley did enjoy hunting. Also, an added advantage was the proximity of this estate to London.

When he had read over the clauses in the lease, Bingley had almost declined to sign it. In the end he had decided it was only for one year. What could happen in one year to cause the landlord, whoever that was—he had only met the agent—to evict him from the estate. As the coachman brought the equipage to a halt, Bingley was reminded of the fact it was a good looking rectangular, five storied house faced in beige and brown stone.

Seeing the façade of the house reminded Bingley of Darcy crying off coming to view the estate with him two months prior. When he had pressed his friend as to why he could not join him to inspect the estate he was thinking of leasing, all Darcy had told him was, that it had been a private family matter. Although Bingley had no clue what it could have been, one thing he did know was when Darcy decided he would not do something, he would not. That meant if he tried to quiz his friend about the reasons for not coming with him, it would only lead to Darcy withdrawing into himself.

It had been Hurst who had accompanied Bingley to Netherfield Park in June to meet with Mr. Philips, the landlord’s agent, and to inspect the estate. As such rather than ride his horse from London, they had taken a coach as Hurst had refused to ride three hours each way. As Hurst was the heir to his family’s estate, Winsdale in Surrey, he had much more knowledge than Bingley.

The lease covered the manor house, park, and home farm. The tenant who was granted a lease had access to the rest of the estate, but no more than that, as the steward reported directly to the owner. Bingley was forbidden from bringing his own, or replacing, the staff and servants. The only ones he and his family would have purview over were their own personal servants. As the estate was close to London and Hurst had opined that everything was in good order, with the cost of the lease being fair, Bingley had signed and paid for a one year term.

Now as they arrived, he saw the butler and housekeeper, if he remembered correctly, a Mr. and Mrs. Nichols, waiting to welcome him and his party just outside of the open double front doors.

“It looks like a solid house,” Miss Bingley opined as her brother handed her out of the coach.

“I agree, Caroline,” Mrs. Hurst stated once her husband assisted her in alighting. “Are you sure you are sanguine with my taking on the role of Mistress here? If you would like to fill the position I would happily defer to you. However, if you prefer me to keep house for Charles, it will be my pleasure to teach you as much as you desire to learn.”

“I will watch you and absorb your lessons,” Miss Bingley stated.

Bingley was rather surprised. He had thought Caroline would jump at the chance to impress Darcy with her skills as a hostess. He shook his head from incomprehension as he led his sisters and Hurst to where the senior staff waited to meet them.

With the introductions between his sisters and the Nichols completed, Bingley allowed the housekeeper to lead them up to the family floor and their suites.


Chapter 4

Bingley, his sisters, and Hurst were at home to the gentlemen of the neighbourhood who began to call at the polite time the morning after they had taken up residence at the estate.

One of the first to call was a Sir William Lucas. After some rather intrusive questions about Bingley’s situation, the man informed his host that in his role of master of ceremonies of the local assembly, which would be held on Friday upcoming, the Bingley party was invited to attend.

Even though he did not believe he would meet anyone with the connections and wealth he desired, Bingley accepted—without consulting his sisters or brother-in-law—with the hope he would meet an angel.

“Charles, how could you accept for all of us?” Miss Bingley asked as soon as the knight had been shown out of the drawing room. “You know how Mr. Darcy detests such an event with those with whom he is not acquainted. He will not be well pleased by you committing him to attend.”

“Darcy will get over it,” Bingley averred dismissively. “He will survive a few hours with the unwashed masses.”

“Brother, may I remind you that those who attend these local assemblies are landed gentry, so they are above you and Caroline,” Mrs. Hurst pointed out. There were two sour looks as neither her older brother or younger sister enjoyed their roots being pointed out to them. “Once you purchase an estate, that will change and if Caro marries a gentleman, then her status will be elevated as mine was.”

Bingley was well aware Louisa spoke the truth, but it did not mean he had to enjoy it being brought into stark relief before him.

There was a stream of gentleman who came to meet the new master of Netherfield Park and his family. None of the callers mentioned who the owner of the estate was as they, just like Sir William did, knew Mrs. Bennet preferred not to have the information made known to strangers, unless she chose to share it herself.

A quarter hour before the end of calling hours, the final gent was shown in. The butler announced Mr. Thomas Bennet of Longbourn. It did not take very long for Bennet to discover the report Philips had furnished Cilla was wholly accurate.

Mr. Bingley’s questions, although not pointed were to discover how many daughters he had interspersed with some not so subtle inquiries regarding Longbourn’s size and income. Like he did when faced with such questioning, Bennet mentioned there was an entail on Longbourn. He was telling the truth, and as most did, his host assumed it was one in favour of heirs male while never enquiring if there were Bennet sons. Bennet simply did not correct the misapprehension and as he was not asked about the nature of the entail, he did not expound on the subject.

It did have the desired effect of making Mr. Bingley disinterested in the Bennets’ finances based on his assumptions regarding their perceived lack of wealth. After a bow to those in the room, Bennet took his leave.

“Let us hope there are some fashionable people at the assembly,” Miss Bingley stated once the calling hours were completed.

“I doubt it,” Bingley opined. “At least Darcy will arrive on the morrow and give us some more varied company.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Still extremely concerned about Anna’s state of mind and the pain she was experiencing thanks to Wickham’s attempted perfidy, the last thing Darcy wanted to hear was that Bingley had committed him to attend a local assembly. Neither had he wanted to dance nor socialise with those with whom he was unfamiliar, never mind those to whom he had no connection.

At the same time he knew he should not dishonour his host by refusing to attend and remain in his chambers for the night. If he chose that path, at least he would be alone thanks to Miss Bingley’s having given up her hunt of him.

He had reneged on his word to inspect the estate with Bingley as it had been far too soon after Anna’s almost ruin to leave her alone. He hated not honouring his word, but, in his mind, that was one time there had been no choice. Thanks to the timing, he had not been able to stand by his commitment to Bingley. That drove him to make his decision. As much as he would prefer not to, Darcy would attend the infernal assembly ball.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Due to the report their father had relayed after his call at Netherfield Park, Jane, Elizabeth, and Mary did not anticipate much pleasure in their upcoming meeting of the Bingley party at the assembly that night.

With four ladies in gowns appropriate for a local assembly, which were simpler and far less fine than the ones they would wear in London, Bennet had chosen to use the relatively new, comfortable, and spacious coach for the one mile journey to the assembly hall.

After he had been compromised by his first wife in this very locale, due to the horror the place represented to him, Bennet had never returned. That was, until after he and Cilla married. With her he made new and pleasant memories, danced with her as much as propriety allowed, and exorcised the ghosts of Fanny Gardiner’s behaviour which had forced his hand.

Bennet alighted first, handed his three daughters out and then had the pleasure of assisting his beloved wife. As soon as the master, mistress, and the three misses were clear, the coachman guided his team of four to the area where the carriages were kept until needed again.

“It seems more crowded than the preceding assembly,” Jane observed.

“There was not great anticipation of meeting the Netherfield Park party last time,” Priscilla pointed out. “I believe I see people from as far afield as Hatfield and St. Albans.”

“I thank God and my parents for the fact none of us need to marry for security, only love and respect,” Elizabeth said softly so only her family could hear her.

They never boasted about the size of their dowries or that Papa had steadily added land to Longbourn so that with the almost doubling of the number of tenants, the annual profit was above six thousand pounds. When combined with that generated by Netherfield Park, the Bennets had a clear eleven thousand pounds a year. There were very few in the neighbourhood who knew the truth. One of the only ones outside of Mr. Philips was Miss Charlotte Lucas.

Although Charlotte was four years older than Jane, and six more than Elizabeth, the three had been the best of friends for many years. Unfortunately, at six and twenty Charlotte was considered an ‘on the shelf’’ spinster.

Mary was friendly with Charlotte’s shy sister, Maria, who was seventeen and in her first year of being considered out. There were two Lucas sons, Franklin who was three years older than Charlotte, and Johnathan, called Johnny by all, who was four years Charlotte’s junior. As close as the families were, there were no attractions between the Bennet sisters and the Lucas brothers.

At times when Charlotte would lament her situation, she would wish Henry Bennet would have been born some years earlier. She was friendly with both Bennet sons, but they were counted as little brothers.

Charlotte and Maria were standing with their parents, so after receiving permission from their own parents to do so, the three Bennet sisters walked over to join the Lucases. They curtsied to Sir William and Lady Lucas and then the five young ladies moved off to one side.

“How many sets are we to sit out tonight?” Jane asked Charlotte.

“Based on the increased numbers of ladies present, we will need to choose three sets to miss,” Charlotte responded.

The Bennet sisters crossed three sets off each of her dance cards. A little before the first set was called by Sir William, there was a commotion at the door. It seemed the party from Netherfield Park had arrived.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

So far, Darcy was not impressed by what he had seen of the hall itself or the attendants within. As he avoided the ones in Lambton, he did not consider as it was a country assembly, one did not dress as they would for the same kind of event in London. The Hursts were the only ones dressed appropriately while he, Bingley, and Miss Bingley were intentionally, or unintentionally, insulting the locals by the manner of their dress, as if they were attending a ball given by a leading member of the Ton.

At least they had departed the estate at the time they needed in order to arrive before the first dance began. Since Miss Bingley had accepted she would never be Mrs. Darcy, she had given up her habit of being fashionably late for any event she attended.

Already in a bad mood, it did not improve when on entering the hall, most of those already present stared at them as if they were oddities.

Sir William approached and Bingley bowed which was returned by the ebullient man. “Welcome to our humble assembly, Mr. Bingley, Miss Bingley, and Mr. and Mrs. Hurst.” Sir William noticed the man he had not met. “Would you introduce your friend to me please.”

Darcy was about to make a biting comment about it being his prerogative to request the introduction. Thankfully he had said nothing as he would have made a fool out of himself—something he detested—which he realised as soon as he heard Bingley’s reply.

“It is my honour, Sir William. Sir William, I present to you my friend, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley in Derbyshire. Darcy, Sir William Lucas of Lucas Lodge,” Bingley intoned.

Darcy bowed and his courtesy was returned by the knight. Sir William led the Netherfield Park party over to where his wife was standing. He introduced his wife, sons—who had just arrived—and his two daughters. Before Sir William could introduce the other three ladies, Darcy felt a pain in his forehead and stalked off to the corner of the room to be away from everyone else.

Bingley did not even notice his friend had left his side. He had just requested a set from Miss Lucas when he looked at the Bennet sisters again. One of them qualified as a blonde angel, while the middle one, although comely, was on the petite side, had dark hair, and emerald green eyes. The younger sister had dark hair—similar to Miss Elizabeth’s—was not as tall as the angel, and had pale blue eyes, which were almost grey. Her hair and eye colour did not diminish her looks, she too was very comely. He promptly requested sets from all three in descending age order. Miss Elizabeth explained she could not dance the set he had requested, but had the next open. He did not pay attention long enough to hear why she would sit out during the set. Miss Mary had the set open which he had wanted to dance with her next older sister.

Before he could think to ask about the Bennets’ family, Sir William was introducing him to more of his neighbours. He was sure he would be able to greet Mr. Bennet and meet Mrs. Bennet later.

Darcy did his duty and requested Mrs. Hurst to dance the second set with him and Miss Bingley the third. As soon as he danced with Bingley’s sisters, he returned to his corner. How he wished he had not come to this country ball. He was self-aware enough to know that given his mood he was feeling even more unsociable than normal.

After returning Miss Mary to her friend Miss Maria, with whom he would dance the seventh set, Bingley made his way over to where Darcy was standing. He saw Miss Elizabeth sitting close to where Darcy stood. It was convenient as he was to dance the next set with her. He was determined to ask Miss Bennet for a second set as soon as he had the opportunity. With five minutes between sets, Bingley knew he needed to speak fast before he collected Miss Elizabeth.

Bingley addressed Darcy: “Come, Darcy,” said he, “I must have you dance other than with my sisters. I hate to see you standing about by yourself in this stupid manner. The next set will begin in under five minutes. You had much better dance.”

“I certainly shall not. You know how I detest it unless I am particularly acquainted with my partner. At such an assembly as this it would be insupportable. I have done my duty to your sisters, and there is not another woman in the room with whom it would not be a punishment to me to stand up.”

“I would not be so fastidious as you are for a kingdom!” cried Bingley, “Upon my honour, I never met with so many pleasant girls in my life as I have this evening; and there are several of them you see uncommonly pretty, even if there is no wealth or rank between them.”

“You danced with the only handsome girl in the room,” Mr. Darcy claimed, looking at the eldest Miss Bennet.

“Oh! She is the most beautiful creature I ever beheld! But there is one of her sisters sitting down just behind you, with whom I am to partner for the next set. I dare say she is both pretty and agreeable. May I introduce you.”

“Which do you mean?” and turning round Darcy looked for a moment at the lady Bingley referenced, till seemingly catching her eye. He turned back to Bingley and coldly stated: “She is tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me; I am in no humour at present to give consequence to young ladies who have been slighted by other men. You had better collect her for your set, as you are wasting your time with me.”

Without a word, Bingley stood before Miss Elizabeth and bowed to her. Elizabeth was seething, neither man had the good breeding to lower his voice. It was good the slight was aimed at her, because if it had been a girl with less self-confidence, one who did not know her worth, or did not have a mama who often told her daughters how pretty they were, it could have been devastating.

Mr. Darcy had a handsome outward shell but evidently he was a rude, arrogant, insufferable man on the inside. Elizabeth resolved to not think of the man and his unwarranted insult any more. As Mr. Bingley led her to the floor, she gave Mr. Darcy a look of reproof.

Now that Darcy saw her, he had to admit his assessment of her looks had been anything but accurate. And if the gimlet eye he had received from arguably the finest emerald-green eyes he had ever seen was any indication, she had heard his ungentlemanly way of trying to have Bingley leave him be. He knew of his tendency to say the wrong thing when he was angry. Darcy was aware he should not have said what he did, regardless of the lack of veracity of his statement. His conscience pricked him as he remembered the promise he made to his mother right before she passed away. He would have to try and do better. Why, oh why, had he attended?

When Bingley attempted to request a second set from the angel, she had politely refused explaining all of her sets were taken. As much as he wanted to dance with Miss Bennet again, with her card full, there was nothing he could do.

The truth was Jane was happy she had a good excuse. Mr. Bingley was one of those men who only saw her outward looks, and if that were not enough, he seemed rather immature as well. If he gained some maturity he could possibly be a man in whom she could be interested.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The same evening of the assembly in Meryton, the Duke of Bedford was sharing some news with his wife. “I met Hertfordshire in the Lords this afternoon.”

Lord Archibald Winston was the Duke of Hertfordshire. The Duke and his family were close friends of the Rhys-Davies, Carringtons, and Fitzwilliams.

“And? Did he say how Gwendoline is?” Lady Rose enquired.

“His wife is well,” Bedford averred. “That is not the best news. Hertfordshire had thought he would not be able to join us on The Rose this year, yet now he is able to do so! The whole family will be with us. It will make up for you, Charity, and the Fitzwilliams missing our adventure.”

“That is indeed good news.” The duchess paused briefly. “Now I will have to work on Gwen to remain with me.”

Bedford was sure Hertfordshire would prefer his wife join them, but he also knew his friend would respect his wife’s will.


Chapter 5

“How dare Mr. Darcy aim such an insult at my daughter and refuse the introduction?” Priscilla railed indignantly in the coach on the return to Longbourn. “Not only is he rude and arrogant, but blind as well. And how pray tell can he, a visitor in the neighbourhood, give Lizzy consequence? I have half a mind to let him know exactly how I feel about him!”

The quickest way to cause Priscilla Bennet’s enmity to be directed at someone was to hurt one of her children or her beloved husband. Her intention was to deliver a pointed set down of Mr. Darcy the first opportunity she had. She and Lizzy had many traits in common, including being quick to anger at times.

“Yes, the man was ill-mannered, but Mama, I promise you I did not take his words to heart,” Elizabeth assured her mother. “In fact, the more I think about his words, the more I am convinced they were not aimed at me.”

“Explain please, Lizzy,” Bennet instructed.

“It in no way excuses his words, but I believe he was upset before Mr. Bingley importuned him to dance more than he desired,” Elizabeth explained her thinking, “and he said whatever he could think of to convince his friend to leave him be. It worked, as no sooner had Mr. Darcy uttered the ungentlemanlike words, than Mr. Bingley left him alone and collected me for our set.” She turned a smile on her older sister. “At least he was able to recognise Jane’s beauty.”

“Perhaps you are correct Lizzy,” Priscilla acknowledged with much less venom in her tone as she calmed herself.

She was convinced Lizzy had not been injured by Mr. Darcy’s uncalled for slight, and that fact alone would cause her to recede from her intention to call the man from Derbyshire to account. Cilla was going to find a way to have the Bingleys and their party evicted from her estate, but calmer heads would prevail, and she would watch and see what would happen going forward.

“You girls all danced a set with Mr. Bingley, what were your opinions?” Bennet enquired.

“A fortune hunter,” Elizabeth returned.

“An empty-headed social climber,” Mary opined.

“Very immature and an irresolute man who, like Mama’s report pointed out, does not see beyond a lady’s outward shell,” Jane added.

“Did he ask about how the entail affected us?” Bennet questioned.

“He did,” all three sisters chorused. They broke into giggles as they all said the same thing at the same time.

“If he pays me attention, then I know it will not be serious,” Jane stated. “He thought he was being subtle, but he let on that he must marry with an eye to fortune and social standing. He claimed it was to ensure his youngest sister would make a good match.”

“When I mentioned his late father’s business, he was not happy I would allude to his ties to trade,” Elizabeth shared.

“That is rather hypocritical of him as he does not reject the money which was earned from the carriage works,” Bennet pointed out. “We will not spend more time in the company of Mr. Bingley and his party than is absolutely necessary.” Bennet changed the subject. “Philips informed me the Derbyshire Militia will be billeting in Meryton. They arrive next month.”

“Is that the regiment Lydia’s husband commands?” Elizabeth asked.

To make sure his daughter would not be destitute, Philips had purchased his son-in-law, Jackson Forster, the rank of major. Two years past, the Colonel had died in an accident during training and Forster had been promoted and given command of the regiment.

“The very same one,” Bennet averred.

“Now that her husband is the Colonel in command, we will never hear the end of how fortunate she was to catch an officer,” Priscilla opined. “She is only related to Jane. That being said, unless you want to see her more, Janey, we will make sure we do not spend more than the minimum of time in her company.”

In the interior of the coach, which had some illumination thanks to the moon, it was hard to miss the moue of distaste on Jane’s face at the prospect of too much time spent with Lydia Forster.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Notwithstanding he had been barely thirteen when his mother was taken to heaven, Darcy could recall the conversation almost word for word. He knew he sometimes forgot the promises he made to her and treated people disdainfully for no good reason. Of one thing he was sure, his mother was looking down from heaven disappointed with him for the vile words he had uttered aimed at an innocent lady that night.

There was no excuse for his words. His desire was to cause Bingley to stop importuning him to dance, not for any other reason. Why did he not just tell his friend that? Bingley was biddable enough he would have backed off. There had been no reason, logical or otherwise, to say what he said about Miss Bennet.

As he sat and stewed about his actions in the coach on the way home, Darcy was distracted by the conversation between Bingley and his younger sister.

“Charles, did you see the coach and four which was waiting in the queue when we boarded our carriage to return to the estate?” Miss Bingley asked.

“No, I cannot say I did,” Bingley replied. “Caroline, you must be mistaken. There are none in this area who could afford the type of equipage to which you are referring.” He turned to Darcy who was on the rear facing bench next to him. “Did you see the conveyance my sister saw?”

“I did not,” Darcy averred succinctly. He chose not to say he was too preoccupied to have noticed.

“You were mistaken. Darcy would have noted the coach if it existed,” Bingley claimed. “Hurst is in his cups, so I am sure he did not notice anything. There is no reason to wake him.” Bingley told Caroline as she leaned over to wake their brother-in-law. With an audible huff, Miss Bingley sat back against the squabs.

Hurst, who was not in his cups—he only acted that way to avoid Bingley and Miss Bingley at times—had noticed the Bennets’ coach, but he chose not to say anything to his brother-in-law knowing how the information would cause him to pay unwanted attention to the Bennets. Keeping his eyes closed, he smiled inwardly, Bingley was so predictable.

With the conversation completed, Darcy thought back on the way the local gentry had received them. He had noticed how almost every family represented at the assembly had attempted to push their eligible daughters forward, as happened to him in London at any event he attended. As he went over the events, he realised there was one family who had not acted in that fashion. As he searched his memories, Darcy realised it was the Bennets who had been a glaring exception to the rest of their neighbours.

It was strange that a family of minor gentry would not be interested in Bingley, or for that matter himself. Other than a hard stare as she passed him after his indecorous words had been spoken, Miss Elizabeth Bennet had paid him no heed and he had not heard his words repeated to anyone else. Quite singular.

Mayhap he should have had the knight introduce him to the Bennets.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

In the two weeks after the assembly ball, Darcy and his hosts had seen the Bennets three times at events held at the houses of some of their neighbours. Rather than answer his questions regarding the enigmatic family, Darcy found he had more.

At each of the soirees Bingley had approached Miss Bennet. She had been unfailingly polite to him, but no more. On the one hand, he knew Bingley was not serious about his attachment given the Bennets’ lack of wealth and connections, but he could not explain why Miss Bennet seemed immune to Bingley’s charms, especially given his reputed wealth.

When he analysed what he had observed, Darcy decided it was not such a bad thing for Bingley to discover he could not charm any lady on whom he set his sights. As far as he knew, Bingley had never crossed an irrevocable line and taken unwanted liberties with a lady, but at the same time, he did raise expectations he did not intend to honour. That was not gentlemanlike behaviour. Did knowing he owed Bingley much, possibly his life, mean he should excuse his friend’s sometimes almost rakish behaviour? Further, Darcy started asking himself if he would accept the same behaviour in another had he not felt indebted as he was to Bingley for saving him from serious harm or worse. It was a quandary, the answer with which Darcy wrestled.

That evening they were on their way to Lucas Lodge; Bingley had received an invitation from the Lucases. As they arrived, Darcy happened to be looking out of the window on his side of the conveyance when he noticed a coach and four being driven away from the entrance of the manor house. It seemed Miss Bingley had not seen things, but he said nothing as he did not want to rehash that discussion between the siblings once again.

He had finally admitted to himself that he was enchanted by Miss Elizabeth. Each time he saw her his attraction to her grew. It had begun shortly after the assembly at a dinner at the Gouldings. It was the night he had finally been introduced to the three Bennet sisters, but still not the parents. He had listened to a conversation she was having with her father and some of the men of their neighbourhood. It was the first time he had discovered just how intelligent and well-read she was. She was anything but a female in the ilk of Miss Bingley and so many daughters of the Ton whose only interests where the weather, fashion, who had more money than who, and gossip. She was not a passive participant in the discussion about various farming methods, but knowledgeable and an active contributor. Darcy had been charmed, not only was she a beautiful lady, but her best attribute was her mind.

The more he observed her at the subsequent events they attended in common, the more fascinated and enthralled he became. Best of all, she never sought out his company or fawned over him in any way. An additional advantage was the behaviour of her family. From her father on down to the youngest daughter, their comportment was exemplary. No vulgar effusions like some in the area, always gracious and what one would expect from well-bred members of the gentry. If he did not know better Darcy would have sworn that they were members of the Ton. However, he had never seen or heard of Bennets from Hertfordshire in polite society.

Invitations had been received from almost every estate surrounding Meryton, and even some farther afield as well, except to date from one family. So far there had been no invitation to the Bennets’ estate. That perplexed him even more. Why was that family of an inconsequential country squire with, according to Bingley, an entailed estate with an income around two thousand pounds per annum, not trying to attract wealthy men like himself and Bingley to their daughters?

Although he had been meaning to apologise for his words at the assembly, he was yet to find a good time to do so. Richard was to join him at Netherfield Park in a few days. As his cousin was much better with people than he was, Darcy intended to ask Richard for his advice and how and when to apologise as well as his observations regarding the Bennets. He was not sure he would relate his burgeoning feelings for Miss Elizabeth yet.

After all, he was expected to make a brilliant match, was he not?

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Jane and Elizabeth were standing with Charlotte when they were hailed by Jane’s cousin, Lydia. “Jane and Lizzy,” Lydia Forster called out way too loudly to be polite. “Come meet my Jackson and some of his officers.”

Rather than cut Jane’s boisterous, and often vulgar cousin, the two eldest Bennet sisters sighed and with Charlotte, approached their cousin and the three officers standing with her. When Jane looked across the room where her Uncle Philips and Cousin Elias stood, she did not miss the chagrin on their faces thanks to Lydia’s loud effusions.

They assumed the one whose arm she was clinging to was Lydia’s husband. “Cousin,” Jane inclined her head.

“Mrs. Forster,” Elizabeth said in greeting.

“Come now Lizzy, we are cousins, you need not be so formal with me,” Lydia claimed. She wanted to impress her husband and his officers with her connection to the leading family in the neighbourhood.

“In point of fact, we are not related,” Elizabeth responded evenly. “You are a cousin to Jane, but as she was the only child your late aunt birthed before she passed, that makes her your only Bennet cousin.

Mrs. Forster did not like being contradicted, but she remembered how easily Lizzy could confound her verbally, so she kept her peace. “Well, I always felt like we were cousins,” Lydia dissembled.

“Would you introduce your husband and his officers to us?” Jane requested.

“Jane, Lizzy, and Charlotte allow me to present my dear husband, Colonel Jackson Forster, his adjutant, Captain Carter, and lastly, Captain Sanderson. Jackson and captains, Miss Jane Bennet, Miss Elizabeth, and Miss Charlotte Lucas, who is the eldest daughter of our hosts,” Lydia chirped.

There were bows and curtsies, and without more to say to Lydia, Charlotte, Jane, and Lizzy excused themselves and returned to where they had been standing before they were so rudely summoned.

Elizabeth noticed Mr. Darcy watching her intently as he did at any event they attended in common. At least Mr. Bingley seemed, or so they hoped, to have finally understood Jane had no interest in him, as he had not tried to attach himself to her side as yet that evening. It was the first time he had not since the assembly.

For Darcy’s part, he was rather taken aback at what he had heard Miss Elizabeth say in rebuke to the crass officer’s wife. Had Bingley and his unmarried sister not insisted the Bennet sisters’ mother was the daughter of a solicitor? It seemed that was only true of Miss Bennet. It explained what he had noticed regarding Mrs. Bennet whenever he had seen her. She behaved with decorum and was nothing like what the Bingleys had claimed.

As he ruminated about all of this, he wondered if his insult to Miss Elizabeth was the reason there had been no calls from the Bennet ladies and no invitations to attend an event at Longbourn.

“Come Eliza, you promised to exhibit this evening,” Charlotte cajoled.

“You are a very strange creature by way of a friend! Always wanting me to play and sing before anybody and everybody! If my vanity had taken a musical turn, you would have been invaluable. As it is, I would really rather not sit down before those who must be in the habit of hearing the very best performers.” Elizabeth’s eyes shifted to indicate Mr. Darcy who was listening intently.

“Lizzy, you know very well you play better than most, except mayhap for Mary, and your voice is second to none,” Jane challenged, “What happened to my sister who claims her courage always rises when she feels intimidated?”

“Very well, you have hoisted me on my own petard, so I will keep my word.” Elizabeth followed Charlotte to the instrument. It was not nearly the quality of the one at Longbourn, but it was in tune and sounded well when played.

Miss Bingley could not understand why everyone, except the officers and the woman with them were in anticipation of Miss Eliza Bennet’s performance at the pianoforte. Her question was answered after the first few bars. How was it a young lady from this backwater corner of Hertfordshire played as well as, if not better than Miss Darcy?

After raucous applause at the end of the song, she began to play another and this time her perfect contralto voice rose in song, singing in Italian as well as any native speaker would.

Like Miss Bingley, Darcy was beyond surprised. When he heard Miss Bennet encourage her sister to play and sing, he had thought she had used hyperbole to convince Miss Elizabeth to exhibit. If anything, she had understated her sister’s abilities. Anna would love to play and sing as well as Miss Elizabeth did.

No matter how much those present urged an encore, Miss Elizabeth demurred in favour of Miss Mary. Surprisingly, her playing was even better than her older sister’s. Her soprano voice, even if it was good, was not in the same class of singing as when Miss Elizabeth had raised her voice in song. If Darcy was confused by what he had heard versus what he noted of the Bennets before, now he was downright confounded. No one performed as the two Bennet sisters had without years of training with music and voice masters.

He heard a comment from his left that Miss Bennet was as talented as her sisters, except she played the harp. Due to the fact the Lucases did not own one, she would not exhibit.

Darcy knew he was losing his heart to Miss Elizabeth, but he needed to speak to Richard first. Would his family accept such a match, and what would it do to Anna’s prospects? He had much about which to think.


Chapter 6

A note addressed to Jane arrived from Miss Bingley in the morning, a few days after the encounter at Lucas Lodge.

Since then, the Bennets had not been in company with anyone from Netherfield Park, something none of the Bennets repined; Jane least of all. Regardless of how many times she had indicated her disinterest in Mr. Bingley—within the bounds of propriety—after at first seeming to absorb her message, by the time they had left Lucas Lodge he had redoubled his efforts. Bennet had asked Jane if he needed to confront the man. She had told her father if the attentions became overwhelming, she would inform him.

Cilla did not miss the furrow of Jane’s brows as she read the missive. “Janey, what vexes you?” Priscilla enquired. “They did not insult you via a letter, did they?”

“No Mama, they did not. Instead, Miss Bingley invited me to join her and her sister this afternoon while the men attend a dinner hosted by Colonel Forster for some of the men of the neighbourhood,” Jane revealed. “Miss Bingley claims they will be at a loss left to just one another’s company.”

“They obviously do not share the same sisterly bond we do,” Mary stated.

“What is your preference, Janey?” Priscilla asked. “If you would like to decline, it is your prerogative, especially as the invitation was sent the same day you are to be hosted at Netherfield Park. At least if Mr. Bingley is to dine with the officers, you would not have to bear his attentions to you.”

“Miss Bingley seems to claim a closeness I certainly do not share with her, and more importantly, I do not want to give her brother any encouragement,” Jane explained. “I suspect he would find a way to return before I departed.”

“Then it sounds to me like you have made your decision,” Elizabeth opined.

“I agree with Lizzy,” Priscilla added, “send a polite refusal. If Miss Bingley takes offence at your demurral, then the problem is hers, not yours.”

Jane stood, and with a resolute look on her countenance made her way over to the escritoire in the corner of the room. She pulled out a sheet of paper, dipped her pen in the ink, allowed the excess drops to drip onto the blotter, and began to write. The note was short and to the point.

The footman from Netherfield Park was waiting in the kitchen. He was soon on his way back to that estate with the reply in hand.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Well?” Bingley enquired impatiently. He was bouncing on the balls of his feet in anticipation of Miss Bennet being in his home later that evening.

“She refused, here you read it,” Miss Bingley averred as she thrust the single page at her brother.

Caroline Bingley had no great desire to know one with the pitiful connections it had been reported Miss Bennet had, but Charles had pushed her to issue the invitation. When she had pointed out he would not be home, he had shared he would make sure to return in time to see Miss Bennet.

Bingley was even more confounded now than he had been before. He had decided to double his attempts to charm Miss Jane Bennet as he had never experienced a woman who seemed to be immune to his charms before. It was a challenge and Bingley was not one to back down when he wanted something.

With a scowl on his face, he lifted the page and read.

16 October 1810

Longbourn

Miss Bingley,

As much as I appreciated your thinking of me in your invitation to act as a buffer between yourself and Mrs. Hurst, I was not expecting such an invitation. We have not spent time together other than at the same events.

I have other commitments which were set some days ago. Hence, I will not be able to attend.

Yours,

Miss Jane Bennet

“What did you say to her that she thinks you were inviting her because you and Louisa cannot spend time alone?” Bingley demanded.

“I simply wrote that Louisa and I would be on our own and it would be pleasant not to be,” Miss Bingley related.

“Caroline have you not seen how close the three Bennet sisters are to one another? It is no wonder she refused your invitation!” an exasperated Bingley huffed. “You allowed her to believe you were not sanguine with spending time with Louisa alone.”

Although his conscience was screaming that Miss Bennet was more than likely avoiding the possibility of seeing his person, it was much easier to lay the blame at his youngest sister’s feet. He did not want to allow himself to believe Miss Bennet was so disinterested in him that she would eschew an invitation to his leased estate.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Welcome Richard,” Darcy stated when his cousin alighted from his coach. “You are in time to join us to meet some of the officers of the Derbyshire Militia at the Red Lion Inn in Meryton this evening, we are to dine with them.”

“It is good to see you William,” Richard extended his hand and the cousins shook hands vigorously. “I have no objection to attending this dinner, however, I just arrived so I am sure I was not invited.”

“The invitation was to all of the gentlemen of the house, of which you are now one,” Darcy replied smugly. “Be forewarned although Miss Bingley no longer has her cap set at me, you will be a very acceptable target for her matrimonial aspirations.”

“Then, in as gentlemanlike fashion as I am able, I will let her know I have no interest,” Richard stated as the cousins walked up the stone steps which led to the veranda in front of the doors. “I am not saying she will attempt it, but like you, I will not give in to a compromise.”

After a brief introduction to the butler and housekeeper, Darcy led his cousin into the drawing room to greet the residents before he made for Richard’s chambers, which were the other side of a shared sitting room with himself.

Bingley forced himself to school his features. It would not do to show Fitzwilliam anything but excellent hospitality. He was the son, albeit a second son, of an earl, and he was fabulously wealthy in his own right. Mayhap Caroline could catch him as her husband. That would connect the Bingleys to the Matlock earldom and raise them up to the heights of society he desired.

“Welcome Fitzwilliam,” Bingley intoned affably as he bowed. “Do you know how long you will remain?”

“I am at my leisure as the harvests are in and there is nothing I need to attend to personally for some weeks,” Richard responded as he inclined his head to Darcy’s friend.

The Hursts and Miss Bingley bowed and curtsied. Richard greeted them. “Welcome to Netherfield Park, Mr. Fitzwilliam,” Miss Bingley simpered. “You are looking well.”

Rather than respond to her blatant attempt to fawn over him and the inappropriate words, Richard ignored the youngest Bingley.

Mrs. Hurst had to fight not to roll her eyes at her sister’s transparent intentions. She was certain the man was no more interested in Caroline as his wife than Mr. Darcy had been. She hoped it would take less time for her sister to realise the truth. It had been close to three years before she gave up on Mr. Darcy. “Mr. Fitzwilliam, would you like to change first or have some refreshments beforehand?” Mrs. Hurst enquired.

“If my young cousin will show me to my chambers, I will wash and change first if that is all the same to you,” Richard chose. Before either the eldest or youngest Bingley could interject, Richard was exiting the drawing room with William.

“It seems my supposition was correct,” Darcy stated once he was sure those in the drawing room could not hear his words as he and Richard climbed the stairs to the third floor. “Miss Bingley can grate on your nerves at times, but in all of the time she hunted me, I never feared she would attempt to entrap me. I am not sure if it was because Bingley told her I would not submit to a compromise or it could be a line she is not willing to cross. I suspect it is the latter.”

Richard just shook his head. “Has Bingley found an angel yet?” He knew William felt indebted to Bingley, but he excused too much in Bingley’s behaviour he would not accept in others. Bingley’s manner made him pleasant company, but his character precluded friendship. If not for that, Richard could have seen himself liking the man.

Darcy waited until they had entered Richard’s chambers and the door was closed. His cousin’s valet was already busy unpacking his master’s trunks. With the door secured, he related all he knew about the surprising Bennets and Bingley’s consternation that Miss Bennet, who was a physical match for the previous angels, had no interest in Bingley. “I must admit that family confounds me. According to the Bingleys erroneous information, Mrs. Bennet is supposedly the daughter of a solicitor, yet they are blind to the fact she behaves with the manners one would expect to see in the first circles. However, the family is connected to trade and the estate is entailed and reputedly has an income of two thousand pounds or less, but in dress and bearing, they do not look like a family with little wealth. Based on what I heard the other day, she is the second Mrs. Bennet. Only the eldest daughter was born to the woman who was the daughter of the solicitor.”

“Other than realising the information regarding Mrs. Bennet was incorrect, how have you learnt about them? Have you visited their home, as I need to, to see for yourself?” Richard prodded. “You are being hosted by the son and daughters of a tradesman, so why should it make a difference who Mrs. Bennet’s father was, even if the second one is also the daughter of a solicitor? Like Mrs. Hurst, was she not elevated when she married her husband?”

“I suppose,” Darcy responded almost peevishly. He hated his own hypocrisy being pointed out to him.

“By the by, where did you glean all of this accurate intelligence about the Bennets?”

“Bingley and Miss Bingley. For some reason, their neighbours say very little about the family’s position. The same is true for the staff and servants at this estate.” Darcy paused for a moment. Normally servants loved to gossip about the local gentry, so why did those at this estate not do so?

Richard could see that William’s mood was blackening as was his wont when his faults were pointed out. He changed the subject. “You remember that parson I allowed a year’s probation?”

“The one of mean understanding who is an extreme sycophant?”

“The very same. He has only improved slightly. Once he returned from three months under the Bishop of Kent’s tutelage, he did quite a bit better, but over the months since, he has regressed to be almost as he was when I first met him. I do not know why he has not the capacity to maintain the changes he had begun to make.”

“Is he worshiping the ground on which Aunt Catherine walks once again?”

“Yes, but I cannot blame our aunt. She has done nothing to encourage his devotion to her, and whenever he attempts to share with her that which a parishioner has told him in confidence, she orders him away. I have let it be known if the parishioners need to speak in confidence, it should be the curate I have employed, or if they feel able, they may speak to me. I have given Collins notice I doubt I will allow him to remain permanently. Although he has not taken my suggestions, I have dropped some pointed hints he should find a new preferment. In many ways the curate is the de facto rector.”

“If he realises you are serious in your desire to replace him and he begins to seek a new parish, will such a man find someone with so little discernment as to offer him a living?” Darcy could not but shake his head in wonder.

“That is very doubtful. It is funny you should mention the Bennets and their entailed estate.” Darcy looked at Richard questioningly. “Collins claims he is the heir to that estate and in his estimation he will soon inherit.” Richard grinned. He was sure most of what came out of Collins’s mouth was based on delusions. “If Mr. Bennet is at this dinner tonight, please introduce us so I may request a meeting with him on the morrow. You could accompany me to see how much of what you have heard is fact or, as I suspect, most is fiction.”

Feeling embarrassed he had not been introduced to Mr. Bennet himself, he told Richard he would have Bingley or Hurst effect the introduction. Based on the fact he had not proffered an apology for his untrue and indecorous words at the assembly, Darcy decided he could not talk to Richard about Miss Elizabeth, and for the same reason he could not accompany Richard to the Bennets’ estate. “I-I have lessons scheduled for Bingley on the morrow to assist him to learn how to manage an estate.”

Although he would not accuse William of dissembling, Richard suspected William’s reason not to join him at Longbourn was rather brown with a strong odour.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“As much as you would prefer to remain at home, it would be missish of you not to attend the dinner with Colonel Forster and the officers tonight,” Cilla cajoled her reluctant husband. Over the years of their marriage, she had fought to curb his anti-social tendencies. “He is after all Frank’s son-in-law and you are very close to your former brother-in-law, so he may feel the slight if you did not attend. Do not forget you are the primary landowner in the area.”

“You own no less land than I do,” Bennet pointed out with put on peevishness. “I know, I know, no one outside of the family, Philips, and Miss Lucas are aware you own Netherfield Park. As much as I would prefer to remain at Longbourn with you and our daughters, I will do my duty and attend. If only Henry and Tommy were home already, I would have had a legitimate excuse to cry off.”

“Our sons will be home in little more than six weeks, my love,” Priscilla reminded her beloved. “Is that a letter from your cousin, Mr. Collins on your desk?”

“According to the sender’s direction it is. If I am to keep my equanimity about me at this dinner I am forced to attend, then I will defer the pleasure of reading his nonsense until the morrow. I am in no mood to think about him and his stupidity.”

“We can read it together in the morning. It is time to end his delusion he was ever in the line of succession. Did you not write to his late father regarding the birth of each of our children? Even if they chose to ignore the nature of the entail, surely they cannot deny the existence of our boys.”

“It is my belief the father rejected the inconvenient facts. The fantasy a Collins would own Longbourn one day was so deeply ingrained in him that I am sure he ignored anything which contradicted his beliefs. If I was a man who wagered, I would put good money on the side of the father never mentioning our sons to his own progeny. Enough about that dunderhead, it is for the morning.”

Cilla could not but smile. Her husband was dressed to go out and the older Bennet carriage was waiting for him in the drive. He knew all along he would attend the dinner, he just enjoyed teasing her.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Thankfully It was only the men present at the dinner which meant Lydia Forster and her inanities were absent. Bennet noticed there were four and not three men with the Netherfield Park party.

As Darcy had never been formally introduced to Mr. Bennet, he could not fulfil Richard’s request. Bingley stalked off, for his own reasons, in a rather petulant mood, so it was Hurst who led the cousins to the master of Longbourn.

“Good evening, Mr. Bennet,” Hurst gave a half bow. “May I introduce these gentlemen to you?” Bennet nodded his permission. “Fitzwilliam and Darcy, I present to you Mr. Thomas Bennet of Longbourn, Mr. Bennet, the Honourable Mr. Richard Fitzwilliam of Rosings Park in Kent, and Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley in Derbyshire.” With his duty done, Hurst made his excuses and went to seek out his brother-in-law.

“I trust it is tolerable to meet me Mr. Darcy and you do not think you are giving me too much consequence,” Bennet prodded.

The tips of Darcy’s ears turned a deep red. He had to fight to keep his equilibrium. “Excuse me, Mr. Bennet and Richard, I see Bingley requires my presence.” Darcy bowed and walked towards Hurst and Bingley as fast as he was able to indoors. He could only imagine the questions Richard would have for him later.

After the introductions, Richard made his request of Mr. Bennet to meet him at his estate. His request was quickly granted. Richard would present himself at Longbourn at eleven in the morning on the morrow.


Chapter 7

Regardless of how much Bennet preferred to defer reading his cousin’s inanities, even though he had considered not doing so before Mr. Fitzwilliam came to call, he chose not to procrastinate.

Before the family vacated the table in the dining parlour after breaking their fasts, Bennet turned to his wife. “Cilla dear, will you join me in the study so we may peruse the pearls of wisdom in the letter I mentioned before our dinner yester-evening?”

“Of course I will,” Priscilla sang warmly as she took her husband’s offered arm.

As much as Bennet wished the letter would have disappeared, it still lay in the middle of his desk where he had left it the previous day. He picked it up and then guided his wife to the settee which was placed between the two windows looking out onto the park.

He looked at Cilla who nodded she was ready, so Bennet broke the seal. He held the letter at a distance so they could both read it with ease.

15 October 1810

The parsonage, Hunsford (adjacent to the great estate of Rosings Park)

Kent

Dear Sir,

The disagreement subsisting between yourself and my late honoured father always gave me much uneasiness, and ever since I had the misfortune of his being called home to God, I have frequently wished to heal the breach, but for some time I was kept back by my own doubts, fearing lest it might seem disrespectful to his memory for me to be on good terms with anyone with whom it had always pleased him to be at variance.

“He writes as if this is the first letter he had posted to you,” Priscilla observed.

“To be fair, in the previous letters he only discussed his so called ‘inheritance’. Never before did he mention healing the rift between the families,” Bennet averred.

Priscilla allowed it was technically correct, so they returned their eyes to the page.

My mind, however, is now made up on the subject, for having received ordination this year, I have been so fortunate as to be distinguished by the patronage of the Right Honourable Mr. Richard Fitzwilliam. Well to be honest, I was preferred to the living by the magnificent Lady Catherine de Bourgh, widow of the honourable knight, Sir Lewis de Bourgh, whose bounty and beneficence selected me as the ideal candidate to occupy the valuable rectory of this parish. It has been my earnest endeavour to demean myself with grateful respect towards her ladyship and her nephew, who is the master of the great estate, and be ever ready to perform those rites and ceremonies which are instituted by the Church of England.

“How on earth was Lady de Bourgh allowed to appoint your cousin? Could this be why Mr. Fitzwilliam desires to meet with you?” Cilla wondered. “If his sermons are as ridiculous as the prose in his letters, I feel pity for his congregants.”

“It could be what he wishes to discuss, but I am not sure what I can say to assist him,” Bennet responded, “I have no authority over Mr. Collins. I cannot but agree with you regarding his sermons.” Both shaking their heads, they returned to the letter.

As a clergyman, moreover, I feel it my duty to promote and establish the blessing of peace in all families within the reach of my influence; and on these grounds I flatter myself that my present overtures are highly commendable, and that the circumstance of my being next in the entail of Longbourn estate will be kindly overlooked on your side, and not lead you to reject the offered olive-branch.

I cannot be otherwise than concerned at being the means of injuring your amiable daughters, and beg leave to apologise for it, as well as to assure you of my readiness to make them every possible amends, but of this hereafter.

“Thomas, we have to find a way to make sure he understands the nature of the entail. And it will be over my dead body if his so called amends are his intentions to marry one of my daughters. The angels will play the seven trumpets before I would ever allow a man such as this to marry one of my girls!”

“Calm yourself Cilla. Do you really think I would allow the man to propose to one of our girls, never mind marry them?”

“No, you are too good of a husband and father to permit such a travesty.” Cilla kissed her husband. Once a few kisses had been given and received, they began to read again.

If you should have no objection to receive me into your house, I propose myself the satisfaction of waiting on you and your family, Friday the 26th day of this month, by four o’clock, and shall probably trespass on your hospitality till the Saturday sennight following, which I can do without any inconvenience, as Mr. Fitzwilliam and Lady Catherine are far from objecting to my occasional absence on a Sunday. To whit, Mr. Fitzwilliam was so thoughtful he employed a clergyman as my curate. Hence, he is engaged to do the duty of the day on the Sundays I miss.

I remain, dear sir, with respectful compliments to your lady and daughters, your well-wisher and friend,

William Collins

“Thomas, you must immediately write to this simpleton and refuse your permission for him to invite himself to our home,” Cilla insisted.

“That is one possibility, however, I think we could take a different path and make sure we kill his delusions once and for all,” Bennet suggested. Seeing Cilla’s quizzical look, Bennet continued. “If we allow him to arrive at Longbourn, he will be able to see my face when I leave him no doubt he is not allowed to importune our girls at all. As he is to arrive on a Friday, I will call our sons home for an extended weekend. Henry and Tommy will be able to depart their respective schools that morning and reach home before the time my cousin lists for his arrival. They will return to school on Monday. That way the boys will miss the minimum lessons possible. If seeing our actual heirs will not be enough, I will make sure Philips will be present with the documents pertaining to the actual entail. If I need to, I will tie him to a chair until he is able to understand the facts.”

Her husband’s words cause Cilla deep cogitation. Her desire to never have the man near her daughters warred with the chance to finally set him straight. In the end, the latter won out. “I agree, but as soon as he understands all, he is to leave. Also, if he attempts to importune any of our daughters, I want him evicted.”

“Agreed,” Bennet averred succinctly.

While his wife left the study, Bennet wrote letters to his sons. One Bennet conveyance would arrive at Eton by Thursday evening and another at Cambridge for an early Friday morning return to Longbourn.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

A few minutes before the time Bennet had told Mr. Fitzwilliam to arrive, the man was shown into his study.

When Richard arrived at Longbourn, it took him no time at all to see this was not the estate of an impecunious gentleman. He could only shake his head that William would not question the drivel put forth by Mr. and Miss Bingley. If that were not enough, as he followed the butler to the study, he saw a family portrait. He recognised Mr. Bennet, assumed the lady sitting next to him was Mrs. Bennet, and the three younger ladies the daughters he had heard of, but he could not miss two young men. One looked much like his father and the other favoured his mother. So much for the Bennets’ estate being entailed away.

“Good morning, Mr. Fitzwilliam,” Bennet welcomed as he gave a half bow before he retook his seat behind his desk.

“And to you, Mr. Bennet,” Richard returned as he bowed to his host. He sat in one of the chairs Mr. Bennet indicated before his desk.

“Coffee or tea?” Bennet enquired.

“I have had two cups of coffee already, so if it is all the same to you, tea please,” Richard averred.

Bennet pulled a bellpull which rang somewhere summoning Mrs. Hill. Soon enough the housekeeper appeared. “A tray with tea and some of cooks delectable shortbread biscuits please Mrs. Hill.” The housekeeper bobbed a curtsey and was on her way to fulfil the master’s order.

“I have a feeling you want to discuss my cousin who seems to have found his way into holding the living under your gift at Hunsford,” Bennet stated.

Richard’s eyebrows shot up. “How do you know that?” he asked in wonder. Was this man clairvoyant?

“No big trick. Read this letter and you will understand how I came by my seemingly magical insight,” Bennet responded. He handed his guest his cousin’s letter.

Before Richard completed his reading, there was a knock at the door and the housekeeper pushed the door open for a maid who was carrying the tea tray. It was placed on the desk and with both of them curtsying, they left the study, the housekeeper pulling the door closed behind her.

Each man poured his tea in the way he preferred it and helped himself to two pieces of shortbread. Richard took a bite of the biscuit and had to admit that even in Scotland he had never tasted such a delectable version of the treat. Once the tea was drunk, and the refreshments eaten, Bennet rang for his housekeeper again and soon the tray was cleared away leaving the two men alone in the study.

First Richard finished the letter Bennet had handed him. Had he not been familiar with the lack of intelligence and good sense Collins possessed, he would have thought that the letter had been written as a jest.

“When he asked me for time away, I gave it to him gladly. He never mentioned where he wanted to go to. The parishioners are much happier when Mr. Collins is not present.” Richard cogitated for a moment. “Are you telling me the man does not know you have sons?” he questioned incredulously.

“Either he is unaware, or he is wilfully blind,” Bennet averred. “That does not even take into account the entail is not in favour of heirs male. My wife and I have decided to allow him to arrive so we may end his pretentions. We would never allow him to ally himself to one of our girls driven by his delusions regarding the estate. But that is not what you came to see me about, is it?”

“It is not. As a courtesy to you, I wanted to relate the truth of his situation. As he correctly hinted at, I was not the one to prefer him to the living, as was my right…” Richard articulated all for Bennet.

When the man opposite him was done with his recitation, all Bennet could do was expel a deep breath. “You intend to have the Bishop remove him before Easter of next year?”

“Indeed I do. I cannot inflict him on the parishioners any longer. In addition, it is unfair to Mr. Albert Travis to bear the title of curate when he is the vicar in everything but name,” Richard explained, “as it is, I make sure he is paid far more than a curate is normally remunerated.”

“Collins may be motivated to offer his olive-branch as regardless of his seemingly ignoring the facts, he, at least on some level, is aware and is coming to see if I have one foot in the grave.” Bennet gave a wry grin. “He is in for a great shock; my boys will be home before the parson arrives here.”

“You may have the right of it. I am pleased you are aware his motives may not be as pure as he tried to intimate in the letter you allowed me to read,” Richard opined.

“I thank you for sharing with me what his future likely portends. He may be more desperate than I had thought so I will make sure he is watched at all times for the short time he will be a guest with us,” Bennet stated firmly.

“Are you aware, that the residents of Netherfield Park believe your estate is entailed to a male, and they do not know you have sons,” Richard informed his host.

“Given what we know of Mr. and Miss Bingley, we will not correct their perceptions. As it is, my eldest daughter is not enamoured with his attentions, and my next youngest was insulted by the friend who is resident with the Bingleys.”

“Do you perchance refer to a man named Darcy?” Richard enquired.

“The same. Lizzy says he was greatly perturbed at the assembly and was being importuned by his friend, but she and we do not excuse his words. He has had many chances to apologise and has not. You saw how he slunk away from me at the dinner yester-night.”

“I will drag him here by his ear if needed…” Richard ceased speaking when Mr. Bennet raised his hand.

“From what I can discern, he is not a young pup who is wet behind the ears any longer. It is not for you to correct behaviour his parents have not. Also, if he is to apologise, it must be sincere and not forced by another.”

Richard explained that his cousin was eight and twenty and had lost both his parents. “His behaviour at times is an aberration from what his parents taught him. I am not at liberty to explain the circumstances, but Miss Elizabeth was accurate when she surmised my cousin was weighed down by worries, which as you said, does not forgive bad behaviour.”

Bennet could tell the man before him was a man of honour. Even though, based on his being addressed as ‘the honourable,’ he was the son of a peer, he did not think himself above those who were merely members of the gentry. “Would you like to meet my wife and daughters? They are in the drawing room.”

“Mr. Bennet, it would be an honour and a pleasure to meet your ladies.” Richard inclined his head.

“Please address me as Bennet.”

“And me as Fitzwilliam.”

Bennet led the way to the east drawing room which received the morning sun, such as it was at the time of the year. When the two men entered the four ladies all stood. Bennet introduced his wife and daughters to the visitor. Bows and curtsies were exchanged.

Mrs. Bennet ordered tea and Richard sat near the three sisters. Seldom had he seen such an array of beauty, but it was not long before he was able to tell they were all so much more than pretty faces.

After the tea, he had a chance to converse with all three which gave him a window into each of their characters. Miss Bennet was more soft spoken than her younger sisters and he could see why Bingley was drooling over her. He could not but respect the fact she had no interest in the man. He could tell she was very serene, too much so to attract him, no matter her beauty.

From what he had seen so far, this estate earned multiples of the rumoured two thousand per annum. Had Bingley known, his chase of Miss Bennet would have been relentless, although, he also wanted a lady who would help him advance in society. It was at that moment Bennets words about his knowing about Bingley’s character entered Richard’s consciousness. How is it the man had foreknowledge of what Bingley was about? That would indicate an investigation, but why would the Bennets do that? It was not a question he would divine the answer to now.

Miss Elizabeth was as quick as a whip and displayed a broad intelligence. He could tell she was a fun loving, vivacious woman. As beautiful as she too was—she had the most enchanting emerald-green eyes he had ever seen—she would run rings about him. When he shared his familial relationship with Darcy, Miss Elizabeth turned to him, one eyebrow arched.

“So, you find us tolerable enough to speak to and do not think you will gift us too much consequence,” Elizabeth teased.

As Bennet had told him the gist of William’s slight, he understood why Miss Elizabeth emphasised the words she did. “Please allow me to apologise on behalf of my cousin…” Like her father had in the study, Miss Elizabeth raised her hand to stop him.

“If and when Mr. Darcy is gentleman enough to make his amends, allow him to do so,” Elizabeth stated. “You have nothing for which to apologise.”

He had inclined his head. He thought his cousin a great fool. If he had not opened his mouth to insult her and had made an effort to know her family, he would have discovered she could be exactly the woman who, in disposition and talents, would most suit him. ‘William you are at times a horse’s arse,’ Richard thought to himself. He turned back to speak to Miss Mary.

Miss Mary was a mixture of her two older sisters. She was no less pretty than either of them, and while she was intelligent, she was more serious than Miss Elizabeth, while being more open and easier to read than Miss Bennet. The more he spoke to Miss Mary, the more intrigued Richard became. He was gratified when Mrs. Bennet issued an invitation for him to join the family for dinner on the morrow. It would allow him to speak to Miss Mary more.

Richard remained at Longbourn for another hour before his horse was called for and after farewelling the family, and sincerely thanking them for the hospitality they had shown him, he mounted Invictus and began the three mile ride back to Netherfield Park.

He would honour Bennet’s request not to share anything he had learnt with the Bingleys, and by extension, his cousin—no matter how much he wanted to issue a set down for William’s behaviour.


Chapter 8

Thursday, the day after the meeting at Longbourn, the soldiers and officers of the Derbyshire Militia regiment marched into Meryton. Many of the town’s young ladies were watching intently, with some of them trying not to swoon at the sight of the handsome officers in their scarlet coats.

One particular Lieutenant was preening at all of the attention—which he felt was his due—as he rode ahead of his men.

As much as he hated having to work for his money, George Wickham could not repine the two months he had been in the militia so far. The primary reason was he needed to disappear. He had lost much money at a gambling hell belonging to the Spaniard, a man who never forgave a debt. The last place the man and his men would think to look for him was in the militia.

Like the young ladies had been in the previous town where they had been encamped, Wickham was certain his uniform would make the process of seduction that much quicker here as well. There was some good looking ‘fruit’ he would pick as he scanned the young women standing and watching as he and his fellow officers entered the town. He smiled a wide welcoming smile at the Colonel’s wife who was standing next to an older lady as he passed her. As long as the simpleton of a colonel never found out Wickham was cuckolding him, all would be well.

An added bonus to his joining the regiment were the ignorant merchants who were apt to dole out credit naïvely to a man in uniform without knowing them. He believed they thought the officers were all honourable and would honour their debts. One thing Wickham hated more than working was paying for his needs. It was the reason he would never allow the Spaniard and his men to catch up to him. As to the shopkeepers, he neither cared nor thought about the effects his not paying the merchants would have. It was not his problem who he beggared as long as he received what he wanted.

Just before he turned into the encampment Wickham saw three very comely young ladies exit one of the stores he was passing. Unlike most in the town, they did not seem to care about him or the rest of the regiment. They gave a brief look to see what the noise was about and then went back to their conversation and never looked again. They were older than he preferred, but Wickham was sure it would not be long before he would be bedding one, or all, of them.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The only good thing about the regiment marching into town was that if Lydia Forster tried to attract their attention from across the street where she and her mother stood watching the arrival of the soldiers, the Bennet sisters would not hear her—or they would act as if that were true.

Mrs. Philips had sent an invitation to the Bennets inviting them to a card party she was holding on the morrow. Like she always did, Cilla had sent a polite note of refusal back.

Even Jane, who was after all Hattie Philips’s niece, did not spend more time with the town gossip than she had to. With Lydia in residence, Jane and the rest of the Bennets avoided the Philips’ residence. When Philips or Elias needed to see Bennet regarding a legal matter, they came to Longbourn. The two Philips men did not spend an inordinate amount of time with Hattie and Lydia.

The sisters met their mother at the bakery and confectionery store where she was sipping tea with Lady Lucas, Mrs. Goulding, and Mrs. Long. Cilla smiled at her daughters who took a separate table near where their mother and her friends were seated after ordering.

“Sarah, do you remember the last time the militia was here, when Lydia eloped with then Lieutenant Forster,” Priscilla enquired, seemingly incongruously.

“How could I forget that!” Lady Lucas exclaimed. “Some of those seemingly good officers left unpaid debts when William still owned the general store. Why do you ask?”

“What if there are some among this group who do the same, or worse, leave much larger debts which will beggar some of the tradespeople in Meryton? Where will we find the goods we need if some shopkeepers are forced to shutter their doors?”

Even though Lady Lucas was not the most intelligent of women, it did not take her long to understand what her friend was intimating. “I need to speak to William so he can warn the merchants not to provide credit to the officers,” she resolved.

“That will be a good course of action,” Priscilla agreed while the other two ladies nodded their approval.

Lady Lucas gulped down the last few drops of her tea, and was off as fast as she could, to walk the little more than a quarter mile to Lucas Lodge. Not too many minutes after her departure, the rest of the ladies said their farewells and left the shop.

Cilla led her daughters to the smaller Bennet carriage waiting to convey them home. She waited until they were underway before she looked at her girls sternly. “From now on with so many unknown men in town, a footman or a male we trust is to accompany you when you walk out, whether to Meryton or even,” she looked at Lizzy, “when you want to take a solitary ride or ramble on the paths around Longbourn.”

“Yes Mama,” all three daughters chorused.

“I would expect nothing less, you are all good girls,” Priscilla told her daughters warmly.

“Mama, we will not allow the shop owners to be ruined, will we? Just like you and Papa did not seven years past,” Mary enquired.

“If it becomes necessary, we will help to a certain extent. I would hope after last time the memories of the town’s merchants are not like those of gadflies,” Priscilla averred.

“In case they are, you have made sure Lady Lucas will send Sir William to remind them,” Elizabeth observed.

“Yes, you have the right of it, Lizzy.” Priscilla paused. “The reason we would only assist to a certain extent is that especially after last time, those who blindly extend credit to unknowns need to accept responsibility for their own actions. Hence, if it occurred again, Papa and I would make sure they could keep their doors open, but no more than that.”

The Bennet sisters nodded. They hoped it would not come to that.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Thankfully, Sir William’s warnings were superfluous as the owners of shops in Meryton had not forgotten what had occurred the last time a regiment had billeted in the town. They were pretty certain lightning would not strike the same spot twice by the Bennets making them whole again a second time.

What Sir William imparted was helpful to any who had not had a business in the town when the last regiment had left. Another thing the townspeople were careful with were their daughters. Two ruined girls had been left behind the previous time and one of them had died in childbirth from the unwanted consequence of surrendering her virtue.

Luckily for the now Colonel Forster, he had not been one of the officers to leave debts or ruined girls behind him. Yes, he had eloped with Lydia Philips, but they had married. Thanks to his transferring from the Devonshire Militia, which was the offending regiment, to his current one some years back, he had been welcomed back to the town by the residents.

Knowing how easily his daughter could manipulate his wife, and his daughter’s propensities to spend indiscriminately, Philips had put the word out that no purchases could be made on any account in his or his son’s names without their expressed permission beforehand.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

When Wickham first strutted around the town, he was feeling very good about himself. He entered the tailor and requested the proprietor open a credit account for him. Even his best smile and a heavy dose of his charm did nothing to change the negative answer to a positive one.

“Why am I, a Lieutenant in His Majesty’s army, denied credit?” Wickham demanded peevishly.

“Because Lieutenant, we only provide credit to well established residents of the town and surrounding area,” the tailor replied evenly. “If you were such, someone with a proven record of paying your debts, I would happily grant you credit.”

Without another word, Wickham turned on his heel and stalked out of the tailor’s shop. Thinking some boots would be a good way to placate himself, and sure that his being denied credit was an aberration, he plastered a smile on his face and entered the cobbler’s store. A few minutes later, now in a foul mood, Wickham left the cobbler having failed to acquire any credit.

He attempted to work on four other owners of shops before he finally accepted he was not going to receive a penny of credit. In high dudgeon he made for the tap room at the Red Lion Inn. He was certain the landlord would allow him and his fellow officers to eat and drink on account. He ordered a pint of ale to drown his sorrows, but the barkeep would not hand it over until Wickham used some of his dwindling coin. When he enquired about opening an account, he was given the same answer he had received everywhere else in this damned town.

He remembered that his clandestine lover had told him she used to live in Meryton. Wickham downed his ale and sought out Lydia Forster. He saw her speaking to an older lady who he assumed was her mother. He caught her eye and cocked his head towards an alleyway which led between two buildings. She gave him a tight nod, and Wickham made his way between the buildings until he could not be seen from the street. He did not have to wait long.

He pulled Mrs. Forster into his arms and kissed her deeply. “What a pity you were married before I met you,” Wickham prevaricated. He only lay with her because it thrilled him that he was cuckolding his colonel.

“How I wish that too, Wicky,” Lydia managed once she was able to speak again.

“Did you know they deny us poor soldiers credit in this backwater town where you used to live?” Wickham told her with a put on look of sadness. “How am I to purchase what I need until I am paid again?”

“I have a half a crown Jackson gave me, you may have that,” Lydia stated as she proffered the coin to her lover. He took it and pocketed it. She was rewarded with some more kisses as his hand roamed over her bosom.

“That will help my dear, pretty Lydia, but there are things I need to buy so I am able to present you with some gifts you well deserve, and I am not sure how to accomplish that,” Wickham said forlornly. “Also, my boots need replacing and I am not able to do everything which is urgent, even with your more than generous assistance.”

Lydia remembered her father had accounts at every shop in Meryton. “If I inform the merchants you are permitted to purchase using my father’s accounts, you will pay everything as soon as you are paid, will you not?”

“Of course, my turtledove, the day I receive my wages, I will clear all the debts I have incurred. Your father will never be the wiser,” Wickham dissembled. How wonderful to have an empty-headed chit he could manipulate however he needed. This was even better. The debts would not even be in his own name. “Let us begin at the tailor’s.”

With a smug look, Wickham entered the tailor’s shop and waited for Lydia Forster to join him. Not too many minutes after he arrived, Lydia entered the shop.

“Mr. Philbert, my father has told me that I may authorise you to allow Lieutenant Wickham to use his account if and when he needs to do so,” Lydia lied. She smiled at the man she had known since she was a little girl, but he did not smile back.

“Mrs. Forster, if your father tells me that himself, I will be happy to acquiesce, however, I have strict instructions you may not use his or your brother’s accounts without their telling me in person.” The tailor looked at the blushing woman who had been caught in an untruth.

Although he kept a calm exterior, Wickham was seething. He could not understand how he was being denied that which he wanted. “Allow me to apologise Mr. Philbert, Mrs. Forster must have misunderstood her dear father,” he stated through gritted teeth. He bowed to the tailor and fought to school his features as he exited the shop.

Wickham pulled Lydia Forster out of view of the main street. “Wickie, release me, you are hurting my arm.”

“Be quiet you stupid chit!” Wickham hissed. “Unless you want me to tell your husband I had my way with you, you will find me some money, and I mean banknotes, not coins!”

Lydia was petrified and in her fearful state she was not able to consider that if her erstwhile lover made that disclosure to her husband, he would be in as much jeopardy as herself. “I w-will bring you w-what I am able to find,” Lydia told Wickham as tears began to fall down her cheeks.

“If you want me to keep your secret, you will find me blunt whenever I need it,” Wickham growled. Only then did he release her arm and stalk off.

Lydia Forster collapsed into a snivelling heap on the ground. She had just learnt a very valuable lesson; people were not always as they seemed.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Before Lydia reached the rooms her husband had rented for them, word of what had occurred at the tailor’s had reached Mr. Philips and his son. “Father, why would my sister attempt to allow this Lieutenant Wickham to purchase things on your account?” Elias enquired.

“I suspect I know the answer, as much as I pray I am incorrect,” Philips sighed. “The question now is do we inform Forster?”

“We must Father,” Elias averred with surety. “Although, mayhap we should speak to Lydia first. This man could be blackmailing her. We have to be certain we will not harm her. I do not like how my sister behaves, but I still love her because she is my sister, my twin.”

“It will be as you suggest, Son,” Philips agreed. “Come let us go home and see your mother.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

To calm himself Wickham decided he needed to bed one of the delectable roses he had seen in the town. He did not see the three beauties from when the regiment had arrived in Meryton, but at this moment, he would not be picky.

Whenever he attempted to approach a girl, she would look away shyly and head in the opposite direction. Forcing a girl was a line even Wickham would not cross. His charm and the stories he wove, especially his line about it is fine to anticipate our vows as we are soon to marry ensured there were always a steady stream of naïve girls to warm his bed.

What was it about this town? First no credit, not even through that doxy Lydia, and now the girls were running from him as if he was a carrier of the plague. In the end his self-worth was not irreparably crushed. He used the half-crown to purchase some grog and the serving wench who brought it.


Chapter 9

Lydia Forster stood before her husband, father, and brother sweating nervously. Even though she was not intelligent and thought no further than what would give her instant and self-gratification, she could tell she was in trouble. Could it be Wicky—no after the way he treated and spoke to her, he was no longer her Wicky—had gone to her husband and told him about her adultery?

“What is between you and Lieutenant Wickham?” Forster demanded emphatically.

He had ignored the signs there was something illicit occurring between his wife and Wickham. He knew his wife liked to flirt and titillate his officers, but he had never thought, no, it was more than that, he hoped she would never break the bonds of marriage. The look of guilt on Lydia’s face told him everything he needed to know.

“Lyddie, did Mr. Wickham blackmail you into trying to have him make purchases on Father’s accounts?” Elias Phillips asked his twin gently.

She had never been able to prevaricate to Elias. Lydia began to wail. “I-I b-believed h-him that h-he w-would p-pay everything b-before P-Papa w-was aware,” Lydia managed between sobs. Haltingly, she told all, admitting to succumbing to Wickham’s charms on three separate occasions. Also relating her suspicions he had left debts in the previous town where the regiment had billeted, and the dastardly man’s threats if she did not produce banknotes for him.

“Lyddie, do you not see the threat was an empty one?” Elias assured his sister. “Had he told Forster what he had done with you, he would have been run through. From what you said he is a silver-tongued devil who seduces where he can.” He looked at his sister sadly. “That being said, it does not excuse what you have done, Sister.”

“No, it does not,” Forster bit out. “I will call that bastard out!”

“You are justifiably furious; any man in your place would be,” Philips placed a restraining hand on his son-in-law’s shoulder. “You know duelling is illegal, and even more so in the army.” Philips paused allowing his words to penetrate the fog of Forster’s anger. “Did you not tell me your officers are all required to sign a pledge of honour which your predecessor had instituted?”

Forster’s face changed from anger to calculation. “I will court-martial him for conduct unbecoming of an officer and breaking the pledge he signed,” Forster decided. He turned to his father-in-law. “May Lydia live in your household until I allow the rage I am feeling regarding her behaviour to dissipate. Once I can think rationally about her, her adultery, and if we can have a joint future, I will inform you of my decision.”

“Please Jackson,” Lydia began to plead when a quelling look from her husband caused her to cease speaking.

“Madam what you did was beyond the pale. You do not want me to make any decisions regarding your future when my outrage is burning as hot as it is now. If you force me to do so, I promise you that you will not be sanguine with my decision,” Forster barked, causing Lydia to shrink back as the tears fell freely again. “Now I must go see my adjutant and have Mr. Wickham brought to me. If you will excuse me.” Forster bowed to his father-in-law and then his brother-in-law. He turned on his heel and marched out of Philips’s office. He did not look at or address his wife again before the door was closed behind him.

Philips led his defeated daughter into the house which was attached to his offices. When all was explained to his wife, she did what he would have expected. She tried to blame the Lieutenant while acquitting her daughter of any wrong doing.

“Hattie Philips! You will not attempt to defend the indefensible. Your daughter is a married woman and made a decision to commit adultery. Now she must suffer the consequences of her own choices,” Philips stated firmly, causing his wife to shrink back. “In part, I blame myself, I should never have allowed you to indulge our daughter as you did in the past.”

Without another word, Hattie guided her snivelling daughter to the chamber she had occupied before her elopement.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Carter, send a trusted officer and a few soldiers back to Bromsgrove in Worcestershire, where we were encamped before Meryton,” Forster ordered. “I want all the merchants canvassed and a statement of any unpaid debts left by our men tabulated. You will purchase them and bring the vowels back to me.” Forster cogitated. “Also, have them make discreet enquiries to see if any young ladies were meddled with and then abandoned.”

“It will be done, Sir,” Carter replied smartly.

“Once you have sent the men on their way, bring Lieutenant Wickham to me,” Forster instructed trying to disguise the seething ire he felt from showing when he mentioned the seducer’s name.

The Captain saluted and made his way out of his colonel’s office. As Sanderson was the man he trusted most in the regiment, he pulled the Captain aside and charged him with the Colonel’s instructions. He told his friend to select a good sergeant and four men to accompany him. With the first part of his task accomplished, he went looking for Wickham to discharge the second part of what he had been ordered to do.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Seeing that neither the Bingleys nor the Hursts wanted to join them to explore the shops in Meryton—Darcy only wanted to peruse the bookshop—the two cousins mounted their stallions and made the two mile ride into the market town.

They found two lads who would take care of Invictus and Zeus—Darcy’s horse—in the stables while the cousins explored the town. Much to the boy’s delight, they were presented with a half crown each. Darcy saw the bookseller’s establishment and headed that way with Richard following behind.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The three Bennet sisters had accompanied their father, who needed to see the owner of the bookstore among others, into the town. As was the new normal now, the three were followed—at a slight distance—by a Longbourn footman.

Their first stop had been the haberdashery to peruse some newly arrived ribbons. Although Elizabeth would have much preferred to look through the recently arrived books at the bookseller, as they needed to stay together under Jimmy’s watchful eye, she was more than willing to do something which was not her first choice just to be with her older and younger sisters.

Even though Wickham was still outraged he had not been able to procure credit in Meryton—or approach one of the young flowers to pluck—when he saw the three beauties enter the haberdashery, Wickham felt like his luck was turning. He was certain the young ladies were daughters of a gentleman.

Although he had heard that the largest dowries in the area were no more than two thousand pounds, if he was able to ruin one of them, he would be able to extract anywhere from five to ten thousand pounds from the father. That sum would allow him to return to London, placate the Spaniard, and then win lots more blunt. Yes, his luck was about to turn, of that, he was sure.

Wickham had not missed the footman who had planted himself next to the door leading in and out of the shop. The man looked rather fit so he would have to rely on his charm. He found a place to stand on the other side of the street which gave him a clear view of the door and waited.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

When Bennet entered the bookstore, it did not take him long before he saw Fitzwilliam and Mr. Darcy. “Gentlemen,” he greeted. “A tolerable day is it not?”

The cousins bowed, and the tips of Darcy’s ears took on a decidedly scarlet hue. “Mr. Bennet,” Darcy responded curtly before he took himself to the back corner, as far from his antagonist as he was able. ‘These people are below me in every way! How dare he throw my words back at me each time he sees me?’ Darcy asked himself silently. His obstinacy insured that the more he felt pressured to make his apology, the less likely he was to do so.

“Bennet, if you are going to rib my cousin each time you see him, allow me to point out his faux pas for which he has as yet not made amends,” Richard grinned.

“Point taken. I will not jest with him about his words again,” Bennet agreed. After inclining his head to the younger man, Bennet made his way to Mr. Bilson’s office to conduct his business.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Come Lizzy, you waited with us without complaint, now we will accompany you to Mr. Bilson’s,” Jane smiled at her sister once she and Mary paid for their purchases.

Elizabeth’s countenance lit up, as did Mary’s. Both were bibliophiles like their father, although Elizabeth was slightly more enamoured with the written word than Mary was. The three exited the shop and nodded to Jimmy who was waiting for them. Jane and Mary handed him their purchases.

Wickham saw the ladies exit and hand their packages to the footman. He crossed the road and then wiped some imaginary lint off his shoulders, plastered what he considered his most charming smile on his face and approached the beauties.

He stopped before them, cutting off their way across the street unless they went around him. Wickham bowed with a flourish of his hat. “Ladies, I was walking on my way to my duties for King and country when I saw you exit the store. Your presence brightened the light of the sun. With such beauty before me, how could I not stop and make myself known to you? Had I not, my heart would not have born the pain of not knowing you,” Wickham sang.

“We have neither been introduced to you, nor do we desire such,” Jane stated cooly.

The militia officer’s face pinched, but he remained where he was as Jimmy had closed the gap between where he had been standing and where the Miss Bennets were. He looked at the officer threateningly.

“Why would we want to know one who dissembles to us with such ease?” Elizabeth asked guilelessly. Seeing the fake outrage on the man’s face, Elizabeth continued before he could lie to them again. “I was standing by the window when I saw you across the street. I observed you as you took a position where you could watch the door of the shop behind us. You, Sir, must be used to ladies who are not intelligent enough to see through your lies.”

Wickham was about to grab the petite, dark haired beauty when he heard his name being called. He turned and saw Captain Carter approaching. What bad luck. For now, he would have to recede.

Darcy and Richard heard someone call out the name “Wickham” and they looked at one another and by mutual agreement they exited the bookshop. Bennet who had just completed his business with Mr. Bilson, followed right behind the cousins.

Frustrated he could not put the shorter lady in her place, with a huff Wickham turned towards the Adjutant. As he turned, he saw the faces of two men he hoped never to see again. Darcy and Fitzwilliam! What were they doing here? There was no mistaking the thunderous looks on the faces of the cousins as they began to cross the street towards him.

The three Bennet sisters did not miss the look of abject terror on the officer’s countenance as soon as he saw Mr. Darcy and Mr. Fitzwilliam. All of the colour drained out of the man’s face as he seemed frozen to the spot as the two men, with Papa behind them, began to approach them.

It felt like his feet had turned to lead. Wickham was well aware if Darcy and Fitzwilliam got their hands on him, he would more than likely not see another sunrise. Just then the knight who he had seen around the town was passing on his horse. Wickham willed his legs to move, charged towards the man, unceremoniously pushed him off his horse, and sprang onto the back of the gelding.

Before Richard or Darcy could detain him, Wickham was galloping up the main street of the town towards the north. Their stallions were all the way at the other end of the street in the stables, so even if the cousins ran, the libertine would be gone before they mounted.

Bennet ran to the side of his friend who was writhing in pain in the roadway. Knowing Wickham was gone, Richard and Darcy joined Bennet to assist Sir William to his feet. The way his right arm was hanging, there was no doubt one of the bones was broken. By now they had been joined by Captain Carter and others who had seen the man attack Sir William and steal his horse.

Seeing a lad close by, Bennet barked an order at him. “Run to Mr. Jones’s house and inform him we are bringing Sir William to him, and that he had an accident.” The boy nodded and took off in a sprint towards the doctor’s house.

While the cousins and the Captain assisted his friend to Jones’s house, Bennet dispatched his footman to Lucas Lodge to inform them of the occurrence in Meryton.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Wickham rode like the wind. He did not know if he was being chased or not, and he cared not. He would not stop to make sure, all he needed was to put as much distance between himself and the damned cousins.

As soon as he was out of sight of the godforsaken town, he wheeled the borrowed horse off the road which led to the Great North Road, and instead cut across fields so he could join the road to London in a few miles south of Meryton. Yes, he needed to avoid the Spaniard if he did not want a permanent smile cut into his neck, but Wickham knew his only option was to make for Town and throw himself on the mercy of Karen Younge. At worst, he could charm some money from her and make his way as far from London and Hertfordshire as possible.

He would have to make sure he was not seen by any of the men who worked for Juan Antonio Álvarez, because Wickham had no doubt there was a bounty on his head. It was not healthy to run out on a debt owed to the Spaniard. If only his luck had held at the tables. He had been up a few hundred pounds and then lost it all and much more on a bad run of luck. After all it was not his fault the cards had not turned in his favour, was it!

He pushed thoughts of the Spaniard and the ways Señor Álvarez would have him punished before his life was ended from his mind.

His contemplations returned to the dark haired one who had been so rude and dismissive of him. How dare she call him out for prevaricating? Wickham did not know how or when, but he would have his vengeance on the lady!

It was all her fault he was in this trouble!


Chapter 10

Once Wickham took flight and the knight—with his broken right arm—had been delivered to Mr. Jones, Darcy mounted Zeus and rode back to Netherfield Park.

Richard had remained in the town to speak to the Colonel and Mr. Bennet, which was the greater motivation for Darcy to remove himself from the town. Almost as important a reason to leave was his growing attraction to Miss Elizabeth. The voice in his head screamed he had fallen in love with her, but he pushed it aside. He no longer trusted himself around her and thanks to his choice not to discuss everything with Richard, Darcy had made the decision on his own that he had to tamp down his personal preferences, and think of his duty to his name, his sister, and his family. As such, he could not offer for a penniless country miss no matter how intelligent she was or how fine her eyes were.

Once they had been introduced, Captain Carter had requested Mr. Fitzwilliam follow him to his Colonel’s office. There Richard was able to confirm the deserter was in fact a profligate libertine, and those were his good qualities. When the Colonel shared that Wickham had seduced one of the officer’s wives, Richard had not been at all surprised.

He had related the history between the coward and the Darcy family, never naming the young lady of good birth Wickham had targeted for her rather large dowry.

There was no question what fate would await Wickham when—if—he was caught. Either he would swing as a horse thief or face a firing squad for desertion, depending on who brought him to heel first. Colonel Forster had expressed his wish it would be one of his men who brought Wickham to himself to answer for his crimes.

While Fitzwilliam was with the Colonel, Bennet had gone to see Philips. He left his daughters with Miss Goulding talking among themselves, under the watchful eyes of Jimmy, while indulging their sweet teeth at the confectionary store’s tearoom. Miss Lucas and Miss Maria would have joined them but they were with their mother at Mr. Jones’s house satisfying themselves that their husband and father was well other than a broken arm.

Bennet blew out the breath he had been holding. “So, you have no idea whether Forster will take Lydia back?” Bennet shook his head.

“Not a hint as to what he intends to do regarding her,” Philips stated as his son nodded his agreement. “Mayhap my daughter will finally learn there are consequences to bad behaviour.”

“The useless man attempted to importune my daughters,” Bennet revealed.

“What could be his motive besides Cousin Jane and her sisters’ beauty,” Elias mused. “As far as we know, no one knows the truth of their dowries or your financial position?”

“Until that criminal is caught alive, we will have no clue why he stopped them,” Bennet opined. “Mr. Fitzwilliam,” both Philips men looked at Bennet quizzically. “Mr. Darcy’s cousin who is also a resident of Netherfield Park. He and his cousin know of Mr. Wickham’s propensities. I will be asking him more about the blackguard later.”

Not long after Bennet left his former brother-in-law’s office, he was about to walk to the confectionary and bakery when he saw Fitzwilliam leaving the Colonel’s offices. He hailed him and the two men walked to the shop where the sisters and Miss Goulding were enjoying their refreshments. Bennet did not miss Mary’s blush when she saw who entered the tearoom with him.

“Do we know how Sir William is faring?” Elizabeth enquired.

“While I was with Colonel Forster, he received a message relating that Sir William had, what seemed to be, a clean break in the bone of his upper right arm. Mr. Jones set it without an issue and after a few months’ recovery, Sir William will be as good as new,” Richard reported.

“That is very good to hear,” Jane responded appreciatively. “Lady Lucas, Charlotte, and her brothers and sister will be well gratified with that news.”

Bennet looked around to confirm the four young ladies had completed their treats and beverages. “I will have Jimmy summon the coachman and we will depart for Longbourn,” he told his daughters. Bennet looked at Richard. “You said your horse is with you?”

“Yes, Invictus is waiting for me,” Richard confirmed.

“You will come call on us now, will you not? I think we need to discuss some things.” Richard knew it was a statement not a request.

“Allow me to collect my stallion and I will follow you back to your estate,” Richard stated.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Bennet and Cilla had expected the deserter to be bad, but not nearly as bad as what Richard had told them. “Be secure in the knowledge that the information about your ward will never be shared without your expressed permission,” Priscilla assured Richard. “But then why did he approach our daughters? As far as he was aware they have no dowries to speak of and he knows nothing of our family’s financial position.”

“Wickham is always looking for the easiest way to achieve his aims regardless of who he hurts to do so,” Richard averred. “In my opinion, he was so desperate that he reckoned he could extract a few thousand pounds from you and that would be enough for his immediate needs.”

“Do you think his inability to gain credit made him more desperate?” Bennet enquired.

“Certainly,” Richard responded succinctly. “That fact is highlighted by his attempt to first have Mrs. Forster assist him to purchase on credit, and then his attempt to blackmail her. He is one who hates to be told no, or feel like he was disrespected.”

“You mean like Jane and Lizzy did?” Priscilla asked worriedly.

“Do not concern yourself, Cilla dear,” Bennet assured his wife as he took her hand. “We will employ footmen-guards and make sure that our children are safe at all times.”

“In that I can assist you,” Richard volunteered, “I have several friends who chose the profession I intended for myself,” realising the Bennets did not know what his former plans had been before Rosings Park, Richard shared his desire from when he was a lad to go into the regulars. “If you like, I will contact some of my friends who are still in the army about some former soldiers, marines, and sailors. Those men would be happy to find gainful employment.”

Bennet looked at his wife who nodded. “Thank you, Fitzwilliam, that would be most appreciated,” Bennet agreed. “We have five children so I think between five and twenty and thirty men would be what we will need. They will be able to function as outriders and footmen as well as guards.”

“Mayhap some of them will be in place when your cousin, Mr. Collins makes his appearance,” Priscilla added.

“The fastest way of contacting my friends will be for me to ride to London in the morning,” Richard decided. He smiled when he saw the Bennets were about to protest. “You are not putting me out, I enjoy their war stories.”

Soon enough the three who had been in the study joined the sisters and Mrs. Jones, who was a companion now as none of the Bennets needed a governess any longer, in the drawing room. To no one’s surprise, Richard Fitzwilliam ended up speaking to Mary more than any other, although he was careful not to only speak to her exclusively.

Cilla and Bennet looked at one another knowingly. If the attentions to their Mary continued in this fashion, a conversation would have to be held with Richard Fitzwilliam.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Why are you off to Town on a whim?” Darcy asked his cousin once the latter had shared his intention to ride thither in the morning.

“It is not a whim; I have things to discuss with Whitfield and Sisley. I will be back the following day, or the day after that at the very most,” Richard averred.

His two friends were in the Royal Dragoons, a colonel and lieutenant-colonel respectively. If he had not had an estate to manage, it was the regiment in which Richard had chosen to take a commission. Like he would have, both had entered the Dragoons as second-lieutenants and earned their promotions by merit, not with money.

“How is it you seem friendly with Mr. Bennet?” Darcy changed the subject.

“Why should I not be? He is the primary landowner in the area of Meryton, and he is an interesting man to be around,” Richard replied. “He is an excellent chess player too. So why have you never called at Longbourn?”

“They are below me, as they are you as well,” Darcy responded peevishly. He would not admit his true reason to Richard as he knew his cousin would not allow him to live it down.

“Sometimes I wonder if you are in fact the son of my late Uncle Robert and Aunt Anne. They never espoused the drivel you do at times,” Richard pointed out.

The trouble was Darcy knew what Richard said was nothing but the truth, but his pride would not allow him to admit it to his cousin. “In that case, enjoy your time in London. Will you visit Anna?” Darcy changed the subject to one less contentious.

“Of course I will,” Richard averred. “Even were she not my ward, Anna, Mother, and Father would not forgive me if I were not to call. Andrew and Marie are at Hilldale House and they will be just as upset with me if I ignored them.”

“Are your parents and Andrew sanguine with missing the journey with their friends? It sounds like it will be the holiday of a lifetime,” Darcy stated.

“Neither my parents nor Andrew will leave Marie when she is to deliver her first child. In fact, Ladies Rose and Charity will remain at Hilldale as well,” Richard revealed. “Last I heard, Lady Rose had convinced Lady Gwendoline Winston to remain with her.”

“You mean the Duchess of Hertfordshire?”

“The very one. You know William, if you are so enamoured of the journey, Bedford would invite you to join them if he was aware you desired to do so.”

“For the same reason you will not go—the spring planting—I cannot either. Besides, Anna is very excited Lady Charity will be at Hilldale. You know how close they are. I would not want to be away from Anna for three or four months even if there was not estate business to take care of.”

“Let us go find Bingley and Hurst for some pre-dinner billiards,” Richard suggested. Darcy agreed and the two men left their private sitting room to seek out the brothers-in-law.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

After Colonel Whitfield, Fitzwilliam, and Lieutenant-Colonel Sisley had exchanged greetings, Fitzwilliam had told them about the type of men he needed to locate, Whitfield stated, “We have the perfect men for you. There are two former sergeants, one bigger than the other who would fit your friend’s needs.”

“You are referring to Biggs and Johns are you not?” Sisley verified. Whitfield nodded. “Our friend has the right of it, they are excellent men who like many former soldiers have had a hard time finding employment which pays enough to support their families. Wait until you see them, their size alone would deter most who would want to make mischief with those they are guarding.”

“That, and they are connected to many former soldiers, sailors, and Royal Marines,” Whitfield added.

“Do you know where I may find these men?” Richard asked.

His friends gave him directions to an inn on the outskirts of London where the two former sergeants had found menial employment in the stables. As soon as Richard saw two enormous men who dwarfed the others in the stables, he knew he had found Biggs and Johns.

The two men had just begun to muck out some stalls when they were hailed. “Biggs and Johns?” Richard verified. The two men nodded in response.

The slightly larger of the two pointed to himself, “John Biggs,” then he pointed to his friend, “Brian Johns. “‘Ow do you know ‘bout us?”

It took no time for Richard to explain who had sent him to find them. “My friends told me you know other men who are looking for good work, and I can promise you the pay is far more than whatever the pittance you are earning here is.”

“Wat are we to do?” Johns asked for both.

Richard explained what Mr. Bennet required and why. When he had told all to the two men, he stepped back to allow them to talk among themselves without him pressuring them with his proximity.

It was a short discussion. “We accept,” Biggs stated in his gruff voice. “We ‘ave families. Is there place for ‘em to live, and work for our missuses?”

“As I am not the master of Longbourn, I cannot guarantee you anything, however, from what I know of Mr. Bennet, he will do what he can to accommodate you,” Richard related. “Do you know about thirty men in addition to you two who would like work like this?”

“Aye we do,” Biggs confirmed. “When do we start, where is this Longbourn, and ‘ow do we get there?”

“How about we meet at the Dragoons’ barracks at first light. I will have rented carriages waiting, and the estate is near the market town of Meryton in Hertfordshire,” Richard averred.

It was agreed. Both huge men had much pleasure in telling the stablemaster they would not be working for him any longer. The man desired to give them a setdown because of the short notice prior to leaving, but he was too intimidated by the two. He paid them what they were owed and said not a word about their leaving.

The two left to find others who they would bring to the meeting point in the morning.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“I hope I did not overstep in renting carriages rather than carts for the men,” Richard said to Bennet as they stood and watched the line of rented conveyances come to a halt in the drive. He had been prepared by Fitzwilliam for the bulk and height of the men named Biggs and Johns, but even so, when he first saw them, he felt slightly intimidated.

“No, you did the right thing. It is too cold to make the men ride in carts when not all of them have adequate coats and warm clothing,” Bennet assured Fitzwilliam.

Including Biggs and Johns, there were thirty men in total. “Welcome to Longbourn,” Bennet addressed the assembled men. “You were all told what we need, were you not?”

There was a chorus of “aye” in various tones and accents.

“How many of you are married?” Bennet enquired. About a third of the men raised their hands. “Between our two estates we can accommodate most of your spouses who desire employment, and the rest, we will find them positions at neighbouring estates.” Bennet could only but grin at the look on Fitzwilliam’s face when he mentioned two estates. He would have to speak to him later. “The tenants are always looking for lads to work, especially during the planting and harvest seasons, so if some of you have sons who are strong enough, and desire to be employed, they will be able to earn some additional money for your families. We have a school for our tenants’ children where they learn to read, write, and do basic sums. Any of you who would like your children to attend, male or female, may send them at no cost. Are there any questions?”

“When can we bring our families?” Biggs queried.

“In the next day or two, as soon as we find accommodations. I will make sure that your wives and children travel in rented carriages and your belongings are transported by cart,” Bennet averred.

Even if their wages were not more than enough to take care of their families, and they were, the lengths the new master was willing to go to accommodate them on its own would have gained the men’s loyalty. For many of them, it would be the first time in a while they would be able to put three meals a day on the table for themselves and their families.

Richard watched the looks of pleasure on the faces of the men who had served His Majesty honourably. Now they were no longer in the military, all they wanted was to work and earn enough to live without worrying if they and their family members would eat and be clothed. He resolved to employ as many ex-soldiers as he needed at Rosings Park and to suggest the same to Father, Andrew, and William. If the men were as good as he expected, mayhap this was something which estate owners throughout the realm could do.


Chapter 11

Richard whistled in amazement when Bennet revealed the extent of his and his wife’s wealth and joint properties. He could only imagine how Bingley would react if he was aware the Bennets’ true income was about the same as William’s and they were the owners of Netherfield Park. The Bennet’s financial assets dwarfed Bingley’s.

Richard’s father had been an acquaintance of Sir Phineas Morris and he had known there was a daughter, but she was older than he and Andrew and he had never met her before. He should have remembered that the late baronet had owned Netherfield Park. When Bennet had shared that his three daughters had dowries—Richard had been amazed each one was in the area of Anna’s thirty thousand pounds—he had told Richard he was only sharing the information with him as he and his wife had noted the interest in Mary when it was believed she had no dowry to speak of. Bennet was also aware with an estate with an income of above seven thousand pounds, had Fitzwilliam known the truth beforehand, it would not have been a deciding factor.

“You understand why we keep our financial position from being published in the wider community and you are one of a small handful of people outside of the family who are aware of the truth, do you not?” Bennet verified.

“I do,” Richard confirmed, “and I will not speak out of turn and share what I know with anyone else, including my cousin,” Richard vowed.

Bennet nodded his thanks and then changed the subject. “I am sure I know the answer, but I must ask you what your intentions regarding Mary are?” Bennet enquired. “One would have to be awake with their eyes closed to not notice your interest in our youngest daughter.”

“My intentions are completely honourable,” Richard asserted unwaveringly. “I want for us to get to know one another better before I request a formal courtship, but it will not be long before I feel it is time to make an official declaration. Before meeting Miss Mary, I had never met a woman who excites a fraction of the interest I have for her.”

“If we get to that point and Mary accepts you, Cilla and I will welcome you as another son.”

“Thank you, Bennet, that is gratifying to hear.” Now it was Richard’s turn to incline his head in thanks. ‘If only William knew how wrong he is about the Bennets, Richard thought to himself. ‘Had he moved past his improper pride, he would have called on Longbourn to beg Miss Elizabeth’s pardon and he would have been aware of the truth.’

Richard saw Bennet watching him with a grin on his face. He gave a sheepish smile in return; he had been lost in his thoughts and almost forgot he was seated in Bennet’s study. He could not wait until he travelled to London to see his parents in order to inform them, he had found the woman he would marry—if she accepted him.

“On a separate subject, if you are willing, I think it will be good for you to be here on Friday when Collins arrives,” Bennet proposed. “Biggs, Johns, and some of the new guards will return with their families on the morrow. I think my cousin will enjoy meeting them.”

“It will be so. I too am pleased the men will be in place before the buffoon arrives. In my estimation Collins is somewhat of a coward so he will be easily intimidated,” Richard revealed.

“It fits with what I know of his late father who was a bully of the first order. It no doubt accounts for the son’s propensity to sycophantism. I fear it will not be an easy task to make him see the truth, but I am grateful Philips and his son will be present as well.”

Not long after, the men joined the ladies in the drawing room. Mary was reading a letter she had received from her twin. “Henry says he is keen to arrive on Friday to help end Mr. Collins’s delusions. He sends love and misses all of us,” Mary reported. It was then she looked up and saw Mr. Fitzwilliam watching her with a warm smile on his face. “I hope you will meet Henry and Tommy while they are home.”

“Indeed, I will as I will be present when Mr. Collins arrives on Friday,” Richard averred.

Mary blushed with pleasure. She felt growing tender feelings for Richard Fitzwilliam and at times had not been sure if they were returned. When she saw the way he looked at her now, there was no mistaking his message which caused Mary to feel warm all over.

Cilla ordered tea and refreshments and once the beverages and treats had been enjoyed, Richard farewelled the Bennets and rode back to Netherfield Park.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“We have missed you greatly Mr. Fitzwilliam,” Miss Bingley simpered when he joined the rest of the residents of Netherfield Park in the drawing room. “When you did not return with your cousin, I was concerned you were not well, but I am most pleased to see that is not the case.”

“If you had asked my cousin, he would have been able to explain I was assisting with the aftereffects of the actions of a man we used to know,” Richard responded gruffly. Unlike Darcy he would not wait two to three years to kill Miss Bingley’s delusion that he would ever take her as a wife.

Darcy wanted to enquire what had kept his cousin in Meryton for hours after he had returned to Bingley’s leased estate. This was not the time or place; he would speak to Richard when they had privacy.

“While you were away, my brother decided to hold a ball in ten days, Friday coming a sennight, to show the locals our sophisticated level of society.” Miss Bingley cooed. “I am sure you will enjoy dancing with at least one lady.” She batted her eyelids at him hoping to garner a request for one or more of the important sets.

Richard looked at his cousin. Had William not pointed out ten days would be hard on the staff and servants to organise everything in time. All Richard could do was shake his head. “I know of several women I would find pleasure in dancing with, especially the Longbourn ladies.” Richard paused. “I am confused Miss Bingley.”

“How may I assist you, Mr. Fitzwilliam, you know I will do anything you need,” Miss Bingley trilled.

“Remind me to what level of society the son and daughter of a tradesman belong?” he asked innocently, causing Bingley and his youngest sister to look decidedly angry. As he was the son of an earl, neither said anything in censure to him, as much as they would have liked to do so. Both Bingleys turned different shades of red while the Hursts smiled behind their hands.

“I-I meant in relation to those in the neighbourhood who are below us,” Miss Bingley clarified with a very pinched look on her countenance.

“Do you mean the landed gentry here abouts? I am afraid I must correct your error. Regardless of your wealth, you are not higher than those who are from the gentry, especially not a family like the Bennets who I understand have owned Longbourn for close to three hundred years.” Richard looked at the two Bingleys, daring them to contradict him. They did not. “One last thing I will point out to you.” Here Richard looked directly at his cousin. “Not everything you hear as gossip is true, and more often than not, it is usually as far from the truth as possible.”

Once he had excused himself, Richard walked towards the library. He was followed almost immediately by his cousin who roughly pushed the door closed.

“How could you be so rude to our hosts?” Darcy growled as he advanced to where Richard was seated. “It is not done, and you know that! You contravened every rule of polite society!”

Although he was two inches shorter than his cousin, Richard was far stronger. Under normal circumstances he would ignore William’s hypocrisy, but not now. He stood and met Darcy with a scowl on his face. “Do you think I should lead Miss Bingley on for two to three years like you did? Is that the gentlemanly thing to do?” Richard barked.

It was easy to see he had angered his cousin and Darcy was well aware if it became physical, Richard would thrash him. He stepped back and assumed a non-threatening posture. “I never gave her any encouragement,” Darcy claimed.

“In the absence of active discouragement, a woman who has set her cap at you will only see it as a positive sign. You, who dislikes the mores of so-called high society, dare to stand here and attempt to use that to censure me? Of the two of us, I am not the one who deserves to be reproached in this neighbourhood!”

“What do you mean?” Darcy asked suspiciously.

Realising he had come close to breaking his word to Bennet, Richard thought quickly. “There has been talk of your behaviour at the assembly.” There was no missing the way Darcy blanched.

Surely Richard had not been told of his ill-advised slight to force Bingley to cease importuning him? “What behaviour?” Darcy asked nervously.

“You know there is a war the English army is fighting in Europe, do you not?” Richard asked seemingly incongruously. Darcy nodded and was about to protest when Richard continued. “Knowing that, why did you dance with no ladies other than those in your own party? I have discovered the ladies voluntarily sat out three sets each at that ball, thereby enabling all who desired to do so, to have an opportunity to dance because the ladies outnumbered the men? Not only did you not dance, but I heard tell that when Sir William was introducing Bingley to the local gentry, you stalked off and refused to be introduced.” Richard allowed his words to sink in.

Darcy heard his words in his head and with the new information Richard had just imparted, they sounded much more churlish than they had at first. Miss Elizabeth had not been slighted by other men; she had elected to sit the set out. He was well aware the gentlemanly thing to do would be to apologise, even at this late date, but he felt it would be humiliating and no Darcy knowingly humiliated himself.

“How was I to know the ladies chose to sit out certain sets?”

“By allowing yourself to be introduced like Bingley was. Your friend was told why ladies sit out, although he was too busy drooling over Miss Bennet to pay attention. Had you not run off with your tail between your legs, you would have been informed during one of the introductions. What would your parents have said had they seen the selfish disdain you displayed for the feelings of others?”

Darcy had no answer. He needed to be on his own to cogitate for a while. Having faults in his character brought into the light of day was not a very pleasant experience.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Charles, I thought you said Mr. Fitzwilliam was interested in me!” Miss Bingley screeched at her brother after the two cousins had left the drawing room.

“T-That is what he t-told me,” Bingley dissembled.

“Charles Arthur Bingley!” Mrs. Hurst called out. “How can you sit there and lie to our sister’s face?”

Knowing he had no answer, Bingley turned and looked away. “Why would you cause me to humiliate myself in this fashion?” Miss Bingley demanded. “After I wasted almost three years chasing Mr. Darcy, based on your advice not to give up two years earlier mind you, now you steer me towards another man who is no more interested in me as his wife than he is in you fulfilling that role!”

“Caro, I tried to tell you that following Charles in social climbing and fortune hunting would only bring you heartache,” Mrs. Hurst told her sister gently. She turned to their brother. “You are older than me and the head of the Bingley family, but it is high time you grew up, Brother.”

Bingley hated confrontations as much as he disliked admitting he was wrong, so he stood and stormed out of the room.

“Lulu, I should have listened to you years ago,” Miss Bingley lamented as some tears ran down her cheeks. “All that wasted time! How many times did you try to tell me that my happiness would never be found by trying to be that which I am not?”

Louisa pulled her sister to herself and dried her tears. She could not remember the last time Caroline had genuinely cried, and not in an attempt to manipulate. “I need to apologise to you.” There was a watery questioning look shot at her by her younger sister. “Harold told me more than two years ago he had overheard a conversation between Mr. Darcy and Charles when they thought he was in his cups and asleep. Our brother was told in no uncertain terms by Mr. Darcy that he would never offer for you, not even if you compromised him.”

Miss Bingley pulled away with a hurt look on her face. “Why would you not tell me?”

“Allow me to apologise first. I made assumptions,” Mrs. Hurst stated contritely. “I was certain Charles would have told you, and that you had ignored what he said and kept on after Mr. Darcy anyway. At the time I believed you would not hear that which did not fit what you desired, so I said nothing.”

At first Miss Bingley opened her mouth to object, and then as she was honest with herself, she could see how Lulu would have thought that, so she sat back and closed her mouth. As she began to see things with fresh eyes, Caroline Bingley realised she had been manipulated by her brother to attain goals he had set for himself in society.

“After the ball, will you and Hurst…wait,” Miss Bingley stopped when after the fact she heard something Lulu had said about her husband. “What do you mean your husband was not in his cups or asleep?”

“That Sister, is the way I am able to keep calm when you and Bingley are on about your rise in society and how you are above those you are not,” Hurst revealed. “My wine is always watered as are my other drinks, I do not imbibe close to the amount it is thought I do.”

“Were Charles and I so bad you needed to hide from us?” Miss Bingley enquired sheepishly.

“I am afraid so,” Hurst confirmed.

“After this ball Charles is to hold, would you take me back to London?” Miss Bingley requested. “I find I no longer desire to be around our brother.”

Mrs. Hurst looked at her husband who nodded. “Yes, Caro, we will accompany you and you may reside with us at our house in London. We will be joining the Hursts at Winsdale for Christmastide.”

“You stated that Mr. Darcy said he would not give in to a compromise, did you not?” Miss Bingley remembered. The Hursts nodded. “Thank goodness I never took our brother’s suggestion to heart that I entrap Mr. Darcy. I would have been ruined!”

“I had not thought he would be willing to sacrifice your reputation to advance his aims,” Mrs. Hurst shook her head. “I am glad you did not listen to him.”

“I could not allow myself to do so,” Miss Bingley stated softly. “It is something I would have hated to happen to me so I could not do that to someone else. Even as I was, I do have my standards.”

They decided they would be civil to their brother, but no more than that.


Chapter 12

Lord Sedgewick Rhys-Davies was well pleased the final spaces on The Rose had been taken by the Featheringtons. The bond between his family and theirs stretched back across the centuries. Even when the Earl of Rundell had been stripped of his title in 1643, the Rhys-Davies had stood by the Featheringtons.

The Earl had angered King Charles I to the extent he had made the loss of the title and lands associated with it irrevocable. No one remembered what the late Humphry Featherington had done to anger the King to that extent, but the result was the family had been untitled ever since. Over the years with the closeness between the Featheringtons and the Rhys-Davies, Dukes of Bedford had applied to have the title and confiscated land returned to the family, but thanks to the way the long dead king had his order transcribed, it could not be changed.

With the addition of the final family—husband, wife, two sons, and a daughter—to the party who would sail with The Rose, Hertfordshire’s wife, Lady Gwendoline had decided to change her mind—to Rose’s chagrin—and sail with the rest of them. Hermoine Featherington and Gwendoline Winston were as close as the latter was to Rose, and with the fact Edith Carrington would be one of the party, the ladies would have a wonderful time together.

On his breaking the news to Rose that her friend Gwen would not remain in England, his wife had accepted the news stoically. She had told him she understood the lure of a once in a lifetime journey and had it not been for Marie being on the precipice of delivering her first child, she too would have been with them.

It would be the longest Bedford would be separated from his Rose since the day they wed. He would not plan the next family holiday on board The Rose unless he was certain the woman he loved, for whom the ship was named, would be with him.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

If Wickham had not been convinced of the need to avenge himself on the dark haired beauty, being trapped inside Mrs. Younge’s boarding house on Edward Street would have been enough to make him sure of the rectitude of his aim.

He had arrived after dark the day he had fled Meryton. The gelding he had liberated from the blowhard knight had been allowed to rest overnight and then the next day he had paid a lad a few coins to take the horse to an inn to sell him. Without being able to prove he was the owner; he had told the lad to sell it for as much as he was able. After a cut for the boy, Wickham had been left with five pounds.

Thanks to the fact the Spaniard had eyes and ears everywhere, Wickham could not risk leaving the house in the light of day. He never considered he was also being hunted for stealing a horse and desertion, among other reasons.

All he could do was sit and stew about how unfairly he had been treated and his bad luck. Not only had the chit disrespected him, but those bastards Fitzwilliam and Darcy had been there, and it seemed they intended to extract retribution for his aborted plans at Ramsgate.

He would take his five pounds and whatever he could liberate from Karen and get as far away from London as possible so he could plan his vengeance. He needed to exercise a little patience. Right now Karen Younge was vigilant. After a few days, a sennight at the most, she would relax and then he would be able to relieve her of the contents of the box hidden under the loose floorboard in one corner of her bedchamber.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Richard Fitzwilliam had noticed a change in Miss Bingley from the time he joined the rest of the residents for dinner later the same evening after he had issued his not too polite words directed at her and Bingley.

She was polite, but the fawning was gone. She did nothing to court his good opinion and only spoke when she could add something to the conversation. What had caused this sea change to the way she related to him was unknown, but he had no intention of looking a gift horse in the mouth.

William had been even more taciturn than usual which Richard ascribed to his cousin not being happy with what had been said to him in the library. William was not the only one sulking, Bingley was as well. For dinner he had taken a tray in his study claiming work he could not put off. There was no doubt that Bingley was not working in the evening, he hardly did any estate related work during the day. His family members did not seem to repine his absence so neither Richard nor William commented about his not being at the table.

The next day, Thursday, Richard rode to Longbourn after he had broken his fast. William had broken his own fast earlier before he left for a ride on Zeus, from which he had not yet returned by the time Richard departed. Bingley was not present, and again his sisters and brother-in-law had not referred to their missing brother. Based on how she related to him during the morning meal, Richard was pleased to see Miss Bingley’s behaviour the previous night had not been an aberration.

He was welcomed at the Bennets’ estate and had the pleasure of spending most of Thursday at Longbourn. It gave him considerable time with Miss Mary when he was not needed by Bennet to discuss mutual estate issues or play chess, something all three of his daughters could play quite well.

There was a hum of excitement in all three Bennet sisters in anticipation of their brothers arriving home on the morrow. From some of the stories about the imp who was the younger brother, Tommy, Richard could tell the boy was very much like he had been at the same age. He had learnt that the older brother, Henry, was more like his father and eldest sister in character—quieter and more contemplative.

Mrs. Bennet had issued an invitation for Richard to remain for dinner, which from the look of pleasure which suffused Miss Mary’s face, she heartily approved of. He had accepted with alacrity, but sent a note to Mrs. Hurst so she would not expect him for the evening meal.

By the time Richard mounted Invictus to return to Netherfield Park after a most enjoyable time, he was more than pleased with the growing affection between himself and Miss Mary. He decided he would seek a private interview with her the day after Bingley’s ball.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Richard had just poured himself a nightcap in the sitting room shared with William when the latter entered the room from his bedchamber. “You offended Bingley so badly he has shut himself away from the rest of his party,” Darcy stated without preamble.

“Truly, William, are you so blinded you cannot identify his behaviour as that of a child in a snit?” Richard barked. He had had a wonderful day, but that did not make him any more disposed to placate William’s bruised ego. “What did I say which was not true? Is he not the son of a tradesman? It is something you seem to forget when you look down on those higher than your friend. Does he not think himself above those he is below? What the hell is wrong with you, William?”

Darcy was rocked back on his heels. He had not expected Richard to react so vehemently. The truth was he was lashing out because he felt abandoned by Richard who he had always seen more as a brother than a cousin.

He ignored the inconvenient truth; he was the one pushing Richard away because his pride would not allow him to accompany his cousin to the Bennets’ estate. It was not Richard’s fault he had gone back on his own resolve to discuss all with him. If he had not been so concerned about Richard’s censure, he would have told all, and more than likely done what he should have the day after the assembly by begging Miss Elizabeth’s pardon for his words.

Trying to shift the focus was his way of relegating what he needed to do to a recess of his consciousness. The only problem was doing that did not solve the problem of his feelings for Miss Elizabeth. Not seeing her in no way weakened the attraction like he thought—hoped—it would.

His belief of what his duty to his name and family was, was at war with his desires to have Miss Elizabeth as his wife. It was his endeavour not to be tempted by her, as he surely would be, when in her company which in part drove his decision not to call on Longbourn and make amends. The last thing he wanted to do was raise expectations he could not meet.

The fact Richard had the right of it soured his mood even more. He reached a decision. He would remain until the ball, but the very next morning he would hie to London and hopefully once separated by over twenty miles from Miss Elizabeth’s siren call he would surely get over his attraction. ‘You are lying to yourself, you love her!’ his conscience screamed, but Darcy chose to ignore it.

“I see we will not agree on this,” Darcy finally responded haughtily. “Where were you all day, and for dinner as well?”

“Not that it is any of your concern, but I was with the Bennets,” Richard stated challenging his cousin to make a comment about who he had been with for most of the day. William wisely said nothing.

Darcy had been considering which words to use to not upset Richard too much. In the end he had decided against saying anything. There were already too many points of contention between them. He poured one finger of brandy and slumped into a wingback chair.

Other than wishing one another good night, no more discussion passed between them before Richard made for his chambers.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Tommy!” Elizabeth called out as she pulled her little brother into a hug. The fact she barely reached his shoulder was beside the point. “You had best stop growing, I believe you are even taller than when you left for Eton in September.”

Thanks to Eton being closer to Longbourn than Cambridge, the youngest Bennet had arrived home ahead of his brother. He pulled Elizabeth into a hug as she was closest to him. Jane and Mary stood back a little allowing him to expend some of his exuberance on Lizzy.

“It is good to see you Liz Bear, all of you,” Tommy stated in his deep voice.

“Thomas James Bennet, did I not ask you not to call me that?” Elizabeth huffed with put on indignance.

“Call you what, Liz Bear?” Tommy grinned at his sister impishly. They loved to tease one another.

“Enough tomfoolery,” Bennet said benevolently, “Lizzy is not the only one for you to greet.”

“Mother, Father, Jane, and Mary.” He named each one as he hugged the ladies and shook his father’s hand. “It is a pleasure to see all of you before the Christmastide term break, even if it is to finally pierce the delusions of that cousin of ours.” It was then Tommy noticed the unknown man standing near his family.

“Come, it is too cold to stand in the drive,” Priscilla asserted, “Let us return to the warmth of the house and then you will be introduced.” She took her younger son’s arm and led the family and Richard back inside.

Once the introductions were made, Tommy had a question for his parents: “Why are there so many new men employed, and could you not have found smaller men than the two giants?”

Bennet gave his son a synopsis of the reasons for the increased security. “Some of the men will return with you and Henry to act as your personal guards. I will not take a chance with the safety of any of my children,” Bennet explained.

Tommy loved to fence and would have enjoyed facing the deserter on a field of honour, but he was well aware his parents would never forgive him if he ever did something so reckless. Even though he was already sixteen, Tommy was sure his father would deliver a severe physical punishment for such a poor exercise of his judgement.

He made his way up to his chambers to change and refresh himself.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Less than an hour later the second carriage arrived bearing Henry Bennet home. Just like Tommy had made a beeline for Lizzy, Henry’s first stop was where his twin stood. He threw his arms about her and lifted her feet off the drive effortlessly. The normally calm Bennet heir was excited to see his sister.

“Henry Phineas Bennet, put me down this instant!” Mary demanded. She loved her twin but she was not sure what Mr. Fitzwilliam would think of such a display.

“I act the same with those I love when we have been parted,” Richard said near Mary’s ear so only she could hear.

Mary was pleased he understood the special bond between her and Henry, and did not think any less of her.

Henry greeted the rest of the family which by then included Tommy, and then like she had when Tommy had arrived, Cilla took her eldest son’s arm and led him and the rest of the family back indoors.

He was introduced to Mr. Fitzwilliam in the drawing room. It did not take Henry long to see the looks passing between Mary and the newly met man.

“When the coach turned into the drive, I noticed a gig waiting just outside the gateposts,” Henry reported. “There was a rather corpulent man dressed in black on the bench next to the driver.”

“That is your illustrious cousin, William Collins. He heard my aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh wax on the importance of punctuality and since then he makes sure he is precisely on time,” Richard related. Seeing the older Bennet son’s questioning look, Richard explained why he had been unfortunate enough to make the man’s acquaintance.

Bennet looked at the clock. “Henry, if you would like to go change, you have a little more than twenty minutes before the olive-branch bearing parson arrives.”

A few minutes after Henry had taken himself up to his bedchamber, the two Philips men arrived at Longbourn. As Bennet had requested of him, the older Philips had brought the official copy of the entail documents.

The gig was pulled to a halt in the drive two minutes after Henry returned to the drawing room.


Chapter 13

William Collins could not believe how large his future inheritance was. The manor house was far greater than he had envisaged, based on the stories his father had told that the estate did not earn more than two thousand pounds per annum. Even though he did not let Mr. Fitzwilliam know he was aware his future was not assured as the rector of the Hunsford parish, he did recognise that. If he had to help his cousin leave the mortal world to achieve his aims, so be it.

It had been Lady Catherine who had advised him to seek peace in his family, but she had told him no more than that. Collins had decided the great lady had implied he should marry one of his cousins. It was frustrating that he hardly ever saw her or Miss Anne de Bourgh, the Rose of Kent, any longer. The latter he would see when she occasionally passed by his parsonage in her low, pony-pulled phaeton, but she never stopped. He could not understand how it was he almost never received an invitation to dine at Rosings Park. He was sure that was a result of Mr. Fitzwilliam imposing his will on Lady Catherine. He snapped himself out of his reverie and looked around.

Collins was not pleased that none of his cousins were awaiting his arrival in the drive as was his due as a clergyman and heir to the estate. He was contemplating how he would make a graceful exit from the gig when he heard the front door opening. Rather than any of his cousins, he saw the two most enormous footmen he had ever beheld exit the house. If his cousin employed men such as these, exerting his will may not be as simple as he imagined it would be.

Biggs and Johns kept their faces schooled even though they had seen the instant the man, who the master had informed them was known as a coward, saw them. His face had lost what colour it previously had and the man looked rather frightened.

The two were not violent men, unless there was a good reason to be so. Like they had in the army, if they needed to make sure one they protected was safe from harm, they, and the other guards employed with them, would do what they had to do.

Perhaps his cousin would live longer than he had planned, but not if he could help it! As soon as he was married to one of the five daughters, he would come live at Longbourn. That would give him many more opportunities to make sure his cousin would meet with an accident.

Collins late honoured father had gleefully told him each time he had received a note regarding the birth of another Bennet daughter. Luck and God had been on the Collinses side because when there had been twins born to Mrs. Bennet, his father had told him how they had both been girls. It was right and just that entails always favoured males. Females were too weak-minded to ever be able to manage something as complicated as an estate, or anything else without the guidance of a man for that matter.

He had to admit that Lady Catherine with her high rank as a peeress and vast intelligence was a possible exception, but then again, she had her nephew to run the estate. However, Collins was sure the nephew made no decisions without consulting her first.

Biggs and Johns stood back while the parson lumbered his way off the gig’s bench. They maintained stoic countenances no matter how much they felt like guffawing at the inept man.

Just as Collins reached the ground, he had another rather unpleasant shock. Two more rather brawny footmen arrived to take his trunk. They picked it up as if it weighed nothing and disappeared around the side of the house with it. He was about to object that due to his position his trunk should be carried in the front door, when he looked at the two mountainous men standing before him. He closed his mouth and said nothing.

“Follow us,” Biggs commanded.

Inside the entrance hall Mr. Hill took the clergyman’s outerwear, including his wide brimmed hat. He too schooled his features when he noticed the man’s attempts to tame the few hairs he had on his crown to disguise the fact he was balding.

“Do you have a card, Sir?” Hill asked even though he was well aware who the man before him was.

“Why would I need a card?” Collins puffed himself up. This was not how he had imagined he would be received in his cousin’s—soon to be his own—house. “Mr. Bennet is expecting me!”

“I do need your name to announce you, Sir,” Hill averred.

“Mr. William Collins,” he stated churlishly.

The butler led him to a door and pushed it open. He announced the guest’s name and then stood back. Collins had puffed up his chest in anticipation of finally being received as he believed was his due. As he looked at those standing before him, he froze and his bluster evaporated.

“Mr. Fitzwilliam?” Collins blurted out. “W-what brings you to my home…I mean my cousin’s home?”

“Since when do I owe you an explanation regarding where I go or who I see? I did not realise I needed to report all of my friends’ names to you for your approval,” Richard barked.

Collins shrank back, the last thing he wanted to do was anger Mr. Fitzwilliam. It was an unforeseen complication. How was it his cousin was connected to his patron? Then he looked around, instead of five young ladies as he expected, he saw three and three unknown young men. He assumed one of the two older men was his cousin and the older lady his cousin’s wife. He decided to take control back.

“William Collins at your service. Who are all these people in my future home?” Collins enquired. What he had not expected was laughter from those assembled in the room. Why was his patron joining in the amusement at his expense?

Bennet decided it was time to end the charade. “Mr. Collins, this is not now, nor has it ever been your future inheritance.” Seeing the spluttering parson was about to object to his words, Bennet raised his hand and gave him a quelling look. “Besides Mr. Fitzwilliam, whom you already know, I will introduce those with whom you are unfamiliar before we proceed. I, as you may have guessed am your very distant cousin, Thomas Bennet, master and owner of this estate.” Bennet saw Collins was about to interject. He nodded and Biggs and Johns stood either side of the man. It had the intended effect; Collins snapped his jaw closed. “My wife, Mrs. Priscilla Bennet, Mr. Philips, my solicitor, and his son Elias Philips, his head clerk.” Bennet inclined his head to each he mentioned. “Now to our children.”

A feeling of dread washed over Collins. Children! It could not be, surely the other two younger men were married to some of the daughters. That must be it! Two daughters were simply not present.

“I did not realise two of your daughters are married, I had thought to come and admire them and select one to be the future mistress of my estate,” Collins stated.

Of all of the possible reactions to his statement, laughter and giggles had not entered the lexicon of the reactions he assumed he would see. Collins looked at those in the drawing room with a befuddled look on his face. What was the joke? How had he missed it?

“None of my daughters are married!” Priscilla informed the dullard with a little asperity laced in her voice. “We,” she inclined her head to her beloved husband, “have been blessed with five children, all of whom you see standing before you. Three daughters and two sons.”

For some moments, Collins could not react other than his mouth flapping open and closed and no sound being emitted. These must be changelings! His father had been clear the Bennets had only birthed daughters. That was it, they were imposters and William Clem Collins would not stand idly by while his birthright was stolen from him.

“Your attempt to make me recede by having these two imposters swapped for the daughters I know you had, will not succeed. You will not be gratified…” Collins closed his mouth before the next words were uttered when the footmen each gripped one of his shoulders.

“For reasons known only to himself, your father lied to you,” Bennet stated slowly so the words would be absorbed by his idiotic cousin. “With each birth, including my sons, I notified your father because I was aware he refused to accept the true nature of the entail. I had believed, no hoped, once he was aware I had not one but two sons his delusion would die. I should have known it was too deeply rooted for him to accept reality.” Bennet shook his head. He saw Collins was about to let loose a vitriolic response, so he looked to Biggs and Johns.

Collins felt the hands grip his shoulders harder. “You be silent ‘till Master done talkin’,” Biggs growled in his ear.

Regardless of the outrage he felt, Collins knew he would be far worse off if he did not comply with the order from the terrifying man. He nodded his agreement to hold his peace, for now.

“Collins, unless you are blind you can see that Henry, my eldest, is the splitting image of me and Tommy has many of his mother’s features in his looks,” Bennet proceeded. “Not only that, we have statements attested to by Mrs. Brown, the midwife who delivered my children, as well as Mr. Jones, the local doctor who examined them soon after they were born. All of that being said, I never needed to substitute males for any of my daughters. The entail on this estate is not now, nor has it ever been, in favour of heirs male. Even had we, as you tried to imply we did, had been blessed with five daughters, nothing would have been different.

“Your belief you will ever inherit this estate or any other Bennet property is completely erroneous. Just because you want to believe something, does not make it true.”

It felt to Collins like he was being pummelled by the big men on either side of him as verbal blow after verbal blow was landed by his cousin. Could it be his father had not told him the truth? Surely not.

“And I am supposed to take your word regarding the entail?” Collins bit out as he held onto a sliver of hope what he had just been told was not factual. He did not refer to the supposed sons as he knew not how to address that shocking revelation. It could not be all of the hopes and dreams for the Collins line to be landed had been for nought.

“No, you do not have to take my word,” Bennet averred calmly. “Let me reintroduce you to Mr. Philips and his son, Elias. They have an official copy, as stamped genuine by the Court of Chancery, of the entail documents. As you are in fact not in the line of succession, I have no obligation to allow you to read the terms of the entail. However, if it will end this obsession the Collinses have had with my estate, I will do so.” He nodded to Biggs and Johns who guided Collins to a settee.

It was hard to make his legs move as his whole world came crashing down around his head. Collins did not want to believe his father and grandfather before him had been so wrong about this subject. Once he was seated, the solicitor and his son sat on either side of him on the settee.

Elias Philips proffered the document. “You can see the seal of the Court of Chancery on each page,” he pointed out. He opened the document to the second page. “Read this clause,” Elias pointed to the relevant place, “and the next four.”

Collins saw all of his dreams, and those of the Collinses before him, vanish in a puff of smoke. No matter how he wanted it to be otherwise, the entail was unambiguous. It was exactly as his cousin said, in fact, worse. Under the terms of the entail, a Collins could never own Longbourn, or even purchase all or part of the estate.

He looked across to where the Bennet sons were seated watching him intently. There was no denying they each looked like one of their parents. Based on the documents in his hand, his cousin had the right of it. He never had the need to prevaricate about the existence of his sons. That led Collins to ask himself why generations of his family had persisted in their insistence a Collins would inherit Longbourn one day. It was a question the answer to which William Collins could not divine.

All he could hope for now was he would be able to marry one of the daughters. Mayhap there was a path to inherit through his marriage. “I accept that the entail does not allow me to inherit and that you have two sons,” Collins rasped out. The words stuck in his craw, but there was no getting around the facts.

“It is long overdue for that realisation, but I appreciate it nonetheless,” Bennet inclined his head.

“Does the exclusion to inherit apply to a husband of one of your daughters?” Collins enquired hopefully. “As an honoured clergyman, I am an excellent prospect for one of them, and I do not care if they have small portions.”

“Mr. Collins allow me to be rightly understood. You will not be permitted to importune any of my daughters with a proposal of marriage,” Bennet barked. “My wife and I will never sanction a match where my daughters did not have an inclination to marry. You, sir, would never make any of them happy, and as such, there is nothing to speak of. Besides,” Bennet looked from Mary to Fitzwilliam standing next to her, “one of our daughters will soon be unavailable for anyone else to marry.”

“As to your question regarding a son-in-law inheriting, ignoring the existence of Henry and Tommy, for the same reason you are not in line to do so now, as you are not of the body of the current master of the estate, the answer is no,” Philips related. “Marrying a Bennet does not make you one.”

It felt like he had been punched in his belly as his last hope was gone. Collins slumped back against the backrest of the settee. What was he to do now? His cousin would not even allow him to propose to one of his daughters, never mind marry one. What a blow, they were all so beautiful. For a moment Collins considered a compromise, but he saw the way the giant footmen were watching him and that idea was quickly relegated to the rubbish.

“Mr. Collins, although you do not suit for one of my daughters,” Priscilla added gently, “you are a clergyman and I am sure you will find a wife who will be happy to join her life with yours. It is certain God has ordained a match for each of us.”

“You may remain at Longbourn tonight, but if you choose to be in Meryton for the length of time you mentioned in the letter, then you will need to decamp to the inn,” Bennet stated. He saw his cousin was about to protest, and more than likely regarding the cost, so he continued before Collins spoke. “As we did not write to tell you not to come, I will pay for the room and board at the Red Lion Inn, that is, if you choose to stay in the area.”

After a little cogitation in which he realised there was no good reason to remain at Longbourn and as his cousin would be paying, Collins agreed to decamp to the inn in the morning.

Now the question was, what to do about his future.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

After tea and refreshment, at which Collins had more biscuits and pastries than any other present, he followed Mrs. Hill up to his guest chamber to rest for a while so he could go over everything in his head again.

“It could have been more difficult for him to accept the truth than it was,” Philips mused a few minutes after the drawing room door had been closed behind Collins.

“Now I will have to see if he finally decides to correct his deficiencies as a clergyman,” Richard observed. “It will be interesting to note if he still behaves in such an obsequious manner in my aunt’s presence after today.

“As the Collinses had clung to the fallacious belief for three or four generations, it must have come as a blow to this Collins that their beliefs had been constructed as a house of cards,” Henry opined. “What motivated the father to dissemble to the son about us having been born?”

“We will never be sure as Clem Collins has been gone these four years, but I suspect it was related to his delusion he had inherited from his father before him,” Bennet surmised.

Bennet thanked the two Philips men for being present and then the two boarded the Philips’ carriage to make the one mile journey to their home. Cilla invited Richard to remain for dinner, something he agreed to without delay. Soon a Longbourn groom was on his way to Netherfield Park with the message.

It was not only the dinner, Mrs. Bennet set a very fine table, but the opportunity to spend more time in Mary’s company.


Chapter 14

Much to the relief of the residents of Longbourn, the night Mr. Collins spent in their home did not cause them any concern.

At dinner he was quiet, almost contemplative, something which shocked his patron more than any other. He spent some time in the drawing room—also no trace of the verbosity he had exhibited in his letter—with the family after the meal; there had been no separation of the sexes. Collins had been the first to retire for the night, barely a half hour later.

Two footmen had been on duty in the hallway near his chamber throughout the night, and they had not been required to act in any way as he had not attempted to leave his chamber until the morning.

After Collins broke his fast with the family, where he only spoke when spoken to, he made his way up to his chamber to make sure all his packing was completed, and then he was soon on his way to the inn where Bennet had reserved a comfortable suite of rooms for him. Unlike when he arrived and was only met by Biggs and Johns, Bennet and his sons farewelled their distant cousin in the drive after he had taken his leave of the ladies in the drawing room.

What none of them knew was Collins had been introspective since accepting the truth that not only was he never to inherit, but he, and none of his antecedents, had ever been in line to do so. That realisation had caused him to begin to question everything he had formerly believed in his life. He had only finally gone to sleep in the small hours of the night after reviewing his thoughts of possible murder to gain what he desired. He had admitted to himself it was his father’s voice in his head which had driven those despicable thoughts. How had he, a man of the cloth, ever considered such a heinous action. He was resolved he needed much prayer and reflection to chart a new course for his life.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

One who was also thinking about his life and the choices he made was Fitzwilliam Darcy. He knew what he needed to do to repair what was broken, but he was not yet ready to eat humble pie and do what he should.

He lamented the distance which had been created between himself and Richard. Deep down he was aware it was created by his own words and actions, but in order to defer looking at the truth, he clung to the belief Richard’s association with the Bennets, who were so far below them in society, was the root of the problems between them.

Whenever he was troubled, Darcy enjoyed punishing rides. As he had not slept well—he had not done so since the infernal assembly—he took his ride later than normal. Darcy sought Richard but his cousin’s valet informed him that his master had left on his horse right after breaking his fast. Darcy was sure he knew where Richard had gone.

The thought produced a scowl, which Richard’s valet thought was aimed at himself. ‘What is this fascination Richard has with the Bennets?’ Darcy asked himself silently as he turned on his heel and stormed into the sitting room between his and Richard’s chambers and then into his own. “I am going riding,” he barked at Carstens, his valet.

Soon enough Darcy was on his way to the stables where, thanks to a message his valet had sent, Zeus was saddled and waiting for him. It did not take long before he was thundering across fields trying to release his pent up frustrations. After about an hour, he felt much of the tension drain out of his body, so he slowed Zeus until after some minutes he was in a trot. He found himself riding parallel to the boundary fence which separated Bingley’s leased estate from Longbourn. As he looked across the other estate’s fields, he saw a riding party of six.

His scowl from earlier returned when he identified Richard on Invictus, it was not hard to recognise the three Bennet sisters. His eyes followed Miss Elizabeth for some moments; she had a very good seat. There were two more young men who he had never seen before. Who were they? Why was one of them in an animated conversation with Miss Elizabeth?

His determination he would forget her once he returned to London after the ball did not mean he had to be sanguine with other men paying attention to her. In his jealousy, Darcy never took the trouble to observe that the male riding and speaking to Miss Elizabeth was only fifteen or so years old.

Rather than punish himself watching the riders on Longbourn’s lands, Darcy wheeled Zeus and pointed him back towards the stables.

All Richard, who had noticed Darcy glowering at them from the other side of the fence, could do was shake his head at his hard-headed cousin’s refusal to make his amends and enjoy the company of the Bennets, as Richard was sure he would.

With his cousin headed back towards Netherfield Park’s stables, Richard returned to a much more pleasant pursuit—speaking to Mary Bennet.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy was in a foul mood when he stormed back into his bedchamber. How dare Richard abandon him in this infamous manner? His good sense asserted itself and Darcy calmed himself before Carstens attended him. He requested his valet have a nice steaming bath filled for him.

Soon enough he was soaking in the hot water, and he felt the last of his anger bleed out of his body. Once he had completed his bath, with his valet’s aid, he dressed and decided to go find Bingley.

He discovered his friend in the study, nursing a snifter of brandy. Darcy’s eyebrows shot up reflexively. It was the middle of the day and Bingley was already drinking.

“Bingley, you have been out of sorts. What is troubling you?” Darcy asked sympathetically.

“I find no enjoyment in the country,” Bingley whinged, “I thought it would be much more entertaining. I do not even find pleasure in hunting, something I normally vastly enjoy.”

Bingley would never admit his mood was all of his own doing. Miss Jane Bennet was impervious to his charms, and Caroline would no longer speak to him other than the most basic of civilities. At least this afternoon he would not have to worry about seeing her since she, Louisa, and Hurst were going to see what the shops in Meryton had to offer. The fact he had lied to his youngest sister and twice set her up for humiliation all in furtherance of his own societal and financial goals never pricked his conscience. In his mind, he, Charles Arthur Bingley, was the victim and had done no wrong.

Rather than point out the flaws in his friends statement, Darcy grasped onto one thing he had said. “If you are unhappy here, then why not join me when I return to London after the ball?” Darcy proposed. “I am sure there are enough diversions in town to make anything here a distant memory. I long to see my sister which has occasioned my leaving earlier than I had planned.” Darcy knew the last was only tangentially and partially true. He was well aware what had necessitated his desire to hie for Town.

“I would, but I have no desire to reside on Curzon Street with the Hursts and my youngest sister,” Bingley hinted he needed a place to stay knowing Darcy House on Grosvenor Square was a far more prestigious address than Hurst’s house.

“If that is the case, then you are welcome to be hosted at my house,” Darcy volunteered.

“I do not want to put you out,” Bingley said what he felt he needed to say. He was sure Darcy would wave his concerns away. “I suppose I will remain here.” Bingley sighed dramatically.

Although he knew what Bingley was doing, Darcy could not see a reason not to have his friend at Darcy House. He was sure the two of them would attend entertainment in London and that would assist him in his aim to evict a certain raven haired, emerald green-eyed beauty from his heart and mind. “It is no inconvenience. You know me Bingley, I would not extend the invitation unless I meant it.”

“Then it is settled, we shall be two merry bachelors.” Bingley perked up considerably. “Is Miss Darcy at your house?”

“No, she is across the square at Matlock House. She has been spending time with Lady Charity Rhys-Davies who is also at my aunt and uncle’s house,” Darcy averred.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Darcy and I will also be leaving for London after the ball,” Bingley crowed with self-satisfaction at the table during dinner that evening. “I have decided to close up the house and ask the agent to sell the remainder of the lease if he is able.”

“I will take your lease,” Richard volunteered. Bingley was a fool and had learnt nothing in his time when he was supposed to learn how to manage an estate. Richard had no intention of leaving the area yet and the estate would give him the ideal location to further his connection with Mary Bennet.

“It is yours,” Bingley averred excitedly. He cared not why Fitzwilliam wanted to take over his obligation. All he knew was it would save him the remainder of the money on the lease, for which he had already paid.

Darcy was about to make an acerbic comment regarding his cousin’s desire to remain in the neighbourhood when he was departing the area with Bingley, but he was pre-empted by Mrs. Hurst. At least Richard was having dinner with them for once.

“Brother, was not your aim to learn about estate management? I was teaching Caroline about the duties of an estate’s mistress,” Mrs. Hurst remarked.

“Why do you care if I leave the estate? Are not you and my sister making for Town after the ball as well?” Bingley queried peevishly.

“We are escorting Caroline to London. I think you know the reason,” Mrs. Hurst bit back as her younger sister looked away. “Would you like us to discuss the reasons our sister felt the need to go to Town at the dinner table?”

“Ehrm, no, no that is not needed,” Bingley averred with speed.

Richard could not but wonder what had just passed between the siblings. Bingley looked decidedly white around the gills and he was looking anywhere but at either himself or William.

Darcy was too upset over Richard’s deciding to remain in the area to notice the interplay between the siblings or Bingley’s fear at his sister revealing something he did not want known. He decided if he was to ask Richard about his reasons, it would be later in private.

“While we perused the shops in the town, we ran into the Bennet sisters this afternoon,” said Miss Bingley, changing the subject. “They improve significantly when one gets to know them better.”

Rather than dismiss them as she had at the assembly, Caroline Bingley spoke to the Bennets and found them all to be interesting girls, and ones whom if she had remained at Netherfield Park after the ball she would have had pleasure getting to know better. She would be able to further an acquaintanceship in London with Miss Bennet who would be in Town visiting her aunt, uncle, and cousins after Christmastide. They had exchanged directions before parting that afternoon.

“So they were tolerable to speak with?” Richard asked innocently. He did not mean to stir trouble, especially after he had recommended Bennet cease using the same words around William, but his cousin was being such a sanctimonious prig he deserved some prodding.

Darcy shot his cousin the gimlet eye. Richard was not looking at him to see if he reacted to his use of one of the words Darcy had spoken at the assembly so he ascribed it to a coincidence. He was confident Richard knew not what he had said.

Richard had not missed the way his cousin flushed. He had quickly looked away before William looked at him, which he did not miss from the corner of his eye. He grinned internally. If his cousin had not acted like a popinjay and had gone to apologise, he would not have been as churlish as he had been of late. He hoped William had not lost all of his good sense, and intended to berate him for remaining in the neighbourhood. Insulting the Bennets would not be a good option.

“Fitzwilliam, we can see Mr. Philips about the lease on Monday morning,” Bingley suggested. He did not want to give the man a chance to change his mind.

“Agreed,” Richard returned. “Bingley will you and your family be attending St. Alfred’s church on the morrow?”

“We will not,” Mrs. Hurst spoke up, “we will attend the services at the Longbourn Village church. The Miss Bennets invited us to join them at the services on the morrow.”

“Then we may ride together in my coach,” Richard interjected, “as that is where I will attend as well.”

“Bingley and I will be at St. Alfred’s as is correct and proper,” Darcy stated with asperity before Bingley could react to Richard and his sisters. He knew he was too angry with Richard so he would not attempt to speak to him about his decision to remain and take the lease from Bingley. He did not want to say something he would not be able to take back.

Bingley nodded his head in agreement. Darcy was his ticket to the Ton, so agree with him he would, even if it meant not seeing the delectable Miss Bennet. Mayhap he would be able to charm her the night of the ball.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“You girls said Miss Bingley was greatly altered from when we first met her and saw her in company a few times?” Priscilla verified in disbelief.

“Indeed Mama, gone were the pretentions and haughtiness. She was pleasant and a pleasure to speak to in Meryton,” Jane confirmed as her younger sisters nodded. “In fact we decided to meet when I am in London.”

“How long will they be in London?” Priscilla asked.

“Neither Miss Bingley nor either of the Hursts gave a date for their return, Mama,” Elizabeth responded. “I agree with Jane, it was an entirely pleasant meeting. One thing I saw in Meryton troubled me.”

“What was that, Lizzy?” Henry asked.

“Charlotte Lucas was speaking to our cousin,” Elizabeth reported.

“And why should that trouble you?” Priscilla pushed. “Charlotte is a sensible woman and you know she is not romantic. Besides, all you saw was them speaking. It could mean nothing.”

“I suppose that is true,” Elizabeth owned.

“The invitation to the ball Mr. Bingley is holding at Netherfield Park arrived today, we are all invited,” Priscilla revealed.

“Thankfully we depart early on Monday so we do not have to attend,” Tommy stated with relief.

“Henry would have attended, but you are not old enough so it would not have been a concern,” Bennet corrected his younger son indulgently. “So yes, you will both be back at your respective schools long before the ball.”

“Mary, is there anyone you particularly want to partner for a set or two?” Henry teased his twin.”

“Henry,” Mary slapped at his arm playfully while she blushed scarlet. “Is it not time for bed?” Mary put on a stern face at the laughter in the room. She was not able to hold it for long before she too was giggling.

Soon enough everyone made their way to their chambers.


Chapter 15

Sunday services at the Longbourn Church were very uplifting. Mr. Pierce, the longtime rector, delivered, as he always did, a poignant and relevant sermon. It was no great surprise Richard Fitzwilliam took a place in the pew next to Mary.

There was added enjoyment for him this day. Not only did he get to sit next to the woman he was rapidly losing his heart to, allowing their thighs and hands to touch accidently now and again, but he got to hear her soprano voice swell with song during the hymns.

From where she was seated, across the aisle from the Bennets and a row behind, Caroline Bingley asked herself how she had been so blind to the truth before her. She knew the answer, she had only seen that which she wanted to. The Bennets in behaviour and the manner of their dress were everything which was elegant. She did not miss the two young men seated next to Mrs. Bennet. She had thought the Bennets did not have sons, but either they did or the men were closely related to them based on the intimacy she had noted between them and the rest of the Bennets.

It was not only that she had been blind to the Bennets but also to the manipulation of her brother. He cared not for her happiness but only his own selfish desires. Miss Bingley was counting the days until she departed Netherfield Park with the Hursts on Saturday.

After the services, the Bennets and Mr. Fitzwilliam were standing outside of the church greeting some of the parishioners when the Hursts and Miss Bingley approached them. They greeted the Bennets and were introduced to the two young men, who much to their surprise were the Bennets’ sons. So much for their brother’s assumption the estate would be lost to the family via entail.

“Miss Bennet and Miss Elizabeth, thank you for suggesting we attend this church today,” Mrs. Hurst said. “You were correct, it is a pleasure to listen to Mr. Pierce speak.”

“Are you still planning to depart for London the day after the ball?” Priscilla enquired.

“We are. Our brother and Mr. Darcy also intend to leave the area, in fact my brother has no intention of returning,” Mrs. Hurst averred.

Cilla looked to her husband questioningly as it was the first they had heard about the tenant wanting to leave the estate after being there for barely a month. She did not know the Hursts or Miss Bingley well enough to feel comfortable sharing her ownership of the estate with them. Luckily her question was answered without having to ask it.

“Bingley and I will visit the agent, Mr. Philips, on the morrow, unless he or the landlord objects, I will purchase the balance of the lease.” Richard looked at Mary pointedly. “I have no intention of vacating the area for a while.”

Mary blushed with pleasure at hearing the most welcome news. She had an inkling that Mr. Fitzwilliam returned her feelings. She had no choice but to wait for him to declare himself, if he ever chose to do so. How she hoped that would be the case.

Caroline Bingley did not miss the interplay between Mr. Fitzwilliam and the youngest Bennet daughter. ‘He was lost to me before my brother made that ill-founded suggestion I pursue him,’ she thought. ‘I need to reevaluate my criteria for finding a husband. How I would love to have a man look at me the way Mr. Fitzwilliam looks at Miss Mary.’ Without realising it, Miss Bingley sighed audibly.

“Would you all like to join us for the post-church meal?” Priscilla invited.

“Unfortunately we informed our brother we would see him for the meal at Netherfield Park,” Mrs. Hurst demurred.

“I would be happy to join you, Mrs. Bennet,” Richard responded keenly.

His acceptance produced another blush on Mary’s cheeks. She shot her twin a stern look seeing that he was about to tease her. Henry understood her message and held his peace.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

By the time the Bennet sons departed for their respective schools on Monday morning, they had come to like Richard Fitzwilliam greatly. Henry had been especially grateful Fitzwilliam, as he now addressed him, took him aside on Sunday and showed him respect as Mary’s twin, insofar as Fitzwilliam informed him of his intention to offer Mary a courtship the day after the ball. Not that he needed it, however, Henry offered his unreserved blessing just the same.

For Cilla it had been a treat to have her boys home for the weekend. As always when they departed, she was saddened, but it was a little more than a month until they returned home for the Christmastide term break.

A little later that morning Hill announced Mr. Collins and Miss Lucas. He looked pleased and she looked serenely contented. “Cousins it is my distinct honour and pleasure to announce my engagement to Miss Charlotte Lucas of Lucas Lodge,” Collins gushed.

Elizabeth was about to exclaim something regarding Charlotte losing all of her good sense when she looked at her mama who shook her head. A subdued round of wishing the couple happy was given.

“Charlotte would you like to join my sisters and me for a walk in the park?” Elizabeth requested as calmly as she could.

Allowing her fiancé to remain with Mr. & Mrs. Bennet to extol her attributes, Charlotte accepted the offer to join the Bennet sisters in the park. She had a fairly good idea what Eliza and her sisters were about to say.

The four friends walked to the wilderness on one side of the park where they seated themselves on two benches. Elizabeth sprang up and paced from side to side. Each time she was about to say something, she thought better of it and closed her mouth.

Eventually she could not hold her tongue any longer. “Charlotte Lucas, what are you doing? How can you be accepting that man? Do you not see that you two would never suit?” Elizabeth began. “Please tell me he did not tell you about his owning Longbourn one day! He never will.”

“Why should you be surprised, my dear Eliza? Do you think it incredible that Mr. Collins should be able to procure any woman’s good opinion just because he was not so fortunate to be permitted to propose to any of you?” Charlotte asked.

Elizabeth did not know how to respond. She looked at her sisters for support. Both shrugged their shoulders. Elizabeth sat on the bench next to Mary somewhat in shock.

“I see what you are feeling,” Charlotte averred. “You must be surprised—very much surprised—so lately as Mr. Collins was wishing to marry one of you three. But when you have had time to think it over, I hope you will be satisfied with what I have done. I am not romantic, you know; I never was. I ask only for a comfortable home. Considering Mr. Collins’s character, connections, and situation in life, I am convinced that my chance of happiness with him is as fair as most people can boast on entering the marriage state. As I never thought I would receive a proposal, I was not about to turn one down from an eligible man who I judge is not vicious. You know I have always wanted to be a wife and mother.” Charlotte saw Eliza was about to interject when she mentioned Mr. Collins’s prospects. “He told me all.”

“All?” Jane questioned.

“Yes, all. His mistaken belief he was the heir, and his family’s insistence the entail was in favour of males. He related how he had been unaware of the existence of Henry and Tommy and why. He was honest about whether or not he will retain the living at Hunsford. So yes, my friends, he told me everything as he did not want me to accept him knowing less than the full truth.”

“But what if Mr. Fitzwilliam removes him?” Mary asked.

“He has a reasonable amount of money saved, and thanks to Papa investing my one thousand pound dowry with Mr. Gardiner, I have close to eight thousand pounds,” Charlotte related. “If needs be he will seek a position as a curate and with the dividends from my dowry and what he has, we will be comfortable.” Charlotte paused. She decided to tell them all, they had after all shared many facts with her to which few in the area were privy. “He has agreed to accept my help in correcting the things his patron and the congregants see as deficiencies. Even though he has some rather traditional views on the abilities of women, he will defer to me in this.”

The three sisters were quite stunned at what Charlotte had told them. It was obvious to them that Mr. Collins was indeed facing reality and not thinking things were as he wanted them to be. If anyone could assist him in repairing his limitations in his position as vicar, it was Charlotte with her good sense, intelligence, and logic.

The upshot was all three sisters were genuine in their congratulations to Charlotte and their wishes for her future felicity. All four hugged once they stood up. Charlotte placed a restraining hand on Elizabeth’s arm as Jane and Mary made their way back to the house.

“Eliza, Maria and my father will come visit me at the parsonage towards the end of March next year. Will you join them and come be my guest until after Easter?” Charlotte requested.

“As long as Mama and Papa bestow their permission, I would be happy to do so,” Elizabeth agreed. “When do you intend to marry?”

“Mr. Collins will return to Hunsford the day after the ball. He intends to request some time from his patron to return to Meryton on the first Wednesday in December and then we will marry on the Saturday following, the eighth day of the month,” Charlotte revealed. She took both of her friends hands in her own and looked her right in her eyes. “Eliza, I will be well. I know who I am marrying and doing it with my eyes open,” Charlotte assured her friend.

Elizabeth pulled Charlotte into a hug and then the two walked, arm in arm, back to the house.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“You are fortunate Charlotte did not take offence at your words,” Cilla admonished her middle daughter once Mr. Collins and Charlotte departed and she had been told what had passed between the younger ladies outside.

Elizabeth hung her head. As she spoke the words, she knew she should not have said what she did. Mama had the right of it. Had Charlotte not known her propensity for being quick to anger coupled with them being such close friends, she may have lost her best friend outside of her two sisters.

“I know it, Mama,” Elizabeth intoned softly. “At times I forget not everyone has a temperament like my own and my preferences are not those of others. I spoke without thinking.”

“You mean like Mr. Darcy did at the assembly?” Cilla smiled.

“Yes, exactly like that, just without the personal insults,” Elizabeth owned.

Anything further they may have said on the subject was lost as Mr. Hill showed Richard Fitzwilliam into the drawing room. He bowed to the Bennets seated within. “I have come from Mr. Philips’s offices. Evidently the landlord notified him of my acceptability,” he shot a grin at Mrs. Bennet. “Hence, as of Saturday when Bingley decamps, the lease is mine.”

One would have had to be singularly unobservant to see the glow of pleasure which lit up Mary’s whole being. “I am well pleased Mama approves of you,” Mary stated. She knew there was a double meaning, but she cared not.

“You missed your parson,” Priscilla told her soon to be tenant. “He had rather big news to impart.”

“He is to marry Charlotte Lucas…” Bennet related what they had been told. “Our daughters spoke to Charlotte, and it seems that Collins was honest about his prospects.”

Jane, Elizabeth, and Mary related the conversation they had with their friend. Richard cogitated for some moments. “If Miss Lucas can succeed in correcting his flaws, I see no reason to insist the bishop remove him. As long as the changes are genuine and permanent, I will allow him to remain in his post. In that case, we will find a good living for the curate; Mr. Travis deserves nothing less.”

Soon enough a chess set had been set up and Mary and Richard were intently playing against one another.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Should we correct any of Charles’s misconceptions regarding the Bennets?” Louisa Hurst asked her younger sister on Monday afternoon. “Come to think of it, we would be doing the Bennets no favours if we do so. He has disdained them up until now and we should not inflict him on them just because they are better off than he believed.”

“It seems you have answered your own question, Lulu,” Miss Bingley smiled. “I do however, happen to agree with you. As it is, we know Miss Bennet has no interest in him and if he knew they were far wealthier than he thinks—I would wager there is no truth to the rumours of their almost non-existent dowries, he would be like a dog on the hunt. By the by, you remember when Charles told me I was imagining seeing an expensive coach?” Mrs. Hurst nodded. “I asked the Miss Bennets if someone has such a coach in the neighbourhood. They admitted it is one of their father’s conveyances. I think they are far better off than even you and I suspect at this point.”

“I am looking forward to seeing Miss Bennet in London after Christmas,” Mrs. Hurst owned.

“As am I,” Caroline agreed. “Not that it makes a difference, but did you hear Miss Bennet say her tradesman uncle resides on Portman Square?” Mrs. Hurst shook her head. “Also I learnt Mrs. Bennet is the second wife of Mr. Bennet. Miss Bennet was the only one born of the first one, the one who was a solicitor’s daughter. The current Mrs. Bennet is the daughter of a baronet.”

“What was it that Mr. Fitzwilliam said about not taking rumours and gossip as fact?” Mrs. Hurst enquired.

Remembering how she used to latch onto any negative gossip about others without bothering to verify the veracity, Miss Bingley had the decency to look ashamed. She acknowledged the rectitude of Mr. Fitzwilliam’s admonition.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

For Darcy the ball could not come fast enough. His dreams were filled with visions of Miss Elizabeth Bennet, and many of them none too gentlemanly. He needed to put distance between them so he could cease thinking about her. Anytime his mind was not occupied during the day, Miss Elizabeth would dominate his thoughts. Enough! It had to stop.

Of one thing he was certain, he would not raise her expectations by dancing with her at the ball.

While his cousin was wrestling with his undesired emotions, Richard was at Longbourn. He had solicited, and been granted, Miss Mary’s first, supper, and final sets. After he had the pleasure of her approval, he requested a set from her mother and each of her sisters.

Both Fitzwilliam and Darcy were in anticipation of the ball for very different reasons.

Jane was hoping her cousin Lydia’s more subdued behaviour would be evident at the ball and there would not be a return of the rude, brash, and flirtatious persona she had shown since a very young age.


Chapter 16

Jane, even more so than her sisters, made sure almost all of her sets were reserved before she arrived at Netherfield Park with her family. Her younger sisters still had a few sets open, Jane had only one. As it was a private ball there would be no voluntary sitting out like there was at the local public assembly.

Netherfield was glowing with the light of hundreds of candles shining through the windows. In addition, there were torches lighting the drive from the gateposts to the manor house. Cilla was happy to see her house presented in this fashion.

Darcy was in his chambers, which had a view of the front of the house so he could see the carriages arriving. He told himself he was not watching for any one particular lady; he was simply interested to see if the locals were able to dress up to the occasion. He ignored the internal voice screaming out he was deluding himself.

Still convinced his initial opinions about the Bennets had been correct, he was rather surprised the Bennets were not among the first to arrive. He was so intent on watching those alighting from their conveyances, he failed to notice the coach which had stopped to disgorge its passengers. Had he been attentive to the vehicle he would have noted it was exactly as Miss Bingley had described on their departure from the assembly. All he saw was the occupants alighting.

He recognised Mr. Bennet and watched as the man handed out his wife, and then began to do the same for his daughters. The first one was Miss Bennet, who was glowing ethereally. Poor Bingley, the woman was not interested in him in the least. It was then he noticed Richard waiting next to the Bennets’ conveyance. It made him scowl. What was Richard about? Thoughts of his cousin vanished when Darcy saw Mr. Bennet hand Miss Elizabeth out of the equipage; he reflexively took a deep breath. She had never looked more gorgeous and he could not help but hear her siren call tempting him to do that which he had convinced himself he could not. Her hair was elegantly piled atop of her head, held in place with what looked like pearl tipped pins, with some tendrils of her curls framing the sides of her face and at the nape of her neck. He could only see the bottom of her gown, which was a dark green, as she was wearing a warm three quarter length coat. Darcy was mesmerised. It was not until he saw Miss Elizabeth look up at him that he unfroze and jumped back, almost tripping over the armchair in the chamber.

“What do you find so amusing, Miss Elizabeth?” Richard enquired as he waited for Bennet to hand out Miss Mary. One more day, just one day more, and he would declare himself.

Richard had written to his parents to tell them, as he had mentioned when in London that he had found the woman he intended to marry, he was about to request a courtship. When he had spoken to them, Richard had only described her character, wit, and intelligence, with a cursory description of her beauty. Not a word about the Bennets’ wealth or holdings had he mentioned as those were not the attributes he had sought in the partner of his future life. Mother and Father had replied to his letter with one of their own in which they told him to follow his heart. That is exactly what he would do!

“Your cousin,” Elizabeth elucidated. “He was staring at us from that window on the second floor,” she indicated the window where she had seen Mr. Darcy with a tip of her head in the direction, “and when he noted I saw him, he jumped back like he had been scalded.”

Before Richard could wonder what William was about, Miss Mary was before him. He bowed to her curtsey and offered her his arm. Mr. and Mrs. Bennet led the way indoors, followed by Miss Bennet and Miss Elizabeth, while he and Miss Mary brought up the rear.

It was a thankfully short receiving line comprised only of Bingley and Mrs. Hurst. Richard was aware the latter had to convince the former how bad he would look if he did not greet his guests. It was only when Miss Bennet joined him that Bingley became animated.

“Miss Bennet, you look like an angel,” Bingley bowed over her hand.

Mr. Bingley attempted to kiss Jane’s gloved hand but she withdrew it before he was able to achieve his goal. There was no missing the man had not been happy when she did so, but that was not Jane’s concern. If Mr. Bingley was so obtuse as not to see her disinterest in him, that was very much his own problem.

“Thank you, Mr. Bingley,” Jane responded. She thought she had escaped his requesting a set, remembering she had an option for someone to fill her final open set if Mr. Bingley did make his request.

“Miss Bennet would you honour me by dancing the first, supper, and final sets with me,” Bingley requested before the angel could move on. That it delayed the rest of the arriving guests was not something he considered, or cared about.

“All of my sets are spoken for,” Jane gave a half curtsy and left the stunned man open mouthed behind her.

Bennet, who was ahead of Jane, could not believe the audacity of the man. He turned around with a thunderous look on his visage. “Mr. Bingley, have you asked my eldest daughter for either an engagement or a courtship?” Bennet hissed.

“N-No,” Bingley stammered.

“I will assume that as you were raised the son of a tradesman you are not aware that dancing those particular sets with the same lady is a very public declaration of intent. Do you intend to propose to my daughter, Mr. Bingley?” Bennet demanded. Bingley turned pallid. “How fortunate you are that my daughter cares not a whit for you and would have refused you. Why do you think she made sure all of her sets were spoken for before arriving here?” With that, Bennet turned on his heel and joined his wife and Jane.

Until Fitzwilliam stopped in front of him, Bingley was lost to the world. ‘How is it Miss Bennet dislikes me so much she wanted to make sure we could not dance?’ He was asking himself when Fitzwilliam’s voice broke through the fog.

“Bingley, what were you thinking? Miss Bennet has done everything but place a notice in the papers announcing publicly that she has no interest in you and yet, like a child denied his toy, you persist. Grow up man!” Richard stated near Bingley’s ear. The latter blanched. Richard led Mary past Bingley and into the ballroom to join her family.

Darcy had just descended the grand staircase when he saw Richard speaking to Bingley and his friend looking decidedly uncomfortable. ‘Why would Richard disconcert Bingley in that fashion? I will have to speak to him about that and his unnatural obsession with the Bennets, especially Miss Mary,’ Darcy told himself silently.

He entered the ballroom repeating his mantra that he would not distinguish Miss Elizabeth with a dance.

Before following the final guests who had passed through the receiving line, Louisa Hurst rounded on her brother. “Charles have you lost your senses? You know it is not done to ask those sets of one with whom you do not have an understanding,” she shook her head. “I am ashamed of what you have become.”

Not giving her brother a chance to respond, Mrs. Hurst made her way into the ballroom and to her husband’s side. Many had seen her brother’s faux pas and talk of it was circulating the ballroom.

As Darcy did not think anything being said was worth his notice, he did not hear the talk of what his friend had done while in the receiving line. Without his wanting to, his eyes sought and found the vixen who had stolen his heart without his permission. Before he knew it he was standing in front of her and he heard himself speaking against his own will.

“Miss Elizabeth, good evening,” he bowed, “may I request your next open set?” Darcy asked contrary to his firm resolve.

Elizabeth curtsied to the enigmatic man. She had two open sets, so she could not refuse him, unless she was willing to sit out. She was not, Elizabeth enjoyed dancing too much to allow Mr. Darcy to cause her to miss the exercise this night.

“I have the one before the supper set, and the set two after supper open, you may have one of them,” Elizabeth stated after consulting her dance card, even though she had not needed to do so.

Darcy was appalled at his own weakness. At least she had not offered him a significant set. “The one before the supper set, please,” he chose stiffly.

He wrote his name on Elizabeth’s card for the chosen set, and then without a word to anyone else, he was gone. “What is Mr. Darcy about?” Elizabeth asked those close to her. “Why did he ask me to dance when he clearly derives no pleasure from the activity? It is not like he has made the effort to be known to us.”

“As much as I should be able to answer your relevant questions, I too am at a loss,” Richard admitted. “I will attempt to speak to him before he and Bingley depart on the morrow.”

Some bars of music were played signalling the first set. Bennet led Cilla to the line with Richard and Mary right behind them. Franklin Lucas collected Jane and Jonah Goulding came for Elizabeth.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

After being publicly humiliated the way he had been, Bingley asked no one, not even his sisters to dance. He took himself to his study and opened a fresh decanter of brandy. He almost filled the snifter. He swallowed the amber liquor as quickly as he had poured it, and immediately refilled the glass.

He decided he needed to marry, and it had to be a wealthy daughter of the Ton. But who? Even with Darcy’s help, he did not know many ladies of marriageable age from the first circles. As he drank more and more, a plan formed in his mind.

As he sat at his desk scheming, he thought about how he had paid the two men to attack Darcy so he could be the hero and have Darcy beholden to him.

No one at Cambridge had wanted to befriend the son of a tradesman. An envious Bingley had watched the camaraderie which flowed among the highborn men. He soon realised the two most popular men, whose lead the other students followed, were Richard Fitzwilliam and Fitzwilliam Darcy.

He devised a plan to act the hero. Once he had the details worked out, and thanks to fortuitously meeting a man who knew men like he needed, he employed two men for his purposes. He had then to decide which of the two it would be he was to save. Fitzwilliam was far too strong and would have been able to overpower his men who would have told all to save their necks. Darcy was not nearly as strong as his older cousin so he had been chosen.

One night, when Fitzwilliam was not with him, Bingley had his men attack Darcy as he exited the taproom of a local inn. The two did exactly what he had ordered them to do, they beat Darcy and threatened his life.

It had gone perfectly as Bingley arrived in the nick of time and ran the criminals off. As he had known he would be, Darcy was eternally thankful.

Of course Bingley had refused any monetary reward, all the while feigning knowledge of who Darcy was, his wealth, or position in society. All he claimed to want was a friend.

Since then, there was little Darcy would deny him. The plan had been executed perfectly. The money he had spent had been wisely expended.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The Bennets were gratified that both Hattie Philips and her daughter Lydia Forster were very much subdued from the time they had arrived at the ball.

As Jane had known he would, Elias had accepted her final available set, and then he had requested one of Elizabeth’s—the supper set—and Mary’s—the one after supper.

Elizabeth liked Elias as a friend, but no more than that. Both of them knew they would never be more to each other.

Evidently, Colonel Forster reached a decision, he approached his wife for the first set of the ball. During the set he told her he would give her one more chance. In order to make sure she was not with child they would wait a month or two before they joined as man and wife again.

Lydia agreed to whatever strictures her husband put in place. She was too grateful he was allowing her an opportunity to fix things, so she would not do anything to jeopardise her marriage currently.

William Collins was extremely happy to have his fiancée on his arm as he led her out for the first set. His patron had granted him the time he had requested in order to marry and had seemed genuinely pleased when Collins had told Mr. Fitzwilliam his good news.

Charlotte’s feet found out the hard way her fiancé was not at all an accomplished dancer. Halfway through the first dance of the set, she claimed fatigue and the two sat and talked rather than dancing for the rest of the ball.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Bingley was nowhere to be seen, but Darcy was far too preoccupied to worry about where his friend was, or to go look for him for that matter. His thoughts had overshadowed his concern that Richard had danced the first set with Miss Mary Bennet and the statement that made. He would deal with that situation in private.

Until he presented himself in front of her to collect her for the set before the supper set, Darcy had been having an internal debate about whether or not he should honour his commitment to share the dance with Miss Elizabeth. As a gentleman, he was now honour bound to keep his word to her. After all, it was not Miss Elizabeth’s fault he had requested to dance with her, so why should she be punished for his own infraction. At least that is the way he rationalised his decision to honour his word.

“Shall we?” Darcy stated as he offered her his arm. Elizabeth accepted the offer, but her hand barely touched the sleeve of his Jacket. Darcy was too caught up in the anticipation of the upcoming dance to note how little contact she made with him. He led Miss Elizabeth to the floor and they lined up opposite one another waiting for the music to begin.

Elizabeth could still not fathom why the taciturn, insufferably proud Mr. Darcy would want to dance with her. She had noticed him dancing with Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley, as was right and proper being he was hosted by their brother at Netherfield Park. Other than herself, however, he had not asked another lady to dance. She wondered why he could not be a pleasant man like his cousin.

The music commenced, and the dancers began the patterns of the chosen dance Mrs. Hurst had called. Not a word passed between them, but Elizabeth had to admit Mr. Darcy was a very accomplished dancer. He moved with confidence and knew the steps well.

As it appeared he did not want to speak, Elizabeth saw no reason to force a conversation. After all, even though she had discounted his words at the assembly, she had not fully forgiven him yet. The reason was simple, he had not done the gentlemanly thing, owned up to his poor behaviour, and made his apologies. If he was too proud and disdainful to do that, then she was not interested in speaking to the man.

For the balance of the two dances in the set, not a word passed between them. At the end he bowed and thanked her before leading Elizabeth back to her parents.

Darcy stalked to a corner which offered a good view of the dancefloor. He felt pangs of jealousy when he saw a man he was not familiar with lead Miss Elizabeth out for the supper set. If only it had been his right to sit with her during the meal. He quickly dismissed that thought. It would not have done…

At that moment Darcy noted that Richard was partnering Miss Mary Bennet for the supper set. He was incensed Richard would raise expectations he was not willing to honour in such a way. Darcy ignored that what he thought was pure speculation and not fact.

During supper, he sat with the Hursts, Miss Bingley and her partner, and another couple he did not know. He looked around for Bingley and only then realised he had not seen him since the receiving line. What had Richard said to upset him to that extent that he would miss his own ball? Bingley was normally the first one to dance and the last to stop, so where was he now?

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

When Darcy noticed Richard lead Miss Mary to the floor for the final set, he almost strode onto the floor to separate the two. Not wanting scandal attached to his name was the only thing which arrested his action. Had Miss Mary compromised Richard and now he was honour bound to offer for her? Surely Richard would not give in to a compromise just like Darcy would not?

Knowing how strenuously Richard would object if he interfered directly, and more than likely there would be a physical reaction, Darcy was determined when he arrived in London on the morrow, he would go warn his Aunt Elaine and Uncle Reggie of the morass into which Richard was sinking.

They would know how to act.

By the time the Bennet coach departed, all were well pleased with the night, albeit rather tired. Tired or not, Mary was glowing. Mr. Fitzwilliam had requested a private interview with her in the morning. She had granted his request with alacrity. Sleep be damned, she would count the minutes until eleven o’clock.


Chapter 17

As had been planned, the Darcy coach, with Darcy and Bingley as passengers, departed Netherfield Park soon after they had broken their fast.

In Bingley’s opinion he could not leave the infernal neighbourhood fast enough. In order to soothe his unwelcome thoughts about his failure to attract Miss Bennet, who he had to admit was the most beautiful of all women he had designated as an angel, he convinced himself the deficiency lay with her.

That was meaningless now. Bingley had a plan for his future, one he was sure would bring him everything he desired.

Darcy’s conscience was screaming in his head and there was nothing he could do to stop it. It was telling him that he was fleeing like a cur, all because he had allowed his pride to overrule what he knew he should have done the very next day after his unwise and untrue words had been uttered at the assembly—apologise to Miss Elizabeth. He felt the shame of his cowardice knowing he was escaping seeing her any more, as she was not nearly high enough for him to marry. He was inured to fortune as he had more than enough money of his own, but he could not marry one so low.

Thinking of the Bennets reminded him of his duty to warn his aunt and uncle that their son was consorting with people who were far below his notice and was in danger of being caught in a trap. Here again Darcy ignored his conscience which told him that he knew Richard would never allow himself to be entrapped. He could not think of that as then it would lead to the question if a Bennet daughter was acceptable for Richard, then why was he running away at all speed? Also, why had he not reproached Richard for causing Bingley to miss his own ball?

Darcy shook those contrary thoughts from his head and concentrated on what he would tell Aunt Elaine and Uncle Reggie. He revisited his thoughts about joining the Duke of Bedford and his party on The Rose. He would be thousands of miles from England and Miss Elizabeth Bennet. As quickly as he had the thought, he discounted it for the same reasons he had the first time when he had decided his travelling at that time was not an option.

As neither man in the coach desired to speak of what he was thinking, they soon drifted off to sleep.

Not a quarter hour after the Darcy equipage departed, the Hursts and Miss Bingley left in the Bingley equipage—Bingley had allowed them to use it as it was convenient for him to have his coach brought to London. Unlike for their brother and Mr. Darcy, the atmosphere in their carriage was hopeful and convivial.

With the decision she would look to find a man who was compatible with her, who liked her for herself; not based on class and wealth, Caroline felt as if a millstone had been lifted off her shoulders. She was ready to seek her own future, to satisfy her own needs, and not her brother’s.

The sisters were looking forward to seeing Miss Bennet in London and possibly becoming friends.

Richard stood and watched the second of the departures. The lease on the estate was his. That paled in comparison to what he planned to do that morning. He looked at his fob watch. It was only quarter after ten. His carriage would be ready in another fifteen minutes. As much as he loved riding Invictus, this was one day Richard did not want a whiff of the smell of horse on his person.

On a normal day he did not pay much attention to his outfit, relying on his valet to make choices for him. Not this morning. Knowing Miss Mary—he hoped he would soon be able to drop the Miss—liked royal blue, his waistcoat was that colour and he had requested his dark blue jacket as well.

It was time to count the seconds. If Richard had known how to speed up time, he would have done so.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Mary Bennet was in anticipation of Mr. Fitzwilliam’s arrival like nothing she had ever experienced before. To burn off some of her nervous energy she had joined Lizzy for a ramble earlier that morning.

The two of them had walked towards Oakham Mount with John Biggs and Brian Johns as escorts. Elizabeth had remarked to Mary that no matter how fast she walked, the two footmen-guards were always able to keep pace with her. The sisters did not walk all the way to the eminence, they turned back about a half mile before it.

On their return to the house, Mary had gone up to her chamber to bathe and change. During the morning meal, rather than eat as much as was her wont, she pushed the food around her plate. She could not think of eating when she was so close to hearing—what she hoped—would be a declaration of his intentions by Mr. Fitzwilliam. Would she be allowed to call him Richard in private after this morning? She certainly hoped so. Mary had decided it was her favourite name for a man, even putting it ahead of Henry. She was certain that unlike the three kings of England who had borne the name, her Richard would not be beset by misfortune.

Once the meal was completed, her father made his way to his study to take care of correspondence and estate business while Mary joined her mother and sisters in the drawing room. She picked up her sampler, but was too busy surreptitiously watching the clock on the mantle to make a single stitch. Why was the time moving so slowly as the hands of the clock unhurriedly moved towards eleven when he would arrive?

Cilla, Jane, and Elizabeth did not miss Mary’s distraction. They were fully aware of who she was waiting for and they could not have been happier for her.

The two older Bennet sisters felt not an iota of envy Mary had a suitor before them. As all three of them had vowed to marry only for the deepest love and respect, like they witnessed daily between their parents, they knew when God decreed it was their time to find their soulmate, they would discover him.

With the dowries their parents had amassed for them, the Bennet sisters were well aware they had no pressing need to marry like Charlotte had felt.

At about five minutes before the hour the ladies in the drawing room heard the sounds of horses and a conveyance coming from the front of the house. Mary had to fight the inclination to jump out of her seat and rush to the front door. While she was contemplating the imprudence of such an action, her father entered the room and sat next to Mama.

Hill showed Mr. Fitzwilliam into the drawing room where he bowed to the five Bennets who were standing. A bow and four curtsies were given in return. “Good morning to all of you,” Richard intoned, although his eyes which had locked onto Mary as soon as he entered the room, never left her as he spoke.

“Welcome Fitzwilliam,” Bennet returned, “do you have a particular purpose in calling this morning?” Bennet ribbed, knowing full well why Fitzwilliam was present.

“Unless Miss Mary has changed her mind, I would like to have a private interview with her,” Richard replied evenly. He was well aware Bennet enjoyed having good natured sport with those he liked.

“I have not,” Mary blurted out as soon as Mr. Fitzwilliam stopped speaking. “I mean, I am happy to hear what you have to say.”

“Biggs is outside of the small west parlour, you may speak to Mary there,” Priscilla informed Richard.

“No more than ten minutes and as I am sure you are aware, the door will remain partially open,” Bennet added. He watched as Fitzwilliam nodded his understanding and then led their daughter of nineteen years out of the drawing room.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Biggs gave a nod of his head as Mr. Fitzwilliam led Miss Mary into the parlour. He watched as the door was pushed closed from within, and as the master had instructed, it was left an inch or two open. He stood at the ready if he was needed, but he did not expect that would be the case.

Richard led Mary to an armchair and then paced back and forth once or twice as he marshalled his thoughts. Knowing what he wanted to say to her, Richard sat in the chair opposite.

Part of Mary was hoping Mr. Fitzwilliam would sink down onto one knee, but she quickly owned that a courtship was a prudent step so they would know one another much better before—if—he proposed. The truth was Mary could not imagine marrying another man, but she was well aware it would take both of them to want the same thing.

“Miss Mary Bennet—Mary, from the very first time I met you I was attracted to you. The more time we have spent in one another’s company, the more certain I have become that we are as compatible as any have ever been. Although you are beautiful, it was not your beauty which attracted me,” Richard began. “It was your intelligence, wit, humour, and compassion for others which I saw before I noted just how pretty you are.

“Each time we speak, I find more proof that I am right; you are the only lady for me. It has been some time since I developed tender feelings for you and I find myself on the precipice of falling irrevocably and deeply in love with you. That, coupled with the respect I feel for you, leads me to beg your indulgence and grant me the supreme honour of courting you.”

“I too felt a pull to you at that first meeting,” Mary owned, “it was very new for me as I have never felt like that before. My sisters and I pledged a few years ago we would not marry without the deepest love and respect…”

Hearing Mary’s words, Richard held his breath. Had he misread the situation?

“…and like you, I cannot say I am in love with you today, but I do know I am well on my way to being in that state.”

Richard beamed a face splitting grin when he heard the rest of her sentence.

“If I did not believe we would conclude this courtship and become affianced, I would not waste your time, however, I believe that is what will happen. So yes Richard, I would love to be courted by you.”

Almost jumping off the chair, Richard stood and took Mary’s ungloved hands in his own. He kissed the top of each before rotating each hand and bestowing lingering kisses on the pulse of each wrist. Mary did not flinch when he did so and he could not miss the look of pleasure she showed at his action.

His lips burned her skin each time he kissed her hands. Mary felt a frisson which shot up her arm as the hand attached to it was kissed on the upper and lower side. As she watched his lips linger each time he kissed her hand, Mary could not but think how wonderful it would be to feel his lips on her own. The thought alone caused her to blush. She could not believe that she, Mary Elizabeth Bennet, would have such wanton thoughts.

“I think you need to speak to Papa,” Mary managed breathlessly. “Let us return to the drawing room, he may still be there.”

Mary took the offered arm as they both floated out of the parlour on a cloud of happiness. The normally stoic Biggs had to fight a smile as the couple passed him. There was no missing the dreamy looks on the countenances of both.

There were four expectant faces looking at them when Mary and Richard entered the drawing room.

“Bennet may I please speak to you in your study?” Richard requested.

Rather than rib Fitzwilliam, especially after the look Cilla shot him, Bennet stood and led the younger man towards his study. That left Mary standing in the same spot as if lost in a haze of pleasure.

“Would you like to sit and wait for Papa and Richard to return, or do you have something to tell us?” Priscilla enquired of her youngest daughter.

“He requested a courtship, which I granted,” Mary sighed.

“We are all very happy for you, Mary. You deserve every happiness which comes your way. Now come sit, I think some restorative tea is needed while we wait for the men to return.” Priscilla stood and guided Mary to a seat on the settee between her older sisters.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

After sitting behind his desk, Bennet indicated one of the chairs before it for Fitzwilliam to sit. “Did Mary accept a courtship or an engagement? I hope the former as I think it is too soon for the latter.”

“I offered a courtship which Mary granted.” Richard missed he had used her familiar name and Bennet did not point it out. “I would like to ask your permission and blessing.”

“You have it,” Bennet granted without hesitation. Fitzwilliam’s attraction to Mary began before he was privy to the fact Cilla owned the estate he was now leasing. It was only then Bennet had revealed their income from the combined estates, and to date Fitzwilliam had not asked for, and he had not mentioned, after providing a rough estimate of the amount, the full amount of Mary’s dowry, although Richard had a good idea of what it was.

As soon as Bennet and Cilla had noted Richard’s interest in Mary, he had had Philips commission an investigator to check into the man. Everything had been positive and it listed his estate, income just at eight thousand per annum, the house in London, and the fortune which brought in another almost five thousand per annum from the four percents. Even though he was certain from day one the man was not hunting for a fortune, it was comforting to receive unbiased confirmation.

“If we reach that point, when you have a draft settlement drawn up, leave the space for Mary’s dowry open. I know you have an idea what the girls have, but it is not quite accurate,” Bennet instructed.

“I would not have cared if her dowry had only been one or two thousand pounds as rumoured in the area, or if there was no dowry at all. I have more than enough for us and any children we may be blessed with if I am fortunate enough to marry your youngest daughter.”

It was premature to speak of dowries, the man sitting opposite him had not proposed yet so Bennet closed the subject. “As I said, if and when it becomes relevant, we will have that discussion.”

“Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to know Mary better,” Richard stated gratefully.

As Fitzwilliam had used her familiar name again, Bennet felt it was incumbent on himself to make a comment. “At this point addressing Mary by her familiar name—as long as she has permitted such—is acceptable in private with her or her family present. However, until you are engaged, in public she is still Miss Mary to you.”

Fitzwilliam inclined his head in acknowledgement and to show his agreement. Bennet stood, the two men shook hands and then they made their way back into the drawing room to make the announcement, even though Bennet believed it was superfluous at that point.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Two men who would do almost anything for a price, were rather frustrated. They had tried to capitalise on knowledge they had—knowledge they were sure the man who had employed them for the task would not want known, but three letters demanding a price for their silence had been ignored.

“It be time to send proof to the one ‘e ‘ad us deal with,” the one man asserted.

“I agree, it be the only way to show ‘im ‘e should not ignore us,” the second man added.

Soon enough a letter and a copy of the proof they had retained was on the way to the man who had been the victim.


Chapter 18

“Did we not have letters forwarded to us at Netherfield Park while we were away?” Mrs. Hurst asked her husband when she saw the pile of correspondence on his desk.

“It seems we forgot to issue that order to the butler,” Hurst realised. “There are some letters for your brother, should I send them to Darcy House?”

“Charles will come to collect them if he thinks it is important,” Mrs. Hurst stated. With the way her brother had been behaving of late, she was not in a mood to assist him. She knew it was uncharitable, but she hardly recognised her brother any more.

He had changed greatly after his first year at Harrow. He used to be a happy, affable young lad before that first year. It was then his fascination with society began. He would never talk about what had occurred at the school to cause him to change the way he had. After that time, everything seemed transactional with Charles. Once he had saved Mr. Darcy and the two of them had become close, he had seemed happy again.

His propensity to raise expectations of his latest love only to later abandon the woman, did not sit well with her. Until Miss Bennet wanted nothing to do with him, her brother had always been able to attract the woman he had designated to be his angel. His mood had not been good before the ball, but that night and until his departure, his mood had been darker than she could remember.

No, she would not assist him. If Charles thought there was important correspondence at her house, he could come and request his letters.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy wanted to speak to his aunt and uncle as soon as possible. He also needed to spend some time with Anna to determine if she had truly begun to recover from Wickham’s perfidy.

Hence there was no need to prevaricate to Bingley. “I am walking across to Matlock House. There are issues about which I need to consult with my uncle and I desire to see my sister,” Darcy stated less than an hour after arriving back at Darcy House. “If for some reason I do not return in time for dinner, I will tell the Killions to make sure you are well cared for.”

As much as he would have liked to meet Lord and Lady Matlock, Bingley knew he could not push for that to occur. Darcy had a good supply of libations and the meals at his house were usually excellent, so it would not be a hardship to remain alone in the lap of luxury. “I will be well. You should do what you need to do,” Bingley averred. “Please pass on my regards to your sister.”

Darcy donned his coat and then took his hat, cane, and gloves from his butler. The walk across the green took less than five minutes and soon the Matlock House butler was showing him into the drawing room where his aunt, uncle, Anna, and Lady Charity were seated.

“William!” Georgiana exclaimed. “I did not know you were to be in London today. When do you return to Mr. Bingley’s estate?”

“It is good to see you sweetling,” Darcy responded tenderly. “We will not return. Mr. Bingley gave up his lease and I would much rather remain with you in Town for now.”

The Earl and Countess watched their nephew intently. Richard had been rather candid in his telling of the goings on around Meryton. An express announcing his courtship with Miss Mary Bennet had preceded William by an hour or so. As he did not mention anything, it seemed William was unaware of this fact and by chance they had not mentioned it to Anna yet.

“But what about Miss Elizabeth Bennet?” Georgiana asked innocently.

“WHAT! How do you know that name?” Darcy thundered. He was in London to forget about the siren and here was his sister mentioning her name. How would Anna know it? His sister burst into tears at his response. He felt like the lowest of the lows seeing how much he had upset his sister.

“Charity, be a dear, please escort Anna up to your suite and spend some time with your companions,” Lady Elaine Fitzwilliam, the Countess of Matlock requested.

Lady Charity led a sniffling Anna out of the room, but not before pinning her friend’s brother with a disdainful look. The door had barely closed when his Aunt turned her anger on him. “William, are you out of your senses?” Lady Elaine demanded. “Anna read us your letters as you never told her anything was private. You are the one who mentioned Miss Elizabeth Bennet in all of your letters from Hertfordshire, and in some, more than once. Why would Anna not ask you about her?”

Darcy froze. He had shouted at Anna for something for which he was to blame. He rubbed his face and then ran his hand through his hair. He would apologise to Anna after he spoke to his aunt and uncle, but what, and how, could he explain about Miss Elizabeth to his young sister?

“After we speak, I will make my amends to Anna. What I have to tell you is more important than soothing her hurt feelings at this moment.” Darcy paused and looked at the Matlocks. His uncle, Lord Reginald Fitzwilliam, the Earl of Matlock, extended his arm with his hand, palm up, to tell him to proceed. “Richard is in grave danger of being compromised by the daughter of a family with no wealth, no connections of note, except some to trade, an entailed estate, and far below us in consequence.”

“So you think your judgement more sound than my son’s?” Lady Elaine queried while fighting to maintain her equanimity. Her nephew was far too high in the instep for his own good. “Does that mean you know the Bennets better than Richard? Have you spent many hours visiting with them on their supposedly entailed estate?”

“What is the source of your information?” Lord Matlock boomed.

This was not the reaction he had expected. It sounded like he was being censured when all he was doing was attempting to uphold the family honour. Darcy was flummoxed. How was it his aunt and uncle seemed to ignore the danger Richard faced?

“Bingley had information from those in the neighbourhood,” Darcy stated, with much less confidence than he had before.

“And you, who abhor rumour and gossip, verified the facts and did not simply rely on hearsay?” Lady Matlock asked with asperity laced in her voice. “Are you telling me that you think landed gentry below your friend who is the son of a tradesman?”

“You know I owe Bingley my life! What have you against him? My cousin upset Bingley so much that my friend did not even attend his own ball,” Darcy lashed out.

“Did you hear what Richard said to your friend?” Lord Matlock asked. Darcy shook his head. “Did you perhaps see anything Mr. Bingley did which engendered the need to set him down?”

“No, but I am sure…” Darcy hated losing control of the conversation, but that horse had bolted the stables and it was too late to slam the stall door.

“You know of your friend’s obsession with ladies he terms his angels, do you not?” Lady Elaine enquired. Darcy nodded not sure what his aunt was driving at. “And you noted the young lady he marked in Hertfordshire, even though, according to you, was not wealthy and rather low, had no interest in him whatsoever?”

“Yes but how do you…” Darcy closed his mouth when his uncle raised his hand. He nodded to his wife to proceed.

“An express from Richard. Now as I was saying, does that mean you were unaware your friend solicited, very publicly mind you, the three significant sets from Miss Bennet regardless of her wanting nothing to do with him? You too are ignorant the lady’s father issued a much-deserved setdown. All Richard did was ask Mr. Bingley if he had lost all of his sense.”

Suddenly Darcy began to feel like a dullard. He did not know. Then the words his family members had used more than once were repeated in his memory. ‘How many times do you have to be told not to make assumptions thinking you know it all rather than ascertaining the facts first?’ Yes, Bingley was at fault in this, but it did not change the fact of Richard tying himself to an inappropriate family. He could not have his cousin connected to the Bennets because then he would never be able to rid himself of the spectre of Miss Elizabeth.

“That was very wrong of Bingley, but it does not mitigate Richard tying himself to those so far below us in society,” Darcy averred.

“William, are you not a gentleman farmer?” Lady Matlock asserted.

“I am. What of it?” Darcy puzzled.

“You said, ‘us’ so I was checking to see if you became a peer of the realm and I was not aware of that fact,” Lord Matlock boomed. “Mr. Bennet is a gentleman farmer, so are you not actually equal?”

“But my estate is not entailed,” Darcy exclaimed peevishly. Why would the Matlocks not take his warnings seriously? What was going on here? He was at a loss. Nothing was going as he had envisaged. “I move among the first circles and they do not.”

“You know William you can be a terrible hypocrite at times, especially when you are blinded by your improper pride. You never responded to the fact the man you call friend is the son of a tradesman. We judge by character, not social status, and we have heard more than enough of Mr. Bingley’s lack of character, borderline rakish behaviour, social climbing, and fortune hunting to know he is not the kind of man who we should welcome into our circle, yet you do,” Lady Matlock stated.

“I have to, I owe him my life,” Darcy responded plaintively. Every argument he had attempted to put forth had been demolished.

“Firstly, you owe him thanks for saving you from a beating,” Lord Matlock corrected. “A debt mind you which has been paid many times over. From our perspective we see him taking advantage of you.” The Earl raised his hand when he saw William wanted to interrupt him. “His younger sister chased you for almost three years, did she not?” Darcy allowed it was so. “How many times did you not tell your friend you would never offer for his sister, not even if she compromised you?”

“Many times.”

“Now William, use that God given intelligence of yours. If Mr. Bingley had conveyed those messages, why did she persist until you said something directly to her? After you did, she receded did she not?” The Earl pushed. His nephew was reeling, but Lord Matlock knew he needed to drive the point home. “Did she or did she not attempt to turn her charms on Richard?” Darcy nodded. “And how long did it take my son to stop her without going through her brother?”

“One evening,” Darcy realised. After that first time Miss Bingley fawned all over Richard and he let her know in no uncertain terms he had no interest, she had never acted in that fashion towards him again. It could not be that Bingley, his best friend, did not inform his sister Darcy had no interest in her, could it? Surely not!

“Now let us return to character and behaviour as a metric of a person’s worthiness,” Lady Elaine continued. “What would you do if a man unprovoked, in fact never having been introduced to her, insulted Anna for all around her to hear at, let us say a public assembly, calling her tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt him, and that he refused to give consequence to ladies slighted by other men? And to make matters worse, once the man became aware he had been heard, his pride would not allow him to apologise. Would that be a man worth knowing?”

By the end of his aunt’s speech, Darcy’s mouth was hanging open. If he had been shaken before, now to hear his aunt repeat his words back to him almost verbatim, left him feeling queasy. The worst part was that had a man slighted Anna in that way, he would have wanted to call him out, never mind have him apologise.

“My late brother and sister would have been ashamed by what you have become, William,” Lord Matlock shook his head disappointedly. “You are an excellent master and landlord, but there is much you need to correct. I know not where this behaviour was learnt, but I know it was not from Anne or Robert. It seems to me you have ignored the promise you made to your mother on her deathbed! Speaking of your late father you both have the same blindness when it comes to ones to whom you are close. For Robert it was with the then young George Wickham, and for you it is this Bingley fellow.”

Of all the things which had been said to him since he arrived at Matlock House, what his uncle had just stated was like a hammer blow. Was he as blind to Bingley’s true self as his late father had been to Wickham before he had withdrawn his patronage? It could not be, could it?

“As far as the Bennets are concerned, Richard knows the truth about them, not just gossip and innuendo, and whatever Richard chooses to do, we support him fully, as do Andrew and Marie. Before you alienate everyone who loves you, you need to take a long hard look at yourself in the mirror,” Lady Matlock added gently. “Now go make your apologies to Anna.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Would you ladies allow me to speak to my sister in private, please,” Darcy requested when he entered the sitting room shared by Anna and Lady Charity. Anna would not look at him and Lady Charity and the two companions did not look upon him with a friendly eye.

“Anna, do you agree to speak to your brother?” Charity enquired. Anna gave a watery nod. “We will be in my bedchamber.” Lady Charity nodded to the companions and the three entered the indicated chamber, closing the door behind them.

“Please forgive me Anna, I was in bad humour and it had nought to do with you,” Darcy apologised sincerely. “I did not realise I had ever mentioned Miss Elizabeth to you and I was beyond shocked you knew her name. I promise you sweetling, I am not angry with you. It is my thoughtlessness which angers me. Please look at me and tell me you will pardon my offence to you.” He gently lifted his sisters head and was struck by the sadness he saw. “Mr. Bingley and I are resident at Darcy House. I had hoped you would join me there.”

“William, it will take me some time to forgive you fully,” Georgiana managed. “I would prefer to remain here, at least until Charity departs to be with her family at Woburn Abbey in a fortnight.”

Knowing that trying to force Anna to return to Darcy House before she was ready would only exacerbate the rift he had created between them; Darcy did not insist his sister join him. “That is agreeable sweetling, as long as I am allowed to come visit you each day.”

His sister nodded in response.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

As Darcy walked back to his home, his footsteps slowed as he thought of the conversation he needed to have with Bingley when he arrived at his home.

His pace picked back up and he hurried towards Darcy House.


Chapter 19

By the time Darcy arrived back at his house, his head was spinning. As much as he did not want to believe Bingley had played him for a fool, his logical brain demanded he not ignore the obvious.

He found his friend in the drawing room. “Will it just be us two bachelors or will your sister join us?” Bingley asked.

“No, my sister is to remain at Matlock House with her friend,” Darcy averred. Had he not been looking at Bingley he would have missed the annoyance which flitted over his friend’s face before he schooled his features.

“That is understandable,” Bingley responded.

“Bingley I have a question. All the times I asked you to convey the message to your youngest sister that she would never have me for a husband, even in the case of a compromise, did you tell her?”

“Of course! Unfortunately, Caroline would not recede.”

When they played cards and Bingley was bluffing he would look past and to the left of the person he was trying to convince. Darcy had seen him do that when he answered. He did not push Bingley at the time, but it was obviously a lie. As his aunt and uncle had pointed out, no sooner had Richard warned her off, Miss Bingley had ceased her attentions to him.

Darcy also remembered Bingley had always told him not to confront Miss Bingley. For the first time since the attack from which Bingley had saved him, Darcy began to question everything.

As such, he did not feel like he wanted to be in Bingley’s company, but rather told his guest he had some urgent matters he needed to see to in his study, and did not want to be disturbed. He urged Bingley to turn in for the night as Darcy was not sure when he would complete his tasks. The first order of business was to decide the way forward between him and Bingley, if there was to be one. It was better to concentrate on his relationship with his friend rather than the mammoth set down which had been delivered by his aunt and uncle. He knew, that at some point, he would have to address all the reproofs which had been laid at his door, but he was not prepared to do so yet.

Darcy turned to the one thing which would take his mind off all the questions swirling around in his head. Work! Since arriving back at Darcy House he had not looked at the pile of correspondence sitting on his desk. Doing so now would allow him to concentrate on something other than his problems as related to Bingley and those he would have to look at regarding himself.

He picked up letter after letter. Based on who they were from, he knew they were rather mundane and Darcy was seeking something to distract him. He came to a letter which had been addressed with rather poor penmanship. He was about to consign it to the fire when he changed his mind. Mayhap this would be the thing which would demand his attention so he could defer the more personal issues.

The paper on the outside was not a good quality and had some smudged dirt on it. Darcy held up the missive as he debated what to do with it. There was no return direction or the name of the writer on the outside. He was vacillating between opening it and doing what he had initially wanted to do. In the end, his curiosity won out. He broke the inadequate seal and smoothed the wrinkled pages out as much as possible. He did not notice the sheet which had been included, which fell onto his desk. Darcy began to read.

29 October 1810

To the toff named Darcy,

The disrespectful opening almost caused Darcy to throw the letter into the fire after all. He kept to his resolve to read it to see who would dare address him in such a manner. His eyes returned to the page.

Yir friend, Bingly, is no friend of yirs. Me an me mate wir the two who attacked you outside of the Ball and Chain Inn in Cambridge in November o ‘01. It wir not random.

We wir paid to do so by Mister Bingly. I am sure you not beliv me, so I ave sent you the letter the gent sent us wif instructions. The man refused to pay fir our silnce so we tol you all.

There was no name signed to the letter which increased Darcy’s suspicion the words thereon could not be believed. Darcy read and reread the short note in a hand almost as bad as Bingley’s, but with no blots. “This must be a lie,” Darcy said aloud to his study. However, the fact the author knew where, and when he was attacked, gave him pause. “There is no letter enclosed like the writer claimed…” Darcy stopped speaking as he noticed the scrunched up sheet on his desk just below his hands.

Slowly he made to pick up the paper. He did not want to believe Bingley would be so duplicitous so he took his time opening and smoothing the letter. There was no mistaking the writing; he had had to decipher the writer’s words more times than he cared to remember.

10 [blot] November 1801

Harris and Peters,

[blot blot] Mr. Darcy, who is tall with black hair, will be [blot] the Ball [blot] Chain [smear]nn on Friday the 13th of November at around nine o’clock and [blot] will be alone.

You are to attack him [blot] make him think [smear] is in danger of you endi[blot] him. I will come [blot] rescue him. You may hurt [blot] but try not to kill the man.

Do not quest[blot] me why. I am paying you well. Destroy this letter once you under[smear]d the instructions.

This note was also unsigned, but Bingley did not have to sign it for Darcy to be completely sure his so called friend had been the writer.

Darcy’s first inclination was to charge upstairs and pull Bingley from his bed and toss him as he was from Darcy House, or at least to allow the Thompson brothers to have that pleasure. His ire cooled slightly as he tried to divine Bingley’s motivation for doing what he had done.

His mind drifted back to when he and Richard were at Cambridge in their second year and Bingley his first. The latter had been mercilessly ribbed about his ties to trade, however, not by either himself or Richard.

The words his aunt and uncle had spoken about Bingley’s social aspirations came back to Darcy. After the rescue, not only had Darcy felt indebted to Bingley, but he had brought him into the circle of his and Richard’s friendship which had eased his way at the school and thereafter in society. Before he and Richard graduated from Cambridge, the latter had warned Darcy that he did not trust Bingley, but because of his feelings of gratitude for being saved, Darcy had ignored his perceptive cousin’s words.

It hit Darcy that he had been used to gain Bingley entry into society at Cambridge and then in London which would otherwise have been denied him. That had been his motive. He was more subtle in his methods than George Wickham, but no less duplicitous.

As Darcy sat and went over the relationship between himself and Bingley, he was able to identify many occasions, including the invitation to be currently hosted at Darcy House, in which Bingley had manipulated him and played on his gratitude for what had occurred nine years past.

Suddenly it struck Darcy that Bingley had both directly asked and hinted about when Anna would join them at Darcy House. Was Bingley planning to compromise his sister?

He rang the bell and when Carstens appeared, Darcy instructed him to have the Thompsons report to him.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

When Karen Younge discovered Wickham trying to liberate the funds in the box hidden below the floorboards in her bed chamber, he exclaimed, “But Karen, I just wanted to make sure your blunt was safe!”

He had been holed up with her since his flight from Meryton. At least so far he had been able to evade the Spaniard’s men. What rotten luck for Karen to enter her bedchamber at this moment. The maid he had been bedding swore her mistress would be out of the house this evening.

“Do you think me one of those fresh faced maidens who buy the lies you sell? Alice told me how interested you were in my not being at home,” Mrs. Younge retorted. “After everything I have done to help you, you turn around and try and steal from me. Why do you think the box is empty? Did you think me unaware you stole coins of mine last time you were here? Douglas,” Mrs. Younge called. Her large manservant was at her side in seconds. “Grab that reprobate and deliver him to Señor Juan Antonio Álvarez. I will claim the reward and get rid of this man at the same time.”

Wickham ran to the window, pushed it open, and dove out of it. Thankfully Karen’s room was on the first floor, so the window was not too high off the ground, although hitting the hard ground outside the window was none too pleasant. All he had were the clothes on his back and the remaining money from the five pounds he had received from the sale of the horse. If only he still had the horse, he could make a quick getaway.

There were nothing but nags in this part of London, and even if he was able to steal one, he would not get very far or move speedily. Knowing Karen would send her man to inform Álvarez of his being in the area, he knew he needed to get out of London with all speed.

He used some of his precious coin to have a hackney take him to Hyde Park. That way if the man was asked, he would not know more than that. From there Wickham walked towards Cheapside, and on the way to that neighbourhood, took another hackney to an inn outside of London on the Great North Road.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Bingley was sitting in the sitting room attached to his bedchamber when the door flew open and slammed against the wall with a crash. “Darce, are you well?” Bingley asked nervously.

“You will address me as Mr. Darcy!” Darcy barked. “Who are Harris and Peters?”

The names which Bingley hoped never to hear again caused all of the colour to drain from his face. How on earth did Darcy hear those names? “I-I-I k-know n-n-no one b-by that n-n-name,” Bingley spluttered as he tried to dissemble.

“They sent me a letter telling me that you paid them to attack me in November ‘01 when I was on my way to my apartments from the Ball and Chain Inn in Cambridge,” Darcy bit back.

Bingley was sure there was no proof. He was confident he would be able to talk his way out of this. He began to recover his equanimity. “It sounds like the men who attempted to extort money from me,” he claimed. “I never thought they would stoop so low as to contact you.”

“You just told me you knew them not!” Darcy exclaimed. “Which is it, you know the names or you do not?”

“Ehrm, well yes, I had tried to put their names from my head, so it took me some thinking to recognise the names again,” Bingley prevaricated.

The next thing Bingley knew he was flat on his back with blood coming from his mouth. Darcy had planted his fist into Bingley’s mouth. He was sure he could feel some loose teeth.

“I know it all you bastard! They did not destroy your letter as you instructed, they sent it to me,” Darcy held up the missive. “From now on, I will not know you! Lie to me again and I will allow the Thompsons to have you and do with you what they will. They will return fivefold every blow those men landed on my person.” To emphasise his point, the Thompson brothers stood behind their master. “Now for once in your life tell the truth!”

Bingley had no doubt the brothers would happily thrash him. He nodded tightly.

“Why did you do it?” Darcy demanded.

“I needed a highborn friend and you and Fitzwilliam were the most popular. Before the resc…” Bingley did not miss how Darcy…Mr. Darcy was about to signal his footmen to take him away. “I mean, before I paid the men to attack you and then, in your mind, I rescued you, not a single son of the Ton would speak to me except to ridicule me. Afterward, I was included in everything.”

“So, rather than earn your way into the circle of our friends, you paid the men to harm me. You are despicable. Leave my house now, and never return. If you have the gall to approach me in public, I will give you the direct cut. Also I will inform Lord and Lady Matlock, among other peers, of your dishonourable, criminal actions so do not think you will be welcomed in polite society for a long time, if ever. Expect to be cut by any of them if you are foolish enough to remain in Town and approach them.” There was no missing the fury on Darcy’s countenance. “Leave now!”

“M-My trunks…” Bingley closed his mouth when his former friend interjected.

“Are being packed by your valet as we speak. They will follow you to Curzon Street within the hour, that is, if you will be welcomed there.” Darcy nodded and each Thomson brother placed a hand on Bingley’s shoulder and guided the shaking man out of the chamber, down the stairs, and out of the house where a hackney cab stood ready to transport him to the address of his choice.

Not only had he lost his entrée into the Ton, but the chance to compromise Miss Darcy. Bingley knew not what he would do. One thing he did realise was he could not remain in London. It would not be long before rumours circulated and scandal attached to his name, and worse, what if Darcy reported his actions to the runners? His only choice was to retreat to Scarborough and think of ways to rehabilitate his reputation.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Bingley what are you doing here?” Hurst demanded when his butler informed him who was at the door. “It is late and you made it perfectly clear you did not require our company as you were being hosted at Darcy House; and why are you here after nine at night?”

“Urgent business calls me to Scarborough,” Bingley dissembled. “I leave at first light. My coach is still here so…”

“If you had asked, we would have sent your conveyance to Darcy House, but you did not?” Hurst reminded his brother-in-law. “Your leaving early would not be an issue for Darcy. We are aware he always rises before the dawn, country or town. What is the true reason you are here?”

“We had a difference of opinion,” Bingley claimed.

Hurst was sure Bingley was not telling him the truth, especially when he saw his brother-in-law’s face, and his looking off to the left. Someone had hit him, and hard. He would wager it had been Darcy. “Where are your valet and your trunks?”

“They will be here soon,” Bingley averred.

“In that case, your coach will be made ready and you will wait for your baggage and valet to arrive, and then depart. I am sure you can find rooms at one of the inns for the night,” Hurst stated firmly.

“But, we are family…” Bingley began to claim but the look on Hurst’s face caused him to close his mouth.

“After the way you lied to, and manipulated Caroline, neither Louisa nor I will force her to spend the night in the same house as you,” Hurst exclaimed curtly. “Save your breath to cool your porridge. Your platitudes, manipulations, and lies are wasted on me. Leave now!” Hurst paused. “There are a number of letters for you, they will be placed in your conveyance.”

For the second time that night Bingley had been told to leave someone’s house. It was another shock to him. Thankfully, he did not have long to wait before his valet and trunks arrived.

As he sat in the equipage, still very much in a daze, Bingley used the light of the lamp burning within to look at his letters in an attempt to distract himself from his woes. The ones he recognised as written by senders connected to business, he put to one side, that left three all in the same hand whose script was unfamiliar and had no return direction or the sender’s name written anywhere.

He opened each one and by the third one his anger had built to a crescendo. “I would have paid to keep them silent!” Bingley raged at the interior of his coach. If only he had seen the letters before the two had written to Darcy!

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Wickham waited until he saw the man who arrived at the inn alight with his manservant. The man, who had his back to him, looked like he was rich and Wickham needed funds. He was calculating how to relieve the man of his purse when he overheard the conversation between man and servant, who was possibly the valet.

“Damned Darcy,” Bingley exclaimed. “There was no need to kick me out like a stray dog.”

“Aye master,” the valet agreed.

‘This man has been done badly by Darcy,’ Wickham thought. ‘I can use this to my advantage!’ Wickham dusted himself off and followed the man and his valet into the inn.


Chapter 20

George Wickham was beyond surprised when he saw who the rich man whinging about Darcy was. No other than the prig’s supposed friend, Charles Bingley. It had been more than eight years since he had seen the tradesman’s son.

“Well well well, fancy seeing you at this lowly inn,” Wickham taunted.

“Wickham! What on earth are you doing here? After I paid you for putting me in contact with the two men, who are traitors by the by, at Cambridge, did we not agree never to acknowledge one another in public?” Bingley insisted.

Ignoring what Bingley asserted, Wickham just shook his head. “After all of your plans to keep Darcy in your debt, here you are grousing about being ejected from Darcy House,” Wickham smirked. “What happened? Did our mutual friend discover your perfidy?”

As soon as Bingley turned away scowling, it confirmed Wickham had hit on the truth. Bingley turned back with an accusatory look on his face. “Knowing what a snake in the grass you are…” He stopped speaking when Wickham gave him a look of warning.

“Neither of us want certain things discussed in public. Take rooms for both of us and we will talk over supper and ale,” Wickham stated in a way which Bingley knew was not a suggestion. Bingley gave a tight nod.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

With Bingley gone from his house and from his life, that is if his former friend—no he was never that—knew what was good for him, Darcy sat at his desk, elbows resting on the lacquered mahogany desktop. He rested his head in his hands as he thought how thoroughly fooled he had been by Charles Bingley. He had always thought himself intelligent and discerning, but now he had to question everything, not the least of which were his own attitudes and improper pride.

He decided the last thing he wanted to do was make assumptions without the relevant facts, as he had done in the past—especially in Hertfordshire as it related to the Bennets. On the morrow he would call at Hurst’s house on Curzon Street and try to discern the truth about what Bingley had and had not told his youngest sister.

Not having seen through Bingley’s lies, Darcy already felt like a capital simpleton. Why had he been so blind to Bingley when the rest of his family seemed to see what was lacking in the dishonourable man?

He remembered how many times Richard had begun to question the facts not long after the incident near the Ball and Chain Inn. Darcy had put one or two of Richard’s questions to Bingley at the time and the latter had deflected by saying he suspected Fitzwilliam was unhappy his cousin had been rescued by one tied to trade. Only now with clear hindsight could Darcy see it for what it was: pure manipulation and obfuscation.

Darcy had not thought of it at the time—or Bingley had successfully distracted him—but Richard had always been one who judged on character, not social standing. He hung his head in shame as he saw out of his close family only he alone judged a person on their place in society, all the while ignoring Bingley’s true position. Even Aunt Catherine who used to go on about preserving the distinction of rank had ceased her diatribes on the subject after she had spoken to Mother days before his honoured mother had been taken home to God.

That led him back to the question of why he was the way he was. Yes, he hated being hunted by the huntresses of the Ton for nothing more than his wealth and connections. Darcy was aware he had developed a fearsome mask to try discouraging those who saw him as a prime haunch of beef in the marriage mart. None of that explained his arrogance regarding those he thought below him.

As he was now being honest with himself, Darcy had to admit no one in Meryton—other than Bingley—least of all one named Bennet, had seemed to be interested in him for his wealth and connections. Acknowledging that fact led him to questions about why he had refused to apologise to them, and specifically to Miss Elizabeth, for his unwarranted slight of her. The answer was as plain as the nose on his face—pride and arrogance.

It would have wounded his pride to apologise to one he had considered so far below him in society. He was finally able to own his pride of place had no basis when directed at the Bennets. As had been painfully pointed out to Darcy more than once, like Mr. Bennet he was a gentleman farmer, so regardless of how much Pemberley earned on an annual basis, they were equal. The more he took Aunt and Uncle’s suggestion and looked at himself in the mirror, the less Darcy liked what he saw.

He felt his eyes begin to close as the exhaustion from the day’s physical and mental exertion began to catch up to him. Darcy jerked himself awake and after extinguishing the candles in his study, made his way up to his chambers.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

After paying for two rooms for one night only, Bingley ordered supper for two to be delivered to his private sitting room. “Make sure no one sees you enter my chamber,” Bingley hissed at the man he had hoped never to see again.

Wickham nodded his agreement. He waited a few minutes before making his way up the stairs to the room corresponding to the number written on the wood square attached to the key Bingley had handed him. It was a pity the man was of a slighter build and shorter by two to three inches than himself otherwise he would have had Bingley give him some clothing to replenish his own non-existent supply.

He let himself into the chamber and looked around. It certainly was not the best room at the inn, but it was far better than sleeping in the stable’s hayloft as he had planned to do in order to preserve his dwindling coins. He had hoped the landlord only collected his money from guests when they departed, but Wickham had watched when he had first arrived and noted without fail those wanting a chamber had to pay upfront. Hearing the man, he now knew was one with whom he was familiar, mention Darcy’s name had been a gift from God.

He fell back onto his bed and then Wickham pulled the fob watch from his pocket to see how much longer he needed to wait before he knocked on Bingley’s door. The watch was the only thing he had left from his late father. Although he was not a sentimental man, Wickham felt an attachment to the time piece knowing that it had belonged to at least three generations of Wickham men before him.

When the big hand reached the twelve, Wickham rolled to the side of his bed and stood. He pulled his chamber door closed behind him and crossed the hall to Bingley’s room and knocked on it once.

Bingley opened the door himself and looked both ways in the hallway before beckoning for Wickham to follow him inside. Had he not been so keen to leave the area, Wickham would have complained Bingley’s room was twice as big as his, and that was before one counted the attached private sitting room.

“You know Bingley,” Wickham drawled, “all of your insistence on secrecy is a waste of my time and your effort. The chances of meeting anyone here who knows either of us, never mind both of us, is nought.” Wickham’s nose detected the food in the sitting room. His stomach began to rumble as it had been many hours since he had last eaten. “Food first, and then we can speak.”

Without waiting for Bingley to respond, Wickham marched through the door where there was a crock of stew, crusty slices of bread, and a jug of ale on the table.

The two men ate in silence other than the sounds of their eating and drinking. By the time he was sated—after two bowls of stew, three slices of bread, and two tankards of ale, Wickham felt much better, as there were no more hunger pangs gnawing at his belly.

Thanks to Darcy turfing him from Darcy House before he had eaten, Bingley too was rather famished. He did not eat as much as Wickham, but soon enough he was sated. By mutual agreement, the two men moved to sit in two wingback chairs. They were rather well-worn, but nevertheless comfortable. Bingley poured himself a snifter of brandy from the bottle on the sideboard. Wickham did not comment on the fact Bingley did not offer him a drink, but stood and poured one for himself.

“How did you know Darcy discovered what I had done at Cambridge?” Bingley enquired.

“I overheard you whinging to your valet,” Wickham drawled. “How did that self-righteous prig discover the truth?”

“Bloody Harris and Peters, who you assured me would be discreet, wrote to Darcy and told him all,” Bingley complained. “They had written to me to demand more money to keep their silence, but I never received the letters until it was too late.”

“Darcy has not spoken to them, has he?” Wickham asked worriedly as he sat bolt upright in his chair. If they told Darcy at his behest they had assisted in ending Robert Darcy’s life, Wickham would be hunted down and that would not do.

“Not as far as I know, they only wrote to him,” Bingley spat out. “It may still have gone well for me, but the bastards retained a note from me that I instructed them to destroy which they provided to my so-called former friend.”

“Did they demand money from Darcy for the information they revealed?” Wickham queried.

“No, they just wrote to him with the information. Because I did not pay them, it was done to spite me. If only I had seen their letters of demand beforehand.”

Wickham held his peace. He knew had Bingley paid, the two men would have done what he would do, never stop demanding payments. The two had never contacted him since they had assisted him in killing old Mr. Darcy so he was confident his secret was safe.

“What do you intend to do now?” Wickham enquired.

“I leave for Scarborough on the morrow, thanks to Darcy I am no longer welcome in London. What horrendous timing this was, I intended to compromise Miss Darcy for her dowry and social position,” Bingley admitted.

“You would have received nothing, and knowing her guardians, they would have called you out. I was close to getting her to run away with me and before he threw me out Darcy explained the restrictions on the release of his sister’s dowry. Without both guardians’ permission, the dowry is forfeit.”

Bingley remembered how Darcy always claimed he would never give in to a compromise. He had not realised how serious his former friend was. Never had he suspected the upshot of his making an attempt to entrap Georgiana Darcy could have ended in his death. He felt a cold shiver travel from his neck to the base of his spine.

“Mayhap we can use your almost elopement as a way to get back at Darcy,” Bingley postulated. “I should never have invited him and his cousin to come to the estate I leased near Meryton.”

“He and Fitzwilliam were your guests?” Wickham asked. Bingley nodded. “Did you know the Bennet sisters?”

“Not as well as I wanted to. The Bennets wanted nothing to do with me,” Bingley averred sourly.

Wickham could tell Bingley would have no useful information about the woman on whom he vowed to avenge himself, so he dropped the subject. “In the morning, you will purchase me some clothing and I will accompany you to Scarborough.” With the Spaniard’s businesses all being in the environs of London, Wickham was confident he would be beyond the man’s reach in Yorkshire.

“And why would I do that?” Bingley demanded.

“Darcy’s pride will ensure the reason for the break between you two will not be spread about in London as he will be loath to embroil the Darcy name in scandal. I have no such compunction, so if you do not do what I ask, I will make sure it will be known far and wide. Wickham knew he was bluffing as he had no proof, but the man opposite him was weak, so he was sure the threat would be enough.

With a huff, Bingley capitulated.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“I ‘ave a idea, ‘Arris,” Peters stated when the two men met in the morning.

“Wat be that?” Harris enquired sceptically. Peters had been sure Bingley would have paid for their silence, but they had not received a penny from him.

“We done ta work fir ta Wickham fellow, did we not?” Peters reminded his cohort.

“Wat of it?” Harris enquired.

“We ‘ave a note from ‘im as well,” Peters pointed out. “The toff be rich; ‘e will pay fir the infirmation.”

Harris considered what his partner in crime suggested. After a few minutes of cogitating he stated, “It could work, but ‘ow will we get paid and not be caught?”

“We use urchins to go back n forf. When ‘e agrees to pay, we give ‘im a location, one we watch, ta leave our blunt,” Peters proposed.

The two men went over their plan until they felt it was fool proof. Once they were happy, Harris, being the one of the two who could read and write, composed the note. As soon as it was ready, an urchin was on the way to deliver the missive to the toff’s house, with instructions to await an answer.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy was about to leave his house to visit the Hursts and Miss Bingley when the butler brought him a grimy note in the same handwriting as he had noted when he read the words which had exposed Bingley’s perfidy. Killion told him a boy was in the kitchens waiting for a reply.

He sat down again and opened the note; this one was not even sealed.

Toff Darcy

We posess infirmation an proof relating to te murder o yir father.

It cost yer ₤3,000 ta hear wat we know. If yer wan ta know, send a note back wif the urchin. If yes, we will make contac soon.

Darcy sat staring at the sheet of dirty paper as if the words would change the longer he stared at it. There was no question but that he would write back in the affirmative, but rather than call on the Hursts, he would be walking across to Matlock House to see his aunt and uncle.

He rang for Killion and handed him the note he had written. “Do you want the lad followed?” Killion asked.

“No, thank you, it is not needed, at least not yet,” Darcy averred. “As soon as you send him away, I will be making my way to my uncle’s house. The butler bowed and turned on his heel to carry out his master’s orders.

A few minutes later, Darcy was striding across the green in the centre of Grosvenor Square, his great coat billowing behind him.

Within an hour a Matlock courier was on his way to Netherfield Park and a footman was dispatched to Hilldale House on Portman Square. It was time to use Richard’s contacts in the army to assist them.


Chapter 21

Knowing time was of the essence, Richard was on his way to Longbourn within minutes of receiving the express calling him to London. Even had it not been someone claiming to have proof of how and why Uncle Robert died, Richard would not ignore an urgent summons from his father.

He would miss his Mary while he was away, but he fully intended to return as soon as may be, especially as there had been talk of inviting his family to join him at Netherfield Park to spend Christmastide with the Bennets and their extended family.

Hill showed Mr. Fitzwilliam into his master’s study without delay. Bennet was pouring over some correspondence when Mary’s suitor was shown in.

“I have come to take my leave,” Richard began without preamble. “My father needs me in London, but I will return as soon as the need for my presence is no longer pressing.”

Not for one second had the thought Fitzwilliam was abandoning them, and more specifically Mary, entered Bennet’s consciousness. There was no mistaking the two had fallen off the precipice of love. Although he was inquisitive about what would cause Fitzwilliam’s father to summon him with urgency, Bennet knew he could not ask if the man did not volunteer the information.

Bennet pointed to one of the chairs in front of his desk. Richard sat. He felt he owed his future father-in-law an explanation. “Bennet, you remember the day I told you and your wife about my cousin’s father dying with suspicious circumstances?”

“Yes, you mentioned you believed that blackguard Wickham, who caused Sir William to break his arm, and stole his horse when he fled, was the one who caused your uncle’s death,” Bennet recalled. “Have your conjectures been confirmed?”

“Not yet, but Father writes some man has contacted William…” Richard saw Bennet’s questioning look. “That is what we call Darcy. The note claims to know who was behind the murder and for a sum, he will turn the proof over to my cousin.”

All Bennet could do was sit back in wonder. Knowing Fitzwilliam had many connections among the military, he understood why the Earl was demanding his son’s presence in London. “When do you depart? I assume it will be very soon. You have time to take your leave of my wife and daughters, do you not?”

“My coach followed me here as I will leave as soon as I have farewelled the ladies of the house,” Richard averred. As if he had conjured his conveyance, there were the sounds of an arriving carriage from the drive.

“Let us join the ladies in the drawing room,” Bennet stated as he stood and led Fitzwilliam out of his study.

Cilla and her daughters were in the drawing room working on clothing for the less fortunate in the parish when her husband, followed by Mary’s suitor entered the room. There was no missing the serious looks on their miens. “Thomas is all well?” Cilla asked concernedly.

Hearing the worry in their mother’s voice, Jane, Elizabeth, and Mary ceased sewing and looked up, waiting for their father’s reply. Mary saw how serious the normally jovial Richard looked and could not but pray it was not bad news regarding their courtship. She censured herself for that thought. Richard was not a man who would renege on a promise without a reason. Also, she knew from their time together that he was as attached to her as she was to him. She relaxed as her certainty regarding the man she was rapidly falling in love with reasserted itself.

By the time Richard had explained his reason for the urgent journey to Town, Mary was chastising herself for allowing doubts to plague her, even if it had only been for a moment.

“I had no idea Mr. Wickham was so very bad that you suspect him of being a murderer,” Elizabeth said. “At least Sir William is well on the road to recovery after that criminal stole his mount.” Elizabeth’s thoughts fixed on the tall, dark, handsome, rude, arrogant man who had never apologised for his words at the assembly. He had experienced so much loss in his short life, first his mother and then his father. Perhaps that explained part of the reason why he was the way he was. That being said, it did not excuse his ungentlemanlike behaviour. Many people, like Mama, had lost both their parents and did not behave the way he did.

“I must away,” Richard stated regretfully with his eyes locked onto Mary’s.

Once Cilla presented him with an invitation for his family to join them for Christmastide, the Bennets accompanied Richard to his coach so they could farewell him in the drive. After taking his leave of all except Mary, the other Bennets stepped back allowing the courting couple to have a few moments of relative privacy.

“As much as I do not desire to be parted from you, I must answer my father’s call,” Richard told Mary as he took her hands in his own.

“Of course you must,” Mary agreed, “as long as you remain safe and come back to me as soon as you are able. I am looking forward to meeting your family members who will be able to join us for Christmastide.”

As much as Richard wanted to kiss Mary’s enticing lips, he settled for a kiss on each of her hands. With her parents and sisters standing close by, not to mention Biggs and Johns as well, Richard resisted his desire to turn her hands over and allow his lips to linger on the pulse of each wrist.

He entered his coach and Johns closed the door he had been holding open. Biggs had taken charge of Invictus, who would be kept in Longbourn’s stables until Richard returned. He gave a final wave to the assembled Bennets, and then Richard struck the ceiling. With that, he was on his way to Town.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Bingley’s carriage departed the inn much later than he had wanted thanks to having to acquire clothes for Wickham. When they finally were underway it was past one o’clock rather than just after dawn as Bingley had planned.

As much as he wanted to be rid of the man, Wickham claimed he had posted a letter to a good friend who unless she received regular prearranged words in letters from him, would make sure all of the papers and gossip rags were regaled with the story of Darcy’s betrayal at Bingley’s hands.

Not wanting to speak to Wickham, Bingley pretended he had fallen asleep minutes after the coach began to move.

Wickham was sure the man was feigning sleep, but he cared not. Every turn of the wheels took him further and further away from the Spaniard and his reach. He smiled to himself as he considered how gullible Bingley was to buy his tale about sending letters. The man had not even thought to confirm he had sent anything in the post with the landlord. Bingley’s stupidity had gained him a comfortable bed for the night, the outfit he was wearing, one more, and a new pair of boots—what luck a man had not collected his from the cobbler and they were of a size to fit Wickham, and best of all, transportation away from London and Álvarez.

He had no plans for what he would do after they arrived in Scarborough four days hence. Wickham had some ideas of demanding some funds from Bingley and then disappearing for a while to formulate his plans of revenge. Soon enough the motion of the coach lulled Wickham to sleep.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Less than four hours after departing Longbourn, Richard’s conveyance halted in Grosvenor Square outside of Matlock House. At the rest stop, Richard sent an express to Colonel Whitfield and Lieutenant-Colonel Sisley before he was underway again. As long as they were at the barracks, he expected them to arrive at his parents’ house within the hour.

The butler, who had served the Fitzwilliams—starting as an under-footman—since before Andrew had been born, bowed in welcome and then took the proffered outerwear. “The family is in the primary drawing room, Master Richard,” the old retainer intoned.

“Thank you Jeeves, it is good to see you,” Richard averred with a smile. He thought he noted the normally stoic man’s lips twitch up for a moment. In an instant his inscrutable mask was back in place.

“Richard!” his mother exclaimed when he entered the drawing room. Lady Matlock was soon pulling her youngest into a warm and welcoming hug. “We will speak about your Mary later,” she said next to his ear so only Richard could hear. He nodded his agreement.

“Thank you for coming so promptly,” Darcy said tentatively, “after my behaviour…” Darcy stopped speaking when his cousin raised his hand.

“There will be plenty of time to discuss that,” Richard insisted. “There is nothing which would have kept me away if I am able to assist catching the basta…” He remembered his mother, Marie, Anna, and Charity were all watching him intently, “…I mean, those responsible for Uncle Robert’s murder.” He looked around. “Where is father?”

“Our pater is in the study and will join us soon enough,” Andrew stated as he pulled his younger brother into a bearhug. “You look good little brother.”

“That is enough boys,” Marie interjected. “Come greet your sister Richard, with my girth I will not be standing to hug you.”

Next to be hugged were Anna and Charity, who was Marie’s youngest sister. Before Richard could take a seat, the Earl entered the drawing room his voice booming as it was wont to do. “Richard my boy, it is good to see you and you made good time.” Lord Matlock clapped his son on the back.

Before he could answer, Jeeves announced the two officers; Richard made the introductions. Anna and Charity were released to their companions and made their way to the music room prior to the start of the discussions.

Darcy began telling of his first letter from the same writer exposing Bingley. Richard’s eyebrows shot up. He had long suspected that was the truth of the matter, but he was surprised it had finally come to light. Then Darcy went on to speak of the newest letter with the demands for payment.

“It is just as well you did not have the lad followed,” Colonel Whitfield stated. “Unless someone is well versed in the arts of surveillance, an inexperienced follower is easy to detect, especially for a wily street urchin.”

“What do you suggest Whitfield and Sisley?” Richard enquired.

“We have men under our command who are expert at their craft. I suggest we have some stationed near Mr. Darcy’s house so the next messenger can be followed back to the man or men who have sent him,” Whitfield proposed.

“But will not their uniforms make them rather conspicuous?” Darcy questioned.

“If they were in uniform, then yes, that would be true. They will look like anything but soldiers,” Lieutenant-Colonel Sisley explained. He turned to his fellow officer. “I suggest six men who can follow as a team so even if the lad notices someone, he will never see the same man twice.”

Colonel Whitfield agreed without any modification. He looked at the men in the room; each gave his nod of assent. “The best of our men and their Lieutenant will report to Darcy House within an hour or two. If a new message arrives before the officer informs you his men are in place, just delay until he does.”

“It will be as you stated,” Darcy agreed. “I will return to my house.”

“And I will join you,” Richard insisted.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Seeing the way his cousin was pacing like a caged wild beast, Richard said nothing about Hertfordshire, or his courtship of Mary to William. There would be time for that once this situation was resolved satisfactorily. He respected William’s desire to keep his own counsel and not speak at that moment. His cousin was never the most loquacious man, but this was far beyond that.

Richard could only imagine the emotions roiling within his cousin. Like William, he had never believed Robert Darcy’s life had been ended by an accident. Until now, there had never been any proof to support the hypothesis his uncle had been murdered. Like everyone else in the family, Richard was convinced the one responsible was none other than George Wickham. The profligate libertine had never made a secret of his anger toward Uncle Robert after the latter had withdrawn as his patron and godfather. No one had taken the talk of revenge seriously until the day Uncle Robert had been found dead on the estate.

Slightly more than two hours after the meeting at Matlock House, a Lieutenant Shaughnessy was shown into Darcy’s study. “My men are in position,” he reported. “Instruct your butler to nod before he closes the door if a boy comes to the house with a message in the script of the others which have been sent to you.”

Darcy agreed and had Killion summoned so the Lieutenant could explain his orders himself. They did not have too long to wait, less than two hours after the soldiers were in place, a young boy, no older than eight or nine, covered in dirt, and with tattered clothing arrived at the door with a note in hand.

Like the previous time, the butler accepted the missive and sent the boy to the kitchens. The prospect of a warm kitchen and good food caused the lad’s eyes to grow as big as half crowns. Killion nodded before he closed the door, and then made his way to the master’s study where the three men were waiting. He handed the soiled paper to the master and withdrew from the study pulling the door closed behind him. As soon as the door was closed, one of the Thompsons took up station in front of it to make sure no one could eavesdrop.

With Richard reading over his shoulder, Darcy unfolded the grimy page.

Toff Darcy

If you ave our ₤3,000 redy, send confimation back wif ta lad. A place ta leave our money will be sent in a day or two.

“I should send a note back telling them the funds are here, should I not?” Darcy asked the Lieutenant.

“Exactly, but do not seem too keen. The lad is in the kitchen, is he not?” the Lieutenant verified.

“He is,” Darcy confirmed.

“Allow him to enjoy the heat and fill his belly before we send him back on his way,” the Lieutenant suggested. “Not only will it be the best food in quantity and quality the boy has enjoyed for many a day, he will be thinking about the luxury he has just experienced and not be nearly as vigilant as he would normally be.”

Taking what he had been told to heart, Darcy rang for Killion. He told his butler to quietly inform cook to allow the lad to eat as much as he wanted and to offer him some of her custard tarts for dessert. Once the butler had left the study to convey the master’s orders, Darcy sat and wrote his response.

When the urchin left Darcy House with the return missive in hand, the very last thing he was interested in was whether or not he was being followed. The nice rotund lady had sent him on his way with one of her delectable custard tarts to eat as he made his way back to St. Giles. Never once did he pay attention to the fact he was being tracked by a group of men who all looked like beggars or labourers.

He arrived at the Rolling Stones Inn a little after he had licked the last crumbs of the sweet treat from his fingers. Much happier than he had been before he left the sordid inn, the boy walked up to the counter and handed the return note to Mr. Michael Jagger, the landlord.

“No one followed ye?” he demanded.

“No, Mr. Jagger, I did as I were told,” the boy insisted. He hoped it would not be long before he was to deliver another message to the house on Grosvenor Square. Never had he been so well-treated as he had been there.

Neither the landlord nor the urchin noticed the three men who entered the inn, seemingly unconnected one with the other. One of the men made his way to the taproom, one made like he was looking at an old newspaper on a table near the counter, while the third went up the stairs to the second floor where the chambers were located. The three men left outside positioned themselves so they would be able to see all egresses from the inn.

The landlord handed the boy the pennies he had earned and then after telling his wife to watch the counter, made his way up the stairs and rapped on a door. Peters answered the prearranged sequence of knocks. He took the note from Jagger and locked the door.

He turned to take the note to Harris when the same knock sounded on the door again. With no good cheer he unlocked the door and before he could open it very wide, it was pushed back with great force knocking Peters to the floor. A pistol’s barrel was shoved in his face as two more men quickly took Harris into custody.

The three soldiers in the chamber bound and gagged the two. Next they searched the room and collected everything. The proof they needed was found under the mattress of one bed. The room was put to rights and then, with lengths of rope they had with them, they lowered the two criminals out of the window to their fellow soldiers below.

The men who had been upstairs exited the inn at staggered times and soon they, their comrades, and the two captives were on their way back to Darcy House. The landlord was none the wiser his friends, who had promised him two hundred pounds for his assistance, were gone.

Later when Jagger went to check on his friends, he found an empty chamber and assumed they had betrayed him and cheated him out of the promised funds. “I get no satisfaction when I trust men like that,” the landlord whinged on his way down the stairs.


Chapter 22

An extremely sullen Harris and Peters finally had their blindfolds removed from their eyes. They were in a room standing opposite several men seated at a table. When they looked around, they noted the soldiers standing near every conceivable avenue to exit the room. Even had their legs and hands not been shackled, there would have been no way to escape their fates.

“If we did not need your testimony against Wickham, I would have liked to have watched you dangle from the end of a hangman’s noose,” Darcy spat out. “That was my father you murdered!”

“You know William, we do have Wickham’s letter,” Richard drawled as if the two miscreants were not standing before them. He lifted the discovered missive from where it was on the table. “Surely that is enough to convict him so we do not need these two. We can leave them to the court and watch them hang.”

Any bluster remaining between Harris and Peters fled as they hung their heads knowing the men before them held their fates in their hands.

“I think it would be better to have as much evidence as possible,” Lord Matlock stated authoritatively. He turned to look at the two before him with as much disdain as possible. “You will be held in Newgate until we run Wickham to ground. If, no, when, we do, you will tell a court everything you know. If he is not discovered or you do not do your part, then rather than transportation you will face a court’s wrath and be given the ultimate punishment.”

Both men swore to do what they needed in order to have their lives spared. “What was your part in my father’s death?” Darcy growled. “If you address me, it is Mr. Darcy, not ‘toff’ anything!”

“That Wickham man ‘ad us chase the man so ‘is ‘orse would be skittish. Then ‘e jumped in front o’ ta ‘orse wif a whip. ‘E made ta ‘orse rear and yir faver fell off, but ‘e was still alive. Wickham ‘it ‘im wif a rock an then made it look like ‘e fell onto the rock,” Harris related.

“Now you see why we need them,” Lord Matlock told his younger son and nephew. “The letter that bastard wrote mentions how he needs assistance taking his revenge on my brother,” Matlock looked at his nephew, “your father. On its own it is not enough as he was not explicit as to what form his revenge would take. However, with them telling the court what they just revealed, will seal Wickham’s fate and ensure he will swing for what he did. Now all we have to do is find him.”

Colonel Whitfield nodded to two of his men. They and others came and took the sorry pair so they could be moved to Newgate Prison.

“We will involve the Runners, will we not?” Andrew queried.

“That we will,” Matlock agreed, “but we will need more than Bow Street to run Wickham to ground.”

“Did you not mention the man in question was a member of the militia and he deserted?” Lieutenant-Colonel Sisley questioned. There were affirmative nods from the three Fitzwilliams and one Darcy. “Whitfield and I will call on militia headquarters. I am sure the commanding general will make as many men as needed available to us to aid in the search. Word can be sent to regiments all over England so it will be hard for the man to find a rock under which to hide.”

“If General Atherton will support our application, it will ensure the assistance of the militia,” Colonel Whitfield opined.

Thus it was decided. The two officers would speak to Major-General Atherton, the commander of the Dragoons and enlist his aid in approaching the General of the Militia.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

After Darcy took his leave from Matlock House to see the head of Bow Street, Richard relayed the invitation regarding Christmastide to his family.

“We were to all go to Holder Heights to be with the Carringtons, Rhys-Davies, and some others,” Lady Elaine told her youngest. She did not miss the way his face fell at her response. “Marie, as you and Andrew will be back at Hilldale before then and it is so close to Holder Heights, you two should attend the Carringtons. William and Anna will be there as well and I will let Edith know Reggie and I will be joining Richard in Hertfordshire.”

“And then you will come to Hilldale for my lying in by the middle of January to join Mama and Charity?” Marie verified.

“Most certainly, yes we will,” Lady Elaine averred. “If things progress with Miss Mary then you will meet her after you deliver your child.” The Countess turned to her youngest son. “What can you tell us about the Bennets we do not already know from your letters?”

Richard related what he knew and when he spoke of Mary Bennet there was no missing the depth of his feelings for the youngest Bennet daughter. For some comic relief he told his family about his rector’s connection to the Bennets and the now cleared-up misconceptions the man had had regarding his inheriting Longbourn.

“And William knows none of this?” Matlock shook his head. “At least since your mother and I delivered a setdown he has acted with more humility. So, the second Mrs. Bennet is none other than my late friend Morris’s daughter. Mayhap it was just as well William did not know the truth. I am certain they would not have thought much of an apology if it had been rendered because he knew their social position and wealth was far superior to what he had thought.”

“It is good to hear Miss Bingley’s behaviour has improved,” Lady Elaine remarked, “I used to think she was as bad as that brother of hers. Now we know what he orchestrated to gain William’s favour and we know he is far worse than we ever suspected.” Lady Matlock paused. “When will you return to Hertfordshire? It is too late today is it not?”

“You have the right of it Mother. The soonest I will depart is early on the morrow,” Richard replied, “but I may wait until we hear the answer from the militia. I agree with my friends that the chances of running the murderer to ground increases exponentially if the militia assists in the search.”

“In that case, by this evening I will pen our thanks and acceptance of the invitation on behalf of your father and me to Mrs. Bennet. You will convey it back to her for me,” Lady Elaine stated.

“Will you tell Anna what we have learnt regarding that blackhearted man?” Andrew enquired.

“I think we must, but I will not do so before William agrees and I think it will be best if we speak to her together,” Richard averred. “By the by, you mentioned a setdown. What did my cousin do to earn your ire?”

His parents related what had occurred when their nephew had come to see them before he had discovered the truth about his so-called friend. Richard was not pleased to hear about William’s attempt to interfere in the courtship between Mary and himself.

“He is lucky I did not know of this when I first saw him after my arrival,” Richard fumed.

“Calm down, Son,” Matlock counselled. “Your mother and I made our position on his highhandedness abundantly clear to him. It is that which I believe has led to his introspection of late. Once this business with Wickham has been dealt with, there will be more than enough time for you to set your cousin straight.”

“You will not rescind your invitation for him and Anna to visit Rosings Park for Easter next will you?” Lady Elaine worried. Regardless of William’s bad behaviour, the last thing she wanted to see was a rift between him and Richard.

“I would not do that to Anna,” Richard decided. “Depending on when the babe is born, you will still be at Hilldale over Easter, will you not?”

“Yes, that is accurate,” Lady Elaine agreed.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Richard was able to begin his journey back to Meryton the next morning after Colonel Whitfield had called at Matlock House to share the news the General of the militia had agreed to allow his soldiers to be used in the search for George Wickham.

Before he left, William had sent a message that the Bow Street Runners would start at Mrs. Younge’s boarding house as he had been sure that was where Wickham would have skulked to in London. His cousin had sent to Pemberley for a portrait the late Mr. Lucas Wickham had commissioned of his son before the latter’s twentieth birthday. It would be sent to a man who would produce sketches of the libertine to be disseminated to all of the groups searching for him.

It was just as well he had not seen his cousin before he decamped from London. Although Richard’s ire had cooled significantly, he was not sure he would have been sanguine to see William yet, as he more than likely would not have been able to hold his peace before he departed from Town.

With each mile that passed and brought him nearer to Longbourn and his love, the vestiges of bad humour caused by what his parents had related about his cousin lifted. He was to see Mary soon. His coachman would drive him directly to the Bennets’ estate and leave him there. He planned to ride Invictus back to Netherfield Park thanks to his stallion being housed at Longbourn during his absence.

With his impatience to see Mary, the trip seemed interminable, but he arrived at Longbourn soon enough. His welcome, especially from his Mary, was everything inviting and warm. As soon as the greetings were over, he handed his mother’s note to Mrs. Bennet.

“Mother and Father knew your parents,” Richard related.

“I had forgotten that,” Cilla remembered. “They used to see the Earl and Countess when they would go to London for the season. With Mama’s passing when I was so young, Papa curtailed the time he spent in Town.”

While Mrs. Bennet read his mother’s acceptance, Richard seated himself next to Mary. They sat as close to one another as possible, their legs touching through the layers of clothing but exciting both of them nonetheless. Mary was about to ask about Richard’s time in London when her mother spoke.

“Richard’s parents will join us, the Gardiners, and Philipses for the festive season,” Priscilla related. “His older brother and sister-in-law will be with family in Staffordshire. Lady Matlock has some very kind things to say about my mother.” She wiped an errant tear from her cheek.

All were taken aback when Richard reported what they had learnt regarding the murder of Mr. Darcy’s father and the manhunt underway to bring George Wickham to justice.

Not long after the recitation, Cilla left the room to speak to Mrs. Hill, Bennet returned to his study, and Jane and Elizabeth remained in the drawing room to chaperone their youngest sister and her suitor. The two sisters sat in the opposite corner of the room to allow the two to have a modicum of privacy.

As he did not want any secrets between them, Richard told Mary all about his cousin’s words to his parents and subsequent setdown.

“That rude, insufferable man attempted to interfere between you and Mary!” Elizabeth blurted out. She immediately blushed with shame as she had overheard what Mr. Fitzwilliam had been telling Mary. It was not her place to interject.

“Lizzy!” Jane admonished. She too had heard what had been said and had been as unhappy about his words as her younger sister, but Jane had always been able to control her temper far better than Lizzy could at times. She was aware Mr. Darcy’s ill-advised slight had rolled off Lizzy’s back, but this would be something which would ignite her prejudices against him. One did not try to hurt someone Lizzy loved and remain unscathed.

“Seeing he tried to disparage your family as a whole, I should have included both of you in the conversation,” Richard said contritely. “All I can tell you is when I saw William…Mr. Darcy in London, there was very little of his improper pride on display. I think my parents’ words affected him greatly.”

“Only time will tell,” Elizabeth huffed.

Mary shook her head and Richard said no more on the subject. Mary was well aware Lizzy would need some time to cool down before she would consider the situation logically.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Mrs. Younge had been more than willing to tell the Runners about her erstwhile paramour and his flight from her house. That led them to question hackney cab drivers and the one who transported Wickham to Hyde Park was discovered. By the next day, the driver who had conveyed Wickham from where he had walked towards Cheapside to the inn had been found. In short order he had related the destination to which he had conveyed his passenger.

Four Runners descended on the inn. Thankfully, having no reason to hide their identities, Bingley had written his and Wickham’s names in the register. The investigators interviewed anyone from the landlord and landlady down who had any contact with the men.

It became clear the two men had met at the inn by chance but there was some prior acquaintance between them. Also, it was determined when Mr. Bingley departed in his coach two days previously the man they were seeking was with him. It was learnt the destination was Scarborough.

An express was dispatched to the Colonel commanding the Yorkshire Militia stationed outside of Scarborough within an hour of learning all of the facts. At the same time, Bow Street men and a platoon of militia men from London started up the Great North Road following the trail. As they were on horseback and could move faster than a coach, they hoped to arrive in Scarborough soon after Mr. Bingley’s carriage.

When Bingley’s name and the fact there seemed to be an acquaintanceship between him and Wickham was mentioned to Darcy, he understood who Bingley had gone to in order to find the men he had paid to attack him on the night he left the inn in Cambridge.

Darcy suggested the investigators go speak to Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley to discover places where Bingley would likely frequent in Scarborough.

With everything which had occurred and discovering the depths of Bingley’s depravity, Darcy decided he did not need to interview Miss Bingley. He was certain her chase of him had been at Bingley’s urging. He also thanked goodness Lady Charity had been resident at Matlock House or he would have brought Anna home and who knows what the dissolute Bingley would have attempted.

How had he been so wrong about so very much?


Chapter 23

Juan Antonio Álvarez, known as the Spaniard thanks to being born in Spain, was not overjoyed by the report his man gave him. Not only had George Wickham fled London before his men could collect him from the boarding house on Edward Street, but now it was not only Bow Street on his trail, but many soldiers as well.

Señor Álvarez had no doubt he would never see the more than two thousand pounds Wickham owed him, but he had wanted to have the satisfaction of ending the welcher himself. It was his reputation for being ruthless with those who did not pay which made sure all but a few paid and paid on time. His sources had informed him the latest intelligence was Wickham was on his way to, or had recently arrived in, Scarborough. As much as he wanted to give Wickham a permanent smile himself, Álvarez was too intelligent to do anything in sight of the Runners or the army.

There was always the off chance his men would find Wickham away from the prying eyes of those seeking him. Hence, he decided to send some of his best men north. If they were able to capture Wickham while evading the others seeking him, so much the better. The same day a carriage departed bearing four men sent northward by Álvarez. Like it would with their master, Wickham’s silver tongue would gain him nothing but a thrashing.

In anticipation of his men completing their tasks successfully, the Spaniard began to sharpen the blade of his special knife he used on those who did not, and would never, pay him what they owed.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Thanks to an ice storm raging just north of the inn where Bingley and Wickham had spent the night, not uncommon in the latter parts of November, rather than depart the next morning, they remained there for two days.

Sure that no one had any clue as to his location, Wickham was not concerned. As long as the puppy was paying for everything, he cared not about the delay. During the two days they were at the inn, Wickham had much time to think both of how he would avenge himself on those who had wronged him and his future prospects.

He needed to marry an heiress to keep him in the style he believed was his due. He had failed with that mouse, Georgiana Darcy, and even had he succeeded, due to the restrictions on her fortune he would have seen none of her thirty thousand pounds. Thinking of the amount stirred a memory. Had Bingley not always boasted about his youngest sister having a large dowry? Yes! It was twenty thousand pounds, not the size of the one he had hoped to control, but still enough…for now.

Wickham had only seen the youngest Bingley once some years past and did not remember her name. She was not the most comely woman, nothing to the three Bennets he had hoped to have, but neither was she homely. She would do well. He shrugged his arms into his jacket and knocked on the door leading into Bingley’s chamber. He did not wait for a response.

“I have decided how you can purchase my permanent silence,” Wickham drawled as he sauntered into Bingley’s bedchamber. The latter was lying back on the bed, his hands under his head and staring off at nothing in particular.

Bingley sat up and swung his legs over the side of the mattress. “And what would that be?” His dislike for Wickham grew daily. If there was a way to send the man on his way without too much expense to himself, Bingley was all for it. It was a great pity his silver inlaid duelling pistols were at the bottom of the trunk still lashed to the coach. Bingley was not a violent man—which is why he paid others to do his dirty work for him—but had he the means, he may very well have made an exception in this case.

“Arrange a marriage between me and your youngest sister,” Wickham averred succinctly. “You are her guardian, are you not?”

“Not any longer,” Bingley spat out derisively. “Before we departed Netherfield Park, I irrevocably signed her guardianship over to my brother-in-law, Hurst. I have no authority to arrange a marriage.” To himself Bingley added, ‘Even had I, it would never be to a wastrel like you. I have no time for my sister, but I would not see her tied to one such as you!’ “Now leave and allow me to return to my contemplation.”

Without another word Wickham made for his own chamber and slammed the interleading door. It had been such a good plan, to be thwarted yet again!

How was it possible his luck could be all bad? Another large dowry he had dreamed of would never be his. What did he have to do to receive his due? The only option was to make sure Bingley paid him a substantial sum once they arrived at his house in Scarborough. He would demand the same amount as the sister’s dowry. That way he would have the money without being tied to the Bingley family.

Of course, if he had married Bingley’s sister and obtained her dowry, once he ran out of funds he planned to abandon the woman and look for greener pastures. Wickham smiled to himself as he thought about the additional funds he would have forced Bingley to provide him to stop the scandal of his sister being thrown over. As soon as he would have judged no more money would be forthcoming, he would have moved on.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Luckily for George Wickham the weather had slowed the men riding to capture him, even if the full force of the storm had not hit them. The bad weather had cut the number of hours they were could ride safely, but they were able to advance slowly on their way north.

The combined group of Bow Street Runners and militiamen arrived at the Flying Pheasant Inn on the evening of the day Bingley and Wickham departed. It was discovered the two had recommenced their journey a little after midday. That meant they were only about a half a day behind their quarry.

The two days the two men being followed had remained at the inn, thanks to the storm, made it almost certain the express riders had reached the environs of Scarborough already where the regiment was encamped. That meant the Yorkshire Militia would be prepared to take the murdering deserter into custody as soon as he arrived in Scarborough.

Knowing a night ride to close the gap between his men and the fugitive on icy roads was inadvisable, and an unnecessary risk to the life and wellbeing of his men and horses alike, the Captain in command of the soldiers—he had been given authority over the runners as well—decided they would overnight at the Flying Pheasant Inn and ride at first light.

With two, and in some cases three men to a chamber, there were warm beds for all. Even more importantly was the stables were large enough to accommodate all the horses, so their mounts would be well cared for and rested by the morning. That there was warm and plentiful food to be had was an added, much appreciated bonus.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Peters and Harris were lamenting the misfortune which had landed them in Newgate Prison while they waited to discover their fates. In the years since the two incidents they had kept the secrets, but greed had led them to seek money the easy way.

Except it had been anything but easy, evidenced by the current squalid gaol cell in which they found themselves. Trying to get money out of that Mr. Bingley had led to the idea of selling Wickham’s note to that Mr. Darcy, the toff.

They had both blamed one another for their misguided decisions and almost came to blows over who was most culpable for the current trouble in which they found themselves.

The two men were praying for the best, which in this case was a ship to New South Wales in New Holland. Yes, they would have fourteen years of hard labour, but as long as they did their time without causing trouble, they would eventually be free. It was a much better option than having their necks stretched by the hangman. Of course that option depended on Wickham being caught and brought to stand trial. Their fates now rested with the abilities of the men searching for Wickham to find him and return him to the Old Bailey.

Separately, both men rued the day they had ever met George Wickham and through him that Bingley fellow.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy was pleased Anna was not at Darcy house to see him in the morose mood which had gripped him since the start of the manhunt for Wickham, followed by Richard’s return to Hertfordshire. He had recently approved Anna’s travelling to Holder Heights with Andrew and his wife as Lady Charity would be travelling with them. As he had not heard anything to the contrary, he was still under the impression Richard, his aunt, and uncle, would also be part of the party enjoying Christmastide in Staffordshire.

It was the first day of December, a Saturday and Darcy was sitting in his spacious study in deep contemplation. He was holding a snifter of brandy which he was unseeingly watching as he swirled the amber liquid in the glass. The subject of his cogitation was, as it was so much of the time, Miss Elizabeth Bennet.

Here he was a day short of a month since the ball at Netherfield Park nowhere near the raven haired, emerald-green eyed beauty and not only had he failed in banishing her from his consciousness, but if anything, he hankered for her more now than ever. The question was what should he, and what could he, do about his feelings which he could no longer deny were driven by a deep love of the lady?

His argument she was too far below him was slowly but surely being destroyed. Without revealing the status of Richard’s relationship with Miss Mary Bennet, the message his aunt and uncle had clearly imparted to him, was if she were to be Richard’s choice, he would have their full support.

Surely that meant if he gave in to the desires of his heart, Miss Elizabeth accepting him would not be seen as a degradation.

In his mind if either he or Richard offered for one of the Bennet sisters, the reply was a foregone conclusion. They would of course accept men so far above them in status and wealth. He ignored the voice reminding him the Bennets had never been enamoured with his connections or money.

Knowing he needed to make many changes, and making them were not the same thing.

He did decide he would condescend to apologise for his words at the assembly the next time he saw Miss Elizabeth. When he was with Richard at Holder Heights, Darcy would request to join him at Netherfield Park in order to further his suit with Miss Elizabeth.

That night he had the most pleasant dream yet in which he and Miss Elizabeth made passionate love. Yes, at some point he would honour her with a proposal.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“When do you think there will be news in the quest to track down the murderer, horse thief, and deserter all in one person?” Elizabeth asked as she, her sisters, and Richard, as she and Jane had been requested to address him, sat in the west parlour on Saturday afternoon.

“Given the distances involved now that it is known he is with Mr. Bingley on the way to Scarborough, I would estimate it will be some days before we hear any news of consequence,” Richard replied.

“Do you think Mr. Bingley was also culpable in the murder of your uncle?” Mary enquired.

“I do not,” Richard averred, “however, based on the fact the same men assisted Bingley, I believe Bingley went to Wickham to ask if he knew men who could assist him in his perfidy against my cousin.”

“Although I have no good feelings regarding Mr. Bingley I did not think he would lower himself to participate in a murder,” Jane stated.

“You have the right of it, Jane. Bingley is too much of a coward to ever take part in such a plot,” Richard responded. “He only met William when we were in our second year at Cambridge and as far as we know, Wickham was not seen in the area until a month before my cousin was attacked.”

“To be so driven by avarice and envy,” Elizabeth shook her head, “to me it sounds like Mr. Wickham is one of those who only see what they do not have, rather than the blessings they do have.”

“Lizzy, that is a mostly accurate assessment of his character,” Richard agreed, “except you must add a consummate liar and seducer to your list.”

“No wonder he looked at us the way he did,” Jane shivered at the thought of being touched, never mind being pawed by the man. “It only shows the wisdom of Mama and Papa’s decision to hide their income and the truth of our dowries from the world at large.”

“Lizzy, you will be visiting your friend who is to marry Hunsford’s vicar around Easter upcoming, will you not?” Richard enquired, seemingly incongruously. Elizabeth nodded. “As I have no secrets from Mary and I know neither you nor Jane would ever repeat this, there is something I must relate which is regarding that libertine Wickham and my ward, William’s sister, Georgiana. You will meet her when you visit, and your knowing about this may help you understand her more.”

“You must know, other than our parents, we would never repeat what you tell us to anyone without your explicit permission,” Mary assured her suitor.

“Bennet and Mrs. Bennet are already aware of what I am about to tell you.” Richard paused and took a deep breath. “This past summer…” Richard told an abbreviated version of Ramsgate and Anna’s rescue by William fortuitously arriving earlier than he had been expected. “It was only after my cousin arrived that the bas…profligate wastrel discovered the restrictions on Anna’s dowry. Eloping would have gained him nothing.” He looked at the sisters who were aghast at Wickham’s actions, not to mention Mrs. Younge’s, who rather than protect her charge, had tried to harm the girl.

“Is that part of the reason your cousin was in such a bad mood when he arrived in the neighbourhood?” Elizabeth questioned.

“Yes, I am sure it was, but that in no way excuses…” Richard began to answer.

“We know it does not,” Mary interjected, “but it does explain the reasons behind some of his actions.”

“The reasons for my telling you was not to garner sympathy for William,” Richard stated. “Since Ramsgate, when Anna meets new acquaintances, she is extremely shy, will not look you in the eye, and you will have a hard time hearing her monosyllabic responses.”

“You do not want me to think Miss Darcy is proud and aloof like her brother can be,” Elizabeth guessed.

“Exactly!” Richard exclaimed. “She needs more friends close to her own age; she was fifteen in March past. She has one very close friend, Lady Charity Rhys-Davies who is a year younger, and the sister of my sister-in-law, Marie. Charity will be with her mother at Hilldale so I am hoping you will be able to draw Anna out. She loves music, so that is a good subject to engage her interest and have her drop some of her defences.”

“Did you not tell me how so many attempted to befriend her to get closer to her brother?” Mary verified.

“Indeed,” Richard confirmed. “Miss Bingley was one of those, but that was when she was being manipulated by her brother. As far as I know, since she has changed Anna has not seen her.”

“Janey, you will be with the Gardiners on Portman Square after Twelfth Night,” Mary pointed out, “is it possible you will meet Miss Darcy in London before she meets Lizzy in Kent?”

“She will be at Pemberley after Christmastide as my parents will be making for Hilldale to be with Marie and Andrew rather than in London,” Richard explained. “She and William will journey directly from his estate to mine in the first few days of April.”

Elizabeth was not sure she was sanguine with seeing Mr. Darcy in Kent, especially after he had attempted to turn his aunt and uncle against Mary. However she would not renege on the acceptance she had given Charlotte to avoid the man. Also she was looking forward to meeting Miss Darcy, and Richard—who she suspected would be engaged to Mary by then—would be present. She had a thought. If Mary was indeed his fiancée at that time, she would make sure Charlotte invited her as well. As they would be hosted at the parsonage, propriety would be observed. Besides, if Mr. Darcy wanted to avoid her, he would have to go away, not her. Elizabeth decided to speak to Charlotte regarding Mary before her wedding which would be held in a week.

“Thankfully Sir William still has one good arm to use to walk Charlotte up the aisle,” Elizabeth remarked. Thinking of Charlotte had caused her to think of her friend’s father.

“According to what Charlotte related to me yesterday, his arm will not be out of the splints yet,” Jane revealed, “however, she tells that he is pain free now and Mr. Jones will remove the restrictions before Christmastide.” Even through his pain, Sir William had never lost his jovial nature which was one of the many reasons he was well liked by all five Bennet siblings.

“Speaking of the season upcoming, Henry and Tommy will arrive home in a fortnight,” Mary said excitedly. She smiled when she thought of the approbation for her courtship both of her brothers, but especially her twin, had expressed in return letters after Mary had written to them of her glad tidings.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The Bingley coach made its way into Scarborough after what seemed like an interminable journey thanks to the two day delay due to the inclement weather.

Bingley was deep in thought about how he was to rid himself of the parasite who had attached himself to his pocketbook. The faster the better. He would start by barring him entrance to the Bingley family home, which he had never sold.

For his part Wickham was thinking of the sum he would demand from Bingley. He would have liked the same as the sister’s dowry, but he had noted how sullen the man opposite him had become and he was sure he would refuse such a sum, regardless of the threats. He decided he would demand ten thousand pounds and be willing to settle for as little as four or five thousand.

Wickham felt the coach slowing and then come to a halt. He thought they had arrived at Bingley’s house, that was until he looked outside and saw they were surrounded by soldiers, rifles pointed at the cabin of the carriage.

He felt panic set in. Wickham could not imagine they were here for Bingley, it had to be him. Why would they go to this effort for a deserter? Well, he supposed there was the matter of the horse he had borrowed. But still, that did not explain the show of force he saw. He watched in horror as soldiers approached the door on either side of the coach.

As the doors were pulled open, Wickham reached for the knife in his boot and pulled Bingley in front of him as a shield, the knife to the man’s throat.


Chapter 24

Bingley’s natural reaction was to try to pull away from Wickham. He stopped and froze in place as soon as he felt the blade of the knife pierce the skin of his neck causing a trickle of blood.

“Wickham! What the bloody hell are you about?” Bingley demanded while the whole of his body shook with fear.

“You are my ticket to freedom,” Wickham growled. He too was petrified. Two soldiers stood at either door, each with his rifle trained on himself. Rather than back away, the men had only grinned and held their ground. “Move back or I will slit his throat,” Wickham blustered.

Rather than any of the men move, there was a smattering of derisive laughter. A captain replaced one of the soldiers. He did not have a rifle, but he had a pistol in each hand, both of them pointed towards where Wickham sat. “Do you think it matters to us if you swing for two rather than one murder? Then again the militia may have you face a firing squad for desertion during a time of war, and of course there is the matter of the horse you stole.”

Wickham began to sweat profusely. He could see no way out of his predicament. How did they know about old man Darcy? The Captain had said it would be two murders! They could not know…Wickham froze as it dawned on him. It was the turncoats Harris and Peters! They must have sold proof of his guilt to Darcy who set the hounds of hell after him. Why had he discounted them doing so after they had tried to extort Bingley for blunt?

Before Wickham realised what was happening, the window behind him shattered and he was covered with shards of glass, as Bingley was to a lesser extent. In an instant the cold steel of a pistol’s barrel was pushed against his head.

“Release the gent or I shoot ya,” a Sergeant growled practically in Wickham’s ear.

Thinking quickly Wickham understood if he moved the knife anywhere but to allow it to fall to the floor, he would be dead in an instant. On the other hand, if he was taken back to London to stand trial, he would threaten exposing his compromise of Georgiana Darcy to the world. The fact he had not done that was beside the point. Prig Darcy and the Fitzwilliams would not want a scandal and the Earl would use his influence to save Wickham.

He opened his palm and allowed the knife to fall. It did not make very much sound on the carpeted floor of the coach. “Release the man,” came the order from the Captain at the door.

Wickham lifted his arms from Bingley. As soon as he was free Bingley fell onto the opposite bench in almost disbelief he had survived a close encounter with his mortality. He could feel the wetness on his neck where the knife had pressed against his flesh, but he cared not. He was free. Bingley watched as two soldiers roughly pulled Wickham from the cabin of the coach and threw him on the ground face first. A large man shackled Wickham’s arms behind him and then the other two men pulled him to his feet.

“You know Mr. Bingley, if you play with a jackal you are prone to being bitten,” the Captain said disdainfully.

“But I was a victim here…” Bingley closed his mouth as the officer glowered at him.

“Peters and Harris are under arrest in London, they informed us you found them with help from the man who almost slit your throat,” the Captain spat. “Now it is up to the gentleman concerned whether or not charges for assault are brought against you.”

“B-But I-I-I n-never t-touched h-h-him,” Bingley stammered as he began to quake again.

“Do you think you are less culpable because you only paid the men to do your bidding? You are restricted to your house until a determination has been made,” The Captain revealed. “You had better pray you were not complicit in the murder of Mr. Robert Darcy, because if you were, you will swing.”

By the time the Captain had finished speaking, Bingley’s pallor resembled a well bleached white sheet. The captain nodded to some men on horses who took up station around the coach. Another climbed up and sat on the box next to the coachman. The soldier nodded to the driver who put his team in motion to continue to his master’s house. The contingent of eight soldiers rode either side of the carriage.

Bingley was so petrified at what could happen to him if Darcy brought charges against him, he had to fight not to soil himself. He did not want to think what would be if Wickham lied and claimed he was connected to the murder of Darcy’s father.

As the conveyance was being escorted to Bingley’s house, the Captain, his soldiers, and the Bow Street men who had been following the coach arrived and joined the men who had Wickham in custody.

Wickham had been feeling rather good about his chances once he made Darcy and his family understand the scandal he would unleash if they did not assist him. That was until he heard the two captains and the lead man from the Runners speaking next to the cart into which he had been hefted.

“There is no need to waste time with a trial and take this miscreant to London is there?” the newly arrived Captain suggested.

“True, not only did he desert, but while he was in uniform he attacked a knight, and then stole his horse. We have the authority to remove him to our encampment and to convene a court-martial in the next few days. He will face a firing squad. My men need some target practice and this bastard will suffice,” the other Captain stated as if he was discussing the weather.

“NOOOO!” Wickham screeched. “It is my right to have a trial in London…” Before he could say more, Wickham was gagged.

“You are a deserter! You have no rights.” The Captain who belonged to the Yorkshire Militia turned to the Bow Street man. “You have no objection to us dispensing military justice do you?”

“None at all,” the Runner agreed.

“He was a disgrace to the uniform, so he will be dealt with by us,” the Captain from London stated.

By now Wickham had soiled himself from fear and fainted dead away.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“It is over!” Darcy exclaimed to his study as he read the express from the Colonel in command of the Yorkshire Militia. He read it again to make sure he had not misinterpreted anything.

4 December 1810

Yorkshire Militia Barracks

Outside of Scarborough

Mr. Darcy,

As you were made aware, former Lieutenant Wickham was arrested here recently. What you may not know was Captain Jones, from the militia headquarters in London, brought the evidence of the crimes Mr. Wickham committed while in uniform along with permission from General Watts for the man to be court-martialled here and if found guilty to carry out whatever sentence was deemed appropriate.

Even though he was not in uniform when Mr. Wickham was deemed to attempt to murder Mr. Bingley, which was witnessed by my Captain Wyman, that was added to his charges of desertion, horse thievery, and conduct unbecoming. We are sure that Mr. Bingley played no part in the murder of your father.

As you would expect, he was found guilty on all charges. He kept demanding you be summoned to see him, right up until he was shackled to the post and the firing squad carried out the sentence of death.

I trust this closes the saga of the late Mr. Wickham.

Please inform us if you choose to prefer charges of assault against Mr. Bingley. He is restricted to his house until you make your decision.

Yours,

Keith Richards, Colonel

It would not bring his father back, but Wickham had paid for his crimes. Now he needed to make a decision regarding Bingley. It was a pity Richard was not in Town or Darcy would have consulted with him to gain his opinion. As it was he decided he would call on Matlock House to speak to his uncle.

He was leaning towards having Bingley face justice. Not only had he employed men to attack and hurt him, but Bingley had turned to Darcy’s worst enemy to find the men to carry out his dastardly plan. That was a double betrayal.

Thanks to the interrogation of Peters and Harris, Darcy too was certain beyond any doubt that Bingley was not in any way complicit in the murder of his father. They had confirmed Bingley not only did not participate in the conspiracy against his late father, but he had been completely unaware of it. If his uncle agreed, Darcy would push for transportation without the administering of any lashes. It was more than Bingley deserved, but banishment from England would be enough for Darcy.

Darcy knew he needed to call at the Hursts’ house to apprise them of what was to occur once he had spoken to Uncle Reggie. To assure them that none of this redounded on the Hursts or Miss Bingley, Darcy would ask his uncle to keep Bingley’s name off the lists of transportees which was sent to the newspapers. They were innocents so there was no reason to ruin them as well.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

When word reached the Spaniard from his men he had sent to Scarborough that Wickham had been arrested, tried, and executed by the militia, he was disappointed.

He did not mourn Wickham, or even the money he had been owed, all he missed was the opportunity to send the man to hell himself. It was done and there would be no profit in regrets. He reached for the vowels the late man had signed and consigned them to the fire.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“I agree with the way you are to deal with Mr. Bingley,” Lord Matlock stated once William had laid out his thoughts. “And yes, his name will not be sent to the papers. In fact on the order for transportation, he will be listed under a different name altogether.”

“My intention is to call on his family in the morning,” Darcy reported. “If you agree Uncle, I think the two men being held at Newgate should be transported.”

Lord Matlock agreed that even though their testimony against Wickham had not been needed, Harris and Peters would be sent to New South Wales and not hung.

“When do you and Aunt depart London for Holder Heights?” Darcy enquired.

“We will not be in Staffordshire until after Christmastide,” Lady Elaine revealed. “If you approve, Anna will accompany Charity to Bedford House in a sennight and travel with them into Staffordshire, unless you want her with you.”

“I have no objection to Anna accompanying Lady Charity, but why will you and Uncle not be in attendance?” Darcy enquired.

“We are joining Richard in Hertfordshire,” Lady Elaine explained. She saw her nephew’s eyebrows knit in surprise, but he had the good sense not to make any derogatory comments.

“Will there be no Fitzwilliams at Holder Heights for the Christmas season?” Darcy questioned.

“Marie and Andrew will be attending as planned. In fact they are already almost there. They departed a few days ago so they could travel slowly thanks to Marie’s heft as she increases,” Lady Elaine averred.

“What is in Hertfordshire?” Darcy asked. He could not help himself regardless of the disapproval he saw in his aunt’s and uncle’s looks.

“Richard is,” Lord Matlock responded with a clipped tone, “and we intend to meet the Bennets regardless of,” the Earl looked at Darcy pointedly, “anyone’s opinions.” He kept looking at his nephew challenging him to disparage the Bennets. Seeing some of the residual improper pride and arrogance in his nephew, Lord Matlock understood Richard’s request not to mention his courtship with Mary to William until he could do so in person.

There had been some changes in William, but there was still a long way to go. Afterall, Rome was not built in one day. All Matlock could do was hope his nephew would address the deficiencies in his behaviour before he put his foot in his mouth again. He prayed William would not be a simpleton and disparage Miss Mary to Richard. William would not enjoy the results of that confrontation if he ever provoked it.

Understanding that discretion was the better part of valour, Darcy held his peace on the subject and made no further comments and did not ask any more questions regarding his family members’ choice of a location to celebrate Christmastide.

Soon he was on his way back to Darcy House to contemplate his not being there to judge things for himself and to begin to honour Miss Elizabeth with his suit.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The following day Richard received a couriered letter from his father informing him of Wickham’s execution and William’s decision regarding Bingley answering for his actions. He agreed with the way Bingley would be punished, he certainly had not deserved to go without paying a price for his perfidy.

His parents had mentioned William knew they would be at Netherfield Park rather than Holder Heights, but had not mentioned his cousin’s reaction one way or the other. Not saying anything spoke volumes to Richard.

As long as William bit his tongue around him, and especially Mary and the rest of the Bennets, he would tolerate his company. Richard expected his cousin to be on his best behaviour the next time he was in the presence of Mary or any of her family. That reminded him that the soon-to-be Mrs. Collins—she would be that on the morrow in fact—had extended an invitation to Mary to visit her in Kent, and she had accepted. He had been impressed by the changes in Collins who had arrived the previous day and was being hosted at Longbourn. It was not only his own observations, but the changes for the better were enumerated in letters from the Curate, Mr. Travis, his Aunt Catherine, and Anne.

Richard intended to propose to his Mary on the return to Longbourn after the wedding breakfast, which would be celebrated at Lucas Lodge. Just as it seemed that a good woman would be the making of Collins, he was sure the same would be true of him if, as he suspected she would, Mary accepted his proposal on the morrow.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy let the knocker fall on the Hursts’ door at eleven on Friday morning. The butler showed him to the drawing room once he had relieved the visitor of his outerwear.

“Thank you all for receiving me,” Darcy intoned after the required bows and curtsies had been dispensed with. “I am afraid the subject I need to relate is not a pleasant one.”

“Please sit Mr. Darcy,” Mrs. Hurst invited. “Would you like tea, or perhaps coffee?”

“Thank you, but no Mrs. Hurst, I had some coffee shortly before leaving my home.” Darcy sat and told everything as it related to Bingley, the connection to Wickham, and the latter’s murder of his father. He finished with the penalty Bingley would pay.”

Miss Bingley wiped some tears away. “How far our brother fell,” she bemoaned. “You are being most generous in the punishment being meted out to him, and he deserves that and more.” Miss Bingley turned to her sister. “We too will be ruined, we must…”

“Excuse my interjection but…” Darcy explained not a word of Bingley’s exile would be breathed in London and the steps he and his family were taking to protect the names of the Hursts and Miss Bingley. There was much relief expressed by the three residents. “Also, he has been stripped of his fortune, save one thousand pounds he will receive after serving his sentence. The money will not be forfeit, rather it will be managed by Hurst to be split between Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley.” Darcy turned to Hurst, “I would suggest you have restrictions put in place on Miss Bingley’s fortune like my father did on my sister’s to thwart anyone who may prey on her to gain her money.”

“I will meet with my solicitor as soon as may be,” Hurst stated, somewhat in a daze. He and his wife had just come into half of a rather large fortune.

Both Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley were flabbergasted. They had not considered what would happen to the Bingley fortune. For Miss Bingley she knew her vast wealth would attract more men, but she was resolved to choose someone for the right reasons.

By the time he took his leave, Darcy left behind three calmed, but far wealthier, people.


Chapter 25

Elizabeth had to own that Charlotte looked happy to marry William Collins. She had long taken Mama’s words regarding not judging others by her own preferences to heart, but she had wanted to be sure her good friend would be sanguine with her marriage.

Seeing the glow on her new cousin as she and her husband greeted the guests at the wedding breakfast drove the last vestiges of doubts regarding Charlotte’s choice from her mind. She could not but smile at the way Charlotte redirected her husband’s overly verbose exclamations at times when they spoke to those attending the celebratory meal at Lucas Lodge. All it took was a look from Charlotte, or at most a touch on his arm for Mr. Collins to rein in his speech.

She could not help but be amused when she watched Sir William strutting around the wedding breakfast, his arm still in a sling, as proud as a peacock his eldest daughter had made a good match. Charlotte had conveyed it was a matter of days before her father would have the use of his injured arm again.

Seeing her friend’s father brought the late reprobate who had caused the injury and stolen his horse to mind. In his case the ultimate punishment had been more than deserved. Those thoughts reminded her of how pleased Sir William had been when his gelding had been restored to him.

The Runners’ investigation in London had led them to the lad who had assisted the late criminal in selling the horse he had stolen. In return for not being arrested for purchasing a pilfered horse, the owner of the stables had surrendered Arthur without complaint. A day later, horse and master had been reunited. Sir William, who was enamoured with tales of Camelot, was eternally grateful Arthur had been brought home.

Elizabeth approached Charlotte and William Collins to add her felicitations on their marriage just after Jane, Mary, and Richard had paid their respects.

Richard led Mary to a quiet corner of the room. “Mary, when we return to Longbourn, would you please grant me the honour of a private interview?” Richard requested.

It had been some time since Mary had been hoping Richard would propose, so she felt an inordinate amount of relief and joy at his request. She realised she had not responded, and Richard was looking at her expectantly and with a little uneasiness at her delay in giving him an answer. “Richard, my delay was due to my happiness at your request,” Mary assured her suitor who she hoped would soon be her fiancé. “It is my pleasure to grant you a private interview, as long as Mama and Papa agree to it.” Knowing how much she was in anticipation of a proposal from Richard, she knew beyond any doubt her parents would do nothing to deny their permission.

Her answer caused Richard to grin from ear to ear. “In that case, I will seek your parents and make my request,” Richard stated as he looked around the room. He spied the Bennet parents in conversation with Mr. and Mrs. Philips and their son Elias. He led Mary to her sisters, and then with purpose headed towards the group who were still speaking.

He did not interrupt, but rather Richard waited patiently. He noticed Bennet saw him and, with a knowing grin on his face, kept speaking to the Philipses. That was until his wife gently elbowed him in his ribs.

“Did you want to speak to us?” Bennet asked innocently as if he was not fully aware that was exactly what the younger man desired.

“On condition that the two of you approve, Mary has granted me her permission to address her in private once we are at Longbourn,” Richard related succinctly. He did not want to give Bennet an opening to make sport.

Bennet was about to do just that when his wife spoke before he could say anything. “Thomas and I are more than pleased to bestow our permission for you to address Mary,” Priscilla interjected. She ignored the put on pout on her husband’s countenance.

Richard bowed to the two. “Much appreciated,” he intoned before turning and making his way back to his soon-to-be fiancée—if she did indeed accept him.

“You spoilt my fun,” Bennet said next to his Cilla’s ear. It was said with amusement not disappointment. “I would not have sported with him too much before granting our consent.”

“Knowing how much Mary has been hoping for Richard to speak, I would not delay him, even by a moment,” Priscilla smiled at the love of her life.

“Yes, Dearest.” Bennet squeezed his wife’s hand.

Bennet and Cilla turned back to the three Phillipses who had been joined by Colonel and Mrs. Forster. The latter had seemingly made great changes, and her behaviour had improved significantly, while her vulgar effusions had all but disappeared. She was almost pleasant to be around since her husband had allowed her a final chance.

All too soon it was time for the bride and groom to depart. Once she had used the bedchamber of her youth for a final time in order to change for the journey to Hunsford—they would not be taking a wedding trip—Charlotte and her husband said the final round of goodbyes to family and friends. One of the last group she farewelled were the three Bennet sisters and her husband’s patron.

“I will miss you, Jane, but I am in great anticipation of hosting Eliza and Mary in March,” Charlotte related.

Hugs were imparted between the sisters and their new cousin. Soon thereafter, Mr. and Mrs. Collins made their way out to the Bennet carriage, lent to them to convey them to the parsonage at Hunsford, and with final wishes from Charlotte’s family, they were off.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Biggs and Johns will be outside of the parlour and the door will remain partially open. You have no more than ten minutes,” Bennet instructed before releasing Richard to lead Mary away to address her.

Richard bowed his head in acknowledgement and then he and Mary made their way to the parlour where the aforementioned footmen stood sentinel. From prior experience Richard knew the two men would keep an eye on the time and would make it known if they exceeded the allowed ten minutes.

He pushed the door closed leaving an opening to satisfy propriety and Bennet’s instructions. When they reached the centre of the room, Richard took one of Mary’s hands into each of his own and knelt on one knee.

“Mary Elizabeth Bennet, you see before you a man who would be lost without you walking life’s paths at his side. When I first had the pleasure of being introduced to you, I felt drawn to you like a moth is to a flame. As beautiful as you are, it is your mind and character which made you attractive to me.

“When I requested our courtship, I told you I had not yet fallen in love with you. On that day it was true, but soon after I knew you were the only woman in the world I would ever love. By then, I had fallen irrevocably in love with you. Each day I discover more reasons to love you, and I could not respect you more if I tried.

“Mary, will you make me the happiest of men and agree to join your life to mine? Will you marry me?”

“Richard Hartley Fitzwilliam as you are the only man I could ever agree to marry, it is easy to reply to your question. Yes Richard—over and over, as many times as you need to hear it—yes I will marry you,” Mary gushed.

It was the work of seconds before Richard was standing in front of Mary. He never relinquished his hold on her hands as he stood. If he was unsure whether or not Mary would allow him to kiss her, his doubts were banished when she tilted her head so her lips were waiting expectantly.

Being that Richard was less than a head taller than Mary it took a moment before she felt his lips brush her own. Even though the kiss had been very chaste, Mary felt the effect of the kiss from her lips to the tips of her toes. As pleasurable as it was, she wanted more. To make her point, she pushed up onto her toes and captured her fiancé’s lips.

For an instant Richard froze, but just as quickly he knew he could never deny Mary anything she desired. At that moment she wanted him to kiss her, so kiss her he did. Each kiss deepened until his tongue flicked against her lips which parted without delay, giving him access to her mouth.

His arms snaked around her back pulling her closer to him, while Mary gripped the lapels of Richard’s jacket. Time stood still for them, that was until they heard the two men outside clearing their throats loudly.

As much as neither wanted to break the contact between them, they both took one or two steps back from the other. Mary was concerned her legs would not support her as they had become jellified from the passion which had flowed between them. Thankfully they held her upright.

“It was never my aim, but I cannot believe that I, the youngest Bennet sister will marry before my older sisters,” Mary stated.

“That will depend on your sisters not meeting the other half of their hearts and the length of time your parents desire for us to be engaged before we marry,” Richard averred as soon as he had brought his breathing back under control. “I must speak to your father before we make plans for the wedding date.”

“Yes, and I need to go to Mama,” Mary agreed.

Before they turned towards the door, there was a single knock, and then without further notice the door was pushed open to reveal John Biggs and Brian Johns standing in the hallway.

Seeing the couple had some distance between them, the two men said and did nothing. Richard was the first to depart the parlour to seek out his soon to be father-in-law. Mary followed directly after on her way to the drawing room where her mother and sisters were located.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

As soon as Mary entered the drawing room, her mother and two older sisters had no doubts regarding the result of the interview. Mary did not walk into the room so much as she was floating on the wings of the angels. The dreamy look she was sporting told those within everything they needed to know.

“Richard has gone to see Papa,” Mary stated before she sat down next to her older sisters.

As her youngest daughter said no more, Cilla decided not to press her. Before she could say anything else, Hill entered the drawing room and informed the mistress the master requested her presence in his study.

“I was just explaining to Fitzwilliam here that due to us having a true partnership, even though granting permissions and blessings is the province of the father, I would not do so without your concurrence,” Bennet drawled when his wife closed the door after she had entered the study. Bennet held out his hand and his Cilla joined him behind the desk, standing next to him her one elbow resting on his shoulder. Bennet looked at Fitzwilliam who was shifting from foot to foot. “You have a question for us?”

Even though he had never gone into the army, Richard knew from his friends that at times a frontal attack was best. This was one of those times. “Bennet and Mrs. Bennet, I asked Mary to be my wife, and she did me the greatest honour and accepted my hand. It will be my life’s mission to make her happy all the days granted to us by God.”

Bennet and Cilla looked at one another and communicated silently. They knew Mary would never repine marrying the man before them but it was still bittersweet, their youngest daughter would be leaving them sooner rather than later. There was no doubt in their minds that he deserved her and would make her happy. That the two loved and respected one another was not a question.

“We offer our permission and blessing for you to marry Mary,” Bennet intoned. There was no missing the way their future son-in-law lit up with joy and pleasure. “How soon were you two planning to marry?”

“That is not something we have yet discussed, as it would have been placing the cart before the horse as we had not your consent yet,” Richard averred. His answer pleased both Bennet parents.

“Mary is joining Lizzy in travelling to Kent in March which will give her an opportunity to see your estate and the neighbourhood,” Priscilla noted. She looked at Thomas who nodded his agreement. “In that case, any time from a week after Easter will be acceptable to us.”

Both saw the disappointment flash across Richard’s face. “I know four months is longer than you had hoped for,” Bennet commiserated, “but do not forget it was only August past when she turned nineteen. With the level of maturity Mary exhibits it is hard to remember her age at times.”

He was to marry his beloved Mary, and yes, he would have preferred an engagement of two months or less, but at the same time he understood the points the Bennets were making.

“Once Jane joins the Gardiners in London after Twelfth Night, we will all follow so that we may begin to purchase Mary’s trousseau,” Prescilla decided.

“And then I will be able to show Mary…and you, the former De Bourgh House, now Fitzwilliam House, on Berkeley Square,” Richard stated.

“You have not asked about Mary’s dowry,” Bennet pointed out.

“I know it is substantial, but I have more than enough for us and any children we are blessed with, so my intention is the settlement will leave her money under her control,” Richard stated emphatically.

“We are more than aware your interest in Mary predates us disclosing our financial position or the approximate value of her dowry. Hence there was never a worry your desire to be with Mary was driven by pecuniary needs,” Priscilla related. “We will leave the decision regarding Mary’s dowry to the two of you.”

Richard bowed his head in thanks for the Bennets’ confidence in him.

“Come, it is time to make a formal announcement.” Bennet stood and offered his arm to Cilla.

“Afterward, would you object if I use the study to compose some expresses?” Richard enquired. Permission was granted and Richard followed the couple out of the study.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Richard is engaged!” Lady Elaine proclaimed joyfully after she read the express which had just arrived that evening.

“To Miss Mary Bennet?” Georgiana queried.

“Yes, the very one,” Lady Matlock confirmed. “I am so happy he found someone to love him who he loves in return.”

“Of whom do you speak, Elaine?” Lord Matlock asked as he entered the drawing room. His wife gleefully handed him the express. “Good on you, Richard! I am well pleased we will meet our future daughter and her family in just over a sennight.”

“As pleased as I am I will be spending the holidays at Holder Heights with William, Charity, and the rest, I would have liked to meet Miss Mary too,” Georgiana lamented.

“If there is no wedding before then, you will meet her and Miss Elizabeth at Rosings Park when you and William are with Richard,” Lady Elaine observed. “As long as William does not issue any more insults to anyone, especially not one named Bennet.”

“I am sure he will behave,” Georgiana asserted.

“We can only hope,” Lady Elaine stated somewhat sceptically.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy stared at the express he had received from Richard. ‘I suppose this will ease my way with Miss Elizabeth,’ he mused silently. ‘It is a great step up for Miss Mary and the Bennets. It also means when I offer for her older sister it will be more acceptable as the Bennets will be connected to my aunt and uncle.’

Due to his being needed at Pemberley, he would not be able to join Richard at Netherfield Park to press his suit with Miss Elizabeth as he had planned after Twelfth Night. Thankfully he knew she would be at Hunsford when he and Anna went to visit Rosings Park.

He was sure he would be engaged to Miss Elizabeth before he departed Richard’s estate.


Chapter 26

Henry arrived home the day before Tommy as Cambridge’s term break commenced a day prior to Eton’s. The morrow was also the day the Gardiners and their four children were to begin to be hosted at Longbourn. It was two days before the Earl and Countess’s expected arrival at Netherfield Park.

His pleasure at seeing his twin sister was usually effusive, but nothing like this day when Henry’s hug lifted Mary’s feet clear of the floor as he swung her around. “I am so pleased for you Mary; Fitzwilliam is a very good man. I could not have parted with you to someone less worthy,” Henry said near her ear once he had put Mary back on the ground. He looked at his older sisters who were smiling indulgently as they watched him greet his twin. “No prospects for either of you two old ladies as yet?”

His last statement, albeit said in jest, earned Henry playful slaps on his arms from all three of his sisters. It was good to be home until after Twelfth Night.

Knowing their brother was teasing them, neither Jane nor Elizabeth took any umbrage at Henry’s statement. They were both confident when it was time and they found the right man, they would resign their single status. Neither begrudged Mary her joy nor felt any envy that she was engaged before they had found a suitor for themselves.

At that moment the face of the last man Elizabeth could consider aligning herself with flashed in her memory. ‘Why on earth did I see the image of Mr. Darcy in my mind? It must be because I dislike him so very much. I will be polite when I am in Kent, but no more than that. Rude, insufferable, interfering man!’ she thought.

Once Henry had been greeted and welcomed by his parents, he made his way up to his chambers to wash and change.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

It had been two days since his aunt and uncle decamped to Hertfordshire and Anna and the Rhys-Davies departed London that Darcy began his journey into Staffordshire.

He could have travelled with the Duke of Bedford and his party, but he preferred to keep his own company. He was trying to understand his aunt and uncle’s reaction to Richard’s engagement. They were unequivocally supportive, and never a word regarding the Bennets’ lower social status or lack of wealth was ever mentioned.

At least he had not received another set-down at their hands thanks to the fact Darcy had guarded his tongue on that subject. To make sure he did not say the wrong thing, he had limited the time he spent with his family before they left Town. For the life of him, he could not see the incongruity between his desire to marry Miss Elizabeth and his opinions regarding the family’s position and worth in society.

There was a knock on the study door which snapped him out of his reverie. “Your coach is packed and ready to depart,” Carstens told his master when he had been bade enter.

“Thank you, Carstens, I will be there anon,” Darcy responded. He tidied his desktop and placed the ledgers he had been looking at back onto the bookshelves behind his large, comfortable chair. With a last look around his study to make sure he would not forget anything he wanted with him over the two plus days it would take to reach Holder Heights, he walked out of his study and was assisted into his outerwear by Killion.

Once ready, he inclined his head to the Killions and exited his house and was soon sitting in the comfortable cabin of his large travelling coach. His valet was sitting on the rear facing bench opposite him. Darcy struck the ceiling, and they were off.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Richard had been on hand to welcome his parents to Netherfield Park. They had all called at Longbourn the day after they arrived, and Richard could not have wished for the two families to have gotten along better.

As an avid lover of chess, it did not take long before his father had been locked in a duel across the board with Mr. Bennet. The Earl had been impressed that Bennet had beaten him soundly. Hence, he was unsurprised that the two Bennet sons were almost as proficient at the game as their father. He had not been prepared for the skill Miss Bennet, his future daughter, and her next older sister—the latter rivalling her brothers in the game—who were both excellent players as well.

At that first meeting the Fitzwilliam parents had been introduced to the Gardiners. Although the Countess had not met her before, she knew Mrs. Gardiner’s name from some charities they supported in common.

Lord Matlock was aware of Mr. Gardiner and had been wanting to be accepted as an investor by his company for some time now, so meeting him in a social setting had been a boon to the Earl. It had surprised him the Gardiners were related to the Bennets; however, it was explained that they were only connected by blood to Jane Bennet. It was evident the rest of the Bennet family accepted them as family regardless of the lack of blood ties.

In addition, Mrs. Bennet and the Matlocks had reminisced about her parents. Cilla had not known Lady Matlock had been a friend of her mother’s when they were both young girls, so the stories told of her mother before she was born had warmed her heart.

When the three Fitzwilliams returned to Netherfield Park after the first meeting with the Bennets, Richard went to see them in their private sitting room. “Well?” he asked.

“Your Mary is delightful,” Lady Elaine told her son. “I can see what attracted you to her. Besides being an extremely accomplished musician and highly intelligent, she has a wonderful dry wit.”

“I cannot but agree with your mother,” Lord Matlock added. “After meeting them it is inconceivable to me why William was so blind while he was here. There are times I do not understand that boy. After your mother and I called him on the carpet, we thought we had got through to him, and I will give him credit where credit is due, he has been far more circumspect in delivering his decided opinions, but his improper pride and arrogance is still just under the surface.”

“In my opinion, it will take a rather epic surprise, no—more than that—a shock, to break through and make William re-evaluate his character,” Richard postulated. “He is a good landlord and master, a loving brother to Anna, and ever faithful to his family, but he is blind to some of his faults. I think he is unable to see them as flaws in his character, and until he does, he will not make substantial changes.”

“Our son has the right of it,” Lady Elaine opined. “I wonder what it will take to make William wake up completely.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

It was the day before Christmas and Darcy was sitting in his private sitting room in the guest wing of Holder Heights. A crackling fire in the grate kept the cold of winter, enhanced by two days of snowfall, at bay.

Darcy was swirling the contents of his snifter of brandy around. He had poured the liquor some time previously, but he had not taken a drink. He was deep in contemplation as if trying to solve an unsolvable quandary.

He had been at the Carringtons’ primary estate for almost a sennight and the more time he spent among those in residence, the more confused he became.

As one who had always judged other’s worth based on rank, social position, and wealth—the exception to his own detriment had been Bingley—then how was it those present, which included dukes, marquesses, and earls among others treated him as an equal?

He was the grandson of a late earl and nephew to a current one, but that was nothing to the ranks of those present at the estate. Not only that, there were the Featheringtons who were not only untitled and not very wealthy, but their family had been excoriated by Charles I. They were far below even him in society, yet they were treated no differently than anyone else.

That was not all. They were included for the upcoming epic journey to be undertaken on the Duke of Bedford’s The Rose. Thinking of the group who would be sailing for the West Indies in February, Darcy had enquired if there was any room left for him and Anna, just in case he was able to get away. He was confident if he did join the group travelling, Miss Elizabeth would still be waiting for him when he returned. However, it was for nought. He was told by Bedford that the final open berths aboard his ship had been claimed by the Featheringtons. Darcy’s thoughts returned to what he had been contemplating before he was distracted by the voyage he would not be able to take.

He added what he had seen to the way he had seen Richard treat the Bennets—during the rare times he had been in company with them—combined with the way his cousin, aunt, and uncle all spoke about them. The set-down when he had tried to warn them about the Bennets was still rather fresh in his consciousness. Could it be they were all right and the way he related to those he felt were below him was wrong?

Darcy had tried to speak to Andrew and Marie to canvass their opinion of the family with which Richard was aligning himself. He had seen the look of warning in Andrew’s eyes so Darcy had receded and not attempted to raise the issue with his cousins again. He supposed Andrew was too distracted by his enceinte wife to consider weighty issues. It was easier to think that than to consider here was another family member, whose wife was the daughter of a duke, who disagreed with Darcy’s thinking on the subject.

Before he could think about it any longer, the gong to warn the residents it was time to dress for dinner sounded. Darcy placed the snifter, the contents untouched, on the table and made his way into his bedchamber so Carstens could assist him in preparing for dinner.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Even before Christmas day, the Earl and Countess had requested the Bennets address them by their familiar names. Mary had been asked to call them Father and Mother, while Richard was asked to address Mrs. Bennet as Mother Cilla. The other four Bennet children were invited to call Richard’s parents Uncle Reggie and Aunt Elaine. The same courtesy had been extended to the Gardiners.

The day before Christmas had seen some snowfall. Much to the Gardiner children’s chagrin, it had not been enough to build a snowman, but there had been sufficient snow to make small snowballs. From Richard on down, except for May Gardiner who was only four, the younger set had as much of a snowball battle as they were able with the limited resources. The three sets of parents, along with May, watched the goings on from a window which overlooked the park.

Having seen enough, the three men moved into the library. Matlock and Bennet faced off across a chessboard and Gardiner would play the victor.

As soon as his opening move was made, Matlock cleared his throat. “Bennet, I need to apologise on behalf of my family, an apology I believe is long overdue…,” Matlock intoned.

“Matlock, you have nothing for which to be pardoned,” Bennet interjected. “If you are referring to your nephew’s behaviour in general and his slight aimed at Lizzy in particular, it is for him, and him alone to make amends. As his uncle you are no more culpable for his actions than you are for the Corsican Tyrant dragging so many into a war.”

“It is a family honour thing,” Matlock clarified.

“Your honour is intact without your having to beg pardon for someone else’s actions,” Bennet insisted. “Now let us not hear any more misguided attempts to accept blame for that which is not yours. Your son attempted the same soon after Mr. Darcy’s words and I told him the same thing I am telling you.”

The Earl inclined his head in thanks. If William had soured the Bennets against Richard, he would not have been able to forgive his nephew. He had never seen his second son so completely contented before.

In the drawing room the three matriarchs were watching the goings on in the park while May sat playing with her dolly on the rug before the fire.

“Richard told me that he and Mary have decided to marry on the second Friday after Easter, the six and twentieth day of April, I believe,” Lady Elaine remarked. “Would you object if we hold a prewedding ball for them the Tuesday before?”

“I would not. Do you mean to hold it in London or at Netherfield Park?” Priscilla asked.

“I believe it would be best held in this neighbourhood,” Lady Elaine averred. “It is easier for those who will be invited from London to attend, than for all of those in the area to make arrangements and find accommodations in Town. Besides, from what I have learnt of your daughter, she would prefer a celebration which was not a London high society event.”

“You know Mary well,” Priscilla replied. “Until Maddie and Edward moved to Portman Square, Mary was perfectly happy to stay at the house on Gracechurch Street, as were the rest of us.”

“I miss that house,” Madeline Gardiner sighed wistfully. “Edward uses it as his offices now.”

“Did I not hear you own an estate near Lambton?” Lady Elaine enquired.

“Yes Elaine, your information is correct. Edward purchased Clover Dell a few years after he acquired our house on the square. My father lives at the Dell and we spend most of our summers there with him,” Madeline related. “Papa is only in his seventh decade; but he eschews travel of any length unless it is unavoidable.”

“Elaine, I assume you are looking forward to the birth of your first grandchild,” Priscilla stated.

“Very much so…” Lady Elaine told her two friends about how the birth had caused them to miss the holiday to the West Indies and of all the travellers who would not be able to attend Mary’s and Richard’s wedding. “My cousin Rose will be with Marie as well. She has other grandchildren from her eldest son, but she is as excited as I am to welcome Marie’s and Andrew’s first child into the world.”

“It shows a mother’s love for her to miss such a voyage to attend her daughter,” Madeline observed.

“That and the fact Charity cannot tolerate the movement of a ship, even when it is tied to a quay,” Lady Elaine explained. “Rose will not leave her youngest alone for so many months, even though I would have kept Charity with me with the greatest of pleasure. She and my niece, Anna Darcy, are best friends.” The Countess saw the look which flashed across Cilla’s face at the mention of Darcy. “She is in no way like her brother. Other than extreme shyness when she meets someone new, that is.”

Priscilla remembered what they had been told regarding Miss Darcy and she felt ashamed she had reacted in that way to her name. They had been asked to keep the information in the strictest confidence so unless Elaine spoke of it first, she would not.

On Christmas day the Philipses and Forsters joined the Bennets and their guests after services. All the Bennets as well as the two Philips men were grateful that Hattie Philips and Lydia Forster were much subdued and behaved creditably.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The days sped by, and the families greatly enjoyed their time together. On the second Tuesday in January, Henry and Tommy departed to their respective schools and the Gardiners, with Jane, made for London.

On that Thursday, the four remaining Bennets and the Fitzwilliams—sans the Earl who was needed in Town soon for business—would travel to Town.

On the same Monday after Twelfth Night, Darcy and Anna departed Holder Heights for Pemberley. Anna was not happy to be separated from Charity, but the disappointment was blunted by the fact she would travel to Hilldale in February when Charity and Aunt Rose would be in residence after seeing those departing on The Rose off for their voyage to the west.

As he had been for most of the time at Holder Heights, Darcy was still deep in thought by the time he departed the Carrington’s estate.


Chapter 27

“Wes, you will accompany me to Gardiner’s office today,” Lord Cyril De Melville, the Earl of Jersey told his son, Lord Wesley, Viscount Westmore. “As my heir it is important you are aware of our investments. You remember how I told you that Gardiner has consistently delivered better than expected returns for us.”

Wesley De Melville, called Wes by his family and friends, was seven and twenty, relatively tall, just over six feet in height, well built, with light brown hair, and almost grey eyes. Unlike many lordlings in the Ton, Westmore did not participate in the debauchery and dissipation of many of his set.

“Yes Father, I am well aware his endeavours have paid off handsomely for us. As I have nothing which precludes me from accompanying you, I am more than happy to do so,” Westmore told his father respectfully. “If memory serves Birchington told me he and his father are to meet with Mr. Gardiner as well.”

“That is correct, Son,” the Earl agreed. “Bedford is a participant in this venture. Thanks to his owning the Dennington Lines he will provide the ships, Gardiner the capital and knowhow, and us additional capital. We are to import spices, tea, and fabrics from India, China, and other countries in the east. With the volume we will purchase, the prices will be reduced which will give us a competitive edge when the ships arrive in England and Gardiner and his men sell everything. It could be one of the most profitable ventures yet.”

“It is sad that rather than disdain trade, more of the landed gentry do not embrace it,” Westmore shook his head. “That way, a bad yield one year, or more than one, would not bankrupt some, like has happened to too many landowners when there have been a failure of crops.”

“Unfortunately, too many of our class are determined to hold onto the past ways of doing things—even at the cost of self-ruination,” Lord Jersey stated.

“When are we to depart for Mr. Gardiner’s offices?” Westmore enquired.

“In an hour,” his father informed him.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Jane dear, Hopkinson heard you were with us and requested you visit the offices to check some complicated computations in which he cannot discover the error or errors,” Gardiner told his niece.

Just like her sisters, Jane too was very intelligent—in her case it was with sums and maths in general. She could look at columns of numbers and find an error almost immediately, one which had eluded clerks for some days already. Not only was she good with numbers, but she enjoyed working with them immensely. The aforementioned Hopkinson was the head clerk in Gardiner’s offices.

Gardiner was aware his head clerk found any excuse he could to request Miss Bennet’s assistance. Like so many who saw Jane’s beauty and experienced her kindness, he was infatuated with her. It would always be from a distance as the man was under no illusions that his employer’s niece would be interested in himself. Because Gardiner was aware Hopkinson would never move beyond speaking to Jane, he knew she was completely safe with him. Besides, there were six other clerks in the office, and his own office looked onto that area via a large window, so he would see Jane at all times.

“As I have nothing scheduled today, it would be my pleasure to accompany you. If it were the morrow, I would have had to demur as I am to visit Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley in the morning,” Jane averred. “You know how I love numbers and visiting 23 Gracechurch Street where we used to visit you and Aunt Maddie before you moved is always a pleasure as I reminisce about when we were all much younger.”

She intended to invite the sisters to visit her at Gardiner House after Lizzy and Mary arrived in a few days. Jane was looking forward to seeing her Mama and sisters again. It had been less than a sennight since she departed Longbourn but she was already missing her family members.

“If Hopkinson ever crosses a line you will not hesitate to inform me, will you?”

“Uncle Edward, Mr. Hopkinson is harmless and has never come close to breeching propriety.”

“I did not think he would, but you are under my protection, so I had to mention that.” Gardiner paused for a moment. “Will you be able to be ready to depart in a half hour?”

“We could leave now. All I need is my outerwear and to farewell Aunt Maddie and my cousins,” Jane smiled.

Not ten minutes later uncle and niece were in one of his carriages on the way to Gracechurch Street. As soon as the footman on duty at the offices relieved them of their outerwear, the two made for Gardiner’s office.

The whole of the first floor had been altered. Gone was the dining parlour, sitting room, drawing room, and a parlour. In their place was a waiting area for clients who had an appointment to see the owner, Gardiner’s office, and a large open area where the seven clerks sat. There was a door leading from the waiting area into Gardiner’s office, another from his office into the large space where his clerks worked, and a door from the clerk’s space to the waiting area. Rather than a solid wall between the offices, there was a large window in the wall which, if Gardiner desired, could be covered from inside of his office.

Jane did not miss the waiting area was being cleaned by a maid. She knew the cleaning usually occurred at the end of the day, so she looked at her uncle questioningly as the two entered his office.

“My partners in the latest venture will be calling in less than an hour. You know one of them as you address him as Uncle Reggie. In addition the Duke of Bedford, his son, the Marquess of Birchington, and the Earl of Jersey will be meeting with me,” Gardiner revealed. “The latter may bring his son, Viscount Westmore, with him today.”

It did not surprise Jane that her uncle was unaffected when mentioning his highly ranked business associates. Like the Bennets, Uncle Edward judged a man by the content of his character, not his rank and wealth.

After a few minutes, Jane used the door leading into the clerks’ office, and made her way to Mr. Hopkinson’s desk which was in front of the opposite wall facing her uncle’s work area. “Good morning everyone,” Jane greeted the clerks who were present. All stood and bowed to their employer’s niece.

She was used to Mr. Hopkinson’s cheeks pinking when she approached him so she ignored his reaction to her as she always did so as to not embarrass the man. Soon, any other distractions fell away as Jane poured over the ledger with which the clerk was having trouble. She was in the world of numbers and that was all she saw.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Matlock, I did not expect to see you here,” Bedford stated when he and his son were shown into the waiting area. They were followed by Jersey and his son and the former had the same reaction as the Duke.

“My second son is engaged. The announcement will be in the papers on the morrow, and Elaine and I spent Christmastide…” Matlock gave a brief synopsis of meeting Gardiner who had offered him an opportunity to invest in his newest project. “Elaine, Richard, his fiancée Mary, Mrs. Bennet, and Miss Elizabeth will arrive at Gardiner’s house in two days. Once the Bennets are at Gardiner House, my wife and son will join me at Matlock House.”

“Well I for one welcome my daughter’s father-in-law as another investor,” Bedford boomed.

The Duke and two Earls discussed a bill they were all interested in while Birchington and Westmore spoke of when they would meet at Angelo’s for a fencing match.

Not five minutes after the men arrived, they were shown into Gardiner’s office. Westmore was last to enter and he was about to join the other men at the table when he froze. Sitting in the larger office, pouring over a ledger was a wonderous, blond, beautiful creature who immediately captured his attention.

Jane felt someone staring at her and lifted her head from the ledger. The tip of her tongue was protruding from the one corner of her mouth, a habit she had when she was concentrating on solving a numerical puzzle. She saw a man whose eyes were locked on her person. Being a rational woman, Jane Bennet did not believe in love at first sight, but even through the glass separating them she felt something inexplicable.

Westmore could not believe that Mr. Gardiner employed female clerks, especially one who looked like that. If he had looked at more than her face he would have noted her clothing was that of one gently born.

“Wes? Will you join us?” Lord Jersey asked gruffly.

“Mr. Gardiner that is very modern of you to employ a female clerk,” Westmore stated as if he had not heard a word his father had said.

Gardiner could not but be amused as he fought to stop himself laughing aloud. “That young lady is my niece, Miss Jane Bennet. Her late mother was my sister, and she hails from the estate of Longbourn in Hertfordshire,” Gardiner explained. “She is a wizard with maths and can see problems in a blink of an eye that my clerks have missed.”

‘Beautiful and intelligent,’ Westmore told himself silently. ‘I need to meet this lady.’ As much as he wanted to keep his eyes fixed on the woman he now knew was Miss Jane Bennet, Westmore forced himself to sit next to his father who fixed him with a questioning look. All Westmore could do was shrug his shoulders. He could not explain his reaction to himself, much less his father.

As hard as it was with Miss Bennet the other side of the glass, Westmore forced himself to concentrate on what was being discussed around the table.

As soon as she saw the younger man sit, Jane chastised herself. ‘You are not a schoolgirl enamoured with romance novels! I had just discovered the errors and now I need to locate them again. Jane Lydia Bennet, pull yourself together!’ Jane commanded herself silently. As much as she wanted to look up at him again, Jane kept her eyes glued to the numbers on the pages before her.

It took her ten minutes to discover the errors again. Jane pointed out the three small errors she had discovered to Mr. Hopkinson; they had been caused by transposed numbers. As he always was, the clerk was effusive in his thanks. She stood and made for the door which would lead her into the waiting area. Before she reached the door, Jane saw her uncle beckon her to enter his office.

Jane took a deep breath knowing she was about to meet the man who discomposed her without trying to. She censured herself for being a silly girl. She had not so much as spoken to him. Jane commanded herself to put her serene mask in place. Taking a deep breath she opened the door into Uncle Edward’s office and stepped in.

All of the men around the table stood at her entry. Gardiner made the introductions to the men she had not met. “We are all but concluded here,” he told his niece after she sat in the only open chair at the table.

It was the one between the Marquess of Birchington and Viscount Westmore. Even when she was not surreptitiously watching him with her peripheral vision, Jane was aware of the Viscount’s presence next to her. It excited her that whenever she looked at him, his eyes were firmly fixed on her.

“So we are agreed,” Gardiner summed up, “Bedford will supply eight Dennington Lines ships and we,” he looked to the two Earls, “will provide twenty thousand pounds of capital each.”

There were ayes and nods from the three men Gardiner had named. “When will the final contracts be prepared?” Bedford enquired.

“By Friday at the latest,” Gardiner averred, “what say you we meet back here at eleven on Friday morning to sign the contracts.” The other three men all gave their assent. While the men were shaking hands, Westmore turned to the angel next to him.

“Miss Bennet is it impudent of me to ask how long you will be in Town,” Westmore enquired.

“The question does not offend me, my Lord,” Jane inclined her head. “I plan to remain with my aunt and uncle for at least two months, possibly longer.”

“Would you object if my mother were to invite the Gardiners and yourself to a ball being held at Jersey House next week on Wednesday?” Westmore queried.

“Unfortunately I will not be able to attend,” Jane responded. There was no missing the way the Viscount’s face fell. “Not because I would not like to, but my mother and two younger sisters will be in London and I choose not to attend a ball and abandon them.”

“That is easy to solve, if you give me the names, I will have Mother invite all of you,” Westmore stated as a grin lit up his face. She wanted to attend, but she was loyal to her family and would not abandon them just for her own enjoyment. How different she was from the society ladies he knew. A breath of fresh air.

“If Mama and my sisters desire to attend, it will be my pleasure to join them,” Jane averred. It was so easy to talk to this man she had only just met.

As much as he wanted to request her hand for all three important sets, Westmore knew that would be imprudent on so short an acquaintance and he wanted to get to know her, not frighten her off. “Did Mr. Gardiner not say his sister passed away?” Westmore remembered.

“Indeed, my mother passed away as she gave me life,” Jane explained. “Papa married again and Mama gifted us with two more sisters and two brothers. Elizabeth is next after me, then Mary and Henry, the twins, and Tommy is but sixteen.”

“It is only me and my sister; Alicia is twelve years my junior. She turned fifteen on her last birthday. After Alli, Mother and Father were not blessed with another child. We are a small family,” Westmore told wistfully. “It would have been nice to be one of five.” Westmore noted the other men were standing indicating the meeting was at an end. He too stood, but he bent over and bowed over Miss Bennet’s hand. “May I call on you at Gardiner House?” he requested.

“You may Lord Westmore. I believe I would be happy to receive your call.” Jane blushed deeply.

When Westmore joined his father in the Jersey town coach, he had a dreamy grin on his face, something about which his father did not comment.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

It did not take much effort for Wes De Melville to have his mother agree to invite the Gardiners and the four Bennet ladies to her ball. “It helps that your father informed me one of the Bennet sisters is engaged to Richard Fitzwilliam and the Matlocks found nothing wanting in the Bennets. The Fitzwilliams will be attending as well.”

He intended to call at Gardiner House on the morrow, so Westmore would deliver the invitation in person. As he left his mother’s company, the invitation in his pocket, Wesley De Melville, Viscount Westmore walked down the hall whistling.


Chapter 28

Heedless of the January temperature and the remnants of snow on the ground, Jane was waiting at the bottom of the stairs when the coach bearing her family members and two Fitzwilliams arrived from Hertfordshire.

Richard was first to alight so he could hand the three Bennet ladies out. It was no surprise his hand lingered when he assisted his beloved fiancée. First was Elizabeth, then Mary, and lastly the Bennet matriarch. Last but not least he handed out his mother. The two Fitzwilliams planned to visit for some time before making for Matlock House. Although he would be residing at his parents’ house, Richard had sent word to his housekeeper and butler at Fitzwilliam House to have the house readied for the future mistress to tour it.

The instant Elizabeth spied the glow of happiness on Jane’s countenance she knew something had changed. As much as she wanted to interrogate her sister immediately, she gave in to prudence and joined everyone entering the house to reach the warmth indoors.

“We need to speak,” Elizabeth said close to Jane’s ear. Her older sister’s only reaction was to nod and beam a face-splitting smile.

As impatient as she felt to speak to Jane, Elizabeth waited through Aunt Elaine’s visit. Elizabeth barely touched the biscuits Aunt Maddie served with her tea as she tried to puzzle out what had caused the change in Janey. She was certain Mary—who only had eyes for Richard—had not noticed Jane’s dreamy looks. On the other hand, she was sure Mama had.

Elizabeth’s supposition was confirmed when Mama spoke after the two Fitzwilliams departed. “Janey dear, I have missed you since you left Longbourn. Let us adjourn to my sitting room to hear all of the news.”

“May Mary and I accompany you and Jane?” Elizabeth requested.

“I cannot see why you may not,” Priscilla said turning to Jane, “unless you need to share news of a private matter?” She arched her one eyebrow as she waited for her eldest to respond.

“There is no objection to my sisters joining us, Mama,” Jane responded.

When Madeline and Mary returned to the parlour after seeing the Countess and Richard off, the former understood Priscilla’s desire to speak to her daughters. The rest of the day was free as the shopping for Mary’s trousseau would only commence on the morrow, beginning with a visit to inspect various bolts of fabric at the Gardiner warehouses.

Priscilla told her daughters to join her in a half hour so those who had just arrived would have time for ablutions.

Elizabeth bit her tongue to stop herself from probing for the information she wanted when Jane followed her into her bedchamber. Whatever her sister had to tell, it would be when they were with their mother.

Soon enough the four Bennet ladies were ensconced in Priscilla’s sitting room. “Janey dear, do you have something to tell us?” Priscilla enquired.

Mary, who was already missing Richard, realised how distracted she had been and only at that moment truly looked at Jane and saw the look on her eldest sister’s face she knew all too well. She had seen it in the mirror many times since Richard had requested their courtship.

“Firstly, we have all been invited to the Jersey ball Wednesday coming. Uncle and Aunt Gardiner will be attending as will the Fitzwilliams who are in London,” Jane informed her mother and sisters.

“Jane, we have no acquaintanceship with the De Melvilles, how is it we are invited, or is it through Edward’s business connections?” Prescilla enquired.

“Yes, I mean no,” Jane blushed. “The Earl of Jersey is one of Uncle Edward’s partners in a business venture, but that is not why we are invited. Two days previously I accompanied Uncle Edward to his offices so I could assist Mr. Hopkinson to identify some errors in one of his ledgers. I had just sat when…” As Jane related she had felt an instant connection to Lord Westmore, she blushed more and more. She told of how after they had formally met, they had spoken and the requests he had made of her. She also spoke of her scepticism that a bond could be formed in an instant, even though that was the way it felt. “He delivered the invitation in person yester-morning when he called on me.”

“Jane, you are not the first, nor will you be the last, who feels an instant chemistry with a person of the opposite sex. The day I met your father I knew he was the only man for me,” Priscilla assured her daughter.

“And my birth mother almost succeeded in sundering you and Papa,” Jane pointed out.

“Yes, but she did not succeed, did she?” Priscilla riposted. “That does not make what I said to you about finding such a connection any less valid.”

“It was like that for Richard and me,” Mary owned. “I felt a connection to him the first time we met, and he has told me it was the same for him. It seems based on Lord Westmore’s reaction to you, and the way you light up when you speak of him, it will be similar for both of you as well.”

“I am developing tender feelings for him, but I know I must be circumspect until he gives me an indication that he feels the same for me,” Jane mused. “I care not for his title and wealth, only for the man he is. He does not treat me like a bauble on his arm and in our short acquaintanceship he has shown respect for my intelligence.”

“In that case, I will send a note to Lady Jersey accepting her kind invitation on behalf of myself and my daughters,” Priscilla decided.

“How long did he spend with you when he called?” Elizabeth queried.

“He was here for some hours and we spoke about many varied subjects,” Jane averred. “He will call again on Monday as I told him we will be beginning our shopping on the morrow. I almost forgot, after Lord Westmore departed, I called on Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley.”

“How are they since their brother was transported?” Elizabeth worried.

“As well as can be expected,” Jane replied. “Thankfully for them Uncle Reggie made sure Mr. Bingley’s name was not shared with the press.” Jane turned to her mother. “Mama, if you object, I will rescind the invitation, but I invited Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley to call on us on Tuesday, the day before the ball.”

“Mary dear, that is not the day you will go see Fitzwilliam House, is it?” Priscilla enquired. Mary shook her head. “In that case, as long as Maddie permits it, I have no objection.” Cilla looked at her eldest daughter.

“Aunt Maddie already told me that any friends may call on me here,” Jane confirmed.

“Miss Bingley was as she was towards the end of her stay in the Meryton area, was she not?” Priscilla verified.

“Yes, if anything she was even more subdued. I think the truth of her brother’s actions and the near ruin he caused has made her far more introspective,” Jane opined.

“Well, I for one am looking forward to meeting your Lord Westmore…” Elizabeth began to say.

“He is not my anything,” Jane interjected.

“Yet,” Elizabeth disagreed. “Regardless, I am in anticipation of meeting him on Monday. Am I allowed to interrogate him to determine if he is good enough for my Janey?”

“No, Elizabeth Rose Bennet, you will not.” Cilla knew her second daughter was teasing. Just in case she added, “If there is any questioning to be done it will be done by Papa and me.” She turned a warm smile on her eldest. “I am very pleased you have found a man you are attracted to and who seems to return your regard. You, like Mary, and Lizzy deserve every happiness in your eventual matches.”

“Mama, tis too much!” Jane exclaimed, “by far too much. I do not deserve it. If only Lizzy could find a man she could love and be as happy as Mary and me.”

“For everything there is a season, a time for every activity under heaven. When it is my time, my season, if He grants me such, I will meet the man I am meant to be with.” As much as Elizabeth did not want it to, the face of the rude, insufferable, but very handsome man popped into her mind. She could not fathom why that would be when she thought of her possible future with a husband.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

They were a merry party of shoppers on Saturday morning. The four Bennet ladies were accompanied by Lady Elaine and Madeline Gardiner. As a treat the recently turned thirteen Lilly Gardiner was included.

The ladies were escorted by Biggs, Johns, and two additional footmen-guards. Even though the threat of George Wickham was no more, Bennet kept the former military men he had employed and had dispatched some of his men to London to watch over his women.

While the ladies were picking through the bolts which had not yet been supplied to any shops in England, the four guards remained outside, two near the front entrance and two stationed at the back.

Mary was not the only one who chose fabric. Lady Elaine, Cilla, Jane, and Lizzy selected material for a few gowns and day dresses as well. Madeline allowed Lilly to choose one piece of fabric, appropriate for a girl of her age, to be made into a dress for her.

Once the footmen loaded the selected bolts into a second carriage, the ladies and their escorts set out for Bond Street and the premier modiste who catered to members of the Ton, Madam Chambourg. The only way Madam accepted one as a client was if one of her existing customers recommended the lady or ladies. As Lady Elaine had been with Madam Chambourg since the lady opened her shop, before she became so sought-after, when the Countess of Matlock recommended someone to the modiste, she accepted them without question.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

When Lord Westmore called at Gardiner House on Monday morning, the drawing room was far more crowded than his previous call at the house. He had been prepared for it to be, as Miss Bennet had informed him her mother and sisters would be arriving on Friday past.

Knowing Fitzwilliam was engaged to Miss Mary Bennet, even before they were introduced, it was easy to identify her as she was sitting next to Fitzwilliam, their heads close together as they spoke.

“Miss Bennet will you do me the honour of introducing your family to me please,” Westmore requested.

“Lord Westmore it is my pleasure to present my dear mother, Mrs. Priscilla Bennet, my next younger sister, Miss Elizabeth, and our youngest sister, Miss Mary. Mama, Lizzy, and Mary, Lord Wesley De Melville, Viscount Westmore,” Jane responded.

“Westmore,” Richard inclined his head.

“It is my pleasure to meet more of Miss Bennet’s family members,” Westmore bowed to the curtsies he had received. “I must question Miss Mary’s judgement if she has accepted a reprobate like Fitzwilliam,” Westmore teased with a grin.

“My fiancé has hidden that part of his character very well,” Mary teased back. “I suppose I will have to keep him in line.”

“You may discipline me any time,” Richard said so only Mary could hear him. She blushed a deep scarlet from the roots of her hair to the tips of her toes. His reward was a ‘you will pay for that’ saucy look from his fiancée.

The Viscount turned to address Mrs. Bennet. “My mother thanks you for your prompt acceptance of the invitation to her ball,” Westmore stated gratefully.

“It is our pleasure to attend. Jane had mentioned that you would like to walk in Hyde Park, is that correct?” Priscilla verified.

“If you permit me to accompany Miss Bennet, we would enjoy a walk in the park,” Westmore agreed. “Of course, any others who would like to are welcome to join us on our ramble.” Westmore turned to his hostess, “Mrs. Gardiner, my sister, Alicia, who is not quite fifteen yet, has a request.” Madeline inclined her head signalling he should proceed. “I have mentioned Miss Gardiner just turned thirteen a fortnight ago, and Alli has requested she be allowed to accompany me, or your daughter come to Jersey House, and if it is agreeable to you and your daughter, she would like to meet Miss Gardiner.”

Madeline turned towards her eldest who was seated near to Lizzy. She looked at her daughter questioningly and received an excited nod as an answer. “Lady Alicia will be welcome to meet Lilly,” Madeline averred. Westmore inclined his head in thanks and then offered his arm to Miss Bennet.

So it was that six persons left for a walk under the watchful eyes of Biggs, Johns, and two of their men. Jane was on Westmore’s arm, Mary walked with Richard, and Elizabeth and Lilly ambled next to each other. As the park was no more than a half mile from the Gardiner’s door, it did not take long to walk there.

“Miss Bennet, would you grant me the supper set at the ball upcoming,” Westmore requested.

“It would be my pleasure to grant you that set, my Lord,” Jane blushed with happiness at his requesting a set from her ahead of time. She very much hoped he would ask for more than one set.

As if he were reading her mind, the Viscount leaned closer to Miss Bennet. “There is nothing I would like more than to open and close the ball with you as my partner,” Westmore said so Jane and none other could hear. “However, I will not do that to you at this stage. If things change for us in the future, and there is some sort of formal understanding, it will be my honour to ask for more sets, depending on the form of the agreement between us, but I refuse to make you the object of that much gossip as there is no understanding currently.” He wanted to add the word ‘yet’ but Westmore did not. “If I followed my own selfish desires and requested the first set as well at this stage, there would be few repercussions for me, but your name would be in every gossip rag in London and beyond.”

“I appreciate your desire to protect me, my Lord,” Jane replied softly. “Who knows what will be in the future.”

Jane wrapped her arm around the Viscount’s forearm and sighed with pleasure. Unlike a certain man who was on his way to, or already in, New South Wales, the man she was walking with put her interests above his own. He was just the sort of man she had always dreamed of meeting.

All the while trying to pay attention to what Lilly was saying, Elizabeth was watching the interactions between Lord Westmore and her eldest sister. ‘You were wrong, Janey dearest,’ Elizabeth thought, ‘he is very much yours, and unless I am mistaken, you are his. Poor Mama and Papa, two daughters will be leaving Longbourn. At least I will be with them for the foreseeable future.’


Chapter 29

As had been scheduled, Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley arrived at Gardiner House on Tuesday morning to return Miss Bennet’s call. On their arrival, they had looked at one another and smiled.

“If Charles had known the truth of the Bennets’ connections, he would have been far more interested in them,” Mrs. Hurst stated as they waited for the footman to open the carriage door.

“Had I still been under Charles’s influence, I may have fawned over them for the same reason,” Miss Bingley owned. “I certainly would not have been sanguine with Miss Mary being engaged to Mr. Fitzwilliam.”

“Forget about what was, look to the future,” Mrs. Hurst advised. “You are fabulously wealthy and if you do not find a man you desire to marry, you have no need to enter the married state. You are not the same as you were when our brother was manipulating you.”

Soon the sisters were being led through the tastefully decorated home by the butler. He entered a drawing room, announced them, and then stood back. There was one lady and a younger girl the sisters did not know. Mrs. Bennet introduced them to Mrs. Gardiner and her eldest daughter.

While the Bingley sisters spoke to the Bennet sisters, Madeline ordered tea and refreshments. It was while the ladies were enjoying their tea and pastries when Lord Westmore and Mr. Fitzwilliam had been announced.

Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley were not surprised to see Mr. Fitzwilliam, especially after the engagement notice had been in the papers some days back, but they could not account for the Viscount’s presence. That was until they saw the way Miss Bennet glowed on his entry and that he had eyes for no one other than her. After greeting the others in the room and requesting an introduction to themselves, he sat himself next to Miss Bennet. It was obvious they were in, at the very least, an unofficial courtship. Not that she needed it, it was added proof to Miss Bingley that fortune, social position, and connections was no guarantee of felicity.

By the time the Bingley sisters took their leave, they were on familiar name terms with the Bennets sisters.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Due to his wife writing to let him know that their eldest daughter had a suitor, Bennet joined his family on Tuesday afternoon. As soon as Cilla was made aware her husband was coming to London, she had sent a note to the Countess of Jersey who had gladly extended the invitation for the ball to include Mr. Bennet.

On Wednesday morning, Bennet met with Gardiner to review his investment portfolio, including being a silent partner in the upcoming venture in the east. At the same time, mainly for Mary’s benefit, his wife and daughter were collected by Fitzwilliam and Lady Elaine to take them to Berkeley Square so that they could tour Fitzwilliam House.

“Cilla, do you think you will all be recovered from the ball to join us for a family dinner at Matlock House on the morrow?” Lady Elaine invited. “The Gardiners have been invited as well and some of our friends, who are embarking on a voyage half way around the world in February, will be with us.”

“We will be well revived by dinner time, so yes, we will be happy to join you and your friends,” Priscilla accepted.

“You will meet my sister-in-law, Catherine and her daughter, Anne,” Lady Elaine revealed. “Catherine is bringing Anne to London for a new wardrobe and will arrive at Matlock House on Thursday morning. She had been invited to the ball but with Anne being of a sickly constitution, Catherine demurred.”

“We have heard about Lady Catherine from Richard, as well as my husband’s cousin, Mr. Collins who is the rector at Hunsford. It will be good to meet her and Miss de Bourgh,” Priscilla responded.

“Should I mention to Jane that the De Melvilles will be in attendance?” Lady Elaine asked conspiratorially. “I spoke to Sarah, Lady Jersey, and she is more than pleased a woman has at last captured Wes’s attention. She had begun to despair her son would ever express interest in a woman. He has had no enthusiasm for the insipid debutantes who enter the marriage mart each year.”

“Even believing Jane has no dowry, Lord and Lady Jersey are sanguine with Jane as a possible wife for their son?” Priscilla enquired.

“Sarah and Cyril, Lord and Lady Jersey, want their children to be happy, which is why as long as the woman Wes chooses is a gentlewoman, they will not object. They will support him if it is his own choice and not some huntress who has entrapped him,” Lady Elaine averred. “They are among a slowly growing number of parents within the first circles who will not foist an arranged marriage on their children, for no other reason than to increase their connections and wealth. It did not hurt that Reggie and I have described your family in extremely positive terms, without ever speaking of your wealth or the properties you own.”

“Thank you, Elaine,” Priscilla squeezed her friend’s hand.

“That is our house,” Richard pointed across the square as the coachman guided the conveyance into Berkeley Square. As part of his desire for a true partner Richard had emphasised the word ‘our’ with intent.

Mary looked at the five story house faced with red bricks similar to the other homes around the square. As the coach was brought to a halt, she noticed a couple, not very young, while not too old either, was standing on the small veranda just outside of the open front door of the house. She assumed they were the butler and housekeeper.

“Mr. and Mrs. Oddsley, the senior staff,” Richard confirmed Mary’s supposition.

Richard was first out so he could hand out the ladies. First, he turned to the butler and housekeeper. “Oddsley, Mrs. Oddsley, it is too cold for you to await us outside, please re-enter the house and wait in the entrance hall,” Richard commanded.

With a bow and curtsey the two gratefully complied. Starting with his mother, Richard assisted the ladies out of the coach. Lady Elaine stepped back and allowed Richard to lead his fiancée into the house ahead of herself.

Waiting in the entrance hall were not only the butler and housekeeper, but two neat lines of servants as well. The females were in neatly laundered black and white outfits while the men were all dressed in livery. Richard waited until the four ladies who had entered the house behind him and Mary were now standing next to him and his fiancée. “It is my pleasure to introduce your future mistress, Miss Mary Bennet, to you.” With that said, he looked to the butler and housekeeper and nodded to them. Efficiently they dispatched the servants back to their stations.

“Mrs. Oddsley, will you accompany us?” Mary asked, “You have been here for some years, have you not?”

“Aye, Miss Bennet, I have,” the housekeeper averred.

“In that case, if I may, I will rely on your unparalleled experience with this house so you may point things out to me I may otherwise miss,” Mary stated genuinely.

With that one sentence Mary charmed the housekeeper.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

On returning from Fitzwilliam House, Jane who had not thought she would see Lord Westmore until the ball, was beyond pleased to see him sitting with Papa and Uncles Edward and Reggie in the drawing room awaiting them.

“Miss Bennet, I have permission from your father to address you privately, if that meets with your approval,” Westmore stated after he had greeted the returning ladies.

Elizabeth and Mary gave their older sister knowing looks as Jane blushed with joy. “I will be happy to hear what you have to say,” Jane averred excitedly.

“The green parlour is ready,” Gardiner told his wife, “and Jane’s maid is seated in the hall outside of it.”

“Westmore, you know my restrictions on time and the door, do you not?” Bennet reminded the younger man. Rank was unimportant as long as he knew his daughter’s reputation would be guarded.

“Aye, Sir,” Westmore acknowledged. He led Miss Bennet to the mentioned parlour, decorated mainly in shades of green which gave it its name. The maid was in position and Westmore did not miss the hulking footman a few yards distant in the hallway. It was the one named Johns he thought.

He handed Miss Bennet onto the settee and then closed the door as much as Mr. Bennet had permitted. “Miss Bennet, or may I call you Jane?” Jane nodded while her cheeks pinked considerably. “If it was just that I am a selfish man who wanted a reason to be able to dance two sets with you tonight, that would not be reason enough for the request I am about to make.

“Since that first day I met you, not many days past, I have felt my attraction to you grow. That I have tender feelings for you already is not a question, however, I will not claim feelings I do not yet have. As of this moment, I am not in love with you, but I feel it is just over the horizon. As such, I would like us to get to know one another better in the framework of an official courtship. Jane Bennet will you grant me a courtship?”

“You are too honourable to claim feelings you do not yet possess. Like you, I believe it will not be long before I am in love with you. Also like you, I already hold you in tender regard,” Jane began to reply. “At first my logical mind balked at the notion of a connection made with the speed ours was formed. However, I am too wise to overlook a gift from God. We were both in the right place at the right time. In short, I would like nothing more than to be courted by you Lord Westmore.”

“In private, please call me Wesley, or Wes.”

“Wes. Does this mean that we may dance a second set together?”

“Pending your father’s…”

“Father’s and Mother’s,” Jane interjected.

“Both of their permissions. If it is yes, will you open the ball with me please, Jane?”

All Jane could do was nod as Wes took her hands, gently turned them over to expose the wrist on each. He then bestowed a lingering kiss above the pulse in each wrist. Jane felt like she wanted to swoon. Her heart sped up like a herd of galloping horses while at the same time she felt light headed from pleasure as his lips burned her wrists with the promise of passion to come.

“I think I need to speak to your parents before that mountain of a man comes to eject me from this parlour,” Westmore stated reluctantly.

“Brian Johns is very gentle…unless you anger him,” Jane smiled.

The two made their way back to the drawing room. Jane floated to her seat while Westmore approached the Bennet parents. “I understand from Ja…Miss Bennet I need to speak to both of you,” Westmore said to the two senior Bennets.

Bennet looked at his friend. “You and Cilla may use my study,” Gardiner allowed.

With the door closed, Westmore asked permission to court Jane. “Before we answer your question, are you aware Jane was born to my first wife, the daughter of a country solicitor?” Bennet challenged.

“Yes, Miss Bennet was forthright about that. It is an advantage as I will be connected to Gardiner with a familial bond,” Westmore averred confidently.

“And the fact she is rumoured to have a dowry of one or two thousand pounds is not a deterrent to you?” Priscilla asked.

“Not at all. I need no more money, we have more than enough already.” It was not a boast, merely a statement of fact. “Before you mention connections, although it is not important to me, your family is connected to the Fitzwilliams, and more importantly, the Gardiners.” He paused as he gathered his thoughts. “If I did not have deep feelings for Miss Bennet I would not be here. I, and for that matter so does she, believe it will not be long before we are in love. I already respect her and her abilities. If Miss Bennet eventually accepts me, I care not if you keep her dowry and give it to her sisters.”

“Lizzy and Mary have no need for more money; I said rumoured. Our daughters have more than thirty thousand pounds each,” Bennet stated trying to keep the grin from his face. He saw the incredulous look similar to that on Fitzwilliam’s face when they had this same discussion. Bennet and Cilla gave a brief description of their property and income. “It is always good to know a suitor is not interested in one of our daughters for pecuniary advantage.”

“What my husband forgot to say is that we approve of your courtship of our Jane and you have our blessing as well,” Priscilla added.

“Thank you Mrs. Bennet, Mr. Bennet…” He stopped when he saw Jane’s father raise his hand.

“Address me as Bennet. If at some point you are accepted by Jane as her fiancé, then my wife will inform you what form of address she prefers,” Bennet stated.

“Miss Bennet’s protection and happiness will always be my first priority.” The silly grin on Westmore’s face said it all. “Your daughter is a diamond of the first water.”

“Come, we need to make an announcement,” Bennet said as he stood.

“Bennet, will you object if my father makes an announcement regarding the courtship before supper tonight, unless you would prefer to make it yourself?” Westmore enquired. “It will still many of the wagging tongues when I dance the first and supper sets with your eldest daughter.”

“Your father may have that pleasure,” Bennet decided.

The three returned to the drawing room where Bennet reported that Jane and Westmore were in an official courtship.

Before he departed, the Viscount addressed Mrs. Gardiner. “If Miss Gardiner would like to meet my sister this evening, my mother has issued an invitation for her to join us at Jersey House. Alli had been feeling under the weather, which is why she had not accompanied me to your home yet. If Miss Gardiner and Alli get along, your daughter is invited to remain until the morrow, if not, it is only a short ride from Grosvenor Square to your home.”

“I am sure Lilly would love to come, but I will speak with her after you depart. Congratulations, you could not be courting a better woman than Jane,” Madeline said with conviction.

“Of that I have no doubt.” Westmore bowed to Mrs. Gardiner.

Thereafter he took his leave of the rest of the family, leaving the last and longest farewell for the lady he was courting.

When Maddie spoke to Lilly, the latter had agreed with alacrity to meet Lady Alicia at Jersey House. Lilly was looking forward to possibly making a new friend, but she also hoped they would be able to see all the ball gowns and jewels from the stairs.


Chapter 30

A note arrived from Lord and Lady Jersey requesting the Bennets and Gardiners arrive an hour earlier than the time listed on the invitation. It stated, in light of the courtship of their son and Miss Bennet, they would like to meet the family before the Bennets made their way through the receiving line.

It was not a hardship to arrive earlier so the residents of Gardiner House who were attending the ball began their preparations that much sooner. Even though she was not attending the event per se, Lilly was as excited as if she was to participate in the ball and would be dancing the night away. She was hoping a friendship between her and Lady Alicia would be born.

The Bennet sisters were all wearing new gowns Madam Chambourg had created for them. The fabric, satin, was the same and the cuts were similar, but the colours suited each of the girl’s skin tones. Jane’s gown was a shade of pale peach, Elizabeth’s a hunter green, and Mary’s was a deep burgundy. All three had a string of pearls adorning her neck with matching earrings. A big difference was their coiffures. Jane’s hair was swirled atop her head, Lizzy had curling tendrils of her raven-coloured hair framing the sides and back of her head and her maid had created an intricate style with the rest of her hair. Mary had the simplest coiffure with the bulk of her hair in a loose plait which was pinned up at the back while her fringe adorned her forehead.

Seeing her older cousins’ gowns excited the anticipation for Lilly as she thought of all the ensembles she would see at Jersey House. As there were eight people on their way to the De Melville’s house, both a Gardiner and a Bennet coach were utilised. Bennet, Cilla, Jane, and Mary rode together while Lizzy joined the Gardiners.

The ride to Grosvenor Square was barely a half mile so it felt as if they arrived almost as soon as they departed from Portman Square. Thankfully there was no long line of carriages as one would expect when arriving at the time they originally would have. There was one coach ahead of them, but by the time the Gardiner equipage—which was in the lead—approached the house, the one ahead had been moved.

Light was pouring from every window turning the area in front of the house to almost daylight. As soon as the conveyances halted, footmen extended the steps and the doors were opened.

Jane was both in anticipation and a little apprehensive at the same time. What if Wes’s parents did not like and accept her? Would that doom her courtship before it really started? Jane stopped the dark thoughts as she reminded herself of what Wes had said about their children’s happiness being paramount to his parents. She knew she was being a silly goose so Jane concentrated on the pleasure she would feel when she saw Wes.

She did not have long to wait. The butler announced them and no sooner had he completed doing so and moved out of the way, when Wes was at her side. “Come Jane, my parents want to meet this wonderous women who has excited my interest. He led Jane towards two elegant looking couples.

“Mother and Father, cousins, it is my distinct pleasure to introduce Miss Jane Bennet to you, Miss Bennet, my mother Lady Sarah De Melville, the Countess of Jersey and my father, Lord Cyril De Melville, the Earl of Jersey. My cousins are Lady Rose Rhys-Davies, the Duchess of Bedford, and her husband Lord Sedgewick Rhys-Davies, the Duke of Bedford. Mother, Father, and cousins, Miss Jane Bennet of Longbourn in Hertfordshire.”

Jane gave a deep curtsy and was joined by her Bennet family who were introduced as well.

“Son you forget Bedford and I met Miss Bennet at Gardiner’s office,” Lord Jersey reminded his son.

“As that was the day I met Jane…Miss Bennet, I could never forget. It was easier to introduce her to everyone,” Westmore stated smugly. “Now if you will excuse me, I would like to introduce Miss Bennet to Rebecca, as she has already met Birchington.”

While introductions were being made, Madeline accompanied Lilly to Lady Alicia’s chambers. It was a matter of minutes before the two girls seemed like they had been friends for years. Madeline left a happy Lilly under the supervision of Lady Alicia’s companion and a maid and made her way back downstairs to the drawing room where the before ball aperitif was being enjoyed.

By the time she returned to the room, the Fitzwilliams and a family with whom she was unfamiliar, the Carringtons, had arrived. Unsurprisingly, Mary was with Richard, their heads together in conversation.

Elizabeth found the Marquess and Marchioness of Birchington to be stimulating conversationalists judging by the wide variety of subjects they discussed, from the war to books they had read in common. She felt an affinity to Lady Rebecca who like herself was no shrinking violet. Elizabeth mused that a man who did not stifle her opinions and was not threatened by her intelligence, like Lord Birchington treated his wife, was the type of man who she would need to find in order to be happy in matrimony. That, and a deep abiding love and respect between them, was something else she saw in the couple before her.

Knowing his parents wanted to get to know Jane before the ball, Westmore led her back to them after they had greeted the new arrivals. After some discussion and questions which went both ways, the Earl and Countess were convinced the lady before them would make their son happy and would one day be their daughter. They heartily approved of their son’s choice.

Now that all of her irrational fears had been assuaged, Jane concentrated on enjoying the ball and looked forward to her two sets with Wes.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Thanks to their early arrival, those who had been in the drawing room were shown directly into the ballroom when Lord and Lady Jersey took up their station to form the receiving line.

As Richard was engaged to Mary, he had the pleasure of writing his name in for the three principal sets, he also reserved one each from Jane and Lizzy. Jane’s suitor also took one of the sisters’ open sets. By the time the men they had met prior to the ball had all made requests, none of the Bennet sisters had many available sets. Elizabeth was the only one who had not her first two dances spoken for yet.

It did not take long before a good representation of the upper ten thousand were filing into Jersey House. Much to Lilly’s pleasure, besides the fact she and Alli were already on familiar name terms, her new friend showed her a spot where they could sit and watch those attending the ball as they wended their way through the receiving line. Unless one knew where to look, those waiting to enter the ballroom did not know they were being observed. Lady Jersey was fully aware her youngest would be watching, and looked up at her and her new friend. She gave them an indulgent smile and returned to her duties.

It took close to an hour until the final guests made their way into the ballroom. The two excited girls who had been looking at the fashions and jewels returned to Lady Alicia’s suite to excitedly chatter about all they had observed.

In the ballroom, many men, both single and married, sought introductions to the three previously unknown beauties. One was the lady they had read about who was engaged to Richard Fitzwilliam while the other two seemed unattached. The Bennet sisters’ dance cards were speedily filled up. In the end Elizabeth would dance the first with an aging, but harmless looking, baronet who reminded her a lot of Sir William Lucas.

It was by far the largest ballroom she had ever seen. Elizabeth estimated the assembly hall in Meryton would fit into this space a minimum of five times.

Bennet and Gardiner led their respective wives to the line forming for the first set. Neither couple danced as much as they did when they were younger, however, at any ball or assembly they attended, they danced at least twice with their respective spouses. Thankfully as married ladies, they did not worry about having to sit out if they refused any offers to dance. As it was, if they did not want to dance a set, both Cilla and Maddie would demur in a way which never gave offence to the man requesting.

Not a few eyebrows were raised, and there was much whispering behind fans when Lord Westmore led the exquisite blonde, who was identified as Miss Bennet, out for the first set. He usually made a point not to dance the significant sets unless with a married lady or family member. The whispering reached a fever pitch when the Viscount partnered the same lady for the supper set. Never had they seen him dance a second set with any lady, not even a family member!

The questions were answered when Lord Jersey announced that his son was in an official courtship with Miss Jane Bennet. Many jealous unmarried women looked to find fault in the lady who had succeeded where they had failed, and when they could find none, they disliked her even more! The problem not only was now the lady was connected to the De Melvilles, but she in turn was also connected to the Fitzwilliams thanks to the sister’s engagement—in addition, the two former families were closely connected to the Rhys-Davies, Carringtons, and Winstons, to mention just a few. They would have to hate and be envious of her in silence. To go against some of the most powerful families in the Ton, seeing that Lady Jersey was a patroness of Almack’s, would be social suicide.

During the evening the Countess of Jersey introduced the three Bennet sisters to four of her fellow patronesses—Countess Lieven, Princess Esterhazy, Lady Sefton, and Lady Cowper—who were present at her ball. All uniformly approved of the young ladies so, vouchers to Almack’s—if they desired them—were assured.

When the final set of the night was called by Lady Jersey, as much as Jane and Westmore would have wanted to dance together, they both sat out and used the time to talk with one another. With the volume of noise in the ballroom it was not always easy to hear what the other was saying, but the most important thing is they were close one to the other. Without telling the other, each one felt themselves inching closer to falling off the precipice of love.

Before the ball, Jane had told Wes she intended to remain with the Gardiners until her two sisters returned from Kent after Easter when they would all make for Longbourn to prepare for Mary’s wedding. He was more than pleased she would be in London for another three months.

Westmore had a feeling it would not be long before their status changed from courting to engaged. He would wait until he could determine when Jane was ready for him to propose, but he was certain it was when, not if.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Even Elizabeth, who was wont to rise at first light, slept late after the ball which had ended in the early hours of the morning. Those who had attended the Jersey ball broke their fasts at midday. It was the middle of the afternoon before the Gardiner parents made the short coach ride to Grosvenor Square to collect Lilly who had insisted she would prefer to sleep at her new friend’s house.

The knocker at Gardiner House was not up to allow the residents to rest, but that did not stop Richard and Westmore arriving around the time the Gardiners left to collect their eldest.

Rather than walk in Hyde Park, due to the fact it was approaching the so-called fashionable hour, the two couples and Elizabeth walked around the small green in the centre of Portman Square. As would be expected, Biggs and Johns were close by.

That evening, the dinner at Matlock House was enjoyed by all and it was where the Bennets met Lady Catherine de Bourgh, and her daughter Anne. Both de Bourgh women were especially keen to come to know Mary as she would be living with them, or more accurately, they would be living with her and Richard, after the wedding. Lady Catherine pledged to ease Mary’s transition into her role as mistress of Rosings Park and volunteered she and Anne would take up residence in the dower house. Mary, with Richard’s support, made it eminently clear neither de Bourgh lady would be leaving their home.

It was not hard to tell how quickly Anne de Bourgh tired while expending very little effort, but she had a dry wit, similar to Mary’s and seemed to be an intelligent lady. Her companion, Mrs. Jenkinson, who was more a nurse, was always close by. As they would all be cousins when Mary wed Richard, the Bennet sisters and Anne decided to use familiar names soon after meeting one another.

Lady Catherine was especially intrigued by the middle Bennet daughter who was as smart as a whip. She was pleased to learn both she and Miss Mary would be resident at Hunsford from mid-March until after Easter.

After spending some time with Lady Catherine and her decided opinions on many subjects, the Bennets enjoyed tales of the past voyages, and some of the exotic destinations, the Rhys-Davies and those who had sailed with them on previous holidays, including the Fitzwilliams and De Melvilles, had visited.

Elizabeth especially wanted to hear about the upcoming voyage to the West Indies, with the first ports of call in Jamaica. It was a great pity her family had not been previously connected to the Duke of Bedford as she would have possibly been allowed to join them on the epic journey they were about to undertake. It did not take long to learn why the Fitzwilliams and the Duchess would not be on board The Rose. She admired the selflessness of those who would remain in England to tend to Lady Marie Fitzwilliam as she prepared to deliver her first child.

The only offspring of the Duke and Duchess of Bedford the Bennets did not meet was Lady Charity, who was close in age to Lady Alicia, and was already with her sister in Staffordshire.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy agreed to allow Anna to convince him to permit her to journey to Hilldale earlier than had been planned so she would be able to spend more time with Charity. Before he escorted her and Mrs. Annesley to Hilldale, Darcy dashed off a note to his cousins to verify they were sanguine with Anna arriving early.

With the turmoil he was feeling, Darcy was well aware he was not good company for his sister and the last thing he wanted was for her to think his mood had anything to do with her, or because of something she had or had not done. He was hoping Marie and Andrew would write back in the affirmative so Anna would not have to see the times he felt anguish as he went over his past actions in his head. When he viewed certain things through the prism his aunt and uncle had held up and forced him to look through, he was not well pleased.

Thankfully the wait for a reply was not long, and his cousins confirmed Anna was more than welcome any time Darcy wanted to bring her. The next day the two Darcys and Anna’s companion were on their way to Staffordshire. Hilldale, when one did not count the time to stop, was less than a five hour carriage ride. Due to the short winter daylight hours, Darcy would overnight at his cousins’ estate and depart for Pemberley the following morning.

The morning of the departure, before Anna joined Darcy, he read the Times of London as he did every day. Also as he did every day, he left the section of the paper which contained the gossip and society sections untouched. Any other day, Anna would have perused those sections, but he had rushed her to depart as soon as may be.

As such, he was unaware the name Bennet featured prominently in the society pages, and to a lesser extent in the gossip column.


Chapter 31

In the middle of February, The Rose, accompanied by her three escorts, The Protector, The Guardian, and The Watcher, sailed from her dock on the Thames towards the Strait of Dover. On board waving at those who were farewelling them on the quay were the Rhys-Davies (sans Lady Rose, Lady Charity, and little Adelle), the Winstons, the Carringtons, and the Featheringtons. From there the ships would turn to the south and sail close to the coast of England through the English Channel. They would pass Plymouth, followed by Land’s End, and then out into the North Atlantic Ocean.

There was a large group of family and friends to farewell the intrepid travellers. Lady Rose held her granddaughter, Adelle in her arms, as the not yet two year old mite wept for her mama, papa, and brother who were all aboard the ship. The Duchess was sad Gwendoline Winston, the Duchess of Hertfordshire, had not changed her mind and remained in England, but she understood why her friend had elected to join those sailing away on The Rose. This was to be the longest family voyage to date taking anywhere from four to six months.

Among the others present to see the sailing were the Fitzwilliams and De Melvilles. One of the latter family was keen to make his way to Gardiner House as Westmore intended to propose to Jane this very day. They had been courting for a little more than a month and he was completely, irrevocably in love with her. He was as sure as he could be without asking her directly that Jane was also in love with him.

Over the preceding month nary a day passed that the courting couple had not spent a good portion of the day in one another’s company, well chaperoned of course, but together. The more time Westmore had spent with Jane Bennet the more he had fallen in love with her. He had been certain almost from the day he met her, that she was the only woman whom he could ever love, and want to spend the rest of his days with. Many of his friends spoke of marriage as being leg shackled, however, Westmore could think of nothing sweeter than having his life joined to Jane’s until God saw fit to call him home.

“Go, Wes,” Lord Jersey grinned. “I get the feeling you are anxious to make your way to Portman Square.”

“Why is Wes in a hurry to see Jane, he sees her every day?” Lady Alicia asked innocently.

“Your brother intends to ask Jane if she will be your sister,” Lady Jersey smiled lovingly at her youngest. “Would you like a new sister? Also remember if they marry, then you and your friend Lilly will be cousins.”

“What are you waiting for Brother,” Lady Alicia gushed, “I would love to have Jane, Lizzy, and Mary as my sisters, and even better to be related to Lilly.”

Since the ball at Jersey House, Alli and Lilly had spent much time together at one another’s houses. On her first visit to Gardiner House, Alicia had met the Bennet sisters and even though they were older by a few more years than herself, they never treated her like a silly young girl and she had felt an affinity to all three of Lilly’s female cousins.

In addition, Westmore’s parents became more and more impressed with Jane each time they were in company together. Before the rest of the Bennets returned to Longbourn after Mary had ordered her trousseau, there had been a few family dinners and other visits between the residents of Jersey and Gardiner Houses. His mother and Mrs. Bennet were soon on familiar name terms and his father greatly enjoyed trying to best Bennet at chess. Even more, Lord Jersey was well pleased at the skill of Elizabeth and Mary at the game. The former beat him and the latter played him to a draw. When he had discovered Jane could play, almost as well as Elizabeth, the Earl was greatly impressed.

“I agree with Alli, go to it, Son,” Lady Jersey added.

Westmore took his leave of the others who had farewelled The Rose and her passengers and was soon in his coach on the way to see his beloved Jane.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The Fitzwilliam parents, Lady Rose and little Lady Adelle, who was still very upset her parents and brother had left without her, began the journey to Hilldale the day after The Rose’s departure. The toddler’s maternal grandparents would meet them at the estate and take Adelle with them.

Based on the last letter received from Marie, she was still doing well, albeit moving around very slowly and there had been no signs of labouring yet. The two mothers hoped she would not begin her lying in before they arrived. Rather, their prayer was she would not be ready to deliver until mid to late March as the accoucheur who had examined her in London had predicted.

The two Fitzwilliams in the coach could not wait until they were able to hold their first grandchild. Even though Lady Rose had two already, she was no less in anticipation of meeting Marie’s and Andrew’s babe.

Before the Bennets decamped from London, Lady Elaine and Cilla had agreed to remain in correspondence so they could adjust plans regarding the prewedding ball, and even the wedding itself if Marie’s delivery was late or had been troublesome. Given the inherent risks of childbirth, all they could do was to pray Marie, and the babe would survive the coming travails.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Life at Longbourn had settled into a comfortable routine since the four Bennets and Richard Fitzwilliam had returned from London. The latter was residing at Netherfield Park, although he spent the major portion of each day at the Bennets’ estate in Mary’s company.

Cilla, in close consultation with Mary and Richard, had begun to plan for the wedding in April. Bennet had much work related to both estates to keep him busy, so the only one who was at loose ends when she was not chaperoning was Elizabeth.

Jane was in London busy with her suitor, Mary was seldom not in Richard’s company, Mama and Papa were busy, her brothers were at school until about a week before Easter, and her best friend, Charlotte, was with her husband in Hunsford. Even though she did not have as much to occupy her time, Elizabeth in no way resented the rest of the family for being occupied with their own concerns.

Elizabeth did have some acquaintances in the neighbourhood like the two Long nieces and Miss Julia Goulding. It was not that she felt herself above them, the problem was the former three and Elizabeth shared little in common. While she was well read, educated, and intelligent, the three young ladies were more interested in speaking of possible beaus and far more trivial things like the latest gossip, lace, and ribbons. Nonetheless, Elizabeth visited the young ladies every now and again.

She was regretting she had not answered in the affirmative when Mama and Papa had asked her if she would have liked to remain in London with Jane. Elizabeth’s reply had been driven by the assumption she would have been in the way while Jane was being courted by Wes.

Letters from Jane had disproved that conclusion, but after refusing her parents’ offer, Elizabeth was not about to put them to the trouble of sending her back to Town. When she was not required to chaperone Mary and Richard, or visiting her local acquaintances, Elizabeth rode her horse or walked over the much-loved paths of Longbourn—always with two footmen-guards escorting her. She read, embroidered, visited tenants of both estates as needed, and spent time in the still room, so it could not be said she was bored.

One day in mid-February Elizabeth was sitting in the drawing room, working on her latest sampler, with Mama, Mary, Richard, and Mrs. Jones when Hill proffered her the salver which contained a letter for her. It was an instant for her to identify Jane’s script. Her mother looked at her questioningly.

“It is from Jane, Mama,” Elizabeth explained.

“Go read it Lizzy. I am here with Mrs. Jones so if I am called away, your sister and Richard will not be alone,” Priscilla allowed.

“Thank you Mama,” Elizabeth stood and made for her bedchamber. She smiled to herself that Mary and Richard had been so wrapped up in their conversation neither had noticed her leaving the drawing room.

Elizabeth seated herself in the window seat which had been warmed by the February sun. She broke the Gardiner seal and began to read.

12 February 1811

Gardiner House

Lizzy, my dearest sister,

I miss you very much. Yes, even though I am being courted by Wes, life is always better when my sisters are close by. I will see you in about 3 weeks, if not sooner. You did not think I would miss such an important birthday as the one you will celebrate on the 5th day of March. My much younger sister will be 21! It is hard for me to believe you are about to reach your majority.

Silly goose! You should have remained in London with me. I know you think you would have been superfluous, but it is not true, I miss you greatly. If you had, we could have travelled home with the Gardiners to celebrate your birthday.

If I have not told you this before, I am completely, head over heels in love with Wes. It has been almost a month since I have known I love him and I think he intends to propose soon.

The Rose is departing on the 14th—only two days from now. Wes and his family will be among others farewelling those sailing with her, but he asked if I would be available for a private interview after he has seen them off! You have no idea how long I have been praying he would speak, and now in two days I believe he will.

Elizabeth looked at the calendar on the escritoire in her bedchamber to confirm her belief this day was the fourteenth. It was. As she read her sister’s words, Jane could be engaged already! She went back to the words on the page.

I have found the other half of my heart in Wes. As happy as I am there is still a cloud of regret. If only you could find a man who will complete you the way Wes completes me. Before you say something silly like ‘until I have your goodness I will never have your happiness’ let me stop you right now. You Lizzy dearest are as deserving of finding your perfect match as Mary and I are. I am confident when it is time, it will happen.

Who knows, mayhap when you visit Kent you will find your soulmate.

“Hah!” Elizabeth exclaimed aloud, “Who will I meet in Kent other than the hateful Mr. Darcy who tried to separate Mary and Richard? The same one who thinks I am not tolerable enough to tempt him.” Elizabeth cogitated for a few moments. “I suppose Jane has the right of it, one never knows what will be, or when.” She allowed her eyes to return to Jane’s words once again.

I have letters for Mama and Mary close to completion, but I wanted to post this one as soon as I finished it. I hope by the time you read this Wes will have proposed!

With all of my sisterly love,

Jane

Elizabeth sat looking off into the distance, and hoped that her dear sister’s wish and prediction had already come true.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Westmore was announced by the Gardiners’ butler. Madeline and Jane had stood to welcome him and took their seats after answering his bow with curtseys. “Mrs. Gardiner, if you will permit it, I would like to speak to Miss Bennet in private,” he requested.

“My husband is at the office, but Jane mentioned you had wanted to address her today, and my husband has granted his permission for you to have a private interview with our niece,” Madeline averred. “If after your talk there is permission to be sought, my husband is not the one you will need to see in order to seek it. The same parlour you used when you spoke to Jane privately the first time is ready for you. You have ten minutes.”

Jane could hardly wait and was tempted to jump up and lead Wes to the parlour, but as hard as it was, she waited full of nervous and excited energy. As soon as her suitor turned to address her, Jane was on her feet.

As they approached the green parlour, Westmore noted Jane’s maid seated outside of the room and two large footmen on duty a few yards on either side of the door. Like he had the first time they had been in this parlour together, the Viscount closed the door, leaving it cracked open.

Unlike the first time, Jane was led to the centre of the room and she watched with joy as Wes sank down onto one knee before her. He took each of her hands in his own.

“Jane Lydia Bennet, in case you do not realise this already, I love you with the whole of my heart. Today as I stood on the quay with my family and others as we farewelled The Rose, I felt not one iota of envy for the epic voyage I was not taking. All I could do was count the seconds until I was standing here before you, doing what I am about to do right now.

“You Jane are my sun, moon, and stars, you are my everything, and if you agree to my proposal today, you will be my partner, my confidant, my lover, my wife until death do us part. When I look at my future, if I try and imagine one without you by my side, I can see nothing. Jane, not only do I love you, but I respect you as well. Will you make my heart whole and accept my hand in marriage? Will you agree to be my wife?”

A few tears of absolute, unadulterated joy escaped Jane’s eyes. She saw the look of concern on Wes’s countenance. “Wes, my darling Wes. I am not sad; in fact, your proposal has made me happier than I can ever remember being before this, they are tears of happiness.” Jane noticed how Wes relaxed. “I too am in love with you with a power I had not imagined possible. I could wax poetic about all the reasons I love you, but I do not want another moment to pass without my being your fiancée, so, yes. Yes Wes, nothing will make me happier than to become engaged to you, and to ultimately marry you.”

It was the work of an instant for Westmore to stand and face his fiancée with a face splitting grin of pleasure. He had been accepted by the woman he loved more than he had ever thought possible.

Before he could determine if she would permit him to kiss her, Jane turned her head up while moving closer to him. Wes lowered his lips intending to begin with a chaste kiss, but he found that once their lips connected for the first time, neither of them wanted to break the contact.

After a few minutes of expressing themselves as only a couple newly engaged and violently in love could, the maid’s cough from the hallway outside the room brought them back to the reality of the moment.

“We need to have some conversation,” Jane said as she fought to return her breathing and heartbeat to a normal rate.

Her fiancé opened the door all the way so the maid and footmen without would have no concerns and then they sat on a settee facing the door, keeping an appropriate distance between them—albeit it was more than either would have chosen had they not been governed by propriety.

“I will make for Longbourn to seek your parents’ permission and blessing in the morning,” Westmore stated, his breath still rather ragged. “I know you are of age, but I am certain you desire your parents’ blessing at the very least.”

“In that you are correct, and I would like to accompany you,” Jane replied. Before he could protest regarding propriety, Jane proceeded. “My maid will be in the coach with us, and you could ask your mother to join us so she may speak to Mama. I do not know about you, but I do not want to wait too long to marry. At the same time we cannot marry before Mary, as I do not want to detract from her wedding.”

“What if we were to marry in a joint ceremony with Mary and Fitzwilliam?” Westmore suggested. “Of course, that is if they agree.”

“If they agree, I would not object,” Jane smiled a beatific smile.

“In that case, I think we should go inform your aunt of our engagement,” Westmore said as he stood.

“Somehow I do not believe Aunt Maddie will be greatly surprised.”

She was not.


Chapter 32

Lady Sarah De Melville was not the only one who accompanied the newly engaged couple, but her husband joined the group travelling into Hertfordshire as well. Much to the delight of Alli and Lilly, the former was to remain with the Gardiners until her parents returned.

The Earl and Countess of Jersey had expressed unreserved approbation when their son and Jane had visited them to relate the result of Wesley’s proposal. There had been no doubt in their mind that Wes had found the perfect woman for himself. Alli was no less pleased she would gain sisters, and by extension more cousins, which included Lilly.

When Jane arrived home unexpectedly, thanks to the letters she had posted to her sisters and mother, there was no great surprise as to her presence or that her suitor had accompanied her. The only surprise was the Earl and Countess of Jersey had joined the travelling party.

The latter two were not taken aback by the size of the park, manor house, or the evident prosperity, as their son had shared the size of the healthy dowry Jane would bring to the marriage. Not that it mattered to them, but it was easy to extrapolate from the fact there were three dowered daughters that the Bennets were far more wealthy than one would expect of a country squire and his family.

“I am so happy for you, Janey,” Elizabeth gushed when she pulled her older sister into an all-encompassing hug.

“Wes still needs to speak to Mama and Papa to gain their blessings,” Jane said next to Elizabeth’s ear. “I feel like I could sprout wings and fly up to the clouds and beyond, I am so filled with joy.”

As soon as greetings had been exchanged, the Bennet parents agreed to meet with Westmore in Bennet’s study. It was not a long interview and consent and blessings were bestowed without any delay. By the time the three returned and Bennet called Jane to stand with them to announce her official engagement to her fiancé, there were none in the drawing room who did not know of the engagement.

That knowledge did not stop Cilla asking Hill to bring glasses of champagne so a toast could be raised to the newly engaged couple. After the toasts had been made, one by each of the fathers of the soon to-be-bride and groom, Jane moved to sit on the settee next to Mary and Richard.

“Will you two join Wes and me in the west parlour?” Jane requested.

Mary and Richard looked at one another and both nodded. Soon the two engaged couples were ensconced in the parlour. “What would you like to discuss, Janey?” Mary enquired.

“Wes and I do not desire a protracted engagement, but as you two,” Jane looked from Mary to Richard, “became engaged before us, we do not want to usurp your place by marrying before you. I know that it is not just Mama’s and Papa’s time restriction, but the fact Aunt Elaine and Uncle Reggie will be at Hilldale. As such, April is a better time for you to marry so everyone will be able to attend. What we would like to know is if you two would agree to a double wedding?”

The other couple bent towards each other so their heads were as close together as possible. The discussion between Mary and Richard was not of a long duration. “It would be a pleasure to share the wedding day with you two,” Mary announced.

“We are very appreciative you are willing to share the day with us,” Westmore stated as he extended his hand to his friend, and future brother.

Richard took the proffered hand and shook vigorously while the two sisters hugged one another. “I think we need to speak to the parents who are present,” Mary suggested.

“I will write to Mother,” Richard informed his fiancée. “For her there will be little or no change, other than sharing the hostess duties for the ball with Lady Sarah.”

With an accord reached between them, the four made their way back to the drawing room. When their decision was announced, none of the parents present raised a word in opposition. As long as their children agreed, it was all they needed as it was their day after all.

“What are we to do about a bridesmaid?” Jane realised. “If I am not mistaken, Mary you intended to ask Lizzy as I did. If that is the case, then I will defer to you.”

“I was, but I am to gain another sister who is recently fifteen,” Jane stated. “I am sure Alli would love to fill the role, so you are free to ask Lizzy as you intended to.”

Mary smiled as she had a thought. “Do you think Henry would allow me to put a wig and gown on him, so he could be my maid of honour?” Mary asked the last with a deadpanned expression on her face.

“As much as your twin loves you, I think that would be too far beyond the pale for our Henry,” Elizabeth opined as she smiled at Mary’s tease. “What of you two, who will you have stand up with you?”

“If Birchington was not gallivanting over the high seas, I would have asked him. Fitzwilliam here would have been my next choice, but he will be otherwise engaged on that day,” Westmore stated. “I do have other friends whom I can ask.”

“Depending on when their son or daughter is born, Andrew will not leave Marie and I doubt she will be ready to travel,” Richard mused. “Next would be William…Darcy.” Richard did not miss Lizzy’s scowl at the mention of his cousin. “He suffers from hessian-in-the-mouth disease though. Yes, he should never have dared to go to my parents and attempted to interfere. Surely if Mary and I can see it in our hearts to forgive him, so can you Lizzy.”

“I suppose I may be able to do so. However, it will depend on his behaviour when I see him in Kent,” Elizabeth averred. “It was wrong of me to show my disapproval. It is your wedding and it is not for me to approve or disapprove of the man who will stand up with you.”

“What did Darcy do to anger Lizzy so?” Westmore enquired.

“Later,” Jane responded succinctly. The last thing Jane wanted to do was to re-ignite Lizzy’s anger by speaking of Mr. Darcy’s offences in front of her sister.

To move away from the subject of Darcy, Westmore turned to his mother and asked if she would object if Jane asked Alli to be her maid of honour. Lady Sarah endorsed the idea wholeheartedly. It was also decided the De Melvilles would send an announcement to the papers when they returned to London.

Although the hours of daylight had begun to lengthen there were not yet enough hours of sunlight to travel back to Town in the same day. Lord and Lady Jersey would be hosted at Longbourn while Westmore would join Richard at Netherfield Park after dinner at the Bennets’ estate.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Jane returned to London the next day with her maid and the De Melvilles. In a fortnight her mother and sisters would join her at the Gardiners’ house to begin to shop for her trousseau. From that time onward, Lizzy and Mary would remain in London until Richard, rather than have Sir William and Mariah Lucas come to town first, would convey them to Hunsford in mid-March.

Thinking about transporting his love and Lizzy to Kent made Richard think about his parson at Hunsford. Combined with the discussion he had with his Aunt Catherine when she and Anne had been in London, and the letters he had received from the curate and others it seemed Mr. Collins had made some serious improvements. He was finally implementing the lessons taught by the Bishop’s men. It was clear that his new wife was a very good influence on him.

As such, the curate would not be taking over the parish. Thankfully, one of the livings in Matlock had become vacant when the vicar retired, and with his father’s approval, Richard would offer it to Mr. Travis.

As February became March the signs of the approaching spring became evident. The first crocuses were budding, also the trees which had been barren over autumn and winter started to show signs of becoming verdant once again. As had been planned, the four Bennets at Longbourn, with Mrs. Jones, departed for London on the first day of March. As all of his work was up to date, Bennet willingly joined his family.

Lizzy’s birthday was to be celebrated at the Gardiners’ house on Tuesday upcoming. She did not object to the change of venue, as long as they were all together. The De Melvilles had accepted an invitation to attend the birthday dinner. It was decided that the shopping would commence the day after Lizzy’s birthday so that all attention would be focused on the significant day in Elizabeth’s life.

On Saturday morning, the Bennet sisters called at the Hursts’ home. Genuine wishes for happy were conveyed to Jane by the Bingley sisters who had seen the engagement announcement in the papers.

“How are you both doing with some distance now between yourselves and your brother?” Elizabeth enquired after the ladies had all enjoyed tea and refreshments.

“It is hard to believe I allowed my brother to manipulate me the way he did,” Miss Bingley shook her head. “I always thought I was an intelligent woman.”

“I would not suspect my brother would use me so ill,” Mary stated emphatically. “More than that, I would not allow myself to even contemplate such a thing. Caroline, did you not believe he was looking out for your best interests, as he was supposed to do?”

“You have the right of it, Mary. There were many signs, but I did not want to see them,” Caroline admitted. “Lulu tried to warn me but I would not permit myself to accept what she told me.” Miss Bingley reached out and squeezed her older sister’s hand. “Lulu was the one I should have turned to.”

“There is no profit in reliving the past,” Elizabeth insisted. “I am sorry I asked about anything regarding your brother. I think we need to adopt my mama’s philosophy: only remember that which gives you pleasure. Of course we must learn from our past mistakes, but there is nothing we can do to change that which has already occurred.”

Caroline acknowledged the sense in the words. “There is one thing I do need you to clarify for me. What is the preferred version of your familiar name? When we were in Hertfordshire I heard Miss Lucas as was, address you as Eliza, but most everyone else used Lizzy, and a few your full name of Elizabeth. I admit I called you Miss Eliza in a derogatory way.”

Elizabeth smiled. The fact Caroline was enquiring about her preference demonstrated how much she had changed. “Charlotte and her family are the only ones I am sanguine with calling me Eliza. Either Lizzy or Elizabeth are acceptable.” Elizabeth made a decision. “My majority is being celebrated with a dinner at Gardiner House on Tuesday upcoming. Would you both and Mr. Hurst be available to join us?”

Mrs. Hurst looked to her younger sister who nodded. “I know of no prior engagements so I am comfortable accepting for my husband, sister, and myself,” she stated.

Before the Bennet sisters and Mrs. Jones departed, they imparted the time the Hursts and Miss Bingley should arrive.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

In early March, Darcy departed Pemberley and made the journey to Hilldale where he would join those in residence. Keeping his habit of ignoring those parts of the papers, he had not seen the notice announcing the engagement of Miss Jane Bennet to Viscount Westmore. With Anna not present, he had no one to inform him of anything she deemed important.

Much introspection had not answered all of his questions for himself. He still believed he was superior to many in society, but he had owned that there were times he displayed improper pride and, as much as he hated to admit it, some vanity as well.

He had told himself that vanity was a weakness indeed. And he, a Darcy of Pemberley, should not have such obvious weaknesses. However, he told himself that pride where there was a real superiority of mind, pride would be always under good regulation. Should he not be proud of his name, his heritage, his place in society, and his familial connections? Was that really a failing?

Ignoring the voice in his head, the same one which had told him he must apologise to Miss Elizabeth right away, he convinced himself that he would be able to control his improper pride.

These thoughts were pushed aside by the enthusiastic welcome he received from Anna. The time spent with their aunt, uncles, cousins, Lady Rose, and Lady Charity had done much, in his opinion, to restore her self-confidence. Darcy forgot these were all people with whom his sister was very familiar.

His sister gushed about how much she and Charity enjoyed playing with little Adelle, the latter’s niece, when her maternal grandparents called at Hilldale to visit.

That night after dinner it was decided that, if Marie’s time came prior to Darcy’s planned date of departure, then he, the two young ladies, and their companions would travel south into Kent at that point. He agreed a house where a lady was labouring was not a place for young maidens. Thankfully little Adelle would remain with her nurses and other grandparents.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

On the day she turned one and twenty, Elizabeth began with a brisk walk in Hyde Park, trailed by John and Brian. She walked all along Rotten Row and from one end of the Serpentine to the other. She loved walking in the park with all of the signs of spring she could see. Within a sennight she was sure the park would be a riot of colours and Elizabeth was hopeful she would be treated to the vista before the departure to Rosings Park.

After breaking her fast with the family and her sisters’ fiancés, Elizabeth went to bathe and then change as Mama wanted to take her to Harding, Howell & Company on Pall Mall in St. James. Although Elizabeth was not a great shopper, there were many interesting items to be found that were not even available in her Uncle Edward’s warehouse.

Bennet and her sisters would meet her at the George and Vulture in George Yard to have their midday meal, and then Mama would take her to Gunter’s so Elizabeth could placate her sweet tooth. Last before they came home, Elizabeth would be taken to Hatchard’s where she could peruse the books for almost two hours before returning with Mama to Portman Square.

By the time Elizabeth returned to Gardiner House she had had an extremely enjoyable day so far. She was sent upstairs to bathe again and dress for her birthday dinner. Mama playfully cautioned her not to get lost in the new volume of Wordsworth’s poems to which Elizabeth had treated herself.

An hour later she joined everyone in the drawing room. Suddenly, Elizabeth froze! Sitting on a settee looking very smug were her two brothers.

“How, when?” Elizabeth spluttered.

“By carriage and when you were out with Mama,” Tommy stated with a grin very happy that he and Henry had been able to surprise Elizabeth so completely.

“You did not think we would miss your special birthday did you?” Henry asked, “Besides, I desired to meet my future brother-in-law.” He looked at his eldest sister and her fiancé. “I am happy to say I approve whole heartedly.”

“As do I,” Tommy asserted.

“Eton is just more than twenty miles, but is Cambridge not much further?” Elizabeth questioned.

“What is sixty miles of good road?” Henry challenged. “I would travel more than that to be here with you today. Father wrote and asked for two days away from school, so both of us return to our schools on Thursday.”

Not long after Elizabeth’s great, and most welcome surprise, Wes’s parents, the Hursts, and Caroline Bingley arrived. The latter had to remind herself that fawning over the Earl and Countess would not be appreciated. It was also the first time the Hursts and Miss Bingley saw the Bennet brothers since the brief meeting at the church near Longbourn.

For her part Lady Sarah was much impressed with the improvements she saw in Miss Caroline Bingley. In the past, the young lady had been refused vouchers for Almack’s based on her and her brother’s behaviour. Now with the brother nowhere to be seen and with the change in Miss Bingley’s behaviour, a new application, if one was forthcoming, had every chance of being accepted. That Miss Bingley was familiar with the Bennets did not hurt her chances.

By the time Elizabeth’s head finally rested on her pillows that night, she had acknowledged that this had been, by far, the best celebration of her birthday ever.


Chapter 33

The Rose and her escorts had not made nearly as much progress as the captains predicted, or would have preferred. After six weeks of sailing across the vast liquid, roiling desert of the Atlantic Ocean, they still had about four weeks before they would reach Jamaica.

It was just bad luck; the Duke of Bedford had changed the date of sailing to miss hurricanes and major Atlantic storms. It seemed God had other plans. So far the winds had been against them and they had encountered three major storms. The last of the three had been the strongest and had sheered the top section of The Rose’s mainsail clean off. The master carpenter had to fabricate a new platform to act as the crow’s nest.

For a few days after that storm, it seemed like their luck and the weather had changed. On the fourth day of good weather, it had been proved both the ocean and the weather had conspired to give them a false sense of security.

Almost instantaneously, day turned to night, except for the occasional bolt of lightning. The wind seemed to be coming from every direction at once and even the most experienced of sailors had never seen seas like the ones in which they were now floundering. Within an hour the winds had separated The Rose from her escorts as wave after wave broke across the decks.

The parents on board did their best to comfort their children in an attempt to distract them from the inevitable. The Duke of Bedford could not believe so much of his family and three other families, not to mention the relatives of all the sailors on the ship, would be devastated by what they all knew was coming. The last thought Bedford had when he realised his prayers for them to be saved would not be answered, was it was by the Grace of God that his Rose, their youngest, and granddaughter were not with them to meet the same fate.

By the time the storm blew itself out, the only ship still intact, in a manner of speaking, was The Protector. She was the one with four and seventy guns. She had very serious damage and more than fifteen of her crew had been washed overboard, but she was still afloat and one of her secondary masts still stood.

The captain searched for more than a week in a futile attempt to find survivors. Only some wreckage was found, including a part of one of The Rose’s longboats. No bodies were recovered, but given the ferocity of the storm, it was to be expected.

As they were much closer to the West Indies than England, the Captain set his wounded ship on a course for Nassau in the Bahamas. They needed repairs to return to England and the Captain needed to report the loss of two dukes, an earl, and the various family members to the governor of the islands so news could be dispatched back to England.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

On the eighteenth day of March 1811, Richard’s coach departed Portman Square carrying Elizabeth, Mary, Mrs. Jones, and the aforementioned sisters’ shared maid. Each had her own maid, but given the limited space at the parsonage, they would share Elizabeth’s lady’s maid between them.

Richard rode alongside the conveyance on Invictus. Also riding were Biggs, Johns, and four of their men—three on either side of the equipage. As usual, one of Bennet’s footmen-guards was seated on the bench next to the coachman and two of Richard’s footmen were at the rear of the carriage.

A little over two hours after they departed the Gardiner’s house, a stop was made at the coaching inn at Bromley. Richard made sure a team of four of his carriage horses had arrived the previous day so the stop would only be as long as it took to swap the teams. The two grooms who brought the relief horses would have the swapped team rest overnight and then return to Rosings Park with the rested horses on the morrow.

Hence, as soon as those who needed it availed themselves of the necessary and with the fresh team hitched and pawing at the ground to get underway, the group departed Bromley less than a half hour after arriving. No more than two hours later, Richard pointed to the palings on the left of the coach.

“Rosings Park,” he informed those within through the window closest to his Mary.

For Mary it was very exciting as it gave her the first view of her future home. According to Richard, the structure was built in the baroque style. It was visible through breaks in the trees from time to time.

Elizabeth felt a certain amount of trepidation as she was well aware the proud Mr. Darcy would arrive in early April. She was looking forward to meeting Miss Darcy, but she knew she would have to restrain herself rather than immediately express her outrage that the man had attempted—albeit ineptly—to separate Mary and Richard.

Soon enough the equipage slowed and those within could see a stone structure past the hedges to the left, which they correctly assumed was the parsonage. By the time the coach was brought to a halt, Mr. and Mrs. Collins were standing in the drive to receive their guests.

Richard dismounted so he was in place to hand out his fiancée and his soon to-be-sister. Rather than leave it to a footmen, he assisted their companion to alight as well.

Elizabeth had to school her features when she noticed Mr. Collins take a deep breath and Charlotte lightly touch him on the arm. She was sure her cousin was about to launch into a lengthy soliloquy.

“Cousins, welcome to our humble abode,” was all Mr. Collins said as his wife stepped forward to hug her friends.

“My father and Maria arrived yesterday. They are waiting for you in the house,” Charlotte reported. She looked to her husband’s patron. “Will you join us and take tea before you proceed to the manor house?”

“I always have time for tea,” Richard accepted with an inclined head.

Collins was about to launch into a speech of how his patron honoured him and his humble home with his presence when he caught his wife’s eye who gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head. Instead all he did was offer his wife his arm and lead her into the house.

The house was a structure of two floors. On the first floor there was a dining parlour, sitting room, a small east facing parlour, and a study for Collins. To him it was perfectly situated as it allowed him a view of the lane leading to Rosings Park so he could always observe the comings and goings. Up the stairs were six bedchambers, and above that the attic where there was place for the single female servants to reside.

Given the size of the house and the lack of accommodation for male servants, the footmen-guards would sleep above the stables at Rosings Park with that estate’s males who were employed there. At night, two would be keeping a close watch on the parsonage while the other four would be where ever the Miss Bennets were during the daylight hours.

“Eliza and Mary, it is so good to see you both,” Sir William boomed as soon as he saw them enter the sitting room. “Mr. Fitzwilliam,” Sir William bowed to the master of Rosings Park.

Maria curtsied to the Bennet sisters, Mr. Fitzwilliam, and Mrs. Jones. Being a rather shy girl she did not say anything. Even though she was only two years younger than Mary, Maria Lucas had never been close to the two older Bennet sisters. However, like many in and around Meryton, she admired the Bennet brothers greatly. The sisters were so intelligent, she always felt lost when she tried to speak to them. She was aware Henry and Tommy Bennet were also highly intelligent, but that did not stop her dreaming of being Mrs. Bennet one day.

The tea service was delivered by Charlotte’s housekeeper and cook in one person along with some rather delectable lemon biscuits. After tea, and before he took his leave, Richard made sure to speak to Collins and tell him that he was well pleased with all of the positive changes he had been making. He told Collins to keep it up. The latter beamed on receiving compliments from his patron which only encouraged him to make sure he continued on the path of change he had undertaken.

“I will speak to my aunt and if she agrees, we will send an invitation to dinner this evening,” Richard told Mrs. Collins, but his eyes were on his fiancée as he spoke.

“As we have no engagements, it will be our pleasure to attend if an invitation is forthcoming,” Charlotte averred. She restrained her father and husband so they would not join Mr. Fitzwilliam in the drive when he took his leave of Mary. There was no concern regarding propriety as the footmen-guards were still present even though the coach had proceeded to the stables once the ladies’ trunks were offloaded.

“I am sure I will see you at the house this evening,” Richard stated once they reached the drive. “As my aunt is still the mistress until we marry, I did not want to usurp her role and issue the invitation without her input.”

“That is how it should be and I would not have expected anything less of you,” Mary replied.

“Although you will see parts of the house this evening, you will have a formal tour on the morrow,” Richard informed Mary as he took each of her hands and bestowed a warm kiss to each one.

They would have both liked for their lips to have met, but with Biggs, Johns, and two of the other footmen-guards in close proximity, they did not. Richard mounted his stallion and with a doff of his beaver followed by a wave, he was off cutting across the park.

When Mary re-joined those in the sitting room, Charlotte addressed the sisters and their companion. “Eliza and Mary, for the next day or two do you object to sharing a chamber? Just until my father departs for Meryton.”

Elizabeth and Mary looked at one another. “Of course we do not object to sharing,” Elizabeth averred while Mary nodded her emphatic agreement.

Charlotte showed the sisters and Mrs. Jones to their chambers. The maid who would assist both Bennets sisters was ready with a basin of water and dresses for them to change into when Elizabeth and Mary entered the room they would share for the next day or two.

By the time they had washed, changed, and returned to the sitting room, the invitation to dine at Rosings Park had been received and an affirmative reply was sent without delay.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The day following the extremely pleasant dinner at Rosings Park, Mary met with Lady Catherine and the housekeeper for an extensive tour of the manor house. Elizabeth and Mrs. Jones accompanied her as they followed the mistress and housekeeper from room to room.

“I will admit that I used to have the house decorated in a way which I thought showed everyone my wealth and station,” Lady Catherine owned as they entered the main drawing room. “Since Richard has been the master and made many changes to the décor, the house has become a home. Everything is still elegant, but no longer uselessly fine.”

“So far, I see little which I would want changed,” Mary stated. “Our Mama brought us up to not make changes just for change’s sake when we reached that point in our lives.”

“Then Mrs. Bennet is far wiser than I used to be,” Lady Catherine admitted.

Mary was more than pleased to see a relatively new Broadwood grand in the music room. “Who plays the pianoforte?” Mary enquired. “I can see it is practically brand new.”

“I never had the patience to learn, although I do enjoy musical entertainment greatly,” Lady Catherine averred. “My Anne has not the energy for long lessons, but thanks to Mrs. Jenkinson’s patience, she has learnt to play some basic music on the instrument.” Lady Catherine looked at Mary. “My nephew ordered this one before you and he were engaged. He told me that there would soon be someone in his life who was a great proficient on the instrument.” Mary blushed and Lady Catherine smiled at her.

“Lizzy is also very proficient on the pianoforte, but she sings far better than I do,” Mary pronounced.

“Given your skill at the keyboard and how well you sing, that is a great compliment. Thank you Mary dearest,” Elizabeth enthused. “We have heard your niece, Miss Darcy, plays very well.”

“Yes, Anna, like my late sister, Anne, spends many hours at the pianoforte. However, she is still very shy, and has an almost impossible time when she has to perform in front of those with whom she is unfamiliar,” Lady Catherine revealed. “You know she and William will be joining us in about a fortnight, do you not?”

Elizabeth tried not to think about the rude, arrogant man, but his aunt mentioning his name was hard to ignore. She fought to school her features so she would not reveal her antipathy for Mr. Darcy to his aunt. She attempted to change the subject. “I see a harp. Does someone play?”

Lady Catherine had not missed the moue of distaste which flitted across Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s face when she mentioned her nephew. She wondered what William had done to offend the lady.

Had this been the Lady Catherine of old, she would have demanded an explanation. That was then, this was now. She would not attempt to force a confidence. If Miss Elizabeth decided not to share, then so be it. “Mrs. Jenkinson can play the harp rather well and when Anna is here, she also plays the instrument.”

“Of the three sisters, only Jane plays the harp very well. As do Mama and Mrs. Jones,” Mary stated. “Lizzy and I can play, but we concentrate on the pianoforte.”

From the music room the group proceeded up the grand staircase to the family floor. The only place Mary would make substantial changes was to the now unused suite for the mistress. A few years ago, Lady Catherine had moved into the second bedchamber in Anne’s suite so she could be close to her daughter if she was needed at night.

By the time they made their way to the drawing room, Richard, Anne, and the latter’s companion were within waiting for them.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

As the days went by, Elizabeth established a routine of sorts. She would rise before the dawn, as was her wont at home. Then, after cook gifted her some warm baked goods, she would be off for a walk or a ride—escorted by Biggs and Johns—through the groves which started where the estate’s park ended.

Being a lover of nature, she was fascinated. Each day, additional new greenery was seen on the trees, and more and more flowers bloomed. After close to a two hour walk or ride, she would return to the parsonage to break her fast with the rest of the residents. With the changes her cousin had made, and those Charlotte was yet helping him to make, being around the man was more than tolerable.

Not long after the morning meal, Richard would arrive and he and Mary would have their heads together. Many days, after they had broken their fasts, Elizabeth and Mary would accompany Richard to the mansion so they were able to spend time with Anne de Bourgh.

Soon enough they were attending services at Hunsford for the final Sunday and day of the month. Knowing that Mr. Darcy would be arriving that coming week did not intimidate Elizabeth, in fact, as it always did in these circumstances, her courage rose.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy commenced the journey to Hilldale to collect Anna on the first day of April. When he arrived he was told that Marie had just entered her lying in so as soon as they made their farewells, Anna and Lady Charity along with their companions, maids, and Carstens were in his coach on their way to Kent.

He knew there were things in his behaviour he needed to address, but first Darcy desired to secure Miss Elizabeth as his fiancée. He planned to request he be allowed to take over the lease on Netherfield Park as soon as Richard married so he would be able to propose to Miss Elizabeth Bennet. Surely she would be overjoyed and honoured when he distinguished her in that fashion.

While the two girls chattered and their companions spoke quietly, Darcy was imagining how much Elizabeth would be pleased with a proposal from one as high in society, and wealthy, as himself.


Chapter 34

A week into their fight to reach Nassau, The Protector was sighted by a Royal Navy Frigate on patrol in the waters of the West Indies. They were boarded by a Lieutenant-Commander and twelve Royal Marines.

Using semaphore, the commander of the boarding party communicated with his captain on board HMS Angie. Soon longboats were alongside The Protector bringing victuals, a surgeon, HMS Angie’s shipwright, and the carpenter’s mate, along with men to augment the depleted crew.

With the Royal Navy’s assistance, the foremast was repaired enough so it would provide The Protector some additional propulsion. The surgeon went about setting broken bones and helping to save those who were able to be saved. With the added speed and HMS Angie escorting her, three days later, The Protector limped into Nassau’s harbour.

Once the scope of the disaster was unfolded for the Governor, a man who had known both Bedford and Hertfordshire, the survivors from The Protector were put on the first packet ship which would depart for England. Although the Captain protested he should remain with his ship while it underwent repairs, the Admiral in command of the Royal Navy fleet based in the Bahamas with the aid of the Governor, convinced him his testimony would be needed back in England as aside from scores of sailors, most of four families had perished—three of them peers of the realm, and one related to the Crown.

Even though they knew it was fruitless, the Admiral dispatched four of his ships to search the area just in case of a miracle. No survivors were found and two weeks after the packet ship departed, news of that fact was also on its way across the Atlantic to England.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The same day that the survivors of the four ships which had departed London in February arrived in Nassau, Lady Marie Fitzwilliam née Rhys-Davies delivered a squalling, but healthy son who was named Robert Andrew Fitzwilliam, who was the future viscount and earl.

The Earl and Countess of Matlock enjoyed the pleasure of their first grandchild while for the Duchess of Bedford it was her third, but that made it no less exciting. Her thoughts went to Adelle who was visiting Rebecca’s parents and to Little Sed who, she estimated, should by now be seeing the wonders of Jamaica with his parents and her beloved Sedgewick.

There was no point in writing a letter announcing Robby’s birth. By the time it arrived in Jamaica they would have moved on and she was certain her family and friends would arrive home long before a letter ever caught up to them.

The three grandparents were standing around the cradle in the nursery admiring the newest member of their combined family while Andrew was lying on his wife’s bed hugging her to himself as she slept. His Marie had done so very well in bringing their son into the world and just when he thought he could not love his wife any more, he did.

Andrew knew that although his wife understood that her father and brother along with his family would not see Robby until long after the christening, it saddened her because she would have liked Sed and Rebecca to stand as Robby’s godparents. Richard was to be the second godfather, so until their brother and sister returned from the voyage, Richard would be the only godparent in attendance.

When Marie woke from her rest, Andrew would make that suggestion to her. In the meanwhile he revelled in the feel of his wife in his arms while she slept.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy thought he had fallen asleep in his coach and was dreaming about Elizabeth, as he did every night, because he could have sworn he saw her galloping across one of Rosings Park’s fields just before his coachman guided the team off the road and onto the lane which led to the manor house. In his dream she was being followed by two enormous men keeping a horse length or two distant from her.

“William, do you think that is Richard’s fiancée riding that magnificent horse?” Georgiana asked as she pointed to the point that the apparition had disappeared from his view.

“Anna, did you see her as well?” a confused Darcy asked. If it was not a dream, what on earth was Miss Elizabeth doing here? “Did you see her too, Lady Charity?” Said young lady nodded. “That was not Miss Mary who is engaged to Richard, but Miss Elizabeth, the second Bennet sister.”

Given how her brother had reacted—even though he had apologised the previous time she had mentioned Miss Elizabeth’s name—Anna did not say anything when her brother identified the lady they had seen on the Arabian. She was confused why he had verified with both herself and Charity if they had seen the lady as if he did not trust his own eyes. For the same reason, she decided not to ask William about that either.

Elizabeth saw the carriages, but kept urging Penelope to run as she was not in the mood to see Mr. Darcy yet. There would be no avoiding him though when the parsonage party had dinner at Rosings Park that evening. She would behave as expected of a well raised young lady, but Elizabeth intended to keep away from Mr. Darcy as much as possible.

Both she and Mary were looking forward to coming to know Miss Darcy, and also Lady Charity, who Richard had told them would be arriving with the Darcys. They had met her parents, brother, and sister-in-law in London and had found them easy to speak to, so they did not expect Lady Charity to be any different. Besides, knowing how much Mr. Darcy disdained her family in general and her specifically, Elizabeth was confident he would not put himself in her company more than absolutely necessary.

Richard and Lady Catherine were waiting under the portico to welcome the Darcys and Lady Charity to Rosings Park. Trying to push their disagreements from Hertfordshire to the side, Richard welcomed his cousin warmly. He hugged both Anna and Charity, who was after all, his sister by marriage.

Lady Catherine added her welcome to the newly arrived three and led them into the house and to the main drawing room where Anne waited for them. “Before you greet Anne, Reggie sent an express. Marie delivered a son yesterday, he will be named Robert Andrew, both mother and son are doing well and are healthy.”

“They named him after Papa,” Georgiana gushed. She had a new cousin.

“You two are in a suite across from Anne and me, and your companions have a chamber either side of the suite,” Lady Catherine shared. “Greet Anne, and then the housekeeper will show you up. William you are in the same chambers you always use.”

The two young girls greeted Anne and then they and their companions followed the housekeeper up to their shared suite.

“Richard, could we have a word in the study before I go up and change?” Darcy requested.

With a nod, Richard led his cousin to his study. ‘If he says one derogatory word about Mary, his will be a very short stay at my estate,’ he thought as he went to take a seat behind his desk. “What is it William?” Richard asked annoyedly.

“How is it that Miss Elizabeth is here?” Darcy asked with no preamble. “I thought I was seeing things when we arrived, but Anna and Lady Charity saw her as well.”

“Before I answer your interrogatory, let me pose one of my own,” Richard returned. Darcy extended his hand palm up to signal Richard to proceed. “Has my sister’s youngest sister not told you on multiple occasions you may address her as Charity?”

“She has, but I cannot,” Darcy owned. “She is the daughter of a duke, and I cannot be so informal with her especially as she was under my protection.”

“You have some rather interesting ideas about rank,” Richard shook his head. “As far as Lizzy being here, do you remember my parson who was in Meryton when we were there? I am sure I mentioned him to you.” Darcy nodded. “Well, he is married…”

“Did Miss Elizabeth agree to marry that buffoon?” Darcy almost screeched as he jumped out of his chair, which came close to toppling over.

“No, Lizzy was invited to spend time with Mrs. Collins, née Lucas, who happens to be a very good friend of the three Bennet sisters. My Mary accompanied Lizzy and is also at the parsonage,” Richard explained.

Darcy almost made a comment about Richard marrying far below himself when he read the dangerous look on his cousin’s countenance so he made a good decision and held his peace. He did not know it, but that decision kept his face unblemished.

“Should we go call on them so they may meet Anna and Lady Charity?” Darcy suggested.

“That is rather superfluous as they will be attending dinner here in less than two hours.” Richard paused. “Given how you treated the Bennets in Hertfordshire, why are you so keen to see them here? If you repeat your slight, or importune them in anyway, know that I will send you packing long before I would ever ask the Bennets to leave.”

The way his cousin spoke to him irked Darcy, but he nodded and did not respond verbally. He concentrated on the fact Elizabeth would be at Rosings Park in the matter of a few hours. It was time for him to advance his suit and leave her in no doubts of his intentions. How fortuitous it was that she was here at the same time as himself. Had she heard him speak of visiting Richard, or gleaned the information from his cousin and made sure she would be in his path again? Darcy realised Richard had only spoken of the two younger Bennet sisters, and made no mention of Miss Bennet. He was surprised she was not with her sisters. He would have thought she would jump at the chance to be put in the path of wealthy men.

Regardless of the reason for Elizabeth’s presence in Kent, it was to his advantage as it meant he would not have to court her in Hertfordshire. She was the only reason he had been willing to return to that neighbourhood and her proximity would save him lowering himself by being there once again.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Lizzy, I know you are angry with Mr. Darcy, but do not forget he is here as Richard’s guest and will be my cousin in three weeks,” Mary said quietly as she and Elizabeth walked ahead of the Collinses and Maria Lucas.

They were making the oft travelled less than half mile walk to the manor house with two of the footmen-guards trailing the party of walkers. It was amusing to the two Bennet sisters that Mr. Collins was still very much afraid of John and Brian from his first visit to Longbourn. In deference to their cousin, the men did not enter the house when he was within.

“Do you think me so very deficient I would misbehave rudely to a guest in my soon-to-be brother’s house?” Elizabeth hissed back. “You know me better than that.”

“Yes, Lizzy, I do,” Mary acknowledged. “However when one is angry, reason sometimes flies out of the door.”

“I suppose you have the right of it,” Elizabeth owned. “There are times when I am so angry that it causes me to speak first and think later. I will try and keep my anger at Mr. Darcy under regulation, but what he attempted to do was beyond the pale.”

“It was ineffectual,” Mary reminded her sister. “Do not forget Aunt Elaine and Uncle Reggie not only did not agree with his statements, but sent him away with a flea in his ear.”

Elizabeth allowed a giggle to escape her lips. “I own I would have liked to have seen him receive a setdown,” she smiled. “At least we will meet Miss Darcy and Lady Charity. Richard told me they are both sweet girls.”

“That is my Lizzy. Think of the positive only,” Mary stated.

Soon the butler was handing their outerwear to a footman. He led the arriving party to the main drawing room.

Darcy was frozen to the spot when the parsonage party were announced. There she was before him, looking more beautiful than ever, her extremely fine emerald-green eyes shining with intelligence. He had wanted to introduce her to Anna, but while his tongue turned to wood in his mouth, Richard performed the office.

After Richard had told her that he had informed the Bennets regarding Ramsgate, Georgiana Darcy had worried she would see censure in the looks from the Bennet sisters. She saw anything but. Her guardian had been correct. All she saw was compassion and acceptance in the looks from the two very pretty ladies. Soon she, Charity, and Anne were seated with the sisters, who included Miss Lucas in the circle, speaking like long lost friends.

Even though he had not the pleasure of making the introductions, Darcy was gratified when he saw how easy Anna was with the Bennet sisters and Mrs. Collins’ younger sister. It was then he noticed Anne was treating Misses Elizabeth and Mary like they were intimates and unless his hearing deceived him, Anne addressed the Bennet sisters informally, as did they her. He thought his aunt would object given their relative social and financial positions, but all he saw was Aunt Catherine watching the tableau while smiling indulgently.

He did not miss the mooncalf way Richard was looking at his fiancée. Darcy hoped she returned his cousin’s affections and was not just interested in him for pecuniary advantage.

Just when Darcy was about to approach Elizabeth as there had been a lull in the conversation, the butler announced dinner. Rather than their aunt, Richard offered each Bennet sister an arm leaving Darcy to lead his aunt and Lady Charity into the dining parlour. Anna and Miss Lucas followed with Mr. and Mrs. Collins bringing up the rear.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

After the rather sumptuous meal, all but Anne retired to the music room. The latter was fatigued so Mrs. Jenkinson assisted her up the stairs after Anne made her excuses.

“Will you delight us with playing and singing, Miss Elizabeth?” Lady Catherine requested. “You and my soon-to-be niece prove what I often tell young ladies that no excellence in music is to be acquired without constant practice, is correct. It is a pleasure to hear the Miss Bennets spend time in this room practicing as Mrs. Collins has no instrument. Elizabeth and Mary are very welcome, to come to Rosings every day, and play on the pianoforte in this room. When they do, it lightens and warms the house.”

Mr. Darcy could not account for his aunt’s approbation of the Bennet sisters, and made no answer.

When coffee was over, Richard reminded Mary of having promised to play for him; so she sat down at the instrument. He drew a chair near her. Lady Catherine listened intently, not saying a word to her other nephew, so the latter stood, and walked away from her, and made a casual approach towards the pianoforte just as Elizabeth replaced Mary at the instrument.

Darcy stationed himself so as to command a full view of the fair performer’s countenance. Elizabeth saw what he was doing, and at the first convenient pause, turned to him with an arch smile, and said, “You mean to frighten me, Mr. Darcy, by coming in all this state to hear me? I will not be alarmed though I have been told your sister also plays so well. There is a stubbornness about me that never can bear to be frightened at the will of others. My courage always rises at every attempt to intimidate me.”

“Miss Elizabeth, your playing is far superior to mine,” Georgiana insisted. “Charity agrees it is true in relation to her playing as well.”

Darcy was once again impressed by the warmness between his sister and Elizabeth on such a short acquaintance. “I shall have to say you are mistaken,” he replied to her previous statement, “because you could not really believe me to entertain any design of alarming you; and I have had the pleasure of your acquaintance long enough to know that you find great enjoyment in occasionally professing opinions which in fact are not your own.”

Elizabeth laughed heartily at this picture of herself, and said to his sister and Lady Charity, “Mr. Darcy will give you a very pretty notion of me, and teach you not to believe a word I say. I am particularly unlucky in meeting with a person so able to expose my flaws, in a part of the world where I had hoped to pass myself off with some degree of credit. Indeed Mr. Darcy, it is very ungenerous of you to mention all that you knew to my disadvantage in Hertfordshire—and, give me leave to say, very impolitic too—for it is provoking me to retaliate, and such things may come out as will shock your sister and her friend to hear.”

Darcy quailed but caught himself quickly. Surely she would not relate his insult to her before his sister and aunt? “I-I meant nothing by it,” Darcy claimed.

Before Elizabeth could say any more, Mary shook her head, so Elizabeth said nothing and returned her concentration to her fingers as they tripped over the ivory keys.

An hour later the parsonage party left to make the quick walk to the Collins’ house. Other than a terse ‘goodnight’ Darcy was silent until the guests departed.


Chapter 35

Over the next few days Elizabeth followed her routine of walking or riding in the groves shortly after dawn broke in the eastern sky. Annoyingly, Mr. Darcy seemed to find her each time she was out taking her morning constitutional.

Believing their meetings were as distasteful to him as they were to herself, the first morning he came across her she made a point of telling him what her favourite paths were, so he could avoid them and spare them both further uncomfortable meetings. That first meeting, other than a terse greeting, he had said not two words to her and had been as aloof as he ever was. Elizabeth had not understood why he had walked with her back to the parsonage, rather than leaving her in peace, and continuing his walk alone.

For Darcy, the first morning he was fortunate enough to find Elizabeth in the groves after hearing Aunt Catherine speak of how the young lady enjoyed walking and riding there, he had been most gratified. He was somewhat confused she was escorted by not one but two footmen. Being sure the Bennets and their entailed estate could not afford such luxuries; he was convinced Richard was paying the men to watch over his sister-in-law-to-be. The fact Elizabeth did not require inane conversation and had been pleased to walk with him in companionable silence was further evidence of the rectitude of his determination to propose to her.

The one thing which thoroughly confused him occurred on the day he had met her on a mare, an Arabian thoroughbred no less. She had behaved as if the horse was her own. He was certain the Bennets could not have had the funds to purchase such a horse. After dismounting at the stables, she had left for the parsonage before he could volunteer to escort her. Darcy had meant to ask Richard when he had purchased an Arabian, but his thoughts about Elizabeth and her fine eyes had caused him to forget to do so.

That she was expecting his addresses was reinforced when she went out of her way to tell him where to find her in the mornings. Just as she told him where she would be, each morning so far, he found her on the paths she had mentioned to him. Like the first day, other than greetings, they said very little because they did not need to speak to understand one another. Darcy could see his presence excited Elizabeth based on the looks he was noting from her.

‘Four days! I told him where I would be, so he would know to avoid the area, in order that neither of us had to suffer the company of the other,’ Elizabeth fumed silently. ‘Not only does he impose his company on me, but he walks in silence with that haughty look on his countenance. I know he disdains me. This must be his way of torturing me in the mornings. When we go to Rosings Park, other than some conversation the day we arrived, all he does is stare at me to catalogue my faults.’ Elizabeth paused her thoughts. She knew her anger was building and if she did not bring it under good regulation she would say something, quite a lot of somethings, very impolitic to the arrogant, proud man next to her.

She reached a resolution. As much as she enjoyed Anna and Charity’s company—the day after meeting them the young ladies had all decided to use their familiar names—she would plead a megrim and send Mary and Maria to the manor house without her that morning. At the very least, Elizabeth needed the rest of the day without being in Mr. Darcy’s company.

Charlotte and her cousin would be away from the parsonage for a good portion of the day as they would be visiting parishioners. Yes, that was what she needed, some time alone, as far away from the infuriating Mr. Darcy as possible. Because of Mary marrying Richard soon, as hard as it was for her, Elizabeth was fighting her inclination to tell the insufferable man next to her just what she thought of him and his ungentlemanlike conduct. If it were not for the questions she would need to answer as well as not seeing Anna and Charity, she would never have visited Rosings Park again, at least not while Mr. Darcy was in residence.

‘Seeing she can be in no doubt of my intentions towards her, I will wait until Elizabeth calls at Rosings Park after the morning meal. When she arrives, I will ask for a private interview and then honour her with a proposal of marriage,’ Darcy thought. The prospect of Elizabeth being his fiancée caused his lips to turn upwards.

‘He is a handsome man,’ Elizabeth admitted to herself. ‘Even a partial smile enhances his looks, I can only imagine what a full smile would do…’ Elizabeth stopped her train of thought. ‘Elizabeth Rose Bennet, what are you thinking? You detest this man. It is time for my head to begin to ache.’

“Mr. Darcy, I will take my leave of you, I need to return to the parsonage,” Elizabeth stated after she stopped walking towards the glade.

“Then I will escort you…” Darcy began to say.

“There is no need,” Elizabeth averred as politely as she was able to under the circumstances. “As you can see, my footmen are with me. Good day, Sir.” Elizabeth gave a half curtsy and spun on her heel, walking at speed in the direction of the parsonage.

Darcy bowed to her back as he watched the curls which had escaped her bonnet wafting in the breeze behind her as she walked away. He stood unmoving until she was no longer visible. ‘My footmen indeed. Do you think I do not know my cousin pays for them!’ Darcy told himself silently. He turned and made his way back to where he had secured Zeus when he had come across the woman he was courting.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Lizzy are you sure you will be well on your own here?” Mary verified before she, Maria, and Mrs. Jones made the walk to Rosings Park. “I am not worried for you because even though Charlotte and Mr. Collins are not at home, John and Brian are outside. Would you prefer it if Mrs. Jones remains here with you to take care of you and your megrim?”

“No thank you Mary,” Elizabeth averred. “As you indicated, I am well guarded and Mrs. Jones needs to be with you and your fiancé.” Elizabeth smiled at her sister. “All I need is some peace and quiet and all will be well.”

“In that case, we will be on our way, and I will convey your regrets to Aunt Catherine and Richard as well as the rest of the residents,” Mary stated.

Two days after the Darcys and Charity arrived, Lady Catherine had given the Bennet sisters leave to call her Aunt Catherine. Elizabeth had told her she thought Kitty was a good name for one named Catherine. Lady Catherine had not agreed.

“If I feel better and can attend dinner, I will send a note to that effect,” Elizabeth stated and then farewelled her sister, Mrs. Jones, and Maria.

The walk across the park, with the two footmen-guards escorting them, did not take very much time and soon the three were being shown into the drawing room at the mansion. Greetings were exchanged and then Mary saw her fiancé was looking for Lizzy. She explained why her sister was absent.

“Poor dear,” Lady Catherine stated sincerely. “Megrims are not fun.”

Anna and Charity decided to go to the pianoforte to work on duets. They were sorry Lizzy was absent.

Given the fact he always kept to the periphery of any room he was in, no one noticed the consternation on Darcy’s countenance. His Elizabeth had looked perfectly well earlier. He meant to propose to her, and had planned to do so soon after she arrived. However, as she was not present with her sister, he decided he needed to make certain for himself she was not too seriously ill. If need be, he would send for his physician in London.

“I just remembered some affairs to which I need to tend,” Darcy prevaricated as he bowed to those in the drawing room. He was gone before anyone could react. He felt any form of disguise was to be abhorred, but in this case, he convinced himself it had been a necessary evil.

He took his beaver and gloves from the butler and struck out across the park.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Elizabeth was reading from Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage when she heard the doorbell ring. She knew the housekeeper would answer it and, as she was sure it was someone calling for one of the Collinses, they would be asked to return. She redirected her attention to the page she was reading. Just as she began to read again, the door opened and the housekeeper announced the last man in the world she wanted to see. Mr. Darcy!

Even though she wished him anywhere but in the same room as herself, her manners won out and she stood and gave a curtsy to which he bowed. Elizabeth watched as Mr. Darcy placed his beaver on the mantle and then his gloves on top of his hat. Without saying a word, he sat, only for about a minute and then, with his hands clasped behind his back, he began to pace back and forth.

She wondered if this would be like their meetings in the grove where he said nothing, or would he actually say something of good sense?

Darcy was gathering his thoughts as he paced. Twice he thought he knew what he wanted to say, but then he began to pace again. This was not a time to become tongue tied!

He stopped once more and turned towards her. “In vain I have struggled. It will not do. My feelings will not be repressed. You must allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you.”

Elizabeth’s astonishment was beyond expression. She stared, coloured, doubted, and was silent. This he considered sufficient encouragement. “I have been fighting my feelings since almost the first time I saw you knowing how far below me you and your family are. I have come to love you against my will and my reason, even though a connection between us would be a degradation to the proud Darcy name. You have no fortune and I will have to share the care of your mother and unmarried sisters with Richard when your father goes to his final reward. Even though I suspect it was Richard’s wealth which attracted Miss Mary to him, it is done and Richard has made his choice. I must say I am surprised Miss Bennet is not here to catch a wealthy husband.

“Although your mother is nought but the daughter of a solicitor, at least, she and the rest of your family behave with decorum. I had not thought I could connect myself to one so low, with no connections of note but as you will be connected to my uncle and his family, it makes you a much more acceptable bride for me. Let me assure you of the strength of my attachment, of which I am certain you are aware. As such, I offer you my hand in marriage.”

In spite of her deeply-rooted dislike, Elizabeth could not be insensible to the compliment of such a man’s affection, and though her intentions did not vary for an instant, she could not feel at all sorry for the pain he was to receive. The way he spoke about her family roused her to resentment, so she lost all compassion in anger. Seeing he had no doubt of a favourable answer only drove her anger to increase. He spoke as if he were apprehensive and anxious, but his countenance expressed real security. The colour rose into her cheeks as Elizabeth prepared to reply.

“In such cases as this, it is, I believe, the established mode to express a sense of obligation for the sentiments avowed, however unequally they may be returned. It is natural that obligation should be felt, and if I could feel gratitude, I would now thank you. But I cannot! I have never desired your good opinion, and you have certainly bestowed it most unwillingly. If my refusal has occasioned you pain, it is of your own doing. I am sure it will be of short duration. The feelings which you tell me have long prevented the acknowledgment of your regard can have little difficulty in overcoming it after this explanation,” Elizabeth said as evenly as she could while she fought to control her temper.

Darcy, who was leaning against the mantelpiece with his eyes fixed on her face, seemed to catch her words with no less resentment than surprise. His complexion became pale with anger, and the disturbance of his mind was visible in every feature. He was struggling for the appearance of composure and would not open his lips ‘til he believed himself to have attained it. At length, with a voice of forced calmness, he spoke, “And this is all the reply which I am to have the honour of expecting! I might, perhaps, wish to be informed why, with so little endeavour at civility, I am thus rejected.”

“I might as well inquire,” replied she, “why with so evident a desire of offending and insulting me, you chose to tell me that you liked me against your will, against your reason, and even against your character? Was not this some excuse for incivility, if I was uncivil? But I have other provocations. You know I have. Even had my feelings not been decided against you—had they been indifferent, or had they even been favourable—do you think any consideration would tempt me to accept the man who attempted to be the means of ruining, perhaps for ever the happiness of a most beloved sister?”

As she pronounced these words, Mr. Darcy changed colour; but the emotion was short-lived, and he listened without attempting to interrupt her. ‘How could she know?’ he asked himself silently.

Elizabeth continued, “I have every reason in the world to think ill of you. No motive can excuse the unjust and ungenerous part you tried to act there. You dare not, you cannot deny, that you could have been the principal, if not the only means of dividing them from each other—of exposing one to the censure of the world for caprice and instability, and the other to its derision for disappointed hopes, and involving them both in misery of the acutest kind. I thank God daily you were not successful, but the fact you attempted to interfere between Richard and my sister is nothing short of contemptible. It seems you learnt nothing from the set down you received at the hands of Aunt Elaine and Uncle Reggie.”

She paused, and saw with no slight indignation that he was listening with an air which proved him wholly unmoved by any feeling of remorse. He even looked at her with a smile of affected incredulity.

“Can you deny that you attempted to do so?” she repeated.

With assumed tranquillity he then replied, “I have no wish of denying it, I did everything in my power to attempt to separate my cousin from your sister. I am not sanguine with my failure. Towards Richard I tried to be kinder than towards myself.”

“But it is not merely this affair,” she continued, “on which my dislike is founded. Long before it had taken place my opinion of you was decided. Your character was unfolded before we ever met when you decided to insult me in a public forum without ever trying to lower your voice. Then, you never took the opportunity, as any true gentleman would, to apologise to me or my parents.

“You know nothing of my family and accuse us of being fortune hunters! Longbourn is not entailed to heirs male, and even if it were, I have two brothers! Jane’s mother was the daughter of a solicitor, but my mother, the mother of all of the rest of my siblings is the daughter of a baronet. She accepts Jane as her own flesh and blood!”

It felt like this petite woman was pummelling him. In his anger and disappointment, he had not been able to hear what she said about her father’s estate, her brothers, or her mother. “And this,” cried Darcy, as he walked with quick steps across the room, “is your opinion of me! This is the estimation in which you hold me! I thank you for explaining it so fully. My faults, according to this calculation, are heavy indeed! But perhaps,” added he, stopping before he grabbed his beaver and gloves, and turned towards her, “these offenses might have been overlooked, had not your pride been hurt by my honest confession of the scruples that had long prevented my forming any serious design. These bitter accusations might have been suppressed, had I concealed my struggles, and flattered you into the belief of my being impelled by unqualified, unalloyed inclination; by reason, by reflection, by everything. But disguise of every sort is my abhorrence. Nor am I ashamed of the feelings I related. They were natural and just. Could you expect me to rejoice in the inferiority of your wealth and connections—to congratulate myself on the hope of relations, whose condition in life is so decidedly beneath my own?”

Elizabeth felt herself growing more angry every moment; yet she tried to the utmost to speak with composure when she did. “You are mistaken, Mr. Darcy, if you suppose the mode of your declaration affected me in any other way, than as it spared me the concern which I might have felt in refusing you, had you behaved in a more gentlemanlike manner.” She saw him start at this, but he said nothing, and she continued, “You could not have made the offer of your hand in any possible way that would have tempted me to accept it.”

Again, Darcy’s astonishment was obvious; he looked at her with an expression of mingled incredulity and mortification.

Not allowing him time to interject, Elizabeth went on, “From the first moment of my acquaintance with you, your manners impressed me with the fullest belief of your arrogance, your conceit, and your selfish disdain of the feelings of others, and formed the groundwork of disapprobation on which succeeding events have built so immovable a dislike. I had not known you for days before I felt you were the last man in the world whom I could ever be prevailed on to marry, and I care not how wealthy you are or to whom you are connected.”

“You have said quite enough, Madam. I perfectly comprehend your feelings, and have now only to be ashamed of what my own have been. Forgive me for having taken up so much of your time, and accept my best wishes for your health and happiness.”

And with these words he hastily left the room, and Elizabeth heard him the next moment open the front door and quit the house.

The tumult of her mind, was now painfully great. She knew not how to support herself, and as a release of the tension Elizabeth felt, she sat down and cried for half-an-hour. Her astonishment, as she reflected on what had passed, was increased by every review of it. As much as she did not desire it, that she should receive an offer of marriage from Mr. Darcy! That he should have been in love with her for so many months when she had thought he held her in contempt! So much in love as to wish to marry her in spite of all the objections which had caused him to attempt to stop Richard marrying Mary, and which must appear at least with equal force in his own case, was almost incredible! It was gratifying to have inspired, even though unconsciously, so strong an affection. But his pride, his abominable pride and his shameless avowal of what he tried to do with respect to Mary.

Even now he had not apologised for his despicable behaviour at the assembly or his desire to hurt Mary.

The last thing Elizabeth wanted to do was to see anyone, not even Mary, for the near future. She went to her bedchamber, had her maid assist her into a nightrail, and climbed into bed.


Chapter 36

Darcy did not feel as if he had been kicked in his stomach by a horse, rather that he had been run over by a stampede of them. He was reeling. How could he have been so wrong and so blind?

He made it half way across the park when he felt his legs were about to give out so he leant against a tree for support. Any attempt at rational thought was futile at that moment, so he pushed the rejection from his mind and concentrated on walking the rest of the way to the manor house so he could reach his bedchamber.

He managed to enter the house unseen by anyone except the butler, to whom he handed his outerwear as if in a daze. Darcy made his way to his bedchamber and threw the door open, surprising Carstens who was busy hanging some freshly laundered breeches. The valet did not miss the look of anguish on his master’s countenance. The only time he had seen Mr. Darcy look this way was after the death of his father.

“Mr. Darcy, you do not look well,” Carstens stated. “Should I summon a physician, or do you require some wine?”

“A doctor cannot heal what ails me,” Darcy grunted. “Leave me and inform my aunt, cousin, and sister I am unavailable until further notice. You may go now. When I need your services, I will ring.”

The valet bowed and left the suite via the servants’ door. He sought out the butler and requested he convey his master’s message.

In his bedchamber, Darcy’s jacket, waistcoat, and cravat lay strewn between the floor and his bed where he had discarded them. He was tempted to use the decanter of cognac in his sitting room to drown his sorrows, but he knew he needed his wits about him if he was to understand what had gone so wrong.

His first emotion as he began to review the disastrous meeting with his Elizabeth…no she would never be his Elizabeth—Miss Bennet, was anger. How dare she reject a Darcy of Pemberley? Did she not realise how much of a sought-after matrimonial prize he was? As he had those thoughts, the voice which had told him to apologise right after his unwarranted slight at the assembly in November broke through the haze of his anger.

‘You fool, if the family was only seeking pecuniary advantage in marriage, and they are as poor as you think, then regardless of her dislike of you, why did Miss Elizabeth refuse you? Did you ever do what Richard advised you to do and discover for yourself the Bennets’ position? Are you so deaf you heard not what she said about Longbourn not being entailed, that her mother is the second Mrs. Bennet, and her having two brothers?’ Darcy heard the voice in his head. Even had he wanted to, it seemed the voice of his conscience could no longer be ignored. ‘What self-respecting woman would accept, arguably, the worst proposal of marriage ever made? How did you think she would react to calling her sisters fortune hunters? Name one occasion in your short acquaintanceship with the Bennets when they appeared to be mercenary. Do you think you know better than Richard and his parents, all who know the Bennets far more intimately than you, and have accepted them without reservation? Also, you who abhor deception must be blind if you have not been able to see Richard and his fiancée are in love and their union has nothing to do with connections or wealth! Your parents, who wanted no more than for you to find a love match, would be disgusted by your behaviour, not to mention your improper pride, arrogance, and how high in the instep you have become. As if that were not enough, you have broken your word to your mother, over, and over, and over again.

‘Only a man blinded by his own pride would not have been able to see the difference in the way Miss Elizabeth behaves around you and the way she does with everyone else. Do you not see she avoids you as much as she can while still being polite?’ Now that the voice of his conscience had begun to assert itself, it was like a torrent that would not cease.

Rather than a cursory examination of himself like he had made after the setdown he had received at the hands of his aunt and uncle—which seemed like a light scolding compared to the one Miss Elizabeth gave him—Darcy owned it was time for him to take a serious and in depth look at his character and behaviour.

The more he thought of his words and actions in relation to Miss Elizabeth and her family, the more shame he felt. He knew it was far too late for him to win the hand of the woman he loved, but Darcy was aware he had to begin with an apology. Acknowledging he often said the wrong thing when speaking, he decided he needed to write her a letter. Rather than write when there was still residual anger at being thusly rejected, he resolved to wait and write later when he could think straight and would not write the wrong thing steeped in bitterness and anger.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

By the time Mary, Maria, and Mrs. Jones returned from Rosings Park with the Collinses after dinner, Elizabeth, although still feeling residual anger at Mr. Darcy and his disgusting words, had recovered her equanimity so those returning to the parsonage found her seated in the sitting room.

Mary suspected there was a connection between Mr. Darcy’s disappearance right after she had related Lizzy would not be with them earlier that day, Lizzy’s sudden claim of a megrim—something Mary knew her sister had never suffered from before—and Mr. Darcy’s keeping to his chambers for the rest of the day. Knowing how obstinate Lizzy could be if someone tried to force a confidence, Mary would not push her sister, but rather wait until Lizzy decided to share what was troubling her.

“Lizzy you look much better,” Mary stated.

“I do feel much recovered,” Elizabeth averred.

“That makes me very pleased,” Charlotte added. “You are normally the one who is never afflicted by illness, so it concerned me greatly when you told us how you felt.”

“It is a relief I do not need to write to your parents to report you are not well, Cousin Elizabeth,” Collins said. Before he launched into a long diatribe about health, his wife rested her hand on one of his arms.

“Thank you for your concern, Charlotte and Mr. Collins,” Elizabeth responded. Collins left the sitting room and headed for his study.

“Mr. Darcy was not feeling well either,” Maria remarked. “He left the drawing room just after we arrived and we did not see him again before we departed the manor house.”

Elizabeth fought to school her features. As she had replayed the proposal and subsequent angry words she and Mr. Darcy had traded, she could not regret her refusal. However, the intemperate and vitriolic nature of said rejection was not something of which she could feel proud. She admitted she had said whatever she could to wound the man as much as possible and with what Maria had just reported, it seemed she had hit the mark.

“Just before we left, Richard shared he had checked on his cousin to assuage Anna’s worry. He said Mr. Darcy did not seem sick, but he told him that he would be leaving early for Town on the morrow,” Mary reported.

“I hope I will be able to farewell Anna and Charity before they depart,” Elizabeth noted with genuine regret. She had come to like both younger girls quite a lot.

“They are not leaving with Mr. Darcy,” Mary replied. “As Richard is Anna’s second guardian and Charity’s brother-in-law, they will remain at Rosings Park as planned and then travel with us into Hertfordshire where Mr. Darcy, who is standing up for Richard, will take them with him after the wedding.”

She was happy Mr. Darcy would be leaving so she would not have to see him again so soon after their words had been exchanged. Elizabeth fervently hoped they would be able to meet as indifferent acquaintances at the double wedding.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy discarded close to twenty drafts of the letter before he was sanguine with what he wanted to write. Well after midnight, once he was happy with the wording, using four syllable words as needed, he wrote the final version of his letter, allowed it to dry, folded it, and sealed it. On the outside he simply wrote ‘To: Miss Elizabeth Bennet.’

He was certain his decision to depart, even before Easter was the correct one. He had much soul searching to do, and he needed solitude for that. He would make for first Darcy House, and then Pemberley, where he would remain until he had to travel into Hertfordshire to do his duty to Richard and stand up for him. Darcy had already decided he would arrive after the pre-wedding ball so as not to inflict his company on Miss Elizabeth more than was absolutely necessary.

Darcy would see her, at least he hoped he would, briefly in the morning before the departure so he could put his letter into her hands. He would depart Kent directly after. There was no guarantee she would accept the missive from him, and if she did, there was no further assurance she would read it. All Darcy knew was he needed to make the attempt to deliver it to her, even for his own peace of mind that he had finally apologised as he should have months ago.

Sleep never came to him. At first light, rather than ring for Carstens, Darcy dressed casually, and then struck out across the park towards the groves. He arrived at the point the three paths through the groves converged and paced back and forth as he waited to see if Miss Elizabeth would appear.

Elizabeth had managed to sleep, although not as much as was her wont. She had heard and reheard the words she had hurled at Mr. Darcy many times before she succumbed to a restless sleep. No matter how many times she went over the interaction in her head, her opinion of her bad manners at the way she spoke to Mr. Darcy never improved.

Even though she had slept for less than four hours, Elizabeth was up with the dawn. She washed her face, dressed, donned her half boots, and made her way downstairs. Her nose told her the cook-housekeeper had baked items ready. The older lady smiled at her and handed her a cloth with a warm muffin and roll within. As she was positive she would not see Mr. Darcy who could have already departed, Elizabeth took her favourite path through the groves which led to the glade.

She froze when she reached the confluence of the three paths. There, pacing back and forth, was none other than Mr. Darcy. She turned slowly, and was about to head back when she stepped on a dried twig which made a rather loud cracking sound.

“Miss Elizabeth,” Darcy called out.

After berating herself most of the night for her rudeness, Elizabeth felt she had no choice but to face the man, so she turned towards where he was now standing still. Seeing John and Brian were about to intercept Mr. Darcy, Elizabeth shook her head to tell them all was well.

She had to admit he cut a handsome figure. He was in breaches and a white shirt with an unbuttoned greatcoat, but no hat, waistcoat, jacket, or cravat. The latter being absent allowed her to see his strong neck and a little dark hair on his chest. She was fascinated by his unruly curls on his head, especially one curling down over his forehead, clearly visible without a beaver in place.

The woman Darcy now knew saw him as a man she could never be prevailed upon to marry looked more enticing than ever to him. He kept his mask in place and extracted the missive from the pocket of his greatcoat. “Will you do me the honour of reading this letter?” Darcy requested and thrust it into her hand. He stepped back, bowed, and then was off towards the manor house.

Elizabeth knew it was improper for her to receive a letter from a man to whom she had no connection, and was not engaged to, but he was gone before she could utter a word. She debated tearing the pages into hundreds of pieces and allowing the breeze to have them, but her innate curiosity won out. She found a flattened rock in the sun, sat down, and broke the seal. He had a firm, masculine, well-formed script.

5 April 1811

Miss Elizabeth Bennet,

Be not alarmed, Madam, on receiving this letter, by the apprehension of its containing any repetition of those sentiments or renewal of those offers which were yester-morning so disgusting to you. I write without any intention of paining you, or humbling myself by dwelling on wishes which for the happiness of both cannot be too soon forgotten, and the effort which the formation and the perusal of this letter must occasion, should have been spared, had not my character required it to be written and read. You must, therefore, pardon the freedom with which I demand your attention; your feelings, I know, will bestow it unwillingly, but I demand it of your sense of justice.

Two offenses of a very different nature, and by no means of equal magnitude, you last night laid to my charge. The first mentioned was, that, regardless of the sentiments of either, I had attempted to detach my cousin, Richard, from your sister, and the other, that I had not behaved as a gentleman after I made an extremely insulting statement regarding your person at the assembly in Meryton. You asserted the same regarding my behaviour during the remainder of my time in your neighbourhood as well.

In hindsight, I clearly understand my proposal, even had you been disposed to like me, which I now know you never did, would have been enough for any lady of integrity to refuse me. I will explain myself in the following paragraphs. I acknowledge that I was blinded by my own selfish desires.

Allow me to address the two main offences you enumerated separately. I had not been long in Hertfordshire, before I saw Richard preferred your younger sister to any other young woman. But it was not until the evening of the dance at Netherfield Park that I had any apprehension of the seriousness of his attachment. I have always felt Richard to be more of a brother than a cousin, and I was concerned that Miss Mary only saw societal and pecuniary advantages in attaching herself, and your family, to him.

I freely admit my initial supposition was wholly erroneous and if I had allowed myself to see it, I would have noted the mutual affection between them. I will own the wilful blindness that stopped me seeing that which was before my eyes. I think my own skewed values held me back from acknowledging that which I did not desire to see. To justify my beliefs, I convinced myself Miss Mary was indifferent to Richard. As I had never seen him in love before, I was also slow to recognise his deep and genuine feelings for your sister.

As much as I tried to find fault with your family, I could not. Your mother, your father, yourself, and your sisters always behaved with propriety. I suppose if your family’s behaviour had not been impeccable, it would have bolstered the picture I was painting for myself.

My attempt to separate them, which as you know was forcefully rebuffed by Lord and Lady Matlock, was misguided, officious, and pretentious. I had no right to substitute my own flawed judgements for those of my cousin’s. When I have an opportunity before their wedding, I will make my amends in person to Miss Mary and Richard and apologise profusely for my attempted interference.

With respect to that other, more weighty accusation of not behaving in a gentlemanlike fashion at and after the assembly, as much as I would like to refute your assertions, I cannot. As an explanation, my mood was foul that night. It was caused by what had occurred at Ramsgate of which I am cognisant you are aware, so I do not need to list the reasons here. The truth was I blamed myself and my anger was directed inward. That, however, does not excuse my extreme rudeness in saying the words meant to cause Bingley to cease importuning me to dance, which as soon as I looked at you, I knew were not true.

As you, Richard, my aunt, and my uncle have all correctly indicated, I exacerbated my error by allowing my improper pride to stop me delivering the apology, I knew you were due, as soon as the words had crossed my lips. Even when your father used some of my insulting words in speaking with me, rather than beg his pardon I walked away in a snit.

I may not be worthy of your forgiveness, nevertheless, I do ask it. From the time I first looked at you I knew you were and are in fact the handsomest woman of my acquaintance. Richard set me straight about why you and all the young ladies chose to sit out some sets, so for my nonsensical remark about giving you consequence, I beg you to pardon me.

I think my character changed after losing first my mother when I was a lad of twelve and then my father more recently. I am finally willing to admit to myself that I have not been acting in a manner of which my parents would have been proud. In fact, they would have been vastly disappointed. They never spoilt me or taught me to think meanly of those whose situations in life were below my own. That, I am loathe to admit, was all my own doing. My parents would have been especially chagrined at the way I related to you and your family. They were excellent people.

Earlier in my missive, I referred to wilful blindness. That can be applied to the wrongheaded ideas I formulated about your family’s estate and wealth, not that knowing what I know now excuses my abhorrent behaviour, it does not. I believed what Bingley related to me, which was based on rumour and inuendo. Even when Richard told me I needed to discover the facts, which he asserted were far different than what I believed, I stubbornly clung to my beliefs.

Until you mentioned them yesterday, I had not an inkling you have brothers. I was also unaware that Mrs. Bennet is your father’s second wife, not that it excuses the ungenerous words I spoke of her. Had I been inclined to do so; it would have been very easy to discover those facts. I suppose it was what I used to justify my pride and prejudices so I was not disposed to discover the truth.

My final apology (for now) is for my words accusing your sisters, and by extension, your family, of being fortune hunters. I was far too jaded by my experiences with London society, so I ignored that which was staring me in the face. Never did you or any member of your family display any mercenary tendencies, nevertheless I unjustly imputed them to your sisters.

This, madam, is my attempt to begin to right some of the wrongs I have caused. I can only pray you accept this as sincere and not an attempt to cause you to change your implacable refusal of my horrendous proposal. I do love you, but an insult laced diatribe is not the way to express it.

There are two main reasons I have decided to depart later today. The primary one is the last thing I desire is to make you uncomfortable with my presence at Rosings Park. The second one, which in the longer term is far more important, is to seek the solitude of first Darcy House, and then afterward I will make for Pemberley, to address in a comprehensive manner, first your reproofs, and then the reproofs of others, who like you, I highly esteem.

Even though I have lost you as my future wife (I never had your regard to begin with) I must improve my character in a meaningful way.

You may possibly wonder why all this was not told you yester-morning; but I was not then master enough of my emotions. I knew myself well enough that I had to move past my pique and not address you in anger. Also, the truth is I was worried I would not express myself as I should, had I attempted to do so verbally, hence the letter.

I shall endeavour to find some opportunity of putting this letter in your hands in the morning. I will only add, God bless you and your family.

FAD

Elizabeth read the long letter twice more before she stood to make for the parsonage. She decided if she had only met the Mr. Darcy who wrote this letter, they could have been friends.


Chapter 37

Until the day after Easter, Elizabeth kept her counsel regarding what had passed between her and Mr. Darcy. With almost ten days past the event, she decided it was time to confide in Mary.

Hence, on the Tuesday morning after Easter, Elizabeth requested Mary join her for a ride in the groves. In anticipation, Elizabeth had grooms bring both Penelope and Horatio—Mary’s stallion, who had already been saddled, to the parsonage. Mary agreed to join her older sister and was rather amused when on exiting the parsonage a groom was holding the horses in the drive while John, Brian, and one other footman-guard were already mounted on their horses waiting for them. Mary understood why Lizzy had told Mrs. Jones she was free to take the morning for herself.

The grooms had brought the mounting block in a cart so it was quick work before the sisters were also mounted. With the three escorts and a groom following behind them, Elizabeth led the way to the path which led to the glade. As she had informed John Biggs beforehand of her intent to sit on one of the benches next to the pond, as soon as the three guards dismounted, Brian Johns made for the far side of the pond. Biggs would be a little closer, but still out of hearing distance, on the opposite side of the pond to where his charges would sit, while the other guard was stationed at the head of the path.

Biggs assisted the Miss Bennets from their saddles and followed them up the path towards the glade while the groom took charge of the six horses. It was a relatively short walk to the glade, which was surrounded by verdant trees as the walkers were serenaded by birds, insects, frogs, and toads. The sisters sat on a bench at one end of the pond while Biggs stood opposite them.

“Are you finally ready to tell me what occurred the day you were sick?” Mary guessed once she had seated herself comfortably.

“You are far too intelligent and know me too well to have been fooled by my claim of having a megrim,” Elizabeth owned. “The truth is, I wanted some time free of Mr. Darcy…” Elizabeth related all which led her to feign the headache.

“Lizzy, you know had you said one word, Richard would have taken his cousin to task, do you not?” Mary responded.

“I do know that. However, I did not want to cause more of a rift between the cousins than Mr. Darcy had already done,” Elizabeth averred. “If only that had been the end of that day.”

“Did Mr. Darcy come to the parsonage?” Elizabeth nodded. “He left the house minutes after I shared you were indisposed. What on earth did he want?”

“He proposed to me.”

As that had been the last thing Mary expected to hear, all she could do for some moments was to sit and stare at her sister with her mouth hanging open in shock.

“Mary dearest, I suggest you close your mouth. Who knows what sort of insects are flying around here.” Elizabeth’s jest earned her a playful nudge from her sisters elbow on her closest arm. She saw Mary looking at her expectantly—with her mouth shut—so Elizabeth related all honestly, both about the abominable proposal and her vociferous response to it. Once again Mary was stunned into silence, but this time, she did not allow her mouth to hang open.

“Lizzy I am so sorry you had to endure that all on your own. We should never have left you alone! I told you I wanted Mrs. Jones to remain with you.” Mary could only shake her head. “I never suspected Mr. Darcy was so very bad.”

“He is not. In fact, he is very remorseful. He handed me this before he departed.” Elizabeth extracted the letter from the pocket of her riding habit.

Rather than harp on the impropriety of Mr. Darcy writing to, and presenting Lizzy with a letter, Mary unfolded the sheets and read the missive. “There is hope for him yet. He is very sincere in his apologies, is he not?”

“That is my belief. I see true remorse in his words and a genuine desire to make changes for the better,” Elizabeth agreed. “You may inform Richard, but make sure you show him the letter so he does not jump on Invictus and charge to Darcy House.”

“You have forgiven him, have you not?” Elizabeth nodded. “In that case, we shall speak to Richard together.” Mary paused. “After you read this, you did not regret your refusal of him, did you?”

“No, I did not. However, I do regret the way I delivered the rejection. Had I to do it over again, my answer would have been the same, but I would have guarded my tongue and not attempted to inflict as much verbal pain as I was able. His attitude that my acceptance was assured was part of what drove my vitriol.”

“Have you written to Jane about all of this yet?” Mary wondered.

“Not the specifics, I just told her I need to speak to her, Mama, and Papa when I arrive back at Longbourn,” Elizabeth averred. “I did not think it wise to commit the particulars to a letter via the post.” Unlike many families, the Bennets did not keep secrets one from the other.

After hugs, the sisters mounted their horses with Biggs assisting them and they rode to the manor house. They met with Richard in the study. Only the promise to his fiancée not to react until he heard all kept him from fulfilling Elizabeth’s prediction of a ride to London. When he heard the rest and read his cousin’s letter, he calmed down somewhat, asserting nevertheless Darcy deserved a good thrashing.

Thankfully by the evening he had changed his mind about the thrashing and saw the positive of William finally being shocked into making meaningful changes.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

From the time Darcy arrived at Darcy House, he had spent no time in society (not that he ever enjoyed doing so) except for the Easter Sunday services. The rest of the time, when not dealing with an issue of business, was used to take a long and hard look at himself in the mirror and the more he looked, the less he liked what he saw.

He could not believe that anyone other than those who wanted something from him would want to be around someone who behaved the way he did. He was only a gentleman farmer and he had looked down on so many, like the Bennets who were his equals. He had always scoffed when his Aunt Elaine and Uncle Reggie had told him he was far too high in the instep, but now he understood the truth of their assertions.

What had led him to believe in his supposed superiority, regardless of his wealth, was not important. He had to look to the future and make sure he addressed every reproof which had been flung at his door.

Even though he had accepted he had destroyed his chances of happiness with Miss Elizabeth, who he loved no less today than he had before she had called him to account, Darcy was determined that by the time he arrived at Netherfield Park prior to his cousin’s wedding in under a fortnight, Miss Elizabeth would see a vast change in his behaviour to her and all in her neighbourhood.

It was at the Easter services at St. George’s where Darcy saw Miss Bennet seated next to Westmore and the rest of the De Melvilles. There was a rather fashionable couple seated on Miss Bennet’s other side who he did not know. That day he had decided to behave as a gentleman. Hence, at the summation of the service, he went to greet the De Melvilles and Miss Bennet.

It had been a great shock to discover Miss Bennet was engaged to Westmore. He had not shown his surprise but had bestowed his sincere wishes for their happiness. Miss Bennet had introduced her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner. This was the tradesman Bingley had been on about. Darcy knew the man’s name from many members of the Ton who invested with him and was aware the family lived in Portman Square. While he chatted with the party, he had noticed how close Lady Alicia and Miss Gardiner were, and again he was struck with how deficient his way of judging peoples’ worth was. Before he departed, Darcy learnt about the double wedding. From that day on he read the society pages rather than thinking it was below his dignity to do so.

One change he had made to his travel plans was that he would attend the pre-wedding ball. It would not be good form for the man standing up with Richard to eschew the ball.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

On the Friday a week before the wedding, Richard delivered Elizabeth, Mary, and Mrs. Jones back to Longbourn where the reunion between the former two and Jane was everything one would expect when three very close sisters have been parted for more than a month.

The greeting Elizabeth and Mary received from their parents was as warm and loving as could be. Both Bennet and Cilla had missed their daughters greatly. At least the boys had been home since before Easter and Jane had returned with the Gardiners on the Wednesday after the holy holiday.

The reunion with Henry and Tommy, who had not returned to their respective schools, was very boisterous. From the end of the Easter break it was only a sennight until the wedding and then about that until the end of the school year. Both Bennet sons were far ahead of most others in their classes so they would not miss anything of note by not returning until the beginning of the next school term.

The De Melvilles had arrived the day before and Richard’s parents would arrive on the morrow. So, when the two returning sisters had washed and changed and joined the family in the drawing room it was no surprise Westmore was seated next to Jane.

“There is something I need to relate to all of the family,” Elizabeth announced once the tea and refreshments her mother ordered had arrived and everyone had their tea and biscuits.

Gardiner, Maddie, and Westmore stood. “Should we leave you to your discussion?” Gardiner asked for all three.

“Uncle Edward, you and Aunt Maddie are family, and Wes is too, well I suppose he will be in about a week,” Elizabeth assured the three who had stood. “There is nothing I am about to say which cannot be shared with you.” As soon as the three sat, Elizabeth proceeded. “Like Mary did of Richard when she and I related this to him, I beg your indulgence not to react until I have told all.” Elizabeth looked from one brother to the other. “That especially means you two.” Both raised their hands in surrender. She proceeded to relate the interactions between herself and Mr. Darcy in Kent. When Henry and Tommy growled, “I will kill him” at the same time, Elizabeth reminded them of their promise. She handed the letter to her parents and related the gist of its contents to the rest in the room.

“As forgiveness and redemption are among the cornerstones of our faith, with such genuine contrition as was expressed in this letter, I believe Mr. Darcy is to be allowed to begin again with us when he attends the wedding,” Cilla stated as she looked at her sons.

“May I read the letter?” Henry requested. His father handed him the missive. Jane sat on one side of him and Tommy on the other.

“I agree with Mama,” Tommy announced after he had read the words. He looked at Henry who nodded. “We promise not to tar and feather him when we see him,” he quipped, well he jested in part. Tommy was very close to Lizzy and had been furious, but the missive had gone a long way to quelling his anger, however, he would be very vigilant when Mr. Darcy was close to Lizzy.

“When will we meet Miss Darcy and Lady Charity?” Henry enquired.

“They are at Netherfield Park with Wes’s parents and their companions, you will see them on the morrow when we have a family dinner here,” Priscilla told her eldest son.

“You will all like them, we told you in our letters how close Lizzy and I have become with them. And no, Anna…Miss Darcy is nothing like her brother used to be,” Mary stated.

Bennet had felt as much outrage at the way Mr. Darcy had treated his daughter and spoken of his family, but like his sons, he became mollified after reading the letter. Although he understood Lizzy’s expressed mortification at the way she had spoken to Mr. Darcy, he could not condemn her for it.

“Lizzy, will you join us,” Madeline requested. Elizabeth happily seated herself next to her aunt and uncle. “The day after the wedding we are travelling to Clover Dell to spend about three weeks or so with my father and visit friends in the area of Lambton. We have canvassed your parents who have given their permission. Would you like to join us? Lilly’s friend Alli will be with us as well.”

Elizabeth turned to her parents. “Mama and Papa, you know I love to travel, but are you sure you are sanguine with my joining my aunt and uncle so soon after I have been away in London and Kent?”

“If we were not, we would not have given your aunt and uncle leave to invite you,” Bennet assured her. “Do not forget those two scamps,” he inclined his head towards his sons, “will be home, so your mother and I will not be alone. If you desire to go, do it with a clear conscience.” Elizabeth stood and hugged her parents.

She turned back to the Gardiners. “In that case, I would love to join you,” Elizabeth enthused.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

With favourable weather, a packet ship could make the voyage between Nassau and Portsmouth in about five and twenty days. When the winds were not with her, as had been the case with the ship carrying the news of the disaster which had befallen The Rose and two of her escorts, it could add about a fortnight onto the sailing time.

Hence, by the twentieth day of April when the captain and his first officer used the sextant to ascertain their exact position, marking it on the chart, the officers could tell with reasonable winds it could be about another sennight before they would arrive in England.


Chapter 38

Darcy arrived at Netherfield Park the Saturday before the wedding, the same day his aunts, uncle, and Anne arrived. Lord and Lady Matlock had travelled to Rosings Park from Hilldale, arriving the previous day and with Lady Catherine and Anne, they had departed early Saturday morning.

Mary and Richard had been present to welcome the arriving Fitzwilliams and de Bourghs, but Darcy’s arrival shortly after them had not been expected. There were black rings under his eyes from lack of sleep, he looked somewhat drawn, and his usually form fitting clothing was a little loose, indicating that he had not been taking all of his meals. After making sure his parents, aunt, and Anne were shown to their chambers by Mrs. Nichols, Richard invited William to join him in the study.

As soon as the door was closed Richard turned towards his cousin, the look on his face was not a pleasant one. “William, I want you to stand up with me, but any repeat of the incivility you have shown to those who are about to become my family will cause a rift between us, one I cannot see a way to overcome.” Richard took a deep breath. Until he had seen William, he had not realised how much pent up anger he had felt for the way his cousin had been behaving. “I can understand you proposing to Lizzy, she is a diamond of the first waters. Were you addlepated to say what you did to her? How could you not see what all of us saw, that she disdained you and only tolerated your company because of politeness?”

“Peace Richard,” Darcy responded without rancour. “Perhaps I was indeed addlepated, as that would at least explain my abhorrent behaviour, arrogance, and improper pride.”

Richard felt the anger bleed out of him at his cousin’s words. Even though William had been contrite in the wording of his letter to Lizzy, Richard had worried it had been a temporary improvement like there had been after the set down his cousin had received from his parents. He felt optimism that William had in fact begun to change for the better.

Seeing the change in Richard’s countenance, Darcy pushed on. “In fact, the only thing I desire is to apologise to the Bennets, especially Miss Elizabeth, in person. I know I should not have written her a letter, but you know how much better I am able to express myself with a pen than aloud when I am perturbed.”

“That is true William, and I am pleased to see there is true remorse in your words and bearing. I will make a suggestion; one you have heard Aunt Catherine state on more than one occasion: ‘you will never be a true proficient until you practice.’ You are an intelligent man and if you take the time to think about what you need to say like you do before you put pen to paper, you will find yourself able to express yourself verbally without placing your Hessian in your mouth.”

“Until recently, it was more that I was doing it so much, there was hardly a respite during the time it took me to change feet,” Darcy stated self-deprecatingly.

Seeing his cousin able to laugh at himself was the surest sign of his improvement. In the past, his pride would have precluded him doing so, and he would have bristled had someone had the temerity to laugh at the great Fitzwilliam Darcy.

“It is good to see the man I knew you could be finally emerging.” Richard clapped his cousin on the back.

“Is Miss Mary still present or has she returned to Longbourn?” Darcy enquired, then he realised who he had not seen. “Where is Anna?”

“Anna is at Longbourn with Charity and the De Melvilles,” Richard averred. “Yes, Mary is still here, she is chatting with Mother if I am not mistaken. We are all for Longbourn soon.”

“If she agrees, I would like to begin by begging your fiancée’s pardon. Also, if you think it is wise, may I join you when you visit the Bennets? Contingent on their willingness to see me, I need to make my amends to them.”

“Your letter went a long way to smooth over the resentment you had engendered from the Bennets. William, as I am sure you are aware, I cannot speak for them, however, my belief is they will allow you to make your apologies.” Richard paused as he thought of his two brothers to be. “Fair warning, the older Bennet son is Mary’s twin and the younger one worships the ground on which Lizzy walks. They were not as sanguine with your letter as the rest of the Bennets, and still harbour some doubts of your sincerity. You may have a more difficult time winning them over.”

“Richard, I am the only one who made my bed, now I must lie in it.”

“Come, let us seek Mary out,” Richard suggested as he clapped his cousin on his back again.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Mary dear, we,” Lady Elaine inclined her head to her husband, “would like you to address us as Mother and Father. We know from spending Christmastide with you that your parents are Mama and Papa, and as such there should be no confusion.”

“My soon to be niece already addresses me as Aunt Catherine,” Lady Catherine stated smugly, “and of course she addresses my Annie as Anne.”

“It will be my honour to address you as Mother and,” Mary turned towards the Earl, “you as Father.” Before anyone could aver, Richard entered the drawing room with a rather subdued William in tow.

“Dearest, William would like to address you, if you are willing for him to do so,” Richard told his beloved.

“Should we leave?” Lord Matlock asked as he began to rise from his seat.

“No Uncle Reggie, you all need to hear this too,” Darcy averred. The Earl sat down again.

“I do not object to hearing what Mr. Darcy has to say,” Mary decided with the hint of ice in her voice.

“Miss Mary and Richard, I request your forgiveness for my unconscionable, and pretentious attempt to interfere between you,” Darcy began. “As I learnt to my detriment at Hunsford, I am the last person in the world who is qualified to judge the relationships of others given how terrible I am at what I considered was wooing and courting. Even without that, I had no right to attempt to substitute my judgement for your own. Additionally,” he looked directly at Mary, “I beg your pardon for my unkind, and complete wrongheaded allusions to a pecuniary reason for your marrying Richard.” Darcy turned towards his Aunts, Uncle, and Anne. “For my unwarranted and improper pride as well as behaviour, I am able to now see my honoured parents would have been disgusted with my attitude and I can only express how sorry I am.”

Mary was able to detect sincerity and unreserved contrition in Mr. Darcy’s words. Even had it not been her Christian duty to forgive, she would have on seeing the contrite man standing before her waiting for her response.

“For myself, I forgive you, Mr. Darcy. We will be cousins in a few days after all,” Mary smiled.

“In that case will you consider calling me William, or at least Cousin William?” Darcy suggested.

Before Mary could reply, Lady Catherine’s voice was heard. “It is well you have come to make amends, but what possessed you to behave as you did in the past? I used to hold myself above everyone else, but your mother set me to rights. You should have known better William.”

“You have the right of it, Aunt. I cannot fix the past, so all I can do is endeavour never to repeat my former actions and behaviour,” Darcy owned.

“See that you do not,” Lady Catherine commanded imperiously.

“As to your question to me, yes I will call you William as long as you address me as Mary,” Mary decided. Darcy bowed over her hand.

“Please be ready, we will make for Longbourn in an hour,” Richard stated.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Elizabeth was strolling in the park with Jane, Wes, Tommy, Anna, Charity, Alicia, and Lilly. Henry was with his father in the study going over ledgers. Although they were in sight of the rest of them, Jane and her fiancé were sitting on a bench out of earshot.

Alli and Lilly were seated on the swing which was hanging from the ancient oak tree in the middle of the park, lazily pushing themselves back and forth with their feet. Tommy was walking with Anna on one side and Charity on the other. Elizabeth was on Anna’s other side when she heard the sounds of carriages in the drive.

To say Darcy was not nervous about his reception at Longbourn would have been a lie. As he had never visited the Bennets’ estate previously, he was taken aback at the size of both the house and the parts of the park he was able to see. All he could do was shake his head at his former blindness. Another of his misconceptions was killed when he recognised some of the footmen on duty in front of the house, the ones he had told himself Richard was paying for.

By the time the seven had been shown to the drawing room, Bennet and Henry, who had been notified guests had arrived, were seated with Cilla and the De Melville parents. The de Bourghs were introduced to those who did not know them and then it was Darcy’s turn to be introduced to the one Bennet in the room he had not met.

Henry glared at the man. However, when he looked at Mary, she shook her head to tell him to stand down.

Cilla saw the way Mr. Darcy was searching the room. “Your sister and the rest of the young people are in the park, if anyone desires to join them,” Priscilla stated.

“Mary should we?” Richard offered his fiancée his arm. “Are you coming William?”

“Father, am I excused for now?” Henry asked.

Bennet was aware his sons were not as forgiving as the rest of them with regards to Mr. Darcy and the insults he had directed at their sisters. He was also sure the boys would never do anything improper, but he understood Henry’s desire to keep an eye on how Mr. Darcy treated his sisters. He waved his hand towards the door and Henry made haste to follow the other three.

Darcy walked next to Richard as they made their way into the park. Mary slowed a little and indicated Henry should join her. Very quickly and quietly, Mary conveyed the gist of the apology she had received and her full and unreserved forgiveness. Knowing his twin sister’s judgement was sound, Henry relaxed somewhat.

Elizabeth had turned to look at Jane and Wes, so she did not see the four enter the park. She became fully aware when she heard Anna squeal, “William, I did not think to see you until after the ball.” She ran into her brother’s open arms. Darcy enfolded her into a warm hug and kissed the crown of her head.

“I have missed you too, Sweetling,” he stated warmly.

Although Anna had told Elizabeth what a good brother Mr. Darcy was, it was good to see the devotion between the siblings for herself. She noticed how Tommy bristled as soon as he realised who the unknown man was. She placed a hand on his arm to calm him.

“Were you not to arrive next week?” Georgiana questioned.

“Should I go away until then?” Darcy teased. “The horses only need a few hours rest and then I can do so.”

“No silly, I do not desire your absence. It was a surprise, but a good one,” Georgiana stated as she gave her brother a playful look of admonition. “Did you greet Charity yet? Did you know we have been hosted at Longbourn?”

“It is hard to speak to Charity when you were speaking, and as long as you are behaving and enjoying your stay here, I am happy for you.” Darcy paused and smiled at his sister and her best friend. “Will you two want to leave your new friends and travel with me into Derbyshire? I suspect not.”

‘Who is this man and what has he done with the dour, proud, and arrogant Mr. Darcy?’ Elizabeth asked herself silently. ‘How different would things have been had I met this man at the assembly in November?’

“William, this young firebrand is Thomas Bennet, the younger, but we all call him Tommy,” Richard introduced playfully to put the youngest Bennet at ease. “Tommy, this great big tall fellow is your soon-to-be cousin, Fitzwilliam Darcy, who as you heard, we all call William.”

Seeing no antipathy in Miss Elizabeth’s looks, something he could not say for her brother he had just met; Darcy was grateful his letter had obviously done some good. “Miss Elizabeth,” he bowed in greeting.

“Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth curtsied.

“Miss Elizabeth, I saw a wilderness over there,” Darcy pointed, “would you allow me to speak to you, in full view of everyone here, of course?”

Elizabeth saw Tommy, and perhaps Henry too, was about to object. She gave each a quelling look which caused both to hold their peace. “Yes, Mr. Darcy, that is agreeable to me as long as we are close to the rest in the park.

“Tommy and I will be seated on that bench,” Henry indicated one near the entrance to the wilderness which had a vista of all of the untamed area. He had accepted that Mr. Darcy had been sincere in his amends, but he knew Tommy—who had a temper like Lizzy’s—was apt to act before he thought about it at times. He inclined his head to John Biggs who was keeping a weather eye on those in the park. The big man understood and moved closer to the wilderness area.

The brothers sat on the bench Henry had indicated and Biggs parked himself close to them. All in the vicinity would be able to see if anything untoward occurred.

“I know I said this in writing, but I hoped I would have a chance to apologise to you personally so you can see the sincerity in my countenance. I am truly sorry for all of my ungentlemanlike behaviour starting with those vile words at the assembly, my wilful blindness, and my erroneous assumptions,” Darcy stated firmly. “Others in my family pointed out the errors in my ways, but until the reproofs you delivered at Hunsford, I only made superficial changes. Where the pride and prejudice which governed my actions stemmed from, I know not. All I know is that I can never be that man again. You opened my eyes and have made me strive to be a better man.”

“You are not the only one who needs to ask forgiveness,” Elizabeth replied. “First, you have my forgiveness, and have had it since I read your letter. However, I am not sanguine with the words I used to refuse you. I should not have said what I did.”

“There is nothing for me to forgive,” Darcy assured her. “What did you say to me, that I did not deserve? Your accusations were not ill-founded, they were well formed, not based on mistaken premises. My behaviour to you at the time, as well as when I was in Hertfordshire, had merited the severest reproofs. My actions and words were unpardonable. I cannot think of them without abhorrence.”

“We will not quarrel for the greater share of blame annexed to that day; we have argued more than enough already,” Elizabeth asserted. “The conduct of neither, if strictly examined, would be irreproachable, but since then we have both, I hope, improved in civility.”

“I cannot be so easily reconciled to myself,” Darcy claimed. “The recollection of what I then said, of my conduct, my manners, my expressions during the whole of it, is now, and has been more than a month, inexpressibly painful to me. Your reproof, so well applied, I shall never forget: ‘had you behaved in a more gentlemanlike manner.’ Those were your words. You know not, you can scarcely conceive, how they have tortured me; though it took me allowing my anger to dissipate, I confess, before I was reasonable enough to allow their justice.”

“I was certainly very far from expecting them to make so strong an impression. I had not the smallest idea of their being ever felt in such a way.”

“It is easy to believe. You thought me then devoid of every proper feeling—I am sure you did. The turn of your countenance I shall never forget, as you said that I could not have addressed you in any possible way that would induce you to accept me.”

“Please do not repeat what I said in Hunsford,” Elizabeth cried, “These recollections will not do at all. I assure you; I have been most heartily ashamed of my words since shortly after I said them. In cases such as these, a good memory is unpardonable. I have a proposal of my own.” Elizabeth saw his eyebrows shoot up, combined with the wide smile on Mr. Darcy’s face, for the first time revealing his dimples. ‘My he should smile more,’ Elizabeth thought. Aloud she said, “Not that kind of proposal. I think we should begin again and look forward, not back.”

“I find that to be an extremely reasonable suggestion.” He extended his hand. “Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley.”

Elizabeth took his strong hand in her dainty, petite one, “Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn. Pleased to meet you.”

Henry and Tommy were watching closely, and although they could not hear what was being said, they could tell from Lizzy’s body language she was relaxed. When they saw the two shake hands, even Tommy realised it was time to let go of his residual anger at, but not all of his wariness of, Mr. Darcy. Lizzy was the best at sketching characters and if she accepted he was sincere, then Tommy would be sanguine with it. Seeing the two approaching and both smiling caused all of the remaining resentment either brother felt towards Mr. Darcy to fade away.

Darcy excused himself and approached Miss Bennet and Westmore. With the former’s permission, and with the latter seated next to her, Darcy made his apologies, which were accepted without delay.

The last of the Bennet’s he apologised to were Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, and the two Bennet brothers. He begged their pardon for all of his wrongheaded speech and behaviour. Like the three Bennet sisters before them, unreserved acceptance was bestowed and the Bennet parents agreed to allow Mr. Darcy to begin again and not allow the past to prejudice them.


Chapter 39

As a special treat, the four young ladies aged thirteen to sixteen were to be permitted by their respective parents and guardians to attend the ball until after supper. They were only allowed to dance with family, or soon to be family. To say Anna, Charity, Alli, and Lilly were excited was a vast understatement.

Contrary to his past inclinations, Darcy was looking forward to the ball that evening. The main reason was, in the days since his begging the Bennets’ pardons in person, a tentative friendship was being built between him and Miss Elizabeth. Unlike earlier in his acquaintanceship, Darcy would make no assumptions and not try to read more into his interactions with her than they actually meant. His affections and wishes, however, were unchanged as they related to Miss Elizabeth. He clearly understood there was no more than a fledgling friendship between them at this point, and he had to be very circumspect because one word from her would necessarily silence him on the subject forever. He prayed for more in the future, but he was happy with the way things were at present, and at least she no longer detested him.

For her part Elizabeth was amazed how she had gone from hating the very sight of Mr. Darcy to rather enjoying his company. In fact, she relished debating books and other subjects with him, especially as he treated her as an intelligent being and never condescended to her. She had to admit she was looking forward to seeing his grounds at Pemberley.

On Monday, the day before the ball, Elizabeth had been sitting with Aunt Maddie and Uncle Edward discussing an excursion to the Peaks after arriving at Clover Dell when Mr. Darcy, who had heard them, asked if he could join the discussion as he, like Aunt Maddie, thought Derbyshire the best of all counties. Before she knew what had occurred, not only had Mr. Darcy volunteered himself and Anna as their guides, but she, the Gardiners, and their four children, were invited to Pemberley.

When Uncle Edward mentioned the fishing at his estate was not very good, Mr. Darcy invited her uncle to come fish at Pemberley as much as he desired while the Gardiners were in Derbyshire. That was when Mr. Darcy had extended an invitation to come tour Pemberley at any time which was convenient for them. Her aunt had recalled visiting the estate when her mother was alive and would make visits within the parish, including visiting the late Lady Anne. On hearing Mrs. Gardiner had been in her mother’s company, Anna had many questions regarding her mother for her which had been answered to the best of Madeline’s recollection.

As the Darcys and Charity were to depart for the north the day after the double wedding, the same day the Gardiners and Elizabeth would be travelling, the two groups had decided to journey together.

In addition to the Gardiners, Mr. Darcy had begun to become friendly with her brothers. They shared a passion for horses, riding, books, and chess to name a few. Elizabeth had been amused when her brothers had separately come to enquire of her if she was sanguine with them enjoying Mr. Darcy’s company. She had told both she had no objections.

The truth Elizabeth admitted to herself was that had Mr. Darcy acted in the manner as he was now from the start of their acquaintanceship, and his proposal had not been as offensive as it had been, her answer may have been very different. She smiled as she thought back to the conversation they had had yester-evening when the residents of Longbourn had been at Netherfield Park for a family dinner which had included the Philipses, the Lucases, and the Collinses, who had arrived yester-afternoon. The Forsters were not included as the regiment had previously moved to their summer quarters in Brighton.

The men had just re-joined the ladies in the largest drawing room after the separation of the sexes when Mr. Darcy had approached Elizabeth where she sat alone on a settee.

“May I sit Miss Elizabeth?” Darcy had requested.

“There is no one else here so it would be rather missish of me to deny you,” Elizabeth had teased.

Darcy had sat and cleared his throat. “I wanted to make a request of you privately now. That way, if your answer is in the negative, it will not cause you to have to sit out at the ball on the morrow,” Darcy had stated so only Elizabeth could hear.

“Go ahead Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth had allowed.

“The only time we have danced was here at this estate. Now that I am able to see clearly, I believe that you were not sanguine with partnering me for a dance. Hence it was not a pleasant experience for you. Do I have the right of it?” Darcy had enquired.

“You are not wrong, Mr. Darcy. To where do these questions tend?”

“Would you allow me to request a set from you at the ball tomorrow, not one of the significant sets, so we may both erase the memories of that unpleasant experience and replace them with positive ones?”

Elizabeth had looked into his piercing blue eyes for a few moments. As if she needed a reminder, his handsomeness was even more apparent from close up and now that his character matched his outward looks, she knew she would enjoy dancing with him. This time they would not be silent.

“As my mama espouses only to remember the past as that remembrance gives pleasure, that first dance is forgot. Yes, Mr. Darcy, I would like to dance a set with you.” Elizabeth had fought to maintain her equanimity at the way Mr. Darcy’s countenance had lit up at her reply.

“In that case, may I reserve the set before the supper set?” Darcy had requested.

“It is yours, Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth had averred.

Now as she prepared for the ball to celebrate the upcoming nuptials of her sisters, Elizabeth was in anticipation of her dance with Mr. Darcy.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

As much as she was enjoying spending time with Marie, Andrew, and her new grandson, Robby, Lady Rose Rhys-Davies was aching for her beloved Sedgewick. It had been two months since The Rose had sailed away from her down the Thames and it was already, by far, the longest she and her beloved had ever been separated since they had married. Before this, the most they had spent apart had been a sennight.

She did not regret remaining behind to be with Marie during the final stages of her confinement or that she was in England with Charity who would not have joined them regardless. That did not mitigate the fact that she went to an empty bed every night and she could not hear her husband’s sonorous voice on a daily basis. She was well aware Marie would not have objected had she elected to sail with her Sedgewick. She would have shown a brave face, but Rose would have known her daughter would have been sad had she not been available to attend Robby’s birth.

Charity too, would have shown a stiff upper lip if her mama had not remained in England, but Rose was fully cognisant even while Charity was loving the time she spent with Anna Darcy, her youngest was very happy Mama was close by, well much closer than an ocean apart.

The weekly letters Charity wrote kept Rose abreast of her daughter’s activities. After meeting the Bennets at Sarah De Melville’s ball, she was unsurprised Charity gushed about first the Bennet sisters, and now since she had met the Bennet brothers, them as well, especially one of them in particular.

Rose was confident once her husband, sons, and Sed’s family returned to England in another four months or so, they would further their acquaintanceship with the Bennets. She was also determined she would never be parted from her much loved husband ever again.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

In order to keep the receiving line to a manageable length, it consisted of the parents only—the Fitzwilliams, De Melvilles, and Bennets. As the Bennets and Gardiners had arrived at Netherfield Park an hour before the rest of the guests had been invited to arrive, those not greeting the arriving people were in the ballroom already when the first invited guests moved through the receiving line.

Elizabeth was to dance the first with Henry, then Tommy would partner her. She smiled behind her fan as she watched Mr. Darcy chatting with Anna and Charity. He would dance the first with the former and the second with the latter. As far as she knew, Richard would squire Anna for the second set while Henry danced with Charity. He would partner Anna for the next, and Tommy was to dance with Charity. Tommy was to dance the supper set with Anna.

Alli and Lilly would be with their fathers for the first set and then they would dance with other men in the family group. As it worked out none of the four younger girls would have to sit out one of the five sets up to, and including, the supper set.

Darcy had to fight not to stare at Miss Elizabeth while he was talking to Anna and Charity. Never had he seen her look more beautiful. She wore a dark green, silk gown which only made her wonderful eyes look even finer. Both of the brides looked very well, but in his opinion, nothing to Miss Elizabeth.

He had been very surprised to see the Hursts and Miss Bingley had been invited to attend the ball and the subsequent wedding. Richard had explained since Miss Bingley’s improvement, the Bennet sisters had become friends with the two Bingley sisters. He understood it was a clear signal to society that even though the brother had seemingly disappeared, and was not heard from, the rest of the family were welcomed by members of the Ton. To demonstrate there were no bad feelings for the Hursts and Miss Bingley, even though there had been rumours of a split with the absent Mr. Bingley, Darcy had requested a set from both Bingley sisters.

Regardless of the fact he had danced each set so far, Darcy was in great anticipation of the set prior to the supper set. It would be the first time he would dance with Miss Elizabeth when it was a willing choice for her. When he remembered her face the first time he had asked her to dance in this very room, what he had interpreted as pleasure had been pain at having to stand up with him.

When the previous set ended, Darcy found Miss Elizabeth standing with her parents, aunts and uncles. He bowed to her and offered her his hand to lead her to the forming line. This time she smiled and took his hand willingly.

Elizabeth was as pleased, if not more so, that she and her partner were able to create a new and positive memory in this ballroom. As such, soon after they began the dance and came together, she decided this time they would not dance in silence for a half hour complete.

“Aunts Elaine and Sarah have organised an enjoyable ball, and the decorations are perfect, elegant and understated,” Elizabeth observed.

“Yes, they have outdone themselves,” Darcy averred. He said nothing further.

“Now that I made an observation, it is your turn Mr. Darcy.” The dance separated them.

When they came back together, Darcy smiled, “Whatever you wish me to say will be said.”

“Very well. That reply will do for the present. Perhaps by and by I may observe that private balls are much pleasanter than public ones. But now if you prefer, we may be silent.”

“Do you talk by rule while you are dancing?”

“Sometimes. One must speak a little, you know. It would look odd to be entirely silent for half an hour together; and it would be reminiscent of the first time we danced together here.”

“Are you saying you were indicating your disapprobation of me by remaining silent the whole of the dance?” They separated and when they came back together Elizabeth gave a shy nod. “And there I was in my delusion thinking it was companionable silence, how blind I was!”

“Hence,” replied Elizabeth archly, “I am making sure we do not repeat that performance in this dance. We can speak about anything. We need only please ourselves, as we do not have to attempt to amaze the whole room with our witticisms.”

“Would you like to discuss the latest book you have read?” The dance led them around others before they came back together.

“As much as I love speaking of books, a ballroom is not conducive for such a serious discussion. If you like you may tell me about what I will see in Derbyshire.”

Had she tried to, Elizabeth could not have chosen a subject Mr. Darcy was willing to discuss with more verbosity. When they were together, he was alight with animation when he described his home shire, and when she asked about Pemberley, his love for his estate was greatly evident in the warmth of his descriptions.

Without the other knowing, both were sorry the dance had come to an end so soon. If Darcy had not already committed to dance the supper set, he may have chanced seeing if the set was yet open on Miss Elizabeth’s dance card, or for that matter, any other set. His question about seeking a second set was answered when one of the local men approached her within his hearing to request a set and she informed the man her dances were all spoken for.

He admonished himself that even had she a set open it would not have been wise to request it. Their accord was new and fragile so the last thing he wanted to do was overwhelm her. Darcy had, however, reached a decision. If Miss Elizabeth was receptive, he would build on their friendship and then he would subtly probe to see if she would be amenable to a courtship.

Had it not been for his improper pride, arrogance, and false sense of worth, the wedding on Friday may well have been a triple wedding.

Before Lizzy’s partner came to collect her for the supper set, Cilla pulled her second daughter aside. “Lizzy, am I wrong or did you enjoy your dance with Mr. Darcy?”

“You have the right of it, Mama,” Elizabeth replied. “Since he has begun to address his faults, he improves on better acquaintance.”

“So you think he is improved in essentials?” Priscilla pushed.

“No Mama, it is my belief that in essentials, he is very much as he ever was,” Elizabeth opined. “He was always an honourable man, who had, I think, for whatever reason, been diverted from his path, a path to which he has now returned.”

“Your sketch of his character may be accurate,” Priscilla agreed. In her opinion her middle daughter had never been indifferent to Mr. Darcy and now with the amendments he had made, and was making to his character, she believed that whether Lizzy was ready to admit it or not, she was developing a tendre for Mr. Darcy.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Happy was the day Mr. and Mrs. Bennet watched their eldest and youngest daughters wed men they loved and respected and who returned those feelings in full measure.

Both Jane and Mary had been resplendent in their gowns. The besotted grooms had been mesmerised when they saw their respective brides make the walk up the aisle on their father’s arm in the nave of the church.

Before the brides had entered the church, Darcy had to fight to keep his mouth from dropping open when Miss Elizabeth followed Lady Alicia up the aisle. She was now standing very near to him, on Richard’s side of the altar as they waited for the brides. The service went by in the blink of an eye, all the while Darcy was dreaming of a future wedding with him saying his vows to the raven haired, emerald-green eyed beauty next to him.

Once the register was signed and said signatures witnessed, Lord and Lady Westmore and Mr. and Mrs. Richard Fitzwilliam were presented to the cheering congregation.

All too soon the family stood in the drive waving to the coaches bearing the newlyweds away for their wedding trips.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The packet ship sailed into Portsmouth in the evening of the final Friday in April. As soon as she was secured to the quay, a dispatch was on its way to Buckingham house and another to the Prime Minister.

The expresses arrived before midday on Saturday which created a flurry of activity as readers of the horrendous news attempted to come to grips with the number of noble families which had been decimated, not to mention all the sailors’ lives lost. Notifications were prepared for family members and family solicitors. One express rider carried a black edged letter to Hilldale while another man delivered a notification to the oldest firm of solicitors in London: Rumpole and Crawley.


Chapter 40

At the same time the Gardiners, Elizabeth, the Darcys, and Charity were on their way north, a rider arrived at Hilldale bearing a black-edged missive. When his butler handed the letter to the master, Andrew had worried it was one of his parents or Richard, that was until he noticed the royal seal and the fact it was directed to his mother-in-law.

Andrew considered what this could mean. He was certain that if this was to do with Charity or little Adelle, they would have heard already and not by a notification from the royals. There was no putting it off, he had to deliver the missive.

The sight that greeted him when he entered the nursery was one of joy and peace. Marie was sitting in a rocking chair, Robby in her arms while Mother Rose looked on indulgently.

Marie noticed her husband, and then saw the look of anguish on his face. “Andrew, what troubles you?” she demanded.

Wanting to know what had upset her daughter, Lady Rose looked at her son-in-law and then noticed the black-edged letter in his hand. “Andrew, who is that for?” she asked. Somewhere deep in her bones, Rose knew it was for her. Until she took it from Andrew all was as it was now.

“Mother Rose, it is my sad duty to deliver this to you,” Andrew announced. “Let us retire to our private sitting room before you open it.”

Robby was placed into his cradle and the nursemaid came and sat next to it to keep her eye on the sleeping babe. The three adults walked to the master suite’s sitting room; Lady Rose and Marie both on legs which felt like they could not hold them up. While Andrew pushed the door closed, mother and daughter, clutching one another tightly fell back onto the settee.

Knowing delay would not change the nature of the words she had to read, Rose nodded to her son-in-law who handed her the letter. Andrew sat down on his mother-in-law’s other side to offer whatever comfort he was able. She took a deep breath and broke the seal.

26 April 1811

St. James Palace

It is my sad duty to inform you that on or about the 17th day of March of this year The Rose and two of her escort ships were lost at sea in a hurricane, a storm not expected at that time of the year. The only surviving ship was The Protector. More than 15 souls were lost on that vessel, and according to her captain, she barely survived the storm, but not without extensive damage.

Regardless of the state of his command, Captain Jack Flash and his damaged ship searched for any survivors of the other two ships. Other than wreckage which confirmed the three were lost, they found nothing…

“No! No! No!” Lady Rose wailed as tears coursed down her cheeks in rivulets, while her daughter sat next to her tears streaming from her eyes as well. “My Sedgwick, Sed, Rebecca, Saul, and Little Sed are all gone! How can God punish us in this fashion?” Mercifully she fainted from the extreme grief.

“Should I summon help to move your mama?” Andrew enquired of his wife.

“No!” Marie insisted emphatically. “I will hold Mama until she wakes. Please read the rest of the page. All the devastated families,” Marie cried.

After retrieving the letter from his mother-in-law’s limp hand and verifying where to begin, Andrew cleared his throat and began to read aloud.

…found nothing. In an abundance of caution the Governor of the Bahamas had the Admiral dispatch some of the ships in his fleet to search the area again. Even had there been a survivor, by the time the ships would have arrived, none would have remained. As soon as they return to port (which would have been about a fortnight past) the Governor will send updated information.

Their Majesties are aware you and three other families have lost more than can be measured, and they send their deepest sympathies. To make sure all surviving family members are apprised of this tragedy before seeing it written about in the papers, a royal decree will be inserted in a sennight from the date of this missive, and only then will the news of what has occurred be made public.

With two dukedoms and one earldom being greatly affected, issues of succession, if any exist, will be studied as we go forward.

All in the Kingdom mourn with you and the other three families. It is an unfathomable loss to you and your daughters personally, and to the realm as a whole.

Lord Harold Snodgrass

Private secretary to His Majesty the King

“My darling Marie, I am so sorry you have lost so much of your family,” Andrew stated sympathetically as he handed his crying wife his handkerchief.

“If not…for Robby’s birth…all of us other than…Charity and Adelle would have been…on board,” Marie managed between sobs. “My Papa, brothers, sister-in-law, and nephew…are no more. It is…not fair!”

“No, my love, it is not,” Andrew agreed. Not only Marie and he, but his parents would have also been on the holiday, yet by the Grace of God they were all alive. If not, Richard would have been the only one left to carry the Fitzwilliam name and the Matlock Earldom forward.

Just then, Lady Rose started to stir. When she saw the letter in Andrew’s hand, she knew her irrational dream it had been a nightmare was a fallacy. The sliver of hope was replaced with the deep sadness of knowing it was a reality.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Mr. Horace Rumpole and Mr. Mathew Crawley were the current partners in charge of the storied and ancient firm of solicitors, Rumpole and Crawley. The former’s eldest son, Nicholas, was a senior clerk at the practice.

When the three men arrived at work on the final Monday in April, the penultimate day of the month, a nervous clerk handed Mr. Rumpole, who had seniority over Mr. Crawley, the letter from the palace. Rumpole’s eyebrows shot up as he noted the black edging around the perimeter of the missive. He could not think of why the royals would send their firm a notice of the death of…unless?

Surely not! All of their principal clients had an heir, some a spare, and some of the sons had sons of their own. As far as he was aware, the lines of succession for the clients who were nobles were assured. He wondered if it was connected to the Bedford dukedom. From the mid-1500’s as each partner retired, he informed his successor about the letter from a long dead peer, only to be actioned if there was no living male of the current line.

The original document was very old and brittle but had been stored in as dry a storage facility as possible. In addition, every fifty years a certified copy was made, one which was witnessed by the current Lord Chancelor who would attest to the validity of the copy.

Rumpole led Crawley and Nicholas into his spacious office. “Rather than me guess what this notice contains, we should read it,” Rumpole stated. “Son, close my door please.” The younger Rumpole did so without comment.

Rather than sit behind the desk, Rumpole sat in one of the two chairs before it, and Crawley took the other. With his father’s permission, the son stood behind the partners. As soon as he verified the two other men were ready, Rumpole broke the royal seal and unfolded the sheets of heavy paper.

26 April 1811

Office of the Lord Chancelor

St. James Palace

Gentlemen it is my sad duty to notify you of the death of three of your clients and most of their families.

As you know the Dukes of Bedford and Hertfordshire, and the Earl of Holder with one other family who you do not represent, all sailed on The Rose for the West Indies. That ship and two of the escorts was lost in a ferocious and unexpected storm with not a single survivor.

Thankfully, Hertfordshire has a brother, and that brother has sons, so that Dukedom is secure. Although the Earl of Holder did not have a brother, his sister has a son and based on the patents of the earldom, the title passes through the female line if no direct male descendant of the previous earl lives.

That leaves us the dukedom of Bedford, which you know better than most is the richest dukedom which is not held by a royal. The Duchess of Bedford, two of her daughters, and her granddaughter remained in England and are hale and healthy as far as we know. The problem is that even though Lady Marie Fitzwilliam née Rhys-Davies has recently delivered a son, the dukedom may not be passed through the body of a female. Without a male heir the line would have ended.

Thanks to the foresight of the late Earl, as he was then, in 1550, five years before he was called home and the entail he created, there is an heir, or the last time someone from your practice verified it, an heir lived. If Lord Henry Bennet had not done what he did more than 250 years ago, there would be no more Duke of Bedford. The title was elevated to a dukedom some 75 years after the then earl made the provisions he did.

You or some of your emissaries are charged to travel to the Bennet estate of Longbourn. If Mr. Thomas Bennet is alive, or failing that a son, if one exists, he is to be brought to London as soon as the integrity of the line of succession is verified.

I need not emphasise the confidentiality of your work. The notice of the tragedy will be published in a sennight. It is our hope, and of Their Majesties, that we will be able to name the new duke as soon as everything is verified. If that is after the notice is seen by society, then so be it. Accuracy is much more important than speed in this undertaking.

As soon as you have news, one way or the other, report back directly to me.

Lord Horatio Hampstead, Lord Chancelor

For some minutes the three men were silent. It was hard to comprehend the massive loss of life, not only the peers and their families, but the sailors and officers of three ships all gone.

“At least there is a clause in the late duke’s will to make sure the family members of any men employed by him and lost at sea working for the Dennington Lines will not have to worry about money and housing for their lifetimes,” Rumpole mused.

“Father, why does the letter mention an earl named Bennet, but our clients are the Rhys-Davies?” Nicholas Rumpole enquired.

Rumpole retrieved the copy of the letter he kept locked in the wall safe behind his desk. “Read this and you will understand.”

“It seems we need to make for Meryton,” Crawley stated. “Rumpole, if you prefer to remain here and supervise all that has to be prepared, I will take your son with me to see this Mr. Bennet, or His Grace as he is now.”

“That is acceptable,” Rumpole averred. “Allow me to suggest you address him as Mr. Bennet for now. Whichever Mr. Bennet—if one is alive—is the master at Longbourn, he is about to have his life turned on its head.” He looked back at his son. “Make a copy of my copy and take it with you.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

By the time they arrived at Clover Dell having spent three days in Mr. Darcy’s company much of the time during the journey, Elizabeth found she was sorry to see the Darcys and Charity depart. She admitted to herself that as much as she enjoyed being with Anna and Charity, she would miss Mr. Darcy’s company the most.

She knew not when it had occurred, but ever since he had arrived in Hertfordshire with an amended character, Elizabeth had enjoyed spending time with him, and desired more. So much so that at the ball before the weddings she had silently urged him to ask her for a second set. He was not aware, but she never danced the final set and always wrote a fictitious name on her dance card for that set. Before she came out, she had determined to only dance the final set with a man who she felt she could love. If he had requested a second set, she would have granted it to him.

That thought had shocked Elizabeth to her core. Somehow, she had begun to develop tender feelings for Mr. Darcy. The more time they spent together, the more she began to see he was a man who could suit her better than any other. That realisation saddened her. Even though Mr. Darcy—no William as she had been asked to call him now that they were cousins by marriage—had brought his improper pride under regulation, surely he was too proud to offer his hand a second time to a woman who had rejected it with scorn the way she had. There was, in her opinion, a glimmer of hope. He seemed to seek her company whenever possible.

When they had made the first stop since departing Meryton, Elizabeth had heard William suggest Anna issue an invitation for her to ride in the Darcy coach from that rest stop onwards. With her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner’s permission, she had accepted. It had given them more than a month of drawing room time in company together. Anna and Charity always seemed to entertain themselves, or find something they needed to speak to with their companions leaving Elizabeth and William to converse. With each mile that passed she found herself becoming more comfortable with him, and developing deeper feelings at the same time.

Now, after taking tea at Clover Dell, Elizabeth stood watching the back of the Darcy coach as it was driven away and feeling disappointed at seeing it leave.

In that coach, Darcy felt like he could flap his arms and fly up to the heavens. Something was changing between him and the woman he loved even more than he had when he made that proposal. He did not believe he was once again deluding himself like he had before that she had feelings for him. Elizabeth was so warm and welcoming and she had willingly ridden in his conveyance for most of the journey into Derbyshire. Rather than trying to escape his presence, she was happy to spend time with him.

He did not want to act towards her like he had before, as the last thing Darcy desired was to pressure Elizabeth, in case he pushed her away like he did last time. They had agreed to address one another by their familiar names, so he could finally call her by her given name. If he were to declare himself a second time, he would need to be close to sure it was what she wanted.

Georgiana broke through his reverie of his beloved Elizabeth saying, “William, Charity and I were speaking and we believe Lizzy no longer disdains you, in fact…”

“Do not stop there sweetling,” Darcy pressed keenly.

Anna looked at Charity. “We have the right of it, William is besotted with Lizzy. I would very much enjoy having Lizzy as a sister, then Mary and I will be sisters rather than cousins.”

“In a roundabout way I am already a sister to Jane, Lizzy, and Mary, thanks to Andrew being married to my older sister,” Charity added.”

“Anna what were you about to say when you stopped,” William huffed.

“Even though we do not have experience with relationships between men and women, we believe Lizzy is developing tender feelings for you,” Georgiana opined while Charity nodded her agreement. “She no longer sees you as she did before, but rather is aware of the wonderful man I always knew you were.”

Darcy sat on the rear facing bench with a stupid grin on his face. It remained in place right until they arrived at Pemberley. When he alighted to hand his sister and Charity out, Darcy was lost as to why he saw Andrew striding towards the coach.

“Andrew is all well with Marie and Robby?” Darcy asked concernedly.

“My son is well, and Marie is physically well,” Andrew stated sadly. “Charity, we need to depart for Hilldale as soon as may be.”

“Andrew, what is the problem?” Darcy insisted.

“Let us speak in a room which is away from prying ears,” Andrew responded.

Darcy led them to his study. It was the work of moments before Charity was sobbing and wailing for her lost family members, her papa, brothers, sister-in-law, and nephew. When Darcy asked if Andrew wanted them to join him at Hilldale, his cousin demurred, including that Anna not accompany Charity. He explained that Lady Rose needed both of her daughters with her for some private grieving.

As soon as Charity and her companion’s trunks were transferred to the Hilldale coach, they were on their way with Andrew.

While Mrs. Annesley accompanied Anna to her bedchamber, Darcy sat in his study cogitating on the fragility of life on the mortal coil. More than once, he had thought to ask if there was a berth for him on The Rose. All he could do was thank goodness he had decided against joining them.

He would carry the bad news to Clover Dell on the morrow.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

As soon as Lord and Lady Matlock learnt the devastating news, they left London for Hilldale to give succour to Marie and Charity and for Lady Elaine to be with Cousin Rose and aid her in any way she needed.

For now, the Fitzwilliam parents decided against sending a letter about what had occurred, to Seaview Cottage, where Mary and Richard were enjoying their honeymoon.


Chapter 41

Bennet sat and stared at the card in his hand after Hill handed it to him. He had no business with the legal firm of Rumpole and Crawley so for the life of him he could not imagine why Messrs Crawley and Rumpole were at Longbourn requesting an audience with him. As they had told Hill that seeing the master of the estate was of the utmost importance, Bennet decided not to refuse seeing them, rather than sending them on their way.

“Please inform Mrs. Bennet I request her presence, and then show them in, Hill,” Bennet commanded. The butler bowed to his master and went to carry out the instructions. It was not many minutes before Cilla joined her husband, one eyebrow arched in question.

Bennet handed her the cards. “Did your late father have any dealings with these solicitors?” he asked.

“As far as I know, no, Papa did not,” Priscilla averred.

Hill announced the two men and showed them into the study. The men bowed while Cilla curtsied. “Please be seated,” Bennet indicated two chairs in front of his desk. His beloved was seated next to him behind, next to where he sat.

“If you need us to wait outside while you and your wife talk…” Crawley began to say but ceased talking when Bennet raised his hand.

“Although most in society would frown upon the way we do things, my wife and I are true partners; Mrs. Bennet is my most trusted advisor,” Bennet stated firmly. “Whatever has brought you to our estate can be discussed with my wife present, or not at all.”

“As you desire,” Crawley agreed. He cogitated for a few seconds contemplating how to approach the subject. He decided some questions were in order. “Mr. Bennet, do you have your family bible available?”

Both Bennets’ eyebrows knitted. “I do, but what has that to do with anything?” Bennet replied suspiciously. Surely this was not an attempt by Collins to challenge his ownership of Longbourn. No, he did not believe that was so. Collins had accepted the truth and besides, Charlotte Collins had far too much good sense to allow her husband to embark on a fool’s errand which would only waste their money.

“Before we may tell you why, we need to confirm some facts. Please Mr. and Mrs. Bennet if you will indulge us,” Crawley requested.

The Bennets looked at one another and both shrugged, neither could see any harm in allowing the men to look at the family bible. Bennet stood and retrieved the heavy, very old bible from a shelf behind his desk. “Please remember this bible is close to three hundred years old,” Bennet admonished the two men seated opposite him and Cilla.

“In our practice we have occasion to handle very old documents so we are well versed in how to do so,” Crawley assured the Bennets.

Bennet sat back with his wife as they watched the two men open the bible slowly and carefully showing it the reverence they should. Neither he nor Cilla had any more of an inkling why the two men were sitting in Longbourn’s study about to pour over the family bible. As far as Bennet knew, there was nothing extraordinary about his family lineage with his ancestor moving to Longbourn before the end of 1536.

Crawley opened the bible to the page which had the Bennets’ recorded history on it. He and the younger Rumpole looked through a magnifying glass the latter held over the text. They saw what they were seeking on the first page where the inscriptions had commenced. Both men read the words at the top of the page:

October 1536: Thomas Bennet, son of Henry and the late Elizabeth Bennet, brother of Henry, moves to Longbourn with his wife Charity, Née Carrington (Married from Holder Heights the same month.)

The men looked from entry to entry and confirmed the Bennet line had never been broken or corrupted. “Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, do you object if young Nicholas here makes a copy of the entries which list your family history?” Crawley requested.

Even though Bennet did not understand the reason for their need to do so, there was no rationale to deny the request. He looked at Cilla who nodded her head. “Feel free to; as long as the pages in the bible are not harmed, I have no objection,” Bennet allowed.

Nicholas Rumpole set about his task. While his partner’s son began to write, Crawley addressed the Bennets. “Mr. Bennet, do you have any history of your family from before 1536?” Crawley asked, seemingly incongruously.

“No, I have discovered nothing more about the first Thomas Bennet or the family members he mentions in the first entry in our family bible,” Bennet averred. “I had always thought it meant the Bennets had recently arrived in England or there had been a break in the family and my namesake chose not to write about it.” Bennet had a thought. “With your interest in the bible and the question you just asked, am I to assume you know something of the history of which I am unaware?”

“As much as it pains me to do so, I am not allowed to answer your questions at this time,” Crawley stated contritely, “Mr. Bennet, I understand my not being permitted to say more at this juncture could be rather frustrating. As much as I comprehend that, I can however, assure you that in the near future, all of your interrogatories will be answered.”

Given how cryptic Mr. Crawley’s reply was, the Bennets were as much in the dark regarding the reasons for his and his associate’s call as they had been before.

“Would you gentlemen like some tea or coffee and some biscuits while Mr. Rumpole works? Cook bakes the most delectable shortbread and I know she made some this morning,” Priscilla offered.

Like her husband, both men requested coffee. Cilla rang the bell and when Hill appeared, she passed on her instructions to the butler. Not ten minutes later, Mrs. Hill knocked on the door and when bidden to enter, she pushed the door open for a maid carrying a tray which Cilla directed to be placed on the low table in front of the settee below the windows.

The two solicitors moved over to where the beverages were and enjoyed their coffee and biscuits. They sent their compliments to the cook stating it was the best shortbread they had ever tasted.

After the maid returned to remove the tray, Cilla left the study, leaving the three men behind. It took another half hour for the copy to be completed.

Once again apologising for not being able to elucidate the reason for the visit and the seemingly incongruent requests, but promising all would be revealed soon, Crawley and the younger Rumpole took their leave. Bennet was left scratching his head as he watched the carriage depart.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

As devastated as Lady Rose was at the loss of her beloved husband, sons, daughter-in-law, and grandson, she did not lose sight of all of the others who had lost their lives in the tragedy. Although The Rose and the two escorts which had been lost did not carry three hundred crew members like a Royal Navy frigate, the numbers were not insignificant, about half as many per ship. That meant with those lost on The Protector, there were more than five hundred souls lost at sea.

Just as she and her family were mourning at that moment, so were many other families and more, perhaps hundreds more, would be once the news became public. The last hope had just been extinguished. The information that the search of the area by the Royal Navy had been fruitless had been received two days after the arrival of the news of the tragedy. The winds for the ship which carried that communique had been far more favourable than the previous packet ship.

As much as she wanted to curl up in a ball and never leave her bed again, Rose knew it was not an option. She was needed to care for her youngest child, Charity, who was walking around as if in a stupor as she tried to understand the news which had shaken her life down to the very foundations. Marie needed her as well. She had Andrew and Robby so at least Rose’s eldest surviving child had that which would keep her occupied. In consultation with Adelle’s other grandparents who had lost their only daughter, the little mite would remain with her maternal grandparents for the time being.

Her greatest regret was not insisting the children not be allowed to travel with their parents. When she had mentioned her concerns to Sedgewick a few months before the date of sailing, he had assured her, that just like all of their previous voyages, all would be well. He had been wrong; nothing would be well again.

Yester-afternoon her cousins, Elaine and Reggie had arrived. Like her own, their lives had been spared due to Marie being so close to the expected date of birthing her first child. Their presence was a great comfort to all who were mourning but Rose could not help but wonder if they, like herself, felt guilty for still being in the mortal world while so many family members and friends had been lost.

Lady Rose stood and looked at herself in the mirror and at the dyed black gown she was wearing. She stiffened her spine, lifted her head, and reached for the handle on her bedchamber door. Feeling sorry for herself was an indulgence on which she could not waste her time.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

They had just returned from the Peaks, and each day, in fact, every minute of every hour in Elizabeth’s company, Darcy saw proof she was not indifferent to him. It seemed Anna, and Charity, before Andrew collected her, had been correct in their assessments.

Darcy would never forget the looks of shock and sadness on the Gardiner parents and Miss Elizabeth’s faces when he had broken the horrendous news to them. The Gardiners had been close to many who had been lost on the ship, and at the De Melville ball in January, Elizabeth had met many of those who were no longer alive. As sad as the aforementioned was, there was no familial bond between the Bennets and Gardiners, and those who had been taken, but that did not lessen the sorrow which was felt.

After careful consideration, a more subdued party continued on to the Peaks. With a heightened sense of the warmth of their bonds and the beauty of creation, the visit had been enjoyed.

The lesson which the tragedy forced Darcy to consider was that anything could happen which would break the tenuous cord which kept one tethered to the mortal world of men. In a phrase, Carpe Diem; Darcy simply did not want to waste any more time. It was time to set aside fear of another refusal if the exchange could be a future with the woman he adored. Before, he had feared what would happen if Elizabeth refused him again, but until he asked he would never know.

To further this aim, he had Carstens supervise the filling of his bath. Once he had bathed and changed, Darcy ordered his coach made ready. He was for Clover Dell to take his future in his own hands.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Mama, what will happen to the dukedom?” a sad Charity asked.

“Unless there is a way for it to continue through the female line, I am afraid your late papa was the final Duke of Bedford,” Lady Rose answered as calmly as she was able. She cared not for the title, all she wanted was her lost family members returned to her. Notwithstanding her emotions, Charity’s question was a cogent one.

“As far as I know, unlike the Holder line, the Bedford one is dependent on a direct male heir,” Lord Matlock informed his cousins. “From what I know, the Hertfordshire dukedom will continue as the late Hertfordshire’s brother is alive and, if memory serves, he has sons. When they are ready, the palace will communicate what is to occur.” Matlock remembered his late friend and cousin, Bedford, had once explained, as much as he understood it, there was a rather peculiar entailment on the Bedford dukedom and everything owned by it. He just hoped that when, as he suspected it would, everything reverted to the Crown, Rose and Charity would be well taken care of. If that was not the case, he would bring them into his household, the Matlock earldom had more than enough, and then some, for that.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Well?” Rumpole asked when Crawley and his son returned from Hertfordshire.

“The line is intact,” Crawley confirmed as he nodded for the son to hand the pages to his father. Nicholas did just that and the two waited for the older Rumpole to read the copied information.

“It seems we have found the next Duke of Bedford,” Rumpole concluded. “A letter, with the copy of the pages from the Bennet family bible, must be couriered to the Lord Chamberlain forthwith. Once he concurs with our findings, then we will have to inform His Grace of the changes to his life. Is he a poor country squire as we suspected?”

“No to the former and yes to the latter,” Crawley responded. He looked at the younger Rumpole who nodded. “From what we could tell, I would say the Bennets are quite wealthy, and I would surmise we will discover their behaviour will be exemplary.”

“As they are distantly related to the royals, that is good to hear. We could hear back from the Lord Chamberlain today,” Rumpole opined.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Two hours later the expected reply arrived from the palace. Rumpole and Crawley read the letter together.

30 April 1811

St. James Palace

Messrs. Rumpole and Crawley,

You have done well. We have examined the proof you sent along with our own records and it has been concluded that Thomas Henry Bennet is a direct descendant of the then Earl of Bedford who created the entail to preclude Lord Henry Bennet, the younger, and later when he changed his name to Lord Sedgewick Rhys-Davies, from creating an irrevocable split with his then brother.

The charge is for you to return to Longbourn and inform His Grace of his title. Dispatch a letter to the Dowager Duchess with instructions for her and her remaining family to come to London forthwith. Do not as yet mention a successor has been identified. I prefer that to be done in person when Her Grace arrives in Town.

You are thanked for your service to the Crown.

Lord Hampstead, Lord Chancelor

“From my visit to Longbourn and the fact Mr. Bennet has not a clue he is related to nobility, this will be an epic surprise, and not to mention upheaval, to him and his family,” Crawley predicted.

“I dare say you have the right of it,” Rumpole agreed.


Chapter 42

Although the Gardiners had not expected a visit from the Darcys the same day they had all returned from visiting the Peak District, having seen the growing mutual feelings between William and Lizzy, it was not the greatest of surprises that his coach had arrived at Clover Dell.

When the butler made his announcement, it became clear only one Darcy was calling. “Good afternoon, Mr. Darcy,” Madeline greeted. “You are most welcome.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner, Miss Bennet, Miss Gardiner, and Lady Alicia, it is good to see you all again,” Darcy intoned, but while he spoke he was looking at one person only.

Rather than look away, Elizabeth held William’s eyes with her own. No matter how much she may have tried, she could not command her cheeks not to pink up as they stared at one another intently. They had just parted after two full days in company together, what could he mean by visiting so soon?  The mystery was solved forthwith.

“Mr. Gardiner, if she agrees, may I address your niece in private?” Darcy requested.

Gardiner looked at Lizzy who nodded shyly. “It seems Lizzy approves,” Gardiner responded. “You may use my office, no more than five minutes. Biggs and Johns will be stationed in the hallway outside of the room. You know the door…”

“Will not be closed all the way,” Darcy completed.

The butler was summoned so he could instruct Miss Elizabeth’s men where to station themselves. As soon as he had made it so, he returned to the drawing room and nodded to his master. “Biggs and Johns are in place; you may make your way to the office.”

Darcy swallowed hard as he passed the enormous sentinels either side of the door, who were watching him intently, as he followed Elizabeth into her uncle’s office. He pushed the door, leaving a few inches of space. He made sure she was comfortable in a wingback chair and then paced back and forth twice before he stopped before her.

“Elizabeth, given how things stood between us when I made that horrendous proposal at the parsonage, I would not have dreamed of addressing you again. As we have become closer, I found hope that all was not lost, but I knew I needed to give you time and space before approaching you a second time,” Darcy explained.

“Based on how I spoke to you, I never thought you would allow yourself to declare your feelings for me once again. It could be I have misjudged you in that,” Elizabeth mused.

“Have we not already canvassed that subject and moved past it?” Darcy reminded her.

“Yes, yes I suppose we have,” Elizabeth owned.

“As I was saying it was my intention to wait until I was sure you desired me to speak again, however the catastrophe which beset so many on The Rose and two of her escort ships reminded me what I had pushed to the side after I lost first my mother and then my father was murdered. Life is very short, we are granted such a brief time on the mortal coil and we, all of us, waste so much of that time on inconsequential concerns. I do not want to wait any longer to begin what I believe, will be the best part of my life.

“Regardless of how inelegantly I stated it when I proposed before, I love you most ardently, a love which has grown deeper rather than weakened. I, however, recognise you may not be ready to hear, or desire, me declare myself to you again, not even for a courtship. Hence, my first question, is there a possibility of a joint future for us? If not, I will withdraw and be silent on this subject evermore.”

That her feelings had changed significantly from when she used to hate the sight of him, was not even a question, but Elizabeth was not sure if her tender feelings had become feelings of love yet. ‘That is why William seems to be offering you a courtship, silly!’ Elizabeth admonished herself silently. She looked at William closely. He had a certain amount of boyhood charm while he awaited her answer. Unlike the first time he had proposed, she could not see the arrogant surety that she would grant his petition in his looks he had had then.

“Although I cannot claim I am in love with you today, my feelings are the opposite of what they were in Hunsford. So much so that I do hold you in tender regard,” Elizabeth began to reply. “As I, like my two married sisters, vowed that only the deepest love would cause me to marry, I gladly accept an offer for a courtship, if that is what you intend. As you may or may not know, I reached my majority in March past, so, if you are requesting to court me, we do not need permission from anyone, however, when you see my parents again, I would like you to seek their blessings.”

“Yes, that is exactly what I was to request as soon as I was aware you are, in fact, open to something more than friendship between us. Your correct assumption has pre-empted my need to ask for the courtship. In granting my request before I asked, you have made me a very happy man,” Darcy enthused. “I will of course speak to your parents as soon as I have an opportunity.” He lifted each of her hands and bestowed a kiss on the top of each. He would have liked to turn them over and kiss her on each wrist, above the pulse, or even better taste her delectable, ruby red lips. However, he did not want to go beyond what he felt she was willing, and destroy their new understanding at the moment of its inception.

Elizabeth felt a frisson of pleasure as each hand was kissed. His lips were warm and tender, certainly not rough. She wondered what it would feel like to experience those same lips kissing her own. She scolded herself for having wanton thoughts.

“Come. Let us inform my aunt, uncle, Lilly, and Alli,” Elizabeth suggested, sure their five minutes was about to expire. As they walked to the drawing room, her hand resting easily on William’s forearm, Elizabeth was amazed at how far they had come in a relatively short time.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Bennet was surprised when Hill informed him the London solicitors were at Longbourn to see the master again only two days after they had previously been there. As he had done for their first call, Bennet requested Cilla join him before the men did. When they were shown in, Bennet was rather taken aback that Mr. Rumpole had aged more than twenty years.

Seeing the confusion, Crawley made the introduction to the senior Mr. Rumpole. Just then Henry and Tommy knocked on the door and entered the study.

“Father, why are there coaches with crests on the doors, and many outriders in the drive?” Henry enquired. “Do we have a large number of visitors?”

“Our sons,” Bennet explained and then introduced them to the solicitors.

“If you agree, your sons should hear what we have to say as it will materially affect their lives as well,” Rumpole suggested after the introductions had been completed. Bennet looked at Cilla who nodded. He inclined his head to the settee and Henry and Tommy sat down where indicated.

“Before we explain anything else, we suggest you read this letter, it is a certified copy of the original, which was scribed in 1550 by the late Lord Henry Bennet, then the Earl of Bedford,” Crawley stated as he handed the letter to Bennet.

“But the family bible does not mention a title,” Cilla pointed out.

“No it does not, and do not forget that the late Thomas Henry Bennet was not titled. He could have used ‘The Honourable’ but he chose to forgo that,” Rumpole averred.

Bennet and Cilla joined their sons on the settee so all of them could read the letter together. Bennet held it out for everyone to be able to see the text easily.

12 May 1550

Woburn View, Bedfordshire

To my future descendant/s,

This letter and the irrevocable entail I have just created would not have been necessary but for my son, Lord Henry James Bennet, Viscount Birchington’s stubbornness and vindictiveness. I am only happy my darling Elizabeth, who passed away five years before the schism between Henry and Thomas occurred, and was the daughter of a gentleman farmer from Derbyshire by the name of Darcy, never lived to see her eldest turn on her youngest the way he has attempted to do.

Thomas was in love with Lady Charity Carrington, the daughter of the then Earl of Holder, a close friend of mine. Fortunately for him, Charity returned my younger son’s feelings in full measure and they became engaged in May 1536.

The problem was that Henry could not accept Charity would love Thomas and not himself, who would become earl after me, as he, in order to redirect her feelings from his brother, declared he was in love with her and urged her to throw Thomas over and accept his hand in marriage. Charity cared nothing for the title or the vast wealth which will go with it; she loved Thomas and would not be redirected.

Henry demanded that I banish Thomas and make him forgo the name Bennet. To every entreaty he made on the subject, I roundly refused him. To make life more comfortable for all concerned, I purchased an estate, Longbourn in Hertfordshire, with my late Beth’s dowry so it was separate from the properties connected to the earldom. Along with a legacy from me, Thomas and Charity were gifted Longbourn. I must admit a modicum of selfishness in acquiring an estate in a neighbouring shire as it enabled me to visit Thomas, Charity, and their children with ease whenever I was invited, which was often.

Blaming the fact he made a marriage of convenience to the daughter of the Earl of Matlock on his brother, Henry demanded I permit him to change his names. I refused. When his son was born, Henry named the boy Sedgewick Rhys-Davies and swore as soon as I passed away, he would change his name, wiping out any connection to the Bennets and Thomas.

I had hoped that over the years Henry would let go of his self-created implacable resentment, but if anything, as time marched on, he became more bitter and spiteful. This is what led me to take the actions I have in creating the entail I just did and writing this letter, just in case there is no male heir in my eldest son Henry’s line to propagate the Bedford Earldom.

The entail precludes Henry, or whatever name he chooses after I am called home to God to see my beloved Beth again, from making an irrevocable break from Thomas’s line. He may change his name but my Thomas and his progeny are as much my descendants as Henry’s are. I wish no ill on my older son, and pray this is never needed, but in the case it is, I leave this letter and a copy of the entail documents which have been registered with the Court of Chancery with my London solicitors Rumpole and Crawley.

In the unlikely event there is no male heir from Henry’s line, then Thomas Bennet’s line will be elevated. If Henry or any of his line attempt to contravene my wishes, Thomas’s lineage will inherit and carry on the noble Bennet line.

Henry Thomas Bennet

Earl of Bedford

“Why does it say the Earl of Bedford, I thought Bedford was a dukedom?” Henry puzzled.

“More than seventy years after this letter was written; for services to the Crown, the earldom was elevated to a dukedom, and with the added land awarded, they named the enlarged estate Woburn Abbey in Bedfordshire,” Crawley explained.

“But if you have brought this letter for us to read it means…No! We met the Rhys-Davies at the De Melvilles’ ball, and they were all healthy,” Priscilla stated, “not only was the Duke hale and healthy but he has two sons, and I believe I heard talk of a grandson.”

“Had, Mrs. Bennet, had,” Rumpole corrected sadly. Between him and Crawley they told the Bennets about what had occurred in March and the royal decree announcing the disaster on the high seas which would appear in the papers on the morrow. They also related the dowager Duchess, two of her daughters, and a granddaughter had remained in England.

“We met Charity before the double wedding, poor dear. So many people lost,” Priscilla stated as some tears fell down her cheeks.

“Are you telling me I am a duke?” a stunned Bennet enquired.

“Yes, Your Grace, you are now the Duke and Duchess of Bedford and you,” Rumpole looked at Henry, “are the Marquess of Birchington. Your daughters are all Ladies and you,” he looked at a shocked Tommy, “are Lord Thomas Bennet.”

“We know two of your daughters are on their wedding trips, and you still have a daughter at home we have not met,” Crawley verified. Bennet and Cilla allowed it was so. “They will all need to join you in London as soon as may be. Soon after the announcement on the morrow the palace will want to introduce you to society and you will be required to have a royal audience.”

“Yes, Elizabeth is in Derbyshire with family, and as loathe as I am to disturb Jane and Mary’s wedding trips, I suppose there is nothing for it,” Bennet stated as the stupor began to wear off.” He remembered what they had said about the remaining members of the Rhys-Davies family. “What of the Duchess, her daughters and granddaughter?”

“Lady Marie is married to Lord Andrew Fitzwilliam, Viscount Hilldale, so she will remain under her husband’s protection. The rest, Ladies Rose, Charity, and Adelle will be your wards, Your Grace,” Rumpole replied.

“We need to send an express to Clover Dell,” Priscilla stated. Suddenly she thought of something. “Will we have to leave our estates?”

“It is your prerogative, Your Grace,” Crawley averred, “but Woburn Abbey is the seat of the dukes of Bedford. Also you have a few satellite estates, and homes in London and some other cities, not to mention the shipping line.” Crawley turned to the Marquess. “You my Lord, own the estate of Birchington, which is in neighbouring Buckinghamshire.”

The Bennets were reeling, estates, houses, and a shipping line. They had been wealthy enough before, but this was something else. “Is that all?” Bennet fairly squeaked.

“The Bedford Dukedom is the wealthiest non-royal title in the realm, would you like to know about your other assets?” Rumpole asked.

“No, I think that is more than enough for now,” Bennet decided. “What is next?”

“Once the letters have been dispatched to your daughters, as soon as you feel ready, you should decamp for Bedford House on Russell Square, Your Graces,” Rumpole averred. “There will be many demands on your time and you will need to be in London. Lady Rose Rhys-Davies, the Dowager Duchess, will be arriving with her family we estimate in about three to four days. It will be good for you to be there when they arrive, or soon thereafter.”

“Your letters will be carried by some of your couriers, who are with the men in the drive as we speak,” Crawley informed the Bennets.

“We need to notify the Matlocks and Jerseys,” Priscilla realised.

“Lady Elaine and her husband will be aware of what has occurred, as the former is a cousin to Lady Rose, and is with her at Hilldale according to our information,” Rumpole stated. “Lord and Lady Jersey will come to London as soon as they see the notice on the morrow, as they were close to most of those who perished.”

Soon the three letters were written and on their way. One to Clover Dell, one to Margate, where Jane and Wes were, and the final one to Seaview Cottage for Mary and Richard.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Andrew handed an express to his grieving mother-in-law who was surrounded by her two devastated daughters. His mother and father sat close by.

“What is it, Andrew?” Lady Rose asked weakly. “You read it and tell me; I am not prepared to read any more bad news.” She handed the missive back to Andrew who accepted it and broke the seal.

“It is from the Lord Chamberlain; we are instructed to make for London with all speed. There is news on the future of the dukedom,” Andrew reported.

“How can that be?” Lord Matlock enquired. “Bedford told me on many an occasion there was no family outside of those who are no longer with us in the mortal world. Did he ever speak of relatives to any of you?”

“No Reggie, like you, I understood that Sed, Saul, and Little Sed were the only other males in the Rhys-Davies line,” Lady Rose confirmed.

“In that case we need to make for London,” Marie stated as she stood. “Robby is old enough and strong enough to make the journey, as long as we rest frequently.” Everyone knew Marie was trying to put on a brave front, but no one said that they were aware of the fact.

The next morning at first light, two coaches and two carriages departed Hilldale on their way to London.


Chapter 43

Elizabeth was spending the day with William and Anna at Pemberley two days after she had agreed to be courted by the former. Although it would not be part of her decision whether to accept a proposal from William, if and when he made one, Elizabeth had to own she had never seen an estate for which nature had done more and had not been counteracted by the awkward tastes of men.

The mansion was an enormous structure, the façade manufactured from the stone which seemed to be very prevalent in Derbyshire. When the sun’s rays reached the stones, it almost looked like the house glowed with a golden hue.

In front of the house was an enormous rose garden, in full bloom, giving off the most enticing fragrance. There were two gazebos interspersed in this garden, to allow those who wanted to commune with the beauty to do so. Across the drive which passed the front door and led to the extensive stables, was a large, well-kept grass park with trees dotted here and there. There was also a nice sized lake which, to Elizabeth’s delight, was bordered on its one side by the vast forest which lined the drive for almost two miles as one approached the manor house from the gatehouse.

Currently, Elizabeth was strolling through the rose garden with Anna. Her Aunt Maddie, the four Gardiner children, and Alli were sitting on the seats under one of the gazebos, and the two men were fishing in the stream which fed the lake.

“I am told that my late mother was an avid gardener and she especially loved the rose garden,” Anna told Elizabeth wistfully as she cupped a pretty pink and white rose bloom in her hand. It was a reason she absorbed anything told by anyone who had known her late mother. Any morsel she could add to her knowledge of the lady she could not remember was like gold to Anna.

“This garden is not too overdone like some I have seen. Personally I am enamoured with the wildness I see all around the estate. So little has been spoiled by your brother and the masters of Pemberley who preceded him,” Elizabeth observed.

“Lizzy, may I tell you something coincidental?” Anna requested.

“Of course Anna, feel free to tell me anything,” Elizabeth allowed. “I am no shrinking violet who will wilt if you discuss something impolitic.”

Anna giggled into her hand. “That is the last way I would ever describe you. I do not believe it is anything scandalous. Do you know if you have a relative who was an Earl?” Anna enquired.

“Not as far as I am aware. Why do you ask?”

“Not too long ago, Mrs. Annesley had me build a family tree as part of my lessons. I began with the present and have been working back. In 1507 my very late aunt, Elizabeth Darcy married Lord Henry Thomas Bennet, the Earl of Bedford from Bedfordshire. I wondered if there is a connection.”

“I doubt it. According to the bible in my father’s study, the Bennets only arrived at Longbourn in 1536, nine and twenty years later. Besides, it seems the earldom is defunct, as there is…was only a Duke of Bedford today.” Elizabeth’s eyebrows got close one to the other as she concentrated on her memories. “There is however something strange I seem to remember. If I am not wrong, the first master of Longbourn who was a Bennet was named Thomas Henry, and there is no reference to any title or nobility. I am sure the fact my ancestor and your ancestor’s husband’s familiar names are not the same, just in reverse order, is nothing more than happenstance.”

Before Anna could respond, the sounds of a fast approaching horse’s hooves were heard on the drive.

Darcy and Gardiner noted the rider. “It may be from Hilldale; would you object if we make our way to the rider and verify what the express portends to?” Darcy enquired.

“Of course I do not,” Gardiner averred.

The two men reeled in their lines, which did not have any squirming victims on the hooks, and laid the rods down. Darcy and Gardiner made the relatively short walk to the drive.

“You be Mr. Gardiner?” the rider asked Darcy.

“No, that is me,” Gardiner told him.

Without a word, the man sprang off his hard-breathing horse and handed a missive to Gardiner. Not waiting for any coins, he vaulted back onto his mount and was on his way back the way he came in seconds.

“Edward, how did an express reach you here?” Madeline enquired as she approached with Elizabeth and Anna trailing her. “And who is it from?”

“I am sure the butler told the man where to find me, and it is from Bennet,” Gardiner averred.

As soon as she heard the express was from her father, Elizabeth felt a sense of dread. “Uncle Edward, please, what is it? Is everyone in the family well? Please tell me it is not bad, the worst news,” Elizabeth burbled as she was overset by nerves as every terrible scenario ran through her head.

Gardiner broke the seal and with his wife read the letter. “Here Lizzy, read it for yourself and you will feel assured,” Gardiner stated as he handed over the page.

Elizabeth began to relax knowing full well had it been very bad news, she would have been told to sit and her uncle would not have proffered her the letter here in the drive. She read, and soon her fears regarding one of her loved ones were calmed, but now her curiosity was enflamed. What was this ‘epic surprise’ to which Papa referred? “When will we depart?” she asked.

“It is too late today, so we will begin our journey with the light on the morrow,” Gardiner responded.

Both Darcy and Elizabeth felt disappointed. They had been making good progress in building trust and respect between them and they would be sad to have that process interrupted.

Madeline did not miss the looks on Lizzy’s and William’s faces. “Thomas does not say it is a private family matter, does he?” she verified.

Gardiner understood the thrust of his wife’s question. It was then he looked from Lizzy to Darcy and saw the looks of impending loss. “Darcy, unless you and Anna have pressing business which holds you at your estate, you are more than welcome to accompany us to Longbourn.”

“May we brother?” Georgiana enthused. “That way I will not have to farewell Lizzy, Alli, and Lilly for now.”

Even had he business, on seeing the pleasure which lit up his dearest, loveliest Elizabeth’s face at the prospect of his travelling south with them would have been enough to make the decision. As it was there was nothing to hold him at Pemberley, so it was the easiest decision he had ever made.

“As long as you are sure we will not be imposing,” Darcy verified with Gardiner.

“Not at all,” Gardiner confirmed.

“As Mary and Richard are on their honeymoon, I will not bother him requesting the use of Netherfield Park, Anna and I will take rooms at the inn in Meryton,” Darcy stated as they began to walk back towards the manor house. A maid was sent to bring the children inside for tea.

“You will not need rooms at the Red Lion Inn,” Elizabeth insisted. “We have room to host you at Longbourn, and besides, even with Mary and Richard away, you need only speak to the owner of the estate to be allowed to reside there.”

“But I do not know who owns Netherfield Park,” Darcy responded confusedly. Had he met the owner and not even realised it?

“Yes you do,” Elizabeth loosed one of her tinkling laughs Darcy so loved to hear. “It belongs to my mother.”

As the others walked towards the house, the Gardiner children and Alli having re-joined them, Darcy stood frozen in place, his mouth hanging open. Every day he discovered more evidence of how monumentally wrong he had been about the Bennets.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The first Friday in May, the third day of the month, members of the Ton and all recipients of The Times of London were beyond shocked as they read the notice from the royals in the paper.

Their Majesties the King and Queen announce:

Due to a storm on or about the 17th day of March 1811, The Rose and two of her escort ships, The Guardian and The Watcher, were lost as were all souls on board the three ships.

We mourn the loss of 527 lives and our deepest sympathies go out to all effected families. Included among those lost were the following:

The Duke of Bedford; the Duke and Duchess of Hertfordshire; the Earl and Countess of Holder; the Marquess and Marchioness of Birchington; the Marquess and Marchioness of Hertford; Viscount Hadlock, Lords Saul and Sedgewick Rhys-Davies; Lady Leticia Carrington; the Honourable Philip Carrington; Mr. and Mrs. Oscar Featherington; Mr. George Featherington; Misses Philippina and Prudencia Featherington.

The King, Queen, princes, and princesses all grieve with their subjects over this horrendous loss of life.

May they all be with God.

As sorry as the readers were for all of the lost lives, especially those who knew some of those who had been consigned to the deep, speculation about the succession to all three peerages began immediately. Others wondered when they would see the Duchess of Bedford, who they were aware had remained in England with some of her family.

The Earl and Countess of Jersey were at their estate of Broadhurst in Essex when they read the announcement in the broadsheets. As had been predicted, they made plans to travel to Jersey House in London on the morrow.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Contrary to what the solicitors had suggested, the Bennets at Longbourn had decided to wait for their three daughters to arrive before leaving for London. As it was, Mary and Richard had arrived on Thursday and Jane and Wes on Friday. Seeing it would have taken at least two days for the express to reach Clover Dell and then another two to three days before they arrived at Longbourn—depending on how many hours they travelled each day—it was apparent they could not defer the decision about when to depart any longer. Monday was the earliest they expected Lizzy to arrive home, and only if Gardiner decided to travel on the sabbath. It was already the day after the announcement regarding the tragedy of epic proportions had been carried in the papers. Bennet and Cilla had debated the merits of remaining in Hertfordshire until next week, however, they owned it was past the time for them to make for Town.

When the newly married Fitzwilliams arrived and had been apprised of what had occurred, as would be expected, their overarching emotion was sorrow. Not only had Richard known almost all of the members of the four families who had been lost on The Rose, but he was a cousin, albeit it a distant one, to the Rhys-Davies. Mary cried for the people she had met at the Jersey ball and who had been lost.

The next day Jane’s and Wes’s reactions had been much the same. Wes and his family had been close to all four families who had been devastated. He had been very close to the late Birchington so it hit him very hard.

It took the two couples who had cut their wedding trips short some time to come to terms with the magnitude of the loss of life. When Bennet and Cilla shared the reason for needing them home and the imminent departure to London, all four had been flabbergasted. At least they now understood why they had to leave the respective cocoons of their newlywedded bliss.

Cilla wrote a note for Lizzy and the Gardiner parents and left it with Hill and then in two travelling coaches with the Bedford coat of arms emblazoned on the doors, and three following carriages, escorted by the combined Bennet footmen-guards and the outriders who had arrived with the Bedford conveyances, the Bennets headed to London and a seismic change in their lives.

Hattie Philips watched as the coaches travelled through Meryton on their way towards Town. She was admiring the fine conveyances when she recognised her newly married niece, the Viscountess, in one of them. She was about to call out when her husband placed a restraining hand on her arm.

Philips led his wife into their house and then proceeded to inform his wife of the Bennets’ elevation. Just before she fainted, Hattie was thinking of how her late sister Fanny would have been a duchess.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Even though Richard and Wes had told them how huge Bedford House was, seeing it when they arrived was still shocking for those who had never seen it before. To call it a mansion was somewhat of an understatement. As they approached it, those in the lead coach could see there were large gardens and lawns which provided space between the house and its neighbours on either side. Cilla was sure Lizzy would like the fact there seemed to be a fair amount of land surrounding the structure.

Rumpole and Crawley must have forewarned the staff and servants that the new duke and duchess would be arriving as by the time the conveyances came to a halt; an older couple stood at the bottom of the stairs leading up to a small veranda in front of the large double front doors. On the veranda itself were lines of servants. The men in livery and the females in smart black dresses. The butler and all males had a black armband on their arms, as did Bennet, his sons, and sons-in-law. Mary, as she had been a cousin through marriage, was in a black dress while Cilla and Jane wore the colours of half-mourning.

As soon as the coaches were drawn to a halt, liveried footmen had the steps placed and doors opened as they stood back to allow those within to alight. Bennet was first out of the lead conveyance and handed out his wife. They were followed by Henry and Tommy. Wes and then Richard handed their wives out of the second coach.

Bennet and Cilla approached the butler and housekeeper who respectively bowed and curtsied deeply. “Your Graces,” the butler intoned. “Welcome to Bedford House. I am Grey, your butler, and my wife, Mrs. Jamima Grey is your housekeeper. The dowager duchess and some of her family arrived the previous day and are in the blue drawing room.”

“We thank you for the welcome Mr. and Mrs. Grey,” Priscilla responded. “Please dismiss the servants. We will address them after we have condoled with the Dowager Duchess of Bedford and her family.” Priscilla looked at her housekeeper. “Please show us to the blue drawing room.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Lord Matlock was still trying to absorb what Messrs. Rumpole and Crawley had relayed when they had called once they were aware Rose had arrived in London. He, along with the rest of their party had read the letter which had been written in 1550, or the certified copy thereof.

The Bennets, the family Richard had married into were a different branch, but directly descended from the then Earl of Bedford. Like everyone else in the room, learning that the family’s original name was Bennet, was a revelation for Matlock. The solicitors had explained until the moment their elevation had been revealed to them, the Bennets had been as ignorant of the connection as the rest of them were.

A greater surprise was reading of the relationships, albeit distant to the Carringtons and Darcys. It was well known one of his ancestors had married a Rhys-Davies. There was no reference to the fact the then viscount was a Bennet when they married. Matlock was pleased his daughter-in-law and Charity had brought their emotions under regulation once again.

At first Marie and Charity had felt resentment towards the usurpers, the latter ignoring how much she liked the Bennets. Lady Rose had put paid to that with immediacy. She understood her daughters’ pain, a pain so deep she herself felt, as their family members would never be seen again, but she pointed out forcefully the Bennets did not choose this any more than they did.

Once their initial anger had bled out of them, and first Marie, and then Charity allowed logic to reassert itself, they saw how wrongheaded any pique directed at the Bennets was. Rose reminded her eldest daughter of meeting the Bennets at her friend Sarah’s ball and how impressed they had all been with them. Once everyone was calm again, Lord and Lady Matlock, with aid from Charity—who was being honest with herself regarding the Bennets once again—told Rose, Marie, and Andrew all they knew of the Bennets.

As they waited in the blue drawing room, in anticipation of the Bennets being announced by Grey, there were no longer feelings of animosity. They were all family after all.

When Grey announced their Graces the Duke and Duchess of Bedford, the Marquess of Birchington, Lord Thomas Bennet, and Ladies Jane and Mary, even though those in the drawing room had been prepared to hear the titles, it still hurt, as it brought to mind the faces of those lost.

“Your Graces…” Lady Rose began but stopped speaking when the new duchess approached her and took her hands.

“We are all family here,” Priscilla said comfortingly. “We are fully aware we can never replace all those you have lost, and it is not our intention to attempt to do so. However, we will do what we are able to in order to ease your grief. In that vein, let us dispense with formality. I am Priscilla, called Cilla by most, that is Thomas, Jane, Mary, Henry, and Tommy. Lizzy was in Derbyshire so she will join us as soon as she arrives.”

“Tom, Mother, Tom.” On the ride to London he had decided he had outgrown Tommy.

The interaction reduced the tension in the room. It was agreed to address one another by familiar names without delay. “We will be moving out of our chambers into ones you assign us…” Lady Rose began to say.

Cilla took Rose’s hands once again. “Thomas and I will take an unoccupied suite until you have had time and are ready to move. There is no hurry.” She looked at Charity. “You dear will keep your chambers here and in all of the houses. No one will ask you to move to another set of apartments.” Lastly she turned to Marie and Andrew. “I know you have a house on Portman Square, but I assume you have a suite for your use when you visit this house overnight?”

“That is correct,” Marie averred.

“The same applies to you and Andrew as does to Charity. You have all suffered an upheaval of unimaginable proportions, and we,” Priscilla indicated her arriving family, “have no intention of adding to that burden. If there is anything you need from us to assist you, you have only to ask.”

“As you can imagine, this came as a shock to all of us,” Bennet articulated. “We, me especially, will need much help and direction as we begin to learn the duties of the roles in which we now find ourselves. As much as you wish your menfolk were here instead of us, we wish that many times more.”

Hearing what the new Duke and Duchess said, and the sincerity with which it was stated, Rose, Marie, and Charity knew eventually all would be well.

“Did the solicitors explain that Rose, Charity, and Adelle are now under our protection?” Priscilla enquired. There were nods. “Rose, we will always defer to you in the way you raise your daughter, and with regards to Adelle, she will never have to worry about not being allowed to see her other grandparents as well. Your home is with us, and will be until you choose otherwise. Like Thomas said, he will, as will I, need your guidance and assistance.”

With everyone feeling much more comfortable with each other, Cilla accompanied Lady Rose and Mrs. Grey to choose suites for her family. Like Marie and Andrew had, Jane and Wes, and Mary and Richard owned their own homes in London, but they too would have a suite assigned to them at Bedford House.


Chapter 44

Due to the urgent manner of the summons to return to Hertfordshire, in consultation with Madeline and Elizabeth, Gardiner and Darcy decided although they would attend a church along the way on Sunday morning, they would continue the journey on that same day.

That night they slept at an inn in Cambridgeshire, The Blue Ball Inn in the sleepy market town of Grantchester. As dawn was breaking on Monday morning, they were on their way south once again. As she had on the journey to Clover Dell, Elizabeth rode the bulk of the journey in the Darcy coach with William, Anna, and Mrs. Annesley.

Even though she had been assured no one was ill and the call home was not due to a bad or sad reason, Elizabeth felt more and more nervous the closer they got to Longbourn. Being an inquisitive soul, she would not be able to rest easily until she was apprised as to why the summons had been sent.

The conveyances were brought to a halt in the drive at Longbourn a little before midday. Elizabeth could hardly wait for John to open the door before she alighted and ran towards where the Hills were waiting for her.

“Where are Mama and Papa?” Elizabeth asked as she looked around expecting to see her parents and brothers as well.

“They made their way to London on Saturday, Lady Elizabeth, but I have a note from your mother,” Mrs. Hill extracted it from her pocket and proffered the folded paper.

Elizabeth missed the way she had been addressed by Mrs. Hill, but none of those standing behind her had. Most thought the housekeeper had misspoken.

“Before you read the missive from your mother, what say you we enter the house,” Madeline suggested gently. She looked at her husband who could only shrug his shoulders. Like her, he had not an inkling as to what had brought them to Hertfordshire so urgently, and why the rest of the Bennets were not present and had departed for Town.

“Of course you are correct Aunt Maddie, please let us make for the drawing room,” Elizabeth responded feeling rather embarrassed she needed to be reminded about where they were standing.

As they entered the house, Anna whispered to William, “Why did Mrs. Hill call Lizzy ‘Lady Elizabeth’?”

“It must have been an error, otherwise I have no rational explanation,” Darcy replied in sotto voce.

Once everyone had been seated and Elizabeth asked Mrs. Hill to bring tea and biscuits, she unfolded the note and saw Mama’s comforting script.

4 May 1811

Lizzy dear,

We had thought to wait until you arrived before travelling to London, even though we had been urged to arrive sooner. Papa and I felt not knowing when you would arrive, we could not justify a longer delay.

As soon as you are able, please have your party travelling with you come to Bedford House on Russell Square. Jane, Mary, and their husbands are with us as well. As loathe as we were to interrupt their honeymoons, I think you will agree there was little choice.

Lizzy dear, I hope you are seated. Your Papa and I are the new Duke and Duchess of Bedford. Yes dearest, you are now Lady Elizabeth. We would have much preferred to tell you all of this in person. Rather than try to explain the reasons for ‘the epic surprise,’ as your Papa called it, a letter is on Papa’s desk, a copy of the letter the solicitors presented us when they informed us of our elevation.

This is not something we sought, but at the same time we must do our duties. Go read the letter in the study, and yes, you may share it with those with you as well, and then when you arrive in London, we will answer the myriad questions I am sure you will have.

With my warmest motherly love,

Mama

Not realising she had lost her colour, Elizabeth sat and stared at the page as if the words would change before her. They did not.

Seeing the change in her pallor, Darcy knelt before her. “Elizabeth are you well? May I get you a glass of wine? What ails you?” he enquired concernedly. He watched as she seemed to bring herself out of the stupor just as Mrs. Hill was directing a maid to place the tea and treats on a table.

“I am well, I will be well. The news Mama imparts is rather shocking.” Elizabeth turned to Mrs. Hill. “Please retrieve the letter my mother told me is on my father’s desk.”

Mrs. Hill bobbed a curtsey and followed the maid out of the room to do as Lady Lizzy requested.

“Uncle and Aunt, please read this, and then you may pass it to William,” Elizabeth stated as if in a dream; she handed the page in her hand to her uncle who was closest to her. Just then Mrs. Hill returned with the letter from the study. Elizabeth began to read the words, originally written hundreds of years ago, but now had changed her family’s life forever.

“My goodness Edward,” Madeline exclaimed. “Mrs. Hill did not err.”

“No she did not,” Gardiner stated. He could not imagine how this had come about, but he knew the answers were in the letter Lizzy...Lady Elizabeth…had in her hand and that she would give it to him when she had completed her reading. He handed Cilla’s note to Darcy.

While Elizabeth continued to read the pages the housekeeper had handed her, Darcy, with Anna seated close to him, began to read the note Mrs. Bennet left behind. As he read, Darcy turned as white as Elizabeth had on reading it. ‘I used to question her worth to be my wife, now the question will be am I worthy of the daughter of a Duke?’ he asked himself silently. Then he consoled himself as he cogitated about the woman he loved. ‘Elizabeth never cared for rank, connections, and wealth when she was just Miss Elizabeth Bennet, so I am sure becoming Lady Elizabeth will not change her in fundamentals.’ That realisation calmed his worries to a large extent. If Elizabeth decided he was worthy of being her husband it would be on his merits alone. It was not Elizabeth who judged people on those flawed criteria, it used to be himself.

As soon as she digested the letter her parents had left for her to read, Elizabeth passed it to her aunt and uncle. “Anna, do you remember our discussion at Pemberley regarding your ancestor Elizabeth who married the then Earl of Bedford?”

“I do,” Anna averred succinctly.

“Your suspicion was correct. Even before Mary married Richard we were very distant cousins,” Elizabeth informed Anna.

“Of what do you two speak?” Darcy wondered.

Anna, with some minor assistance from Elizabeth explained to what they were referring. “When you read the next missive it will become clear,” Elizabeth stated.

On cue, Gardiner handed Darcy the second letter. As he read it he wanted to laugh at himself. Before Richard married his Mary, without knowing it, the Bennets had been connected to the Darcys, Fitzwilliams, Rhys-Davies, and Carringtons. Not one of the things he had believed about the Bennets then was close to the truth. What a dunderheaded chucklehead he had been. He admonished himself with the words of Elizabeth’s mother that his love had repeated to him. He needed to concentrate on the here and now and concern himself with the future, not the past—as long as he did not repeat the errors he had made.

“When can we depart for London?” Elizabeth enquired. “I know the horses need to rest, but there could be enough rested horses in the stables.”

“If there are enough to make two teams, then we would be able to hie to Town within the hour, if not, it would be at first light,” Darcy estimated. “By your leave, Lady Elizabeth, I will have my coachman join me and go to the stable to consult with your father’s stablemaster.” Darcy gave an exaggerated bow.

Elizabeth smiled at his antics. ‘I will rue the day I taught him to tease,’ she thought. At the same time she hoped he never stopped teasing her.

An hour later Darcy entered the drawing room. “There are enough for one team, but we will not all fit into one coach,” he announced.

“In that case, I will remain here with Alli, her companion, and my children,” Madeline decided. “It is more important for Lizzy and my husband to get to Cilla and Thomas sooner. As such, we will follow in the morning.” She saw her husband was about to protest. “Edward, there are footmen-guards, the staff, and servants so I will be well. It will be less than a full day we will be parted. We will depart with the dawn and be in London before ten o’clock on the morrow.”

“You were always wiser than me,” Gardiner conceded.

Within the hour, the Darcy coach turned past the gatehouse at Longbourn on the way to London.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Mr. Grey showed the four arrivals into the blue drawing room. Elizabeth fell into her parents arms while Charity and Anna hugged tightly. It was after she greeted her parents she noticed all of the others in the room.

“Your Grace,” Elizabeth curtsied to the Dowager Duchess.

“Elizabeth, we are all family here, please address me as Aunt Rose,” Lady Rose instructed.

“As we were sisters-in-law before the tragedy, I am Marie, and Richard’s brother is Andrew,” Marie interjected.

“As long as you call me Lizzy, like Charity does,” Elizabeth agreed. She turned back to the Dowager. “Aunt Rose, Marie, and Charity, I do not have the words to express my sorrow for your immeasurable loss. I wish we could have discovered our family bond under different circumstances.”

A few tears escaped Lady Rose’s eyes. “Thank you my dear, it is important to be with family at a time like this,” she stated sincerely. That simple statement demonstrated to Elizabeth there was no animosity towards the Bennets for events over which they had no control.

There was no missing the way her parents, sisters, and brothers were looking from her to William, and back to her again. Elizabeth smiled. “Mama and Papa, when you have a moment, William and I need to speak to you.”

None of her family missed the way she verbally caressed the name William when she said it. Bennet looked at Cilla who nodded. “There is no time like the present. I think I know the way to the study,” Bennet responded.

As soon as the four exited the drawing room the four Bennet siblings remaining looked to Gardiner questioningly. Gardiner raised his hands. “If there is something to announce it will be done by your father,” he stated. As much as the two sisters and two brothers wanted to interrogate their uncle, they refrained from doing so.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“When we were in Derbyshire, William requested a courtship, which I granted. After we heard about the catastrophe which took so many lives, we did not want to waste any more time,” Elizabeth explained.

“Lizzy, you have reached your majority, you do not need our permission,” Cilla stated.

“No, I do not, nevertheless, I would prefer to have it, but I do desire your blessing very much,” Elizabeth averred.

“Lizzy, I hope you know what you are doing? Are you out of your senses to be accepting this man? Have you not always hated him?” Bennet questioned. “Yes he apologised, but that is a far cry to your granting a courtship. We cannot stop you, but let me advise you to think better of it. I know your disposition, Lizzy. You will never be happy unless you truly esteem your suitor, unless you look up to him and see him as a true partner, one who would treat you the same way. Your lively talents would place you in the greatest danger in an unequal marriage, like my first, thankfully, brief one. You could scarcely escape discredit and misery. My child, let me not have the grief of seeing you unable to respect your partner in life. I know it is only a courtship, but one does not court unless they intend to marry.”

Cilla rested her hand on her husband’s arm. “Thomas, I understand your concerns, but you know our middle daughter. She would not have accepted the courtship offer had not her feelings undergone a material change. Also, do not forget the difference in William’s behaviour before Jane’s and Mary’s weddings,” Priscilla reasoned. “I have one question though. Was this offer made before our elevation was made known to your suitor?”

“I am no fortune hunter Your Grace!” Darcy cried, a little indignantly, “and yes, I made my request after the visit to the Peak District, well before we learnt what we did at Longbourn only today. Also, the first time I offered for the then Miss Elizabeth was in Kent.” Darcy realised he could not take offence due to Bennet’s words or his wife’s question. He would have reacted similarly had he been the one in the Duke’s shoes and Anna’s suitor had behaved the way he had.

“There is a story there, I believe. Call me Bennet. Although, I suppose Bedford is appropriate now,” Bedford replied as he calmed. “My Cilla is correct. Had Lizzy’s feelings not undergone a radical change, she would not toy with you and grant a courtship. Now Kent, if you please.” Bedford gave the young couple his best ducal stare.

Between Elizabeth and Darcy, they related all which had transpired at Hunsford. Neither left out parts which caused themselves to be seen in a negative light. When they were done, the Duke and Duchess were silent for some moments. “Now tell us what changed after you both left Kent, and when,” Priscilla insisted, while her husband nodded his agreement.

The courting couple told of how their relationship was greatly repaired before the double wedding, mainly because of William’s letter, and how Elizabeth began to develop tender feelings for William. He explained he had fallen in love with her before his departure from Hertfordshire, even though he had fought to deny that fact to himself. When the two spoke of their interactions on the journey into Derbyshire and subsequent to their arrival, there was no missing the looks of pleasure both sported, especially when they spoke of the inception of their courtship, and then the time they spent in company together on the way back from Clover Dell.

As he did so often before making an important decision, Bedford looked at his wife and they communicated silently as those in a love match married for more than twenty years often did. “You have our consent and blessing for your courtship.” Bedford paused. “Well, my dear, we have no more to say. If this be the case, he deserves you. If…when…he proposes and you accept him, we will know we will not be parting with you, our Lizzy, to anyone less worthy.”

“Thank you Mama and Papa,” Elizabeth gushed as she hugged each in turn. She understood why her father had been so strident. He wanted to be certain she was making her choice for the right reasons and he was testing William’s mettle to be sure he would not desert her at the first sign of hardship.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Before he made an announcement, Bedford confirmed Rose and her daughters were sanguine with such a thing at a time they were in deep mourning. Rose assured him that she had no objections. It was not, after all, a public celebration.

When the courtship was announced, while Jane and Mary hugged their sister, Henry and Tom took a few moments to reconcile themselves to Darcy courting their sister. Once they had, they were able to express genuine approbation for the match. As long as he never hurt Lizzy again, they would accept him as a possible brother.

“If Lizzy is enough of a simpleton to accept you, we will finally be brothers,” Richard ribbed as he clapped Darcy on the back.

“I always thought of you as a brother, so when I marry Elizabeth, it will become true indeed,” Darcy averred with a grin as he watched his beloved who was surrounded by her siblings.

The Darcys were invited to remain for dinner, when the De Melville parents would be present. In addition, Anna was asked if she would like to reside at Bedford House to be with Charity, with her brother’s permission she accepted. In the meanwhile Elizabeth accompanied her mother and the housekeeper upstairs to choose a suite as her own.


Chapter 45

Gossip was rife the newly elevated Duke and Duchess of Bedford were in residence at Bedford House. No matter how many in society desired to call on them, those who had approached the house had turned away as the knocker was not up. One did not call at a duke’s house on a whim.

It irked the gossips of the Ton there was not a word about who the new peers of the realm were or where they lived before the names of those elevated was available to them. Mothers of marriageable debutantes, and some who had been out for not a few seasons without having taken, were hoping there were sons in the unknown family. If there were, they would make sure to put their daughters forward as they were certain the unnamed people were not of the Ton, and therefore would be naïve and easily led.

Knowing the vast wealth tied to the Bedford Dukedom, men, especially those who needed an infusion of funds to save them from their debts of honour, prepared themselves to catch one of the new duke’s daughters—hopefully he had daughters—and they cared not how they looked as long as the dowry was as healthy as believed to be.

With the growing cacophony in society demanding any information, true or false, the Wednesday after Elizabeth arrived in London was set as the day the Bennets would be presented to Her Majesty. At Rumpole and Crawley’s suggestion to the Lord Chamberlain, the audience would be held at Buckingham House and not at St. James Palace. Those waiting to glean some information about the new Bedfords would have their minions watching that palace as it was the normal venue for presentations and the bestowing of honours. After the audience, the palace would publish a royal notice naming the newly elevated family.

With their new position in society, Cilla and Elizabeth would require a whole new wardrobe. Thankfully, they did not need to go to Bond Street. Hence on Tuesday morning, mother and daughter, accompanied by Lady Elaine, Lady Sarah, Jane, Mary, and Anna, called on one of Gardiner’s warehouses to choose bolts of fabric.

One of the paid watchers made an attempt to follow the Bedford coach, but after he was stopped and discouraged by Brian Johns and one of the other guards, the man decided no amount of money was worth the promised punishment if he persisted. Word soon spread the new Duke and his family were extremely well guarded, which sent almost all of the paid watchers scurrying away to find easier victims on whom to spy.

On their return to Bedford House, Madam Chambourg and four of her seamstresses arrived. The ballroom (the largest one any of the Bennet ladies had seen) was converted into a modiste’s shop in short order. As much as Elizabeth disliked being poked, prodded, and measured, she preferred the shopping experience without having to go from shop to shop and being close to her suite if she felt like she needed some respite.

While the ladies were busy, Bedford was meeting with the solicitors, the late duke’s men of business, Gardiner, Lords Matlock and Jersey, his sons (both by blood and in-laws), Andrew, and Darcy.

It did not take long before the Duke’s head was spinning as the beyond vast wealth he now commanded, was revealed to him. He owned a shipping line, myriad of other concerns, seven additional estates, and had more money than he could imagine what to do with. That was all before his duties in the House of Lords would begin. He wondered why anyone wanted all of this and if he could slink away back to his simple life from before his elevation. Bedford knew the answer to that; it was his duty and he would not shirk it, regardless of how daunting it was. At least he had good friends and family to advise him.

The combined income of Longbourn and Netherfield Park had been more than enough for the Bennets, but now his annual income was above one hundred thousand pounds. Thankfully he had been informed good, honest, and reliable stewards were employed at each of his estates.

When Mr. Crawley mentioned the late duke’s will and the provisions made for the surviving family members of any men lost at sea while working for the Dennington lines, the new duke heartily approved. With a few million pounds in liquid funds in various banks, Bedford knew the money to be paid out to the wives and children of the lost men would barely put a dent into the balances of his funds. Due to this, he instructed the solicitor to increase the amount paid to each family by fifty percent.

When they discussed Lizzy’s new dowry, which shocked Darcy, it had been larger than Anna’s before the elevation, the numbers boggled the mind. Her dowry would be above one hundred thousand pounds and the Duke decided the same amount to be added to Lizzy’s dowry would be given to Jane and Mary as well.

Although he and his sons would have to tour all of their new holdings in the summer, as long as he found the stewards and managers of the estates and businesses to be as described, Bedford would not make any major changes.

Henry, who would still inherit Longbourn, now owned his own estate which, after one more year at Cambridge, he would begin to manage directly. Tom was not left out. He would of course own Netherfield Park once he turned five and twenty, plus he would own an estate, a little larger than Netherfield Park, which abutted Birchington in Buckinghamshire. It was the estate which would have gone to the late Lord Saul Rhys-Davies. If that was not enough, his legacy was increased by the same amount which had been added to his sisters’ dowries.

Andrew was more than pleased when Bedford had not insisted Charity’s dowry be reduced from the amount at which her late father had set it, rather it was adjusted up to equal that which the three Bennet sisters were to have. Also his mother-in-law’s jointure would not be reduced either—in fact it was increased.

Each day he spent around the Bennets, Andrew became more impressed with them. When Richard and his parents had first told him about the family, he had thought them too good to be true, but he had already seen, if anything, his parents and Richard had understated their qualities. There were not many, if any, he could think of who would be able to maintain their equanimity with grace and kindness if they had been in the Bennets’ shoes and been elevated from untitled gentry to the highest non-royal rank possible in the kingdom. He grieved every day for his late father-in-law, brothers-in-law, nephew, and not a few friends who the sea had taken in March past. However, as much as he wished they were all still alive, he had to admit the man sitting behind the desk would make an excellent Duke of Bedford. Andrew was determined to join his father in making sure the Bennets had any and all assistance they required or for which they asked.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“I am still worried I will make a faux pas when we meet the Queen later,” Elizabeth shared. “What if I say the wrong thing?”

Jane and Wes, and Mary and Richard spent the previous night at Bedford House so the Bennet sisters were meeting in Elizabeth’s suite before it was time to make for Buckingham House.

“Lizzy! Where is my sister who claims her courage always rises at every attempt to intimidate her?” Jane enquired playfully.

“She has never had to stand before the Queen, Prince of Wales, and some of the other princes and princesses. What if we have to back out and I trip over my feet and fall in front of the royals?”

“As we are not being required to wear the hooped monstrosities we would have had to had we attended a Queen’s drawing room at St. James Palace, the chances of our falling are nought,” Mary assured her older sister. “At least this saves Jane and me from having to be presented as we would have been at the first drawing room after the date we were supposed to return from our wedding trips.”

“I am sorry you both had to cut your honeymoons short,” Elizabeth stated. “Did you get to explore much of the area where you were before you departed?”

“There was much exploration,” Jane blushed, “but we did not see very much of Margate.” Mary blushed as much as Jane, if not more so. Elizabeth waited for either of her sisters to expound on what Jane meant, but they remained stubbornly silent on the subject.

Although she knew there was a double meaning in Jane’s words, and it more than likely referred to something between a man and wife, Elizabeth did not assuage her curiosity. Monday night she had sat with her married sisters in her private sitting room and they had steadfastly refused to share any information about what happens between a married couple in the marriage bed. The only thing both Jane and Mary had told her was she would have to wait until Mama gave her ‘the talk’ the night before her own wedding.

Elizabeth decided to change the subject. “At least for you Janey, not very much changes because you gained a title when you married Wes,” she stated.

“True, but now I am to be addressed as Lady Jane and not only as Lady Westmore. Wes says if you are the daughter of an earl, marquess, or duke then it is the honorific and your first name. If, like I did before Papa’s elevation, you marry a man with a title, you are Lady and the name associated with the title,” Jane explained to her sisters. “It is not as great a change as it is for you both, but it is a difference nevertheless.”

“Lizzy, are you in love with William yet?” Mary enquired.

“I believe I am rapidly approaching that state,” Elizabeth replied dreamily. “I have come to realise he is the best, and only, man for me. If he proposes again, and it is without insults, I know I will answer in the affirmative.”

“He is a good match for you,” Jane opined. “I always thought you needed someone who could match your intelligence and would see you for the treasure you are. As one who is besotted and is married to a man besotted with her, I can tell you he feels that way for you.”

“I have known that for some months now,” Elizabeth admitted. “For all of my vaunted intelligence, it took me some time to recognise that fact.”

“Do not berate yourself, Lizzy,” Mary insisted, “matters of the heart are very different from the intelligence you have in abundance. Love makes fools of all of us, Sister dearest.”

There was a knock on the door and Elizabeth’s maid stuck her head in. “Excuse me mi’ladies, Her Grace asks that you join the family in the entrance hall,” the maid conveyed.

The sisters looked at their reflections in the mirror a final time to make sure there was nothing out of place. Once all was judged it was as it should be, arm in arm, they made their way down the grand marble staircase to their family waiting for them at the base of the stairs. Jane’s and Mary’s parents-in-law were with those in the entrance hall and would accompany the Bennets to Buckingham House. As it was a private audience, Lady Rose, her daughters, and Andrew would accompany them as well, as the Queen wanted to condole with her cousin.

Mr. Grey and three footmen helped those departing into their light—as it was almost summer—outerwear. Soon enough, four coaches were on the way from Bedford House to Buckingham House.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

A royal page guided the Bennets and those with them into a parlour—which was far larger than the drawing room in most homes. They would wait there until summoned to enter the drawing room where the Queen and other royals would be seated. While they waited, the Prince of Wales’s equerry came and explained the protocols which would be observed.

They would enter the adjoining drawing room by descending rank order. They were to hold their bows and curtsies until Her Majesty acknowledged their courtesies. Only if the Queen or one of the other royals addressed them would they speak. As soon as the equerry completed what he desired to say, he slipped back into the drawing room and was replaced by the major-domo who made sure he had all of the names he was to announce as they should be.

With his staff in his right hand, the major-domo stood before the ornate double doors which led into the drawing room. The doors were swung open by two footmen in royal livery. The major-domo entered just beyond the doors and stood off to one side, as he had said he would. He struck the floor twice with his staff and then announced the Duke and Duchess of Bedford, followed by the Dowager Duchess of Bedford, and the rest of the party as each entered the room and stopped opposite where he stood.

Once inside, as they had been instructed to do, they stood according to their family parties. As one the ladies sank into low curtsies and the men deep bows. The Queen inclined her head almost immediately releasing them to stand again.

“Cousin Rose, we find we do not have the words to express our sorrow at the great tragedy which has befallen you and your family,” Queen Charlotte condoled. “We cannot imagine such a massive loss all at once in our family. When we were first informed of the disaster, we hoped against hope the report was erroneous. Unfortunately, His Majesty’s Royal Navy’s report only confirmed what we had hoped was not a fact. We sympathise with Ladies Marie and Charity greatly and one day when Lady Adelle is old enough to understand, we will tell her how much we liked her grandfather, father, uncle, and brother.” The Queen beckoned to Lady Rose to approach her gilded throne with the red velvet covering. She stood and pulled her cousin into a hug and spoke quietly so only Lady Rose could hear.

When Her Majesty sat again, there were tears in both ladies eyes. Lady Rose backed up and stopped where she had been standing before. The Queen looked at the Bennets appraisingly.

“Lord and Lady Bedford, we have heard positive things about you, and we are confident you will bring honour to your line. We can only give thanks to your ancestor who had the foresight to take the precautions he did. Like many others, which we dare say include all of you, we wished it had not been necessary, but now that it has become so, we must all live with things as they are, not how we would want them to be.”

The Queen looked at the five Bennet siblings and the husbands of two of them. “It is just as well Ladies Jane and Mary are married to such good men. The feeding frenzy over all five of you would have been something to behold, as it is, there are three eligible…” The Queen stopped as she noticed the single Bennet daughter shake her head. “Lady Elizabeth, is that not correct?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Elizabeth curtsied when the Queen addressed her.

“You disagree with our assessment?” the Queen challenged with raised eyebrows.

“Only insofar as Her Majesty has not been informed that I am being courted by Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley, so I consider myself off the marriage market,” Elizabeth averred.

“Upon my word,” the Queen smiled, “you give your opinion very decidedly for so young a person. Pray, what is your age?”

“I recently reached my majority, Your Majesty,” Elizabeth replied.

“You are witty and brave like our daughter Elizabeth,” the Queen stated. “We like that. Your Mr. Darcy will have his hands full with you.” She turned to her eldest son. “George, did your father not bestow a title on the Darcys?”

“He tried to, Mother. The current Mr. Darcy’s late father respectfully refused the title,” the Prince of Wales drawled. He turned to the Bennets. “My father intended to bestow an Earldom on Lord Saul Rhys-Davies. Instead it will be given to Lord Thomas Bennet, the younger. The King’s equerry will contact you with the details and date of investiture soon. Now it only remains for your titles to be conveyed officially. Approach Lord Bedford and Lord Birchington.”

Father and son knelt before the Prince of Wales who had been handed a ceremonial sword. He tapped first the Duke and then the Marquess on their right shoulders. The two retreated to where their family members stood.

“Rose, we will invite you, your daughters, and new family for tea soon,” the Queen stated.

“We are at your disposal, Your Majesty,” Lady Rose responded.

The Queen stood, as did the four princes and two princesses. Those who had attended the audience bowed and curtsied. Led by the Queen, the royals exited the room. As soon as the door was closed, the bows and curtsies were completed. The double doors through which they all entered were opened by two footmen. The major-domo guided everyone to the courtyard where their conveyances stood ready.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The broadsheets carried the royal notice of all of those who would be elevated to fill the peerages left open by the tragedy at sea. Now the members of society had names, and as they were the only ones who were unknown, members of the Ton set about learning all they could about the Bennets.

To many peoples’ chagrin, they noted two daughters were already married. That at least left one daughter and two sons. With the official announcement of the elevations, those hungry to meet, and influence the Bennets were aware the knocker at Bedford House would be up in the next day or two. They could not wait.

“Louisa, read this and tell me I am not addlepated,” Caroline Bingley exclaimed after reading that morning’s social section of the paper. She handed the page to her sister.

“If you mean the Bennets are the new Duke and Duchess of Bedford, you read correctly,” Mrs. Hurst confirmed.

“Can you imagine how Charles would have been salivating had he been here to see this?” Miss Bingley shook her head. “Lulu, do you think if we visit Jane or Lizzy, they will think it an imposition? I do not want them to think I am trying to curry favour now because they are so high in society.”

“Caro, we were accepted as their friends before there was ever an inkling of this. I am sure they will not think that. I suggest we wait a few days as there will be a stampede to leave cards at Bedford House,” Mrs. Hurst opined.

“Mayhap on the morrow we can call at Westmore House and enquire if Jane is seeing callers?” Miss Bingley suggested.

The sisters agreed to do so the next day. They were both sure the Bennet sisters would need friends who wanted nothing but their friendship and were not looking to get something from them.


Chapter 46

“You are most welcome,” Jane enthused when Louisa and Caroline were shown into her drawing room at Westmore House on St. James Square.

The sisters curtsied, “As long as we are not imposing, Lady Jane,” Mrs. Hurst verified.

“We are friends, so it is no imposition, and regardless of my marriage or my parents’ elevation, I am still Jane to you in private,” Jane insisted. “As today is the first day the knocker will be up at Bedford House, Lizzy, Henry, and Tom will join me shortly. They planned to make a discreet withdrawal before the horde descends on the house.”

“Will that not leave the Duchess alone?” Miss Bingley enquired concernedly.

“No, Mama will have the Dowager Duchess, the Countesses of Matlock and Jersey, and if that were not enough, Her Majesty has sent Princess Elizabeth for this first at home,” Jane revealed.

As if speaking of them had summoned them, the butler announced the Marquess of Birchington, Lady Elizabeth, and Lord Tom Bennet.

“Jane we barely escaped with our lives,” Elizabeth exaggerated. “The knocker sounded at exactly eleven, as we were making our getaway out the rear of the house to the waiting coach.” She had been so intent on greeting Jane; Elizabeth had not noticed the Bingley sisters. “Please forgive me Louisa and Caroline, I did not see you at first. Well met. You remember these scamps who masquerade as my brothers, do you not?”

“We took no offence Lady Elizabeth,” Mrs. Hurst assured. “Yes, Caroline and I remember meeting Lord Birchington and Lord Thomas.” Lady Elizabeth immediately requested Caroline and Louisa to call her Lizzy in private, as they had done prior to the elevation.”

“Rather than paying our respects at Bedford House today, we wanted to wait until the crowds thinned before we called there,” Miss Bingley explained. “We thought there would be a surfeit of callers without us adding to the numbers. From what you said, it seems we had the right of it.”

“Janey, where is Westmore?” Henry asked.

“In his study; he will be happy if you and Tom join him,” Jane averred. The Bennet sons inclined their heads to those in the drawing room and made for their brother-in-law’s study with speed before clothing and lace were canvassed.

“Caroline you have been sly, we have heard talk you are being courted. Is that correct?” Elizabeth probed.

“I am Lizzy, but then I am not the only one being courted am I?” Miss Bingley smiled. “There is a whisper about a certain gentleman from Derbyshire courting the newly minted Lady Elizabeth Bennet.”

“As I asked first, will you share the name of your suitor and how it came about?” Elizabeth deflected.

“He is Mr. Ian Ashby, a friend of Lulu’s husband and lives in Surrey. He has been interested in me for some time and my dear brother kept that information from me,” Miss Bingley revealed. “Charles did not think a mere second son would do for his plans, especially one without a large fortune or an estate of his own who would have to shift for himself. Mr. Ashby’s father is the Earl of Ashbury. When we first began to speak, all I knew was he is a barrister and he was aware I am the daughter of a tradesman. We attended some events in common and he came to Mr. Hurst for permission to speak to me a month ago. When he approached me, I granted the courtship, and he proposed to me three days past. I accepted as I had fallen in love with him, as he is with me.

“He apologised that he was not very wealthy and did not own an estate before I answered his proposal, in case that would have made a difference to me. I accepted him and my brother-in-law gave his blessing. It was only thereafter I revealed the extent of my fortune and that, if we both desired to be landed, we could purchase an estate.”

“That is wonderful news,” Jane stated as she clapped her hands together. “We wish you and your Mr. Ashby happy.”

Elizabeth related the path she and William had taken to reach a place they were today. She did not mention the proposal at Hunsford since that was unknown to the Bingley sisters. They were pleased it seemed Mr. Darcy had got out of his own way so he and Lizzy could move forward.

The four friends discussed their absolute shock, and that of the rest of the Bennets when discovering their ties to the dukedom. By the time the Bingley sisters departed, the friendship had deepened.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The next day Elizabeth did not have to manufacture an excuse to miss the at home because Darcy called in the morning and requested the pleasure of her company for a walk in St. James Park. It was much smaller than Hyde Park, and a short walk through Green Park to Hyde Park, if they chose to walk further than the smaller park would allow.

Elizabeth enthusiastically agreed and then her papa was applied to for his permission. Bedford gave his permission with the proviso that Mrs. Jones, Biggs, Johns, and two of their men escort his daughter as well.

Darcy had arrived in a curricle accompanied by a groom atop a horse. There was room on the bench for himself, Elizabeth, and the companion. Biggs took position at the rear while the other three men and the Darcy groom rode behind them. Once he had handed Elizabeth and Mrs. Jones up, Darcy took his seat. He made sure the enormous man was in place behind them and then with a flick of his whip, the matched team of two were off.

They drove down in the direction of the Thames and then turned towards the houses of parliament and Westminster Abbey when they reached the river. With parliament in sight, Darcy wielded the team to the right and made the short ride to an entrance into the park near the island at one end of the lake. Darcy jumped to the ground from the bench, and handed first Elizabeth and then her companion down.

“If you like, we can walk along the path which parallels the lake, or we can walk further and cross The Mall into Hyde Park,” Darcy asked.

Taking into account Mrs. Jones was not a great walker, especially as she was not a young woman any longer, Elizabeth replied, “A slow walk around the lake will be nice, thank you, William.” She appreciated the fact he had canvassed her opinion and not just chosen where to walk on his own.

When offered, Elizabeth placed one of her dainty gloved hands on William’s strong forearm.

“How is your mother surviving the endless stream of callers?” Darcy enquired. “Being the focus of so much attention is not something about which I would be sanguine.” He saw Elizabeth’s arched questioning eyebrow. He elucidated. “Both Anna and I are rather shy. I hid my shyness behind my mask of aloofness, and as you may have noted in Hertfordshire, my desire to stand like a sentinel staring out of windows regardless of the time of the day or night.”

“Before I understood you better, I thought that was just rudeness on your part. But as I am coming to know you, I am sure you are an honourable man. One who is willing to address his own faults and make positive changes,” Elizabeth blushed as she spoke. “It has only been a few weeks that we have been courting, but I feel like I know you, the true you, not the mask you present to society, and at the same time, I have come to comprehend my own wishes for the future much better. I now know who I desire to be with.” She looked at William through her long lashes willing him to understand what she was telling him.

“And is it me you see in that future?” Darcy asked hopefully. He unknowingly held his breath as he waited for her to answer.

“Yes, William, I most certainly do,” Elizabeth averred breathily, barely above a whisper.

Darcy stopped, rooted to the spot. Had he just heard what he heard or was it his mind saying what he wanted to hear. He looked into her magnificent emerald-green eyes which were shining as she looked at him with…love! Darcy understood at that instant he had not misheard her and she loved him. Regardless of all of his missteps, Lady Elizabeth Bennet would be his wife and partner. There was another step first and this time he swore to himself he would propose in a way she deserved.

Realising he was no longer walking, Darcy moved forward once more. “When we return to Bedford House, with your mother and father’s permission, will you grant me a private interview?” Darcy requested soon after they began to walk again.

“You do remember I am of age, do you not?” Elizabeth responded. She was secretly pleased he wanted to ask Mama and Papa first; it was a sign of respect.

“Yes, I am well aware of that fact, however, as I was not able to speak to them before I offered you the courtship, I would like to do so before I proceed. I know how important the Duke and Duchess are in your life and I respect them and you too much to circumvent them regardless of your age,” Darcy averred firmly. By the look of approbation on Elizabeth’s countenance, he could see she approved of his reply.

They continued on their way around the lake, maintaining the slow pace from before. At the end of the lake closest to The Mall, Buckingham House was visible through the trees which reminded Elizabeth that she, her mother, Aunt Rose, and sisters (both by blood and in-law) would be taking tea with Her Majesty on the morrow. She also recalled a comment the Prince of Wales had made when they had been presented.

“William, why did your father turn down a title when His Majesty offered it?”

“How did my father’s name come up when you were all there?” Darcy asked. Elizabeth related how and why she had mentioned his name and the Prince’s reply to his mother. Darcy was pleased she had made sure the Queen knew she was off the marriage market. “It was not the first time a Darcy has been offered a title. We are gentlemen farmers at heart and have never desired a title which would take us to London for far more of the year than we like to be in Town.”

“Then I will not encourage Her Majesty to offer you one when I see her on the morrow,” Elizabeth teased.

“See that you do not,” Darcy bantered back with put on haughtiness. “How many days a week will your mother be home to callers?”

“Mama has decided no more than two days a week, and only for two hours a day. Unfortunately she needs to return the calls, but there is no getting around that.” Elizabeth paused to gather her thoughts. “Mama and Papa have excluded my brothers and me from the calls as there has been so much interest in us by those seeking an alliance with the house of Bedford.”

“If my interview goes better than the first time I attempted this, then there will be an announcement in the papers on the morrow. That should make things more peaceful for you.” Speaking of an engagement announcement caused Darcy to recall one he had seen recently. “I saw Miss Bingley has become engaged to Ashby. Good man that.”

“Yes, Caroline related that to us yester-morning when she and Louisa visited us at Jane’s house.” Elizabeth saw William’s questioning look. “You know the Bingley sisters are friends of Jane, Mary, and myself, do you not?”

“I was not aware you had moved from an acquaintanceship to friendship. It pleases me how much better they do with their brother not here to influence them.”

“The less said about that man the better,” Elizabeth stated pointedly.

Not too much later they had completed their circumnavigation of the lake and had returned to where the groom was looking after the curricle and the rest of the horses. The closer they came to Bedford House, the more the anticipation of the coming interview increased for both Elizabeth and Darcy.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Before he sought out the Duke and Duchess, Darcy went to find his sister. He discovered Anna with Charity, Alli, and Lilly sitting in the shade of some trees in the large garden area behind the mansion which was Bedford House. There were a half dozen footmen-guards he noticed at various points near the young ladies. The four had easels and were painting the late spring scene in watercolours. When he caught his sister’s eye, he cocked his head to one side. Anna understood and made her way to where her brother stood.

“Anna, how would you like it if I were to make you one of several sisters? And you would be a sister-in-law of sorts to Charity,” Darcy put to his sister.

It took Anna a moment or two before she understood what her brother was saying. She emitted an unladylike squeal and threw herself into William’s arms. “Have you been accepted already?”

“Not yet, Sweetling, but I intend to ask the question as soon as I have her parents’ permission to address Elizabeth.”

“Then why are you dallying here, go to it,” Georgiana commanded.

“Your wish is my command,” Darcy responded with an exaggerated bow with a flourish at the end.

“What was that about?” Charity asked when Anna rejoined them.

“It is not for me to say.” Georgiana saw her friend, and soon-to-be sister, was about to pout. This was one of the good days when Charity was not overset by sadness and Anna was sure she would be even more pleased when the announcement was made. “You will know soon enough, I promise.”

Charity accepted her best friend’s assurance and all four young ladies returned to their paintings.

Neither of Elizabeth’s parents denied the request for Darcy to address their middle daughter in private. Bedford offered the use of his study, once Elizabeth’s maid was seated in the hall just outside and Biggs and Johns were standing nearby. Darcy was given ten minutes and an admonishment about the door.

“Never hurt my daughter again,” Bedford said close to Darcy’s ear before the latter went to ask Elizabeth to join him.

“It will be my life’s work to see to her felicity,” Darcy assured the Duke. Bedford nodded.

Darcy found Elizabeth waiting in the yellow drawing room with Lady Rose, Mary and Richard, Marie and Andrew, and the two Bennet brothers. He simply nodded and Elizabeth beamed as wide a smile as he had ever seen from her as she stood and walked to her father’s study with him.

As soon as they entered the large room, Darcy pushed the door until it remained open just a crack. Elizabeth had seated herself on the settee along the one wall facing two large windows which looked out onto Russell Square. Darcy sank down onto one knee and took each of her hands into his own much larger ones.

“Once before I came to you with a very important question, and I asked it in the worst possible way.” Darcy saw Elizabeth was about to admonish him regarding not berating himself for that again. “I will not dwell on the past, but I cannot ignore it either.” Elizabeth nodded her understanding.

“The truth is you entranced me from the first moment I saw you, that is when I truly looked at you, and I feared my heart was in danger of becoming irrevocably yours. Then I did all I could to hide my attraction, especially from you. Thanks to you, I was able to make amendments to my character and behaviour which culminated in you granting my request to court you.

“Elizabeth, these weeks spent courting have proven the love I felt when I proposed at Hunsford was weak compared to how I feel now. Never did I believe I could love another with the depth I feel for you. You have completely captured my heart, to my unending joy. You are the most intelligent, witty, elegant, charitable, and beautiful woman I have ever known. I do not seek a bauble to decorate my arm who will agree with whatever I say, I seek you, a true partner to walk next to me, not behind me as we navigate the paths of our lives. Your character is above reproach, even if you tend to be quick to temper.” Darcy smiled up at Elizabeth who answered his tease with a wide smile of her own. “Your fragrance intoxicates me, and your very presence overpowers me with a longing to be ever by your side. My love for you is deeper than anything I ever imagined, my dearest, loveliest Elizabeth. I do not love you in the way any other man has ever loved a woman. I love you with the power of every part of my being—mind, body, and soul. My love for you consumes me, and it will never be any other way. In fact, it will transcend time and space and extend into the world to come. Death would be preferable to a lifetime spent without you. You see before you a man who is without hope, who will be a shell of himself, unless you consent to become my wife, for only you can complete me. You are my love and my life. Will you, Lady Elizabeth Rose Bennet make my person and my heart whole and marry me?”

It took Elizabeth some moments to recover from his impassioned speech. Darcy felt nervousness build as she sat there and said nothing. At first Elizabeth did not understand why William looked concerned and then she realised she had not responded in any way to his proposal.

“It seems you have learnt well,” Elizabeth teased which caused William’s face to change from worry to joy. “Now that was a proposal! It has erased any memory of the one at Hunsford.” His smile was so wide it revealed his dimples. Elizabeth needed to concentrate on her answer so she tried not to look at the dimples on which she wanted to plant a kiss. “When you requested to court me, I was not in love with you yet. However, William Alexander Darcy, I find I have fallen head over heels, irrevocably, and ardently in love with you. You have won not only my love, but my undying respect and trust as well. As you are the only man I could be prevailed upon to marry, my answer is yes. Yes, William, I will marry you and be your wife, your lover, and your partner.”

As he stood and gently pulled Elizabeth to stand in front of him, Darcy felt a joy that was immeasurable. He would be Elizabeth’s husband! He lifted his eyes to the heavens and felt sure his parents were looking down on him with pride and pleasure. Thinking about what he desired to do next, he hoped his parents would look away.

Darcy looked into the emerald-green eyes which entranced him. Elizabeth looked up and was so caught up in the look of intensity she could only nod her head in the affirmative. He released one of her hands, leaving her hand bereft of the warmth of his touch, but he then drew her very close to him until they were almost touching.

Her mouth suddenly felt dry and her heart thumped almost painfully, so loud in fact, she thought William could hear it. He whispered her name, and she looked up. It seemed as though he was hardly moving at all as his head descended to meet her upturned face, until she felt the light pressure of his lips on hers. Suddenly, she felt very hot as he released her other hand and placed his hands on her hips and pulled her even closer.

Elizabeth’s arms, which seemed to have a will of their own, found their way around his waist. The second time their lips connected, they both moaned. However, rather than pull away they could not get enough of each other as kiss after kiss deepened. Elizabeth tightened her grip on William’s waist when it felt like her normally trusty legs would not keep her upright any longer. Their mouths opened simultaneously and their tongues explored each other’s mouth and then began to duel vigorously. The sensations caused were exquisite and travelled to the farthest reaches of each one’s body. The kiss lasted until they remembered they needed to stop to breathe. As much as they did not want to, they pulled apart from each other and created a gap between their heads while still holding one another and tightly maintaining the contact of their bodies.

She was breathless and standing on legs which felt leaden. It did not help Elizabeth’s equanimity that she could feel a rather large bulge pressing into her waist. She did not need Mama’s talk to know what it was.

Knowing their allowed time was coming to a close, they reluctantly released one another and with loving and passionate looks on their faces, they took a few steps back, creating some space between them.

Elizabeth felt like she was floating upon a sea of sensation; unlike anything she had ever imagined. As she was still unsteady on her feet, she reached out and held onto William’s hands for support. She prayed Mama and Papa would not ask for a long engagement. After a minute she once again felt like she could stand unaided.

“As much as I do not want to be parted from you, I think we have used up our time.” As if she conjured it, the maid cleared her throat loudly signalling the end of the ten minutes they had been granted. “I will go ask Mama and Papa to join us. I suggest,” Elizabeth’s eyes dropped to the prominent bulge in William’s breeches, “you do something with that.”

Darcy was pleased his fiancée had turned and was walking out of the study so she did not see his mortification. The feeling of embarrassment had the desired effect as the bulge became far less prominent.

Not five minutes later, Elizabeth returned with her parents. She came and stood next to William and took one of his hands in one of hers. “William proposed and I have happily accepted him. We would like your blessing, and although not needed, your consent as well,” Elizabeth stated in challenge daring her father to say anything like he had regarding the courtship.

Bedford raised his hands in surrender. “That is your father’s way of telling you we bestow both our permission and blessings for you to marry.” Priscilla looked at the besotted couple before her. “I assume you have not discussed a wedding date yet, have you?”

“We have not,” Darcy confirmed.

“Personally, I do not want a lengthy engagement,” Elizabeth asserted. Darcy nodded his head in agreement.

Cilla and Bedford looked at one another communicating silently, as was their wont. “We would prefer an engagement of six weeks; however, we will be happy with one month,” Bedford stated.

The newly engaged couple looked at a calendar on the Duke’s desk, and with the approval of Elizabeth’s parents, they chose Saturday, the fifteenth of June, in just over five weeks.

By the time the announcement was made in the drawing room, Jane and Wes were present as well. Darcy was welcomed by his future family, including warmly by Elizabeth’s brothers who had accepted he was a good enough man to marry Lizzy. Almost as happy as the newly engaged couple were Anna and Charity who were beyond pleased they would be sisters after Lizzy and William married. Rose felt joy not only for the couple, but that Charity seemed to be recovering some of her innate happiness and joie de vivre.

As they would have tea with the Queen on the morrow, Cilla suggested they inform Her Majesty prior to the announcement in the paper. Her suggestion was accepted.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

During the tea at Buckingham House, while Mary was playing the pianoforte and Jane was singing with her perfect mezzo soprano voice, the Queen beckoned Elizabeth to her side. Elizabeth curtsied and then sat next to Her Majesty as indicated.

“How goes your courtship with young Darcy?” The Queen enquired.

“I am no longer courting, Your Majesty,” Elizabeth replied honestly. She smiled at the look of surprise on Queen Charlotte’s face. “That is because as of yesterday he is my fiancé.”

The Queen playfully swatted Elizabeth’s arm with her fan. “Lady Elizabeth, we were correct about you. You are as teasing as our daughter Elizabeth. When will you marry?” Elizabeth provided the date. “And the announcement?”

“We will send it to the papers this afternoon to be printed on Monday,” Elizabeth related. “We wanted to inform Her Majesty before she read it.”

“We appreciate that. Inform their Graces they may add the Queen heartily approves of the match. We wish you happy, Lady Elizabeth. Come and call on us with your fiancé for tea one day. Our lady in waiting will send the invitation.”

Her Majesty spoke to Elizabeth for a while more. It seemed the Queen had taken a liking to her.

On the way home, Elizabeth told her mother and Aunt Rose what the Queen had told her to convey. When Bennet sent the information to the papers, it included the line about Her Majesty’s approbation.


Chapter 47

Monday’s papers all carried the announcement of the engagement of Lady Elizabeth Rose Bennet to Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley. Clearly stated were the Monarchs’ congratulations and Her Majesty’s obvious approbation and support of the match.

There were many disgusted men who read the paper, who had hoped they would be able to catch—one way or another—the only unmarried daughter of the Duke of Bedford. The open and unequivocal support of the royals convinced all of said men—no matter their financial need—to seek other targets for their matrimonial aspirations. Crossing a duke would have been dangerous enough, especially as word of the fact the Bennets and their family were extremely well guarded when in public was well known in society, but going against Her Majesty would be suicide, social and otherwise.

The ladies who had hoped to be the one who would be the next mistress of Pemberley would do nothing in public to express their disappointment. Behind closed doors, they felt safe in expressing their outrage. Not a few tantrums were unleashed by both mothers and daughters in the privacy of their own chambers. Knowing there was nothing to be done, they would have to find other eligible, and preferably well connected and wealthy, men at whom to set their caps. If only the new Duke’s sons had been older. They knew one was not yet twenty and the other still sixteen so for their older daughters, it would not be practical to aim for them, but those with younger daughters were hopeful.

The engaged couple whose betrothal had created such reactions in society were oblivious to what others outside of their circle of family and friends thought, as it would have no bearing on them and their path towards the date of their marriage. The wedding would not be from Longbourn, rather they would be married at Woburn Abbey.

Cilla and Bedford had made the decision, as Woburn Abbey was the seat of the dukedom, they would move to that estate. Much to the family’s delight, the Hills would be there as well.

The previous week, the butler and housekeeper of the Abbey, had written a letter to inform the new Duke and Duchess of their intention to retire by the end of June after serving there for over forty years. Hence, the Bennets had offered the positions to the Hills, who had gratefully accepted. Within the next few days, the faithful Bennet retainers would be transported to Woburn Abbey to work with the retiring couple so they could become familiar with the Abbey. A maid and footman, who had been trained by the Hills, and substituted for them when they had been away or not well, were promoted to be the new housekeeper and butler at Longbourn. The only other servants who would move to Bedfordshire with the family were their personal servants.

Mrs. Jones, whose service would not be required once Elizabeth married, was to be given an extremely generous pension and a cottage rent free at any of the Bennets’ estates for her lifetime. She would not need to work, so if she did, it would only be because of her own desire to do so. She had elected to take a cottage at Longbourn so she would be close to her brother-in-law and his family. Until Lady Lizzy married, she would continue to chaperone her when other members of the family were not with the engaged couple.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Elizabeth and Jane called at the Hursts’ home the day after the notice announcing the engagement had been published. They were accompanied respectively by their fiancé and husband.

“Lizzy, Mr. Darcy, we would like to wish you happy,” Miss Bingley gushed after those who did not know him were introduced to her fiancé.

“I always thought if you could get out of your own ways, well that applies to Mr. Darcy more than you Lizzy, you two would do very well together,” Mrs. Hurst smiled.

“On behalf of William and myself, I thank both of you greatly,” Elizabeth replied warmly. “Mr. Ashby, well met, and may I say you have been accepted by a worthy lady.”

“Well I know how lucky I am, my Lady,” Ashby responded.

“Gentlemen, should we retire to the billiards room and leave our ladies to their discussions,” Hurst suggested. The four men agreed and after a few words to each of his respective lady, they followed Hurst out of the drawing room.

“Caroline and Louisa, I have a gift for you,” Jane smiled widely.

“It is not necessary, but thank you for whatever it is,” Mrs. Hurst stated gratefully.

Jane pulled two vouchers from her reticule. “A gift from Mother and her friends to both of you.” Jane held what was in her hand up so the Bingley sisters could clearly see what they were.

“Vouchers to attend Almack’s!” Miss Bingley exclaimed. “I thought we would never gain entry due to our antecedents.”

“According to Mother, two things changed. You were no longer under the influence of your manipulative brother, and it did not hurt that you are friends of her new daughter.” Jane paused as she looked from beaming sister to beaming sister. “You deserve this, although after the first time I attended, I failed to see what all of the fuss is about. It is hot, crowded, and the refreshments are not what I would call capital.”

“Neither of us needs a husband, and making matches is one of the main functions of the place,” Miss Bingley mused. “However, it will be nice to be there just once, so we can say we have attended an assembly there.”

“Many an acquaintance has been calling, some who had seemed to disdain our company before, to ask about your family. It is known our brother leased an estate near Longbourn. We have said nothing,” Mrs. Hurst assured the two Bennet sisters.

“Feel free to report you are our friends,” Elizabeth averred after a nod from Jane. “I am sure you will have to sort the wheat from the chaff as the desire to learn about us is still greatly heightened. At least it seems from the reduction in callers we saw today before departing Bedford House, Mama will not be so inundated with ladies seeking to come stare at the new Duchess.”

The ladies discussed the two weddings upcoming. Caroline’s would be towards the end of July and she would marry from the Bingleys’ house in Scarborough. Elizabeth told the Bingley sisters to expect invitations to her wedding in Bedfordshire.

The men returned to the drawing room to partake in tea and seed cake. Soon after tea, the four callers took their leave.

“If Bingley had been an honourable man, he too would have been included in the Bennets’ circle of friends,” Hurst observed. Seeing Caroline had apprised Ashby of all, there was no danger speaking of their transported brother in his company.

“Charles was his own worst enemy,” Mrs. Hurst opined. “Look at the good friends we have and how we are accepted by those at the highest levels of society without any machinations, manipulations, or prevarication.”

No one disagreed with her estimation.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Elizabeth did not object to ordering her trousseau as, just like when she and Mama had ordered their new wardrobes, the modiste and her seamstresses came to Bedford House. As before, Elizabeth had chosen bolts of fabric from Uncle Edward’s warehouses.

As she would be living in the climes of the north, she was well aware of the necessity to purchase a large number of garments in heavy wool and other fabrics to keep her warm in the harsh winters she would experience in Derbyshire.

The day after the modiste made her first call regarding the trousseau, Elizabeth, accompanied by her mother, Aunt Elaine, and Anna, was given an extensive tour of Darcy House. The house itself was about half the size of Bedford House, but then again, it was much more than spacious enough for her, William, and Anna and any other little Darcys which would—hopefully—arrive.

The only changes Elizabeth asked Mrs. Killion to make notes of were in the suite belonging to the mistress of the house. The late Lady Anne Darcy had decorated the walls in floral patterns with the predominant colour being pink.

Pink was not one of the colours Elizabeth desired in her chambers, she preferred the green and yellow palettes. The rest of the house was decorated in an elegant way, but nothing uselessly fine, and all the pieces of furniture she sat on to test were extremely comfortable.

Mrs. Killion, the housekeeper, was greatly impressed by her soon to be mistress and believed the master had chosen wisely. It did not hurt that the love which flowed between them was readily apparent. She wrote to her aunt, Mrs. Reynolds, Pemberley’s housekeeper, to share her favourable impressions of Lady Elizabeth. She also mentioned how much lighter the master’s moods had been, and the happiness which pervaded the house, since he had returned from Pemberley when he was courting the lady.

The invitation (a royal summons, which one did not refuse) for Elizabeth and Darcy to attend the Queen at Buckingham House for tea was received two days before they were scheduled to decamp for Bedfordshire. Like his father and other ancestors before him, Darcy politely refused the earldom the Prince of Wales offered in his father’s name.

The Queen remarked the Darcys were rather singular as she could not count on one hand the number of men who would turn down a title. The Queen also stated she would be sending one of her sons and a daughter to attend the wedding at Woburn Abbey. She offered them the use of her vicar (the Archbishop of Canterbury) to perform the wedding ceremony, but Elizabeth demurred saying she preferred not to slight the vicar of the Woburn Abbey village church.

Before they departed, the Prince of Wales informed them that Lord Thomas Bennet was to be named the Earl of Meryton, with the courtesy title for his son (when and if he had one) of Viscount Netherfield. They were told to have him arrive at St. James Palace for his investiture at eleven on the morrow.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The long line of coaches departed London for Woburn Abbey as planned. As they took breaks every hour or so to make sure the horses were not overtaxed, after departing at sunup, the lengthy convoy of conveyances and carts, escorted by many outriders and footmen-guards, passed the gatehouse at Woburn Abbey in the afternoon a little past three o’clock.

The Duke, Duchess, Dowager Duchess, the two Bennet sons, and Charity rode in the lead coach. Elizabeth was in the one following with Darcy, Anna, Jane, and Wes. Mary and Richard were in the next one with Marie, Andrew, Robby, and his nurse, while the Fitzwilliam and De Melville parents in the one following that.

“The topography is very similar to the area around Longbourn,” Elizabeth noted as she looked out at the fields full of wheat waving in the gentle breeze. “I have not seen a hill as high as Oakham Mount yet.”

“You do remember Derbyshire is far wilder than this,” Darcy pointed out. “It is why we have so many sheep, cattle, and goats, and less cultivated fields, although in the valley Pemberley is in, we have more fields than many in the county.”

“And the hill behind your house is much higher than Oakham Mount,” Elizabeth recalled. The day she had visited, they had ridden to the top of the hill, she on a borrowed horse from Pemberly’s extensive stables. “I must own the vista of the Peak District from there is rather spectacular.”

“I agree with Lizzy. Darcy’s estate has much natural beauty as I recall from my memories. I was there more than ten years past,” Wes added.

“When I see Westmore I am sure I will love our estate,” Jane stated. They had been supposed to make for the estate from Margate, but the epic surprise had changed all their plans so Jane had not seen any of the De Melville estates yet.

The ride from the gatehouse seemed to go on forever until they entered an avenue with oak trees lining either side of the drive. Where the trees ended, the gravel roadway turned to the right which gave the riders who had not previously seen the mansion their first view of it. The size far exceeded anything they had ever imagined. Bedford looked at his beloved wife.

“Oh my, I am to be mistress of all of this!” Priscilla exclaimed.

“On my first time seeing the house, I too was intimidated, Cilla dear,” Lady Rose assured her successor. “However, I soon learnt, what I am sure you will as well, regardless of the size, it is but a house. You have been the mistress of two estates up to now. This is the same, just on a larger scale.”

Charity looked at her house with a certain amount of trepidation. The previous time she had been here, Papa, Sed and Rebecca, Saul, and Little Sed had all been here as well. Now they were gone and they were not even having their eternal slumber in the family crypt below the chapel attached to the house. She was thankful Uncle Thomas had decided there would be a memorial service at the village church and a stone listing those lost would be placed in the crypt so future generations would know they had existed.

The fact Aunt Cilla and Uncle Thomas treated her the same as they did their own children was comforting to Charity. She knew Mama was gratified they were counted as close family, and not the very distant relatives they were. It was not Sed and Saul, but in Henry and Tom she had two older brothers, even if she did not want to think of one of them in a brotherly way.

As they travelled the last half mile to the house, Cilla turned to Rose. “Do you think the two underbutlers and assistant housekeepers will resent the fact we brought the Hills in rather than promote some of them?”

“If needs be, I will explain that with all of the changes to your life, you, Thomas, and your family needed some familiar faces among the staff,” Rose assured Cilla. “Based on what you said, the Hills will retire in about five years, so it is not like the current staff will not have an opportunity for promotion, if you think some of them deserve it.”

“Rose, I am sure you would not have had them in the roles they are now if you did not believe they have the abilities needed to be promoted,” Priscilla insisted.

“You do have the right of it, but regardless of what I thought, you are the mistress here, so you must see if they suit for you,” Rose averred.

“I will assure the staff and servants we will not be dismissing anyone without good cause to do so. Also, I will be relying on you to guide me as I get used to this house,” Cilla informed Rose. “And Rose, there is no need for you to vacate the mistress’s suite as speedily as you did at Bedford House.”

“Yes there is,” Rose replied firmly. “You are the mistress and there can only be one. I will have the last few things of mine moved from the suite today. Besides it would be unseemly as Thomas will be in the master’s apartments. I instructed the retiring housekeeper to make the suite ready for the new master while most of my belongings were moved from my old chambers.”

Cilla knew Rose was correct, so she did not say anything in opposition.

By the time the lead coach was drawn to a halt, the Hills and their soon to be predecessors were waiting next to the steward and his four under-stewards. Behind them were the under butlers and housekeepers, and four neat rows of servants.

As William handed her out of the coach, Elizabeth could only shake her head. She had thought Pemberley’s manor house enormous, but this one dwarfed it. She, like her siblings, smiled when they saw the Hills waiting to greet them. All Elizabeth could think about was that there was only three weeks until she and William wed. She could not wait!


Chapter 48

The first full day at his new estate, a very well-guarded Bedford and his sons rode the estate with the steward so they could see everything for themselves. The estate was divided roughly into quarters and each under-steward was responsible for one of the four sections. Each under-steward they met with, introduced His Grace and the two Lords to the principal tenants under their supervision. His sons-in-law and their fathers, who were familiar, on different levels, with Woburn Abbey had joined him.

Andrew was to ride out with them, but being back in her childhood home with so many family members missing had hit Marie rather hard so he had remained to offer her succour.

Darcy had been excused from the group of men who rode out for two reasons. He had been to the estate only once before, and only for a day, so he would not be able to add much to the discussions. The second reason, which for him was much more important, he was to accompany his Elizabeth and the other ladies who chose to join them, on a ride towards some low hills on the western side of the estate. The Bennets’ horses had been moved to Woburn Abbey from Longbourn some days before the family arrived from London. Darcy’s Zeus was in the stables at Pemberley, but there was a vast stable with many fine horses, so Darcy would have his choice of mounts for the ride today.

Cilla was closeted with both sets of housekeepers, Rose, Elaine, and Sarah—once the Dowager was convinced Marie would be well with Andrew caring for her—to begin to answer any questions the new mistress had as well as explain how the house had been run. It would be up to Cilla if she wanted to make changes, however, she was determined to watch for three to four weeks before she considered any changes, if in fact changes were needed.

After her mother had assured her playing the pianoforte did not break any rules of mourning, Charity agreed to join Anna in the music room to practice the duets they had been working on before the horrendous news was delivered.

Knowing Mrs. Jones was not comfortable atop a horse, Jane and Mary decided to join Lizzy and William for the ride. Of course, Biggs, Johns, three other guards, and two grooms would escort them. Darcy, after first canvassing Elizabeth’s opinion—something she greatly appreciated—had already spoken to Bedford about the two men who always guarded his Elizabeth. The Duke had agreed if Biggs, Johns, and their families desired it, they could be employed by Darcy. The two men and their families had replied in the affirmative without delay.

The four riders and their escorts were led by one of the grooms who knew the area very well as he had been born on the estate. With Biggs riding next to him, they headed west. Elizabeth and Darcy rode side by side behind the groom and Biggs, while Jane and Mary rode behind them. They allowed a gap so the two would be able to speak privately while always in their line of sight. Johns and another guard rode either side of the riders, allowing a few yards distance between them, and the remaining two guards and a groom rode a few horse lengths behind the rest.

“You are truly not disappointed there is no ball before our wedding?” William enquired. Lady Rose and her daughters had said they would not object to a pre-wedding ball, which they would not attend. Mother—as Darcy had been told to address Cilla—and Bedford had decided that there would be no ball. Although the family connection to the Rhys-Davies who had been lost at sea was very distant, they would show their respect by not holding the dance. Lizzy and William had heartily endorsed the decision.

“Of course not, William, as long as I marry you I can easily forgo an added celebration prior to the wedding. I know you do not repine missing a ball. They are not your favourite activities,” Elizabeth said saucily.

“I would have been happy to dance with you, but I agree with you about this.”

“William there is a question I have been meaning to ask you,” Elizabeth stated.

“Go ahead, you may ask me anything your heart desires, and I will do my best to deliver what you want. I warn you now, I may take longer to bring you the moon and the stars.” Darcy gave his beloved a wide grin.

“We may have to rethink this whole marriage thing if you cannot easily bring me something as easy as the moon and the stars,” Elizabeth teased.

“You have a question?” Darcy reminded her.

“I do.” Elizabeth paused for a moment. “I was sure you disdained me in Hertfordshire, that you looked at me to catalogue my faults. How is it you began to fall in love with me at that time?”

“It happened despite myself. You fascinated me. From the instant I looked at you for the first time, after my untrue words, the attraction grew. When we were in public you never blindly deferred to me, you never fawned, and the few times we discussed anything, your intelligence shone through while you defended your point with logic and facts. No matter what I did, I could not stop my eyes finding you whenever we were in the same room.

“I fought the feelings. I told myself you and your family were unsuitable. When my attraction grew each time I saw you, I was sure my retreat from the area the day after the ball would allow me to forget you. I believed that out of sight would lead to out of mind. The opposite happened, the longer I did not see you the more my mind conjured you. It started with my sleeping dreams, but not long after arriving back at Darcy House, any time I was not engaged in something which required a lot of concentration, you were there in my waking hours as well.

“I finally allowed my head to admit that which my heart had known for some time, I was in love with you.”

“Which led to Hunsford,” Elizabeth mused.

“Which led to Hunsford,” Darcy repeated. “I know we have moved past what occurred there, but I wish there was a way to go back in time and change all of my errors, to before I ever allowed those vile, false words to cross my lips. Yes I know, look to the now and the future. I am doing that, but had I not been able to, eventually, learn from the past, I would not have made the changes I needed to in order to win you as my fiancée.”

“Neither Mama nor I ever said the philosophy meant not learning from the past, the opposite in fact.”

“What of you. How did you come to love me after the way we began?” Darcy queried.

“My feelings about you began to soften when I read your letter and recognised it as heartfelt. You were not trying to patronise me but rather making a sincere apology. The fact you were able to look at yourself critically, showed me that you were not vain, arrogant, and prideful like I had suspected. Hence, by the time you came to Hertfordshire before the double wedding, I no longer thought you the worst of men, in fact, I knew you were good and honourable.

“When I saw the way you were willing to humble yourself before all of my family, my feelings started to change even more, and became tender.” Elizabeth paused and smiled. “I will admit I hoped you would ask me for a second set at the ball, I would have given you one.”

“But I looked at your dance card, it was full.”

“You had no way of knowing, but I always would write a false name in for the final set as I would not dance it with anyone but one I loved. Had you asked, I would have danced that set with you. Any dance in the future, your name will always be written in for the first, supper, and final sets.”

“You minx, I saw you sitting out the final set and thought your partner had failed to honour his commitment to you.” Darcy looked into the emerald-green eyes he loved so well. He recognised the look she was sending him as a loving one. “When I requested the courtship you said you were not in love with me yet.”

“From the ball onward and with our journey northward, I knew my feelings for you were deepening significantly. It was only when we began to court I recognised the fact that I was already in love with you. I cannot fix a time or place; I was in the middle before I knew I had begun. It was why before the letter from Papa I already knew if you asked me again, I would accept your hand.”

“Had I known, we could have been engaged weeks sooner,” Darcy figured.

“Everything happened as it was supposed to. I pray the last days before our wedding pass with speed as I cannot wait to be your wife.”

“Then we are in accord, as I am greatly anticipating being your husband. I love you ardently, my dearest, loveliest Elizabeth.”

“Not more than I love you, William.” Elizabeth kicked Penny into a canter before William could argue the point.

All he could do was shake his head as he heard the tinkling laugh he loved to hear from her. It would be his greatest pleasure to be the cause of her laughter from now on. He urged the gelding he was riding forward until he was next to his woodland sprite once again.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Lady Catherine and Anne arrived at Woburn Abbey a sennight before the wedding. Thankfully Anne’s health was currently good, so travelling had not been a hardship.

Aunt Catherine brought a note of apology from Charlotte Collins; she and her husband would miss the wedding as she was with child and was having a bad bout of morning sickness. In an abundance of caution her husband decided they would not travel until she was past this stage of her increasing. Anne de Bourgh shared Charlotte had confided in her that her husband was intimidated at the thought of being in company with his relatives who were so very far above him in society.

It seemed he no longer revered those of rank, but was cowed by it now. Elizabeth and William planned to stop at Rosings Park after their wedding trip to Seaview Cottage near Brighton. Elizabeth would inform Charlotte in her next letter they would be in the area around the end of July.

Elizabeth and William had been summoned to Aunt Catherine’s private sitting room. “Sit,” she ordered Darcy as she indicated a chair opposite the settee. Lady Catherine patted the settee next to her. “You sit next to me, Lizzy dear.”

“It is a pleasure to see Anne looking so well,” Elizabeth stated after she sat.

“Yes, it is most gratifying,” Lady Catherine agreed. Then she turned her gimlet eye on her nephew. “After the way you behaved in the past you are lucky you won the love of a lady like Lizzy. Do not ever allow me to hear you have stepped out of line because as big as you are, I will bend you over my knee and give you a hiding.”

“I give you the same vow I gave to Elizabeth’s parents. She will never repine accepting me, I worship the ground on which she walks,” Darcy responded evenly. He still did not enjoy discussing his private affairs, but this was his mother’s only sister.

Seeing the truth in her nephew’s countenance, the great lady softened. “You have become the man my dearly departed sister believed you would be, the one your father always told me you would become. They would be very proud of you and I am sure they would adore Lizzy.” Lady Catherine wiped away an errant tear. “I am assured, you may leave us William. I desire to spend some time with my niece.”

Darcy stood and came over to where his aunt sat. He bent and bussed her cheek with his lips. “Get along with you now.” Aunt Catherine swatted at him playfully while she blushed.

Darcy left his aunt and fiancée chattering happily. He had a wide grin on his face.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

It was hard to believe this was the morning she would be united with the man she loved beyond all reason. As much as she would have liked to take a ramble or a gallop on Penny, Elizabeth knew this was not the morning to do that.

After she had retired for the night, once Elizabeth was already dressed in her night rail and dressing gown, Mama had come to see her. She had thought of the night gowns Aunt Maddie had gifted her, including a special one to wear on her wedding night. It was diaphanous and it caused her to blush to even think about William seeing her in the silk garment which would leave very little to the imagination.

Before saying anything, Mama stood behind Elizabeth at her dresser after dismissing the maid. Like she had countless times since Elizabeth was a young girl, Mama had pulled the brush through her daughter’s wavy, raven tresses. As it always caused, Elizabeth felt warm all over when Mama indulged her in this way. She would miss Mama and Papa, but she would see them often. It was the lot of ladies. They found a man, married, and left the home they had lived in all their lives. No sense of impending loss counteracted the absolute joy she felt at being bound to William and never having to be separated from him after the wedding was formalised. She already felt one with him and the ceremony in the morning would make that official.

The information Mama had imparted had increased her anticipation of the marriage bed, and banished what little apprehension she had felt. After Mama, she was joined by Aunt Maddie, Jane, and Mary. Without expanding on anything which was said, they just told Elizabeth to follow Mama’s advice and make sure she communicated with her husband regarding both of their likes and dislikes.

Now here Elizabeth sat in the window seat of an east facing window as she sipped a steaming cup of hot chocolate and watched the sun begin its climb into the sky. Her heart was two floors above her and in a completely separate wing of the massive house. She would see William standing at the altar in a few short hours.

Andrew and Richard were standing up with William while she would have Jane and Mary as her attendants. At least Aunt Rose, Marie, and Charity would attend the service at the church, but then they and Andrew would retire before the celebratory meal.

She ate her muffin followed by a lemon pastry and washed them down with the remaining liquid in her cup. Elizabeth used her finger so that the last few drops of the decadent beverage would not be wasted. She began to lick the traces of the chocolate which had been recovered from the cup. At that moment her maid entered the bedchamber to tell her mistress the bath was ready for her. The maid made as though she had not seen her ladyship licking her fingers, but Elizabeth blushed nevertheless.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Darcy looked out over the congregation in the church. It was full except for some places kept open for the Bennets still to arrive. He saw friends, his aunts, uncle, cousins, and soon to be family all seated waiting for the service to commence.

He smiled at Anna who was seated next to Charity and then inclined his head to the Hursts, Miss Bingley, and Ashby who were seated two rows behind his sister. They, like many of the guests, had arrived the previous day and were being hosted at the Abbey. He had always thought Pemberley had much capacity to host guests, but with all who had been invited to Woburn Abbey, less than half of the available chambers in the house were filled.

Just before he was about to ask Richard why there was a delay, Darcy saw Mother enter the church escorted by her sons and the inner vestibule door closed behind her. They took their places in the pew reserved for them.

The door opened and first Lady Mary Fitzwilliam began her walk up the aisle. When she reached the halfway point, Lady Jane De Melville entered the nave of the church. As soon as Jane stood opposite Andrew and Mary across from her respective husband, the vicar gave the signal for the congregation to stand.

As both doors opened, Darcy released a breath he had been holding involuntarily. On the Duke’s arm was his Aphrodite, his Helen of Troy, the most gorgeous vision he had ever beheld. His Elizabeth! Her hair was piled up high on her head, held in place by pearl tipped pins. She wore a tiara studded with diamonds and emeralds which held the translucent gossamer veil in place.

The wedding dress seemed to shine and glimmer as the rays of sun shone through the stained glass windows in the church. It was made of a shiny silk which almost looked like it was silver. Darcy had to fight to stop his mouth from dropping open.

She glided up the aisle towards him, her hand lightly resting on her father’s forearm. Both Andrew and Richard prodded him when it was time to make his way to the point he would meet Elizabeth and her father. Not soon enough, Bedford lifted the veil, kissed both of Elizabeth’s cheeks, replaced the veil, and then gifted his daughter’s hand to the groom.

They stood before the rector who signalled everyone to be seated. Then he opened his Book of Common Prayer and began to recite the Church of England’s liturgy for the wedding ceremony. “Dearly beloved…”

If their lives depended on it, the bride and groom would not have been able to recall the ceremony. They had said their vows as required and a ring was given and received. They followed Richard and Mary, and then Andrew and Jane in signing the register. Without too much ribbing, their attendants exited the room pulling the door closed behind them.

“Mrs. Darcy,” Darcy caressed the name as he said it.

“Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth responded with arched eyebrow. “Unless there is to be another epic surprise right now, I suggest you kiss your wife.”

Being an obedient man, Darcy kissed his wife soundly.


Epilogue

August 1819, Woburn Abbey

The Duchess of Bedford sat in the first pew to the right of the altar in the church in the Woburn Abbey Village. Her arm was linked with the lady who besides being family had become one of her best friends—the Dowager Duchess of Bedford—since their meeting after the disaster of epic proportions which had taken so many from her.

With this marriage the distant family connections between the Rhys-Davies and the Bennets would be renewed and solidified. It was to both matriarchs’ way of thinking; poetic justice Charity would be the Duchess of Bedford one day—hopefully, far in the future.

“It is hard to believe it took Henry so long to come to the point,” Priscilla said as she leant her head over so only Rose could hear.

“By the time Charity was sixteen she knew she was in love with Henry and no other would do,” Rose smiled as she watched her soon-to-be son pacing back and forth near the altar, his younger brother trying but failing to calm him. “She did understand Henry needed to learn his new duties and become familiar with Birchington after he graduated from Cambridge, so she was patient, sure Henry would realise what she already knew.”

“That they were perfect one for the other,” Priscilla completed.

“Cilla, you well know men can be obtuse at times. There are occasions it does take them a little longer to understand what we ladies have known for much longer.”

“Tom did not need as much time as his brother to know who his partner would be,” Priscilla stated as she looked at her younger son as he managed to stop Henry from pacing. “By the time he completed his studies at Cambridge he already knew he was in love with Anna which is why he proposed the day after he turned three and twenty. Do you remember how many suitors Anna turned away? All because she was as determined as Charity not to be deterred. She knew Tom was the only man who would suit her. William was not unhappy that Anna was already two and twenty when she and Tom wed. Even then, and with four children, and Lizzy with child again, he was not overjoyed to be ceding Anna’s protection to another man, regardless of how much he admired his younger brother.”

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Elizabeth had presented William with a son, Bennet in July 1812. Ben, as he was called by all of the family, had turned seven recently. After Ben, she delivered twins in January 1815. They had been named Robert Thomas and Priscilla Anne. Prisci, as she was called, was one of the flower girls for her Aunt Charity’s wedding. It was something the girl, who was the image of her mother and maternal grandmother, with the same spirit as the former, was inordinately proud of, even if she was sharing the honour with one of her cousins.

In October 1817, Rosemary Jane Darcy had been born, and was almost two. She was the image of her Aunt Anna with blond tresses and the Fitzwilliam blue eyes. Unlike her aunt, her hair was wavey like her mama’s. Her name incorporated their beloved Aunt Rose and Elizabeth’s sisters’ names. The former had been extremely touched that a Bennet-Darcy child had been named for her.

Elizabeth had told William a few days before the current wedding that she had felt the quickening as she was increasing once again. If the child was a daughter, Elizabeth, with William’s agreement, intended to name her Charlotte after the Queen who had passed away less than a year previously. At least once a year when they were in London, Lady Elizabeth and Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy had been invited to take tea with the now late Queen at Buckingham House. Only a year ago, the final time they had taken tea with Her Majesty before she was called home, the Prince Regent had offered Darcy a title, which as he had before, was respectfully refused.

As much as they loved one another, as can be expected with two strong willed people who could both be rather stubborn when they chose to, it was not always plain sailing between Lizzy and William, but they never went to bed angry, and enjoyed the making up immensely.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“You have the right of it,” Rose smiled. “William had a hard time giving Anna away. But in the almost two years Anna and Tom have been married, he has been able to see he and Richard could not have given her away to a better man.”

“And it is not like they do not see one another often. Each time Lizzy, William, and the children make for Town, they spend time at Netherfield Park in both directions, they are together in London, and we are all at Pemberley for part of the summer.”

“A much safer tradition than the voyages Sedgewick used to love,” Rose averred wistfully. More than eight years after losing so many family members, she still wore the muted colours of half mourning, something she would continue to do until God took her to her eternal reward to join her beloved husband once again.

Cilla saw the flash of melancholy cross her friend’s face and took her hand, patting it soothingly.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Anna and Tom had secretly declared their love for one another when he was in his final year at Cambridge. At the time, they had discussed how to help Henry come to the point, but they had decided other than some subtle hints Tom would make, there was no reason to try interfering beyond that.

Thankfully for Tom, the Darcys and Fitzwilliams had been at Woburn Abbey to celebrate his birthday so he did not have to go far to seek permission and blessings from Anna’s guardians. The fact she was already of age did not stop him making the requests to his brothers. That Tom was an earl, had no bearing on the decisions. They knew him to be an honourable man who loved and respected Anna, and she felt the same about him. As they would never do anything to impede Anna’s happiness, Richard and William had granted the application without delay.

As much as Darcy would have liked to wait a year before giving Anna away, the wedding had been in mid-October 1817, a little less than six weeks after the engagement.

Now as Anna, Lady Georgiana Bennet, the Countess of Meryton, stood with her best friend in the world, and soon-to-be sister, she was well aware after a little shy of two years married to her Tom, she was with child having recently missed her third set of courses.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

“Prisci and Sarah will make beautiful flower girls, even if I am biased as they are my granddaughters,” Priscilla smiled widely. Rose nodded her agreement.

“As one of the grandmothers of my namesake, I cannot but agree with you,” Lady Sarah De Melville stated as she leaned forward from her seat behind the two duchesses.

Jane and Wes were seated next to the Earl and Countess of Jersey. Hearing Mama and Mother talking about Sarah, Jane glowed with pleasure. With her husband sitting next to her holding her hand, he looked as happy and proud as his angelic wife.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Jane delivered her first son, Cyril Thomas De Melville, the future Viscount Westmore, just under a year after her marriage at the end of February 1812. He was followed by Sarah Priscilla in January 1815. In May 1816, Henry James and then October 1817, Philip Paul joined the growing family. Jane was with child again, and it was estimated the latest offspring would arrive in March or April 1820.

The only negative about living at Westmore in Essex was the distance to where Lizzy and William lived. Jane loved the estate, and never regretted, even for the smallest measure of time marrying her Wes, but she missed the physical closeness they used to have between herself, Lizzy, and Mary. They were still as they ever were, best friends to one another, but it was about five and thirty miles to Rosings Park, fifty to Longbourn, almost seventy to Woburn Abbey, and practically one hundred and eighty miles to Pemberley.

Thankfully, between family Easters at Rosings Park, summers split between Pemberley and the Abbey, Jane was often in her sisters’ company, as were their children.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

The three ladies looked across the aisle to the front pew where the Fitzwilliams sat. “Does not Robby look so very much like his father?” Priscilla observed.

“Do not forget that when he celebrated his turning seven he declared he was to be called Robert,” Rose pointed out. “He takes his position as the eldest male cousin rather seriously, even though Mary’s and Richard’s boys do not seem to heed his commands.” She looked a little further down the pew to where Adelle, who was almost twelve sat. She was a very proper young lady who was making the transition from childhood to womanhood. When she was three she had come to live with them. Her maternal grandparents saw her as much as they wanted until they passed away within days of each other in 1813. They never recovered from the loss of Rebecca.

Cilla smiled as she thought of Mary’s and Richard’s children.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

In June 1812, Mary delivered identical twin sons. They were named Christopher and Hartley, the latter for his father’s middle name. Mary was not done with twin sons because in February 1814, Alexander and Richard, thankfully not identical, were born. In December 1815, a fifth son, Andrew, joined the family. Just when Mary despaired she would never be blessed with a daughter—which was not a reflection of the love she felt for her sons—Bethany Priscilla was born in August 1818.

They lived happily at Rosings Park with Lady Catherine and Anne who respectively acted as a surrogate grandmother and aunt to their children. Living under Richard’s protection without the stress of having to manage her father’s estate had allowed Anne de Bourgh to live years longer than doctors had predicted. Anne’s health would never be capital, but she was as healthy as could be expected and she loved taking Mary and Richard’s children riding in her low phaeton with her. Other times Mary would ride along with Anne to visit the Collinses at the parsonage.

Charlotte Collins had to date, not been blessed with living children, her first and only being a stillborn, but she and Mr. Collins enjoyed a felicitous marriage, accepted as part of the large extended family. At Easter, Charlotte always spent time with the three Bennet sisters and had become quite friendly with Marie Fitzwilliam when the latter would visit the parsonage with Mary Fitzwilliam.

Mary became as close with Marie as with any of her sisters by blood. The latter delivered a daughter in September 1813. She was named Rebecca Gwendoline in honour of two of the ladies lost at sea with so many others. Saul Sedgewick was born in November 1815. Marie and Andrew’s youngest, Elaine Rose arrived in January 1817.

It was not only Mary among the Bennet sisters with whom Marie was close. She was quite close to Jane and Lizzy, but felt very warmly about the whole family, especially considering the way they had accepted her mother, younger sister, niece, and herself into their family circle without reservation, as if they had always been part of it.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Before Cilla and Rose could speak again, the internal vestibule door opened and Prisci and Sarah made their way up the aisle, spreading rose petals from Rosings Park as they walked, their respective parents beaming with pride. Once their baskets were placed on the bottom marble step leading to the altar, the two, feeling very proud with themselves, joined their parents.

Next Anna who was Charity’s matron of honour glided up the aisle trying not to disturb many petals. There was no missing the way Tom’s eyes locked with his wife’s as he intently watched her making her way towards the altar. As soon as Anna stood across from her husband, the vicar gave the signal for the congregation to stand. Both doors at the rear of the nave were pushed open and Bedford entered the church with his ward, and very soon-to-be daughter, on his arm.

Henry was mesmerised by the vision of his bride as she approached him. Just before the bride and her guardian reached the point where Bedford would hand Charity to his eldest son, the latter stopped next to her mother sitting in the first pew. She took her mother’s hand and squeezed it while looking lovingly at her. As soon as she released her mother’s hand, Charity nodded to her guardian who made the few steps to where his eldest son stood in anticipation.

Once Bedford had kissed his ward’s cheek, lowered her veil, and handed her to his heir, Bedford joined his wife and family in the pew, taking the open seat between Cilla and Jane.

The deed was done in the blink of an eye as Lady Charity Rhys-Davis became Lady Charity Bennet, Marchioness of Birchington. When the couple returned from the registry, with the requisite swollen lips, they were mobbed by their family members who had remained to bestow their congratulations. Soon enough everyone made the one mile carriage ride to the Abbey.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Once Mr. Hill—he and his wife were to retire in a month, they had worked more than the planned five years before retirement as they had wanted to see all of the Bennet offspring married—announced Lord and Lady Birchington, Charity and Henry began to greet their friends and guests who had come to share the day with them.

At the first table they reached they found Alicia and Lilly Winston.

The new Duke of Hertfordshire, Roger Winston, had two sons, separated by less than a year and a half in age. Alli and Lilly—who over the years had formed as close a bond as any sisters by blood—had come out together in the season of 1816. They had met the brothers, who were then seven and twenty and five and twenty, a month into their first season. It was six weeks later the Marquess of Hertford was at Jersey House asking for Alli’s hand while his younger brother, Lord David Winston was at Gardiner House making the same request for Lilly to be his wife.

Both fathers had demanded a long engagement, and in April 1817, the best friends married the brothers in a joint ceremony. Each had a child, Alli a son, and Lilly a daughter, who were a little over a year and close to that age respectively.

At an adjacent table sat the Gardiners with Eddy, Peter, and May. The latter was thirteen and had become a close friend with Adelle Rhys Davies. In a few years, when Adelle would be nineteen and Eddy six and twenty, they too would marry.

Gardiner had ceded control of his business to two partners, but he still guided certain investments, and retired to Clover Dell some four years past. Using some of his vast wealth, he had bought an adjacent estate from its profligate master, as well as some other available land and tripled the size of his estate. A medium sized estate in Nottinghamshire had been purchased for Peter.

The final transaction Gardiner had overseen before he left the business was the sale of the Dennington lines. Given the pain associated with the shipping line for many friends and family, Bedford put it up for sale. As would be expected, Gardiner negotiated a sale price for more than the amount Bedford had been willing to accept.

At the next table were the Collinses, Lucases, and Philipses. Elias Philips had married Maria Lucas in early 1815, and had two sons so far. The former now ran his father’s law practice, taking over when he had retired a year ago. Mr. Frank Philips had been a widower for more than three years.

The change in Lydia Forster had been transient and soon she returned to her old ways. In early 1814, she ran off with an officer in a curricle they borrowed in the dead of winter. Going round a bend far too fast, the wheels slipped on ice ejecting the two occupants. From the time Hattie Philips learnt of her daughter’s end, she never left her bedchamber until she passed away in 1816.

Sir William and Lady Lucas were as they ever were, and the former was even more proud of being the friend of a duke than he was of his own knighthood.

A few tables away, the newlyweds found Jane and Lizzy speaking to their friends Louisa Hurst and Caroline Ashby. As she had suggested they should to her then fiancé, the former Caroline Bingley had used some of her fortune, with some help from her sister, to purchase the estate of River Run in Surrey, which bordered Winsdale, the estate Louisa and Harold Hurst owned. Ashby left the practice of law in mid-1812, and his wife delivered a daughter before the end of that year. Two sons had arrived since then.

The Hursts were blessed with a son and a daughter, securing the line of succession for Winsdale. During the summer, the Hursts and Ashbys spent a few weeks at either Pemberley or Woburn Abbey with the Bennets and their extended family.

Of Charles Bingley no word was heard, and no one, including his sisters, repined that fact.

~~~~~~~/~~~~~~~

Bedford and Cilla, seated next to Rose, watched as their children graciously stopped to talk to each invited guest, regardless of the rank or wealth of the persons. The three knew the dukedom, when the time came, would be in the safe hands of the younger generation.

They had recently discussed how the late Henry Bennet, as he had been called before he changed his name to Sedgewick Rhys-Davies, was spinning in his grave at his spectacular failure. What an epic surprise it would have been to him had he been there to see the dukedom, which was an earldom when he lived, was now, and would be for generations to come, held by a Bennet.

After all of his machinations driven by irrational envy, only two who bore the Rhys-Davies name, Ladies Rose and Adelle still lived. The latter would resign it when she became a Gardiner in the future, which would only leave Lady Rose. When she was called home—hopefully many years in the future—the line the spiteful man had created out of whole cloth would be at an end.

When they had spoken, they were sure the late Earl of Bedford who had made sure the line would survive, along with those family members lost with The Rose, were smiling down on them from heaven.

The three were drawn from their musings when Prisci Darcy pointed out that Aunt Charity was going to change in preparation to depart for the wedding trip.

Along with the others of their generation, the three stood and prepared to farewell the Marquess and Marchioness of Birchington. As would be expected, the honeymoon would be in England and would not involve sailing on a ship.

Soon enough the group of close family members were waving to the departing couple.

Cilla hung back with her husband. “All of our children are married to partners they love and respect. Thomas, God has been very good to us.”

“Yes my beloved Cilla, He certainly has.”

~~~The End~~~
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