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Prologue

 


To those of us who fondly remember our former
visits to the village of Meryton in Hertfordshire, the name of
Bennet is already familiar. As the principal residents of the
adjoining hamlet of Longbourn, Mr. and Mrs. Bennet and their five
daughters are well known thereabouts. However, for any who do not
yet have benefit of their acquaintance, allow me to introduce our
friends.

Mr. Bennet, a gentleman of satirical wit and
indolent habit, chiefly amuses himself with the perusal of books
and the study of human folly. These entertainments he keeps close
to hand, possessing a fine library for one and an obliging family
for the other. His singular capacity for deriving humor from all
things ridiculous finds regular cause for application in the person
of his wife, whose weakness of mind and unsteady temper frequently
combine to produce behavior beyond the bounds of good sense and
propriety. Mrs. Bennet’s fading youth and beauty no longer obscure
these disadvantages so well as they once might have done.

The Bennets’ two youngest girls, Kitty and
Lydia, resemble their mother in temperament, being also decidedly
silly and uncontrolled. Since their mother cannot see their faults
and their father will not exert himself, these tendencies continue
unchecked. Mary, the middle child, attempts to compensate for the
misfortune of being plain by developing her mind and displaying her
accomplishments, to no great advantage thus far. The two eldest
Bennet daughters, however, Jane and Elizabeth, are universally
admired for their fine appearance, pleasing manners, and excellent
understanding. It is a blessing that, of the five girls, at least
these two possess quality and charm enough to recommend them, for
there was little in the way of fortune to secure advantageous
alliances, the wealth of the Bennet estate being entailed away from
the female line.

Lydia married first – and most imprudently,
to the mortification of her family – becoming Mrs. Wickham at age
sixteen. Her two eldest sisters soon followed her to the altar,
their finer attributes securing for them more favorable results.
Jane married the amiable Mr. Bingley, and they are settled at
Netherfield, a comfortable estate not far from the Bennets.
Elizabeth made an especially good match. A bright and spirited
young woman, she is now Mrs. Darcy and resides with her illustrious
husband at Pemberley, the finest estate in Derbyshire.

As it happened, Elizabeth’s close friend,
Miss Charlotte Lucas, also wed round this same time, marrying a
cousin of the Bennets, a Mr. Collins, the rector of Hunsford parish
in Kent. Even casual observers soon apprehended that Mr. Collins
was not a man of great intellectual power or finest character.
Still, for Miss Lucas, he was considered a most eligible match,
since at the age of nearly eight-and-twenty she could no longer
afford to be too fastidious in her choice.

Developments in the Bennet family and amongst
their connections provide a fertile source of conversation for
those in the neighborhood whose own lives hold little excitement
and few distinctions to celebrate. Consequently, the marriages of
three Bennet girls and Miss Lucas within the space of a year came
as a particularly welcome convenience, keeping local busybodies
supplied with gossip fodder for months. Alas, with these resources
finally exhausted and domestic felicity settled in all about, some
lamented that there would likely be nothing else newsworthy
immediately forthcoming. On the contrary, before long something
occurred of a most unexpected and serious nature, cutting short the
joy of one of the young couples.

 





Chapter 1

 


A Gathering

 


It is a truth universally acknowledged that
even the most ignoble person on the face of the earth appears more
praiseworthy after death. Thus, as the news of Mr. Collins’s odd
and untimely passing spread far and wide, the reputed quality of
his character improved accordingly. The significant defects of his
disposition, so recently impossible to overlook, were all but
forgot, and the general consensus developed that he had been a fine
clergyman, and a kind and generous human being.

As his relations, the Bennets of Longbourn
were amongst the first to hear of the sad event. Although they had
not been especially close to their cousin, his death could not help
but make some impression on them. Mr. Bennet felt the loss most
acutely. Having come to regard Mr. Collins’s correspondence as a
priceless source of amusement, he would not have given up the
association on any grounds less consequential than those supplied
by the present impediment. Mrs. Bennet, though not ordinarily
quick-witted, on this occasion immediately perceived how
insupportable it would be to keep the burden of this tragedy to
herself. Hence, she made haste to publish the tale abroad,
beginning in Meryton with her sister, Mrs. Phillips, who was always
anxious for the latest news.

“Sister, Sister, have you heard?” Mrs. Bennet
paused to enjoy Mrs. Phillips’s admission that she was yet in
ignorance of whatever it was to which her sister was privy. “You
will never guess what has happened – I can scarce believe it myself
– so I will keep you in suspense no longer. Mr. Collins has met a
premature end!”

“No! Are you certain? How did it happen? Tell
me everything,” begged Mrs. Phillips.

“It is true, indeed, for I have just had it
from Lady Lucas who got the story straight from Charlotte. I will
tell you all, but you must prepare yourself. It is quite a shocking
and distasteful business.” Mrs. Phillips leaned a little closer as
Mrs. Bennet continued in a hushed tone. “It seems that Mr. Collins
was having his dinner when he realized that he was in danger of
being late for an appointment with his esteemed patroness, Lady
Catherine de Bourgh. She is a very grand lady, you know, and Mr.
Collins never dared to keep her waiting. Well then, in his hurry to
finish his meal, he apparently swallowed wrong and choked on a
mouthful of mutton.”

“Oh, no!”

“Oh yes, Sister. Can you imagine? It must
have been an awful sight to behold. Anyway, no one could do a thing
for him, and within minutes Mr. Collins expired right there on the
dining room floor!”

“How perfectly ghastly! I wonder if he
suffered much,” said Mrs. Phillips with a mixture of pity and
excited curiosity. “It sounds to me to be a very dreadful way to
go.”

“Yes, I quite agree. In fact, I shudder every
time I think of it.”

The sisters took a moment to do just
that.

“He was such a fine, sensible young man, and
so particularly attached to our family,” mourned Mrs. Bennet.
“Despite our small differences, I really was quite fond of him, as
you will doubtless remember.”

“I must say that I always liked him
myself.”

“Indeed, it is a tragedy, especially when I
consider that it might have all turned out so differently had he
married one of my girls instead. Mary, I think, could have been
persuaded, and I am sure she would have taken much better care of
poor Mr. Collins,” Mrs. Bennet concluded sorrowfully.

Another related topic followed exceedingly
quick upon the heels of these heartfelt lamentations. As was common
knowledge, Mr. Collins, until his demise, stood to inherit the
Longbourn estate upon the death of Mr. Bennet, according to the
terms of the entail. This fact had not endeared him to the family
in life but had been forgiven him most magnanimously the instant he
was no longer in a position to take advantage of it. So Mrs.
Phillips, very delicately and with the utmost tact, inquired what
this unexpected event might mean for the ultimate disposal of the
Bennet estate. A lengthy speculation ensued, but Mrs. Bennet, who
never fully comprehended the former arrangement, could not begin to
fathom how it needs must be altered now.

Unfortunate as the clergyman’s passing may
have been, it did serve the useful purpose of gathering together
family and friends as only a wedding or funeral can. Mr. Collins’s
relations had often been mortified by the connection, owing to his
pompous style and social blunders, but they could not in good
conscience refuse to wait upon him one last time. At least no one
had need to worry about his behavior on this occasion.

The first noteworthy party to arrive at
Hunsford Church was that of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, who were
accompanied by Mary and Kitty, the only two of their daughters
still remaining at home. Soon thereafter, other carriages brought
two of the Bennets’ married daughters, Jane and Elizabeth,
traveling with their respective husbands, Mr. Bingley and Mr.
Darcy. It had been months since these four, fast friends had last
been together. Yet, as they met outside the church, their pleasure
at the reunion was tempered by consciousness of the somber event
that brought it about. The ladies embraced and the gentlemen shook
hands, exchanging muted words of greeting before joining the rest
of the family.

The Bennets’ fifth and youngest daughter,
Lydia, lived in the far north, in Newcastle, where her husband was
stationed with a regiment of army regulars. Mr. and Mrs. Wickham
found themselves unable to attend the funeral due to the distance
and expense involved. This suited everybody exceedingly well,
except perhaps for Mrs. Bennet, who would have been happy to see
them in any event since her youngest had always been her favorite.
The rest of the family could not so easily forget or forgive the
scandal Lydia had visited upon them by her elopement. So the
couple’s absence was not generally regretted.

Sir William and Lady Lucas arrived from
Hertfordshire to comfort their daughter, the new widow. They had
been well-pleased with the match made by their eldest girl,
reasoning that their son-in-law having secured the valuable
patronage of Lady Catherine de Bourgh more than made up for any
perceived drawbacks. In fact, they had congratulated themselves on
getting Charlotte married off at last. Now they came to mark the
untimely end of the union.

The great benefactress herself, Lady
Catherine de Bourgh, condescended to attend Mr. Collins’s memorial
as well. He had given her valuable service during his short tenure
as rector, solicitously attending to her every whim, and always
treating her with the extreme deference she demanded. Still, in
truth, her ladyship’s presence resulted more from her presumed duty
to lead the way in all matters within her sphere than from any
genuine regard for the lowly clergyman.

Despite the cheerfully clement weather, the
tone as the mourners gathering outside the stone church remained
solemn and the conversation subdued out of respect for the dead.
Everybody kept to their family groups, giving only nodding
acknowledgements to the other persons present. Then, the arrival of
a stranger – a rather refined-looking young woman – created quite a
stir. Mrs. Collins greeted her with an embrace while the others
speculated about her identity.

“Do you know who she is, Lizzy?” Jane quietly
asked.

“I imagine she must be Mrs. Sanditon, Mr.
Collins’s younger sister and, therefore, our cousin. Charlotte
mentioned in her letter that she would be here. Her name is Ruth
and she is a widow with no children. I understand her husband was a
captain in the navy and lost his life at sea.”

“Widowed so young, just like Charlotte? How
sad. She is a lovely woman.”

“Yes. I never would have taken her for Mr.
Collins’s sister, would you?”

“I had forgotten that Mr. Collins even had a
sister. Perhaps we will finally have the opportunity to meet her
today.”

The balance of those gathered for the service
were members of the little flock Mr. Collins had endeavored to
shepherd since his ordination and preferment to the rectory at
Hunsford. Whether or not they considered him a credit to his
profession, these humble people had the good manners to honor their
clergyman to the end. And so, quite a respectable number of
mourners assembled to speed William Bartholomew Collins on his way
to God.

Everybody took their places and the ceremony
began. At the behest of Lady Catherine de Bourgh, Mr. Collins’s
bishop presided over the proceedings, doing and saying all that is
right and proper on such an occasion. The dearly departed received
appropriate eulogy, and the Almighty’s grace and pardon were
implored on behalf of the living as well as the dead. After the
body had been returned to the earth whence it came and the last
prayer proffered, people moved to comfort the family and renew
acquaintances.

No one present interested Lady Catherine,
most especially since she was not on speaking terms with her
nephew, Mr. Darcy, and steadfastly refused to acknowledge the
existence of his wife. This was in fact the first time the two
parties had knowingly been within twenty miles of one another since
the breach occurred, and no sign of an easing of tensions showed on
either side. Thus, after giving the obligatory notice to the widow,
the dour lady took her leave.

Following her departure, which noticeably
eased the oppressive atmosphere that hung over the gathering, Mr.
and Mrs. Darcy paid their respects.

“Mrs. Collins, my sincere condolences,” said
Darcy, taking Charlotte’s offered hand. “I would by no means wish
to intrude upon your private sorrow. Only allow me say that my wife
and I shall consider it a great honor if, should you find yourself
in need, you were to think of us first. Should there be any service
I might render you, please do not hesitate to make it known to
me.”

“Thank you, sir. That is very generous.”

“Not at all. I would be most gratified to be
of assistance.” Darcy bowed and moved on, leaving the two women to
themselves.

Elizabeth embraced her life-long friend with
true affection. “Oh, my dear Charlotte, what a shock you have had.
How do you bear it?”

“It is most difficult. Mr. Collins was such a
stable, dependable man; I never expected him to leave me so
abruptly. One minute we were sharing an ordinary dinner together,
and the next, he was slipping away forever. I felt so helpless;
there was nothing I could do to save him.”

“How awful for you.”

“I still cannot fully comprehend that he is
gone. Every time I look out into the garden, I half expect to see
Mr. Collins there, fussing over his vegetables or tending the bees.
I know you did not care for him yourself, Lizzy. Yet despite his
faults, he suited me well. I had, in fact, grown rather fond of him
… in my own way.”

“I do understand, Charlotte. One cannot help
but become attached. How will you manage without him?”

“I confess that at times my courage nearly
fails me. But then I tell myself that countless other women before
me have survived the same hardship. I must carry on and trust
things will look brighter by and by.”

“You have more strength than I should in your
place, I think. Still, where will you live? How will you support
yourself? As Mr. Darcy said, we are completely at your
service.”

“What a kind friend you are, Lizzy. Still,
you mustn’t distress yourself on my account. My husband left me a
small income, which, with strict economies, might be made to supply
my modest needs. I shall be very sorry to leave my home, though.
Once Lady Catherine appoints a new cleric, I must make other
arrangements. In the meantime, William’s sister is to stay on as my
companion. Ruth and I are in much the same situation, you know, and
I shall be glad to improve our friendship. If only she could have
come under different circumstances.” Charlotte sighed. “Ah, well.
It does no good to dwell on it.”

No words could adequately convey all
Elizabeth felt on her friend’s account. She trusted her countenance
and the press of her hand to carry home the depth of her
sympathy.

Charlotte took a moment to recover her
composure, and then went on. “I believe you said that you were not
yet acquainted with Mrs. Sanditon, Lizzy.”

“That is correct. We have never met.”

“Then, pray, allow me to introduce you.”
After doing so, Charlotte left the cousins in each other’s care,
her attention presently being claimed by others.

“I am so pleased to meet you at last, Mrs.
Sanditon,” said Elizabeth.

“As am I to meet you, Mrs. Darcy. My brother
wrote often, and he frequently mentioned you and your family, so I
do feel as if I know you a little.”

“Your brother was always a most generous
correspondent,” Elizabeth acknowledged. “I am truly sorry for your
loss, Mrs. Sanditon – first your husband and now your brother.
Grief has been your constant companion, it seems. Were you and Mr.
Collins close?”

“We were as children, all three of us, before
time and distance intervened. You may not be aware of it, Mrs.
Darcy, but I have another brother who emigrated to America. I
haven’t seen dear Tristan since he sailed. Even William and I,
though no ocean divided us, seldom met in recent years. Alas, I
could almost say the same about my poor husband as we were often
separated by his absences at sea. In the nearly four years we were
married, we scarcely spent a total of twelve months under the same
roof.”

“So little time together? Oh, my dear, I
tremble at the very thought of it,” said Elizabeth, darting a
glance at her own husband.

“It has been lonely without him, and I miss
my brothers as well. At least I have their letters for comfort. By
reading their words, I imagine that I keep my dear ones with me.
Now I shall have Charlotte’s companionship as well.”

Being of similarly open and amiable
dispositions, their conversation flowed effortlessly. As they
talked, Elizabeth watched for some example of family resemblance
between the siblings – the one before her and the one so recently
departed – but she could detect no trace of Mr. Collins in his
sister’s person or comportment. Mrs. Sanditon was fair; he had been
dark. She possessed a slim figure, whereas he was decidedly stout.
She was bright, genuine, and modest; her brother had been quite the
reverse. Consequently, Elizabeth found this cousin much more
agreeable, and when they parted company she expressed her earnest
hope that they soon would meet again.

Elizabeth then turned to locate her husband.
He was never completely comfortable in this sort of situation, and
she did not wish to disconcert him unnecessarily by neglect. She
spied him across the way, standing alone, patiently watching her. A
tall man with noble mien, she admired him immensely, and he grew
more handsome in her estimation month by month.

As their eyes met, a familiar, knowing look
passed between them, causing her to take a sharp breath and feel a
quickening of her heart. With private delight, she noted that
nearly a year of marriage had, if anything, increased rather than
diminished his power to affect her in this way. Elizabeth had no
means of perceiving it, but at that moment Mr. Darcy entertained
similarly pleasant thoughts about her.



 



Chapter 2

 


The Darcys

 


Both for those who had traveled far and for
the young widow, it had been an arduous day, as the strain on more
than one drawn face attested. Excepting the Lucases, who planned to
stay on with their daughter at the parsonage a fortnight, most of
the other parties were lodged in town. So, by mid-afternoon,
carriages were ordered and people began taking leave to return to
London.

The Bingleys intended to stay a few days with
Mr. Bingley’s sister and her husband, the Hursts, in Grosvenor
Street. The Bennets went to the Gardiners, Mrs. Bennet’s brother
and his family, in a less fashionable part of town. Although they
may have hoped for a different invitation, none had been
forthcoming from the Darcys. The suddenness of their trip south
from Derbyshire at the news of Mr. Collins’s death had given no
time to properly prepare the townhouse for guests. At least that
was the formal reason given. In truth, the easy-tempered Mr. and
Mrs. Gardiner could more cheerfully abide the unbridled tongue of
Mrs. Bennet than could some of her nearer relations.

Therefore, with all their friends parceled
out elsewhere, Mr. and Mrs. Darcy enjoyed the happy prospect of
having their home quite to themselves. In companionable silence
they rode back to London, Elizabeth’s contemplative mood for the
moment matching her husband’s taciturn tendencies.

How little she had understood his reserved
nature when they first met. She blushed now to remember how she
censured him for pride and arrogance – not wholly undeserved –
whilst her own conduct was equally at fault. What if they had never
overcome those early misunderstandings? It could so easily have
happened. No doubt most men would have walked away for good upon
being so soundly refused. Elizabeth shuddered at the very idea.

“What is it?” Darcy asked. “Are you
cold?”

“A little,” she answered, accepting his
interpretation. “Fall is upon us, and the evening air has taken a
decided chill.”

In response, Darcy settled a rug over their
laps and his arm about her shoulders. “There, is that better?”

“Oh, yes. In fact, had I anticipated such an
agreeable solution, I should have discovered myself to be cold a
good deal sooner.”

Elizabeth observed her husband’s look of
quiet satisfaction. Later, when the carriage wheels exchanged the
rutted dirt of country roads for the clatter of cobblestones, he
voiced what they were both thinking.

“Not much farther now; we shall soon be
home,” he said, squeezing her arm.

Elizabeth’s mind drifted back to the first
time she had seen their London house, which had been on their
wedding day. Although usually self-assured, on that occasion she
became increasingly discomposed as they drew ever nearer, her
apprehension arising as much from her new position as mistress of
such a grand house as from the prospect of what awaited her in the
marriage bed. She needn’t have worried on either account; her
husband managed everything for her comfort.

A fine supper had been prepared that evening
for the master and his bride, to which they did not do justice. The
delicately roasted quail had gone nearly untouched; the parsley
potatoes failed to hold their interest; they drank their wine but
hardly tasted it. The cook was not to blame, nor was she much
offended that the couple’s appetites were so thoroughly engaged
elsewhere. Ultimately, Mr. and Mrs. Darcy abandoned their dinner
and moved to the bedchamber for the much-anticipated main course of
the evening, which turned out more to their liking.

Now, Elizabeth experienced far different
sentiments as they entered their affluent neighborhood. Confidence
engendered by familiarity had replaced her former anxiety. Although
both she and her husband preferred to spend most of the year in the
country, at Pemberley, they returned to London every so often for
business or social concerns.

The obligation to introduce Mr. Darcy’s
younger sister into society added one more reason for coming to
town. Miss Georgiana, now seventeen, had been under the
guardianship of her brother since the deaths of their parents
several years prior. Always careful with his charge, Darcy learnt
to be even more protective after a nearly disastrous brush with a
fortune hunter – the same Mr. Wickham who was now, unhappily, his
brother-in-law on Elizabeth’s side.

Although he took every reasonable precaution,
the danger remained, and he would not be completely easy until his
responsibility for his sister was fully discharged by seeing her
respectably married and settled. Still waters often ran deep, and
it had occurred to him that Georgiana’s tranquil exterior might be
concealing more trouble brewing just below the surface.

Darcy pushed that recurring thought from his
mind as the carriage began to slow upon approach to the house. “Do
you wish to do any shopping or take in an entertainment while we
are in town?” he asked his wife. “We might find some amusement at
one of the assembly rooms, should you have a mind to go out.”

“I do have a little shopping if convenient. I
really ought to visit the milliner, and Georgiana asked me to look
out for some new piano music.” Elizabeth paused and smiled coyly.
“As for entertainment, husband, you know that I prefer the
amusements you provide above all others.”

Taking her words as an invitation, he
snatched his wife into his arms. He would have given her a little
“amusement” right then and there, had not the footman opened the
door prematurely. “Confound it,” Darcy muttered under his breath,
loosening his hold.

With a laugh, Elizabeth made good her escape;
she slipped from her husband’s grasp, out of the carriage, and up
the steps into the house. There, she knew, she would be perfectly
safe, since Darcy took meticulous care to preserve his dignified
demeanor in front of the servants. This fact made him an
irresistibly easy target for her sport, the brunt of which he bore
tolerably well. He would simply bide his time, content in the
knowledge that he would receive his recompense later when they were
alone, which was the most amusing part of the game.

With his self-control firmly reestablished,
Mr. Darcy continued the conversation with his wife in the hall as
if there had been no interruption.

“If it would suit you, you can dispatch your
shopping tomorrow whilst I tend to some business at the solicitor’s
office. And what do you say to having a few friends over Wednesday?
Not a large group, possibly just the Applewhites and the Heywoods.
Would you like that?”

“An excellent notion! I long to see our
friends again, and a small group is best, I think, with the house
not being fully-staffed at present. I shall speak to Cook and send
our cards round in the morning.”

They shared a simple supper before retiring
for the night. Unlike many others of their class, the Darcys never
considered separate bedchambers. Their time alone together was
precious to them, and, with servants always about, there were few
other places where they could enjoy that luxury. In their private
sanctuary, Darcy relaxed his stately persona, and Elizabeth felt
free to lavish affection on him in ways more explicit than
permitted in public.

From the time they met, there existed no
shortage of heat between them, although it had at first been
misdirected into confrontation. After their marriage, that fire
naturally channeled into more satisfying pursuits. Darcy certainly
expected to find this aspect of married life rewarding. Elizabeth
had been less confident going in, considering the warning hints and
ambiguous information she received on the topic from her mother.
Yet, resolving to keep an open mind, she had been gratified, and
not a little surprised, to discover that her own extensive
investigation into the matter reached such a happy conclusion.

On this night, however, weary as they were
from the exertions of the day, the couple shared only the intimacy
of each other’s thoughts as they lay in mutual embrace. Darcy
cradled his wife within the curve of his arm and took pleasure in
meditating on the perfection of her face by firelight. As he did
so, he noticed the little furrow between her eyebrows that crept in
whenever she was worried or sad.

“Your cousin’s death has upset you more than
you anticipated,” he ventured.

“It is only that I cannot help thinking about
the uncertainty of life when a person who is young and healthy can
drop dead without warning. I picture us growing old together,
Darcy, but who is to say? It frightens me to apprehend that this
tragedy could just as easily have happened to us rather than to the
Collinses.” Gazing into his dark eyes, Elizabeth pleaded, “Promise
you will never leave me; I know that I could not bear it.”

“You should not upset yourself by dwelling on
such gloomy reflections, my love,” Darcy urged, drawing Elizabeth
closer and stroking her hair. “Here, with you, I shall always be,
so far as it is within my control. We must trust to God for the
rest.”

In the silence that followed, Elizabeth
pondered his assurances.

Then, with an arch look, Darcy added, “I can
at least ease your mind by promising you this. I shall always be
scrupulously careful to cut my mutton into very small pieces to
avoid your cousin’s fate.”

Elizabeth drew back in affected horror at her
husband’s irreverent remark. “For shame, Mr. Darcy! How can you be
so unfeeling?” she chastised, punctuating her words with a blow to
his ribs.

Darcy prudently protected himself from
further assault by pinning her hands to the bed with his own and
swinging a leg over her, lest she next try to kick him. These
reasonable countermeasures left the two in an interesting position.
As the tussle escalated, both parties soon forgot they had imagined
themselves to be tired, and Mr. Darcy collected his “recompense”
that night after all.



 



Chapter 3

 


Hertfordshire

 


The Darcys dispatched the remainder of their
affairs in town over the course of the next two days. Elizabeth
tended to her business on Bond Street; Darcy kept his appointment
with the solicitor; and together they shared their hospitality with
friends. Then, according to prior arrangement, they traveled in
tandem with the Bingleys back to Hertfordshire, to stop with them
at Netherfield for a few days before returning to Pemberley.

After arriving and settling into their rooms,
the Darcys and the Bingleys reconvened downstairs. All four were
desirous of a good dinner and the pleasant intercourse of excellent
conversation, their appetites for the first piqued by fresh air and
travel, and for the second by the long separation of their
far-flung households. On neither count did the meal disappoint.

Gazing round the table, Jane beamed with
satisfaction. To have her dearest sister with her was heaven
itself, and by now Mr. Darcy had become a great favorite as well,
his value immutably established in her eyes by seeing Elizabeth
made so happy. Jane’s own felicity rested in equally reliable
hands. Mr. Bingley was utterly devoted to his wife, having declared
her an angel the first night they met and never repenting of that
opinion. His attentions to her now were particularly solicitous;
Jane all but glowed under their warmth.

Upon observing this, Elizabeth began to
entertain the notion that her sister could well be in possession of
a precious secret. She did not remark on her theory in front of the
men. Instead she awaited the first opportunity to forward the topic
with Jane in private. She found her opening after dinner when she
and her sister withdrew, leaving the gentlemen to their tobacco and
port. Unable to restrain her curiosity any longer, Elizabeth took
Jane’s hand as they settled side by side in the front drawing
room.

“I am delighted to see you looking so well,
dearest,” she said in a playful tone. “Indeed, you have such a glow
of health and beauty about you as I never remember noticing before.
Is it possible that you have some especially good news for me?”

“Oh, Lizzy, I had determined not to say one
word about it! But then, I never was able to conceal anything from
you. It seems I am too transparent for disguise.” A quiet effusion
of emotion followed. Then Jane cautioned, “It is much too soon to
be absolutely certain of my condition, and therefore, Lizzy, I must
beg you not to let slip even a hint of it to anyone else.”

“Yes, you are wise to wait with an
announcement. Remember when Mr. Collins prematurely published the
news of his anticipated ‘young olive-branch’? Poor Charlotte was so
embarrassed when it all came to naught,” Elizabeth recalled. “Well,
you can depend on me. I shan’t say a word, however sorely I am
tempted. I trust I may make an exception for Mr. Darcy, however. A
husband and wife must have no secrets from each other, and his
discretion, as you know, is unimpeachable.”

It was agreed that Elizabeth should make the
disclosure later rather than broach such a delicate subject in
mixed company. So they said nothing about the matter when the men
rejoined them.

The rest of the day passed congenially – a
stroll round the park, conversation, and the evening’s
entertainments of cards and music. Elizabeth, being the only one
amongst them who played even tolerably well, took her place at the
pianoforte at the urging of the others. She was not a great talent,
and someone with a more critical ear might have found fault, but
those present were disposed to be pleased with her unaffected style
and sweet voice. Darcy sat transfixed, as he always did when his
wife played and sang. And Elizabeth, who was modest in the
estimation of her own skill, found encouragement in his steadfast
look of approval.

That night, Elizabeth shared the Bingleys’
excellent news with her husband who, although not so outwardly
moved, was nonetheless deeply pleased for them. The hearty
congratulations and vigorous handshake he offered Mr. Bingley in
the morning left no doubt of his good information. Little more
passed openly between them on the subject, but a general state of
cheer reigned round the breakfast table.

Afterward, the Darcys were obliged to drive
to Longbourn to wait upon the Bennets.

As the Bingleys sent them off, Jane
whispered, “Remember, Lizzy, not a word to Mama.”

“Right you are, dearest. Nothing would put a
more abrupt end to any chance of discretion in the matter.”

Elizabeth looked forward to seeing her
family, her father especially, but she still harbored a measure of
trepidation on her husband’s behalf. To be sure, his reception at
Longbourn had vastly improved upon joining the family. Even Mrs.
Bennet, who had abused him so overtly in the past, was now
prodigiously proud of her son-in-law and wasted no opportunity to
mention his name and income to her friends. The revolution of her
sentiments in Darcy’s favor did not essentially improve her
behavior, however. She merely exchanged unwarranted scorn for
excessive flattery.

The Bennets received their guests warmly and
ushered them into the sitting room with much commotion. The women
embraced; the men shook hands; pleasantries were exchanged all
round; and everyone took a seat. As was her wont, Mrs. Bennet
seized for herself the responsibility of carrying the
conversation.

“My goodness gracious, how well you both
look! Lizzy, your father and I were just saying how delighted we
should be to have our own dear girl home with us again, and here
you are. And Mr. Darcy, you know you are always exceedingly welcome
too. It seems an age since you were last at Longbourn, but as you
see, here everything goes on just the same. It is very, very kind
of you to call. We would have been prodigiously pleased to have you
stay with us, of course, but I suppose you are happier at
Netherfield, where there is a vast deal more room. I have always
said it is the finest house in Hertfordshire. What satisfaction it
gives me to know that dear Jane is now mistress there, exactly as
we had hoped for so long. Do you bring us any news from your
sister, Elizabeth?”

“No, Mama, no news,” she answered with a sly
smile, “but they are well and we are quite comfortable there. Thank
you for your concern.”

Then Mrs. Bennet started off again.

“What a strange business this is with Mr.
Collins. I do not know when I have ever heard of anything so odd.
When we first learnt the news, I felt sure there must be some
mistake, but then we had it straight from Lady Lucas that it was
true. Lizzy, you should have seen the state she was in. It was very
like one of my attacks of nerves. Poor thing! And imagine,
Charlotte a widow so soon. Poor Mr. Collins! He was such a
pleasant, respectable young man. I was always particularly fond of
him. I daresay any mother would be proud to have such a fine
gentleman for a son-in-law. But never mind that, Lizzy,” she
whispered. “I vouchsafe it is better things turned out for you as
they did.”

After half an hour of this fare, Mr. Bennet
excused himself, inviting his son-in-law to join him in the
library. Mr. Darcy accepted with alacrity, since he was by this
time no less ready for a change of scene and society. With the
gentlemen out of the room, Mrs. Bennet no longer felt compelled to
fill every silence. She relaxed enough to allow her daughters a
share in the conversation – a most welcome reprieve.

Elizabeth had seen little of Mary during the
last year as Mrs. Bennet could never spare her from home to go
visiting her sisters. The girl was an unlikely companion for her
mother, their temperaments being so dissimilar, but she seemed to
have adjusted to the change in her circumstance remarkably well.
With Mary taking over the home duties, Kitty found herself more at
liberty to accept invitations from Jane and Elizabeth. Spending so
much time away from Longbourn and under the influence of superior
society had operated to the girl’s advantage in the considerable
amendment of her character.

When Mrs. Bennet left the room to speak to
Cook about the dinner arrangements, Elizabeth slipped away to find
the men. Though her husband and father were quite different sorts,
their shared partiality for her gave them common ground and served
as the basis for the good understanding they had forged between
them. It pleased her to discover them doing so well together
now.

After listening to their conversation for a
moment unobserved, she joined them. “And what are my two favorite
men finding to talk about? What so engrosses you that you neglect
the ladies?”

“Ah, there you are my dear,” said her father.
“Your fine husband has just been inviting me to Pemberley for some
sport. He says that the pheasant are so thick upon the ground this
year that it will be impossible to miss a shot! But I venture to
say that Mr. Darcy does not yet know my exceptional talent for
sending my shots astray, or he would never have made such a
reckless claim. I think I must take it as a personal challenge and
accept the invitation.”

Darcy smiled at his father-in-law’s little
jest. “I hope you will, sir, anytime convenient.”

The carriage was ordered directly after
dinner, and, with the promise to call again before they repaired to
the north, the Darcys took their leave. They were presently
returned to Netherfield and to the Bingleys, with whom they spent
the whole of the next day in mutually enjoyable pursuits. The men
walked out to shoot whilst the ladies sat and talked. The ladies
took a turn round the park whilst the men occupied themselves with
billiards. The four of them played Whist, but paid more attention
to their companions than to the cards.

As the game paused between hands, Darcy
leaned back in his chair and cast an admiring gaze about the room.
“This has always been a handsome house, Bingley, and you have made
some fine improvements since you came here. Do you plan any further
changes?” he asked.

Mr. Bingley gave Jane a quizzical look. She
offered a little nod in answer.

“Well, since you ask…” Bingley began
tentatively. “After thinking about this for some considerable time,
we have come to the conclusion that it would be best for us to
change to another house entirely.” Seeing Darcy and Elizabeth’s
astonished expressions, Bingley went on to explain. “As you know,
old friend, it has always been my goal to acquire an estate of my
own, something solid I can hand down to my son one day. Jane and I
agree that now is the time to act on it. We adore Netherfield, but
it does have certain insurmountable drawbacks, chiefly the fact
that I am obliged to lease the house because it is not for
sale. So now we intend to start the search for a suitable estate to
purchase or lands on which to build our own home.”

Recovering from his surprise, Mr. Darcy had
the presence of mind to inquire, “Where are you looking? In this
general vicinity, in Hertfordshire?”

“Actually, no,” said Bingley. “I have never
very much occasion to go into town anymore, so there is no need to
be this close to London. And we have found after living here for
some months that certain aspects of the neighborhood are not
completely … uh … agreeable. We would, therefore, like to make a
change.”

Although he did not say the words, his
meaning was clear enough. They could all appreciate the idea that
it is possible for a woman to be settled too near her family.

“Then where will you go?” Elizabeth demanded.
“Do not keep us in suspense! What is your plan?”

With a shy smile, Jane answered, “We were
thinking that some place in Derbyshire might be nice.”

The Bingleys could have been in no doubt as
to how their friends would receive this proposal. Exclamations of
delight immediately confirmed the general approbation of the plan.
Whilst the sisters expounded on their felicity, the men discussed
the logistics of the move and the task of making inquiries.

“My resources are entirely at your disposal,
Bingley,” said Darcy. “I will send word as soon as I hear of
anything suitable. What specifically do you have in mind?”

“You know that Pemberley has always been my
ideal, but I suppose it is not available,” Bingley said, laughing.
“And something on a more modest scale will do very well for us. Let
it be a place with a little charm, a good income, and within an
easy distance of our friends, and we shall be satisfied.”

“Again, as with the other matter,” said Jane,
“we must ask you to keep this confidential until we are able to
find the best way of telling my parents. I am afraid they will not
be as pleased with our decision as you are, Lizzy.”

“Indeed. I do not envy you the job of
informing Mama; she will likely go into hysterics. Our gain is
truly at her expense. I should be sorry for her loss, but I
cannot help smiling. Oh, Jane, to have you and Bingley close to
Pemberley – I could ask for nothing better!”



 



Chapter 4

 


Pemberley

 


Another visit was paid to the Bennets on the
morrow, as had been promised. The day passed unremarkably, and
everybody got their fill of everybody else before the party broke
up. Since the Darcys planned to depart for Derbyshire early the
next morning, they made their final farewells amidst the fuss and
falderal of Mrs. Bennet, the benign resignation of Mr. Bennet, and
the warm wishes of the girls.

As the carriage drove away, Elizabeth looked
back to wave, saying farewell not only to her family, but also to
Longbourn. She had lived all but the last year of her life there.
Yet, despite the fond memories, she had forsaken her childhood home
without a qualm when she and Mr. Darcy married. Smiling at the
thought, Elizabeth marveled once more at the ease of her
adjustment. Pemberley had quickly supplanted Longbourn in her
heart. Her life and her future were there now, with her
husband.

“How glad I shall be when we are at home
again,” she remarked en route to Netherfield. “We have
scarcely been gone above a week, I know, but it seems an age.
Although it is always charming to travel and to visit friends, I
shall be even more gratified to return to Pemberley. It seems that
every day I spend there makes me less willing to bear any other
place.”

Darcy, sitting by her side, pressed her hand.
“It pleases me to hear you speak of Pemberley with so much feeling.
I daresay you love the place nearly as much as I do now.”

“Oh, yes, but then Pemberley stole my heart
the first time I saw it.”

“What a pity you cannot say the same for me,”
said Darcy dryly.

“Yes, a great pity,” Elizabeth mused. “As I
recall, it took much longer for me to discover your merits;
they were so well-concealed.”

Darcy raised an eyebrow. “If you were so long
in discovering them, perhaps the fault was not with the subject but
with the observer. I was much more astute. I accurately
assessed your virtues and wasted no time falling in love with
you.”

“That was no great feat, sir, nothing that
others before you had not been able to accomplish. Please remember
that you were not the first to propose to me.”

“Indeed. I had momentarily forgotten that I
had a rival for your affection. How ironic that, on this question
at least, Mr. Collins and I should have had the same taste.”

“And it was a difficult choice for me, you
know,” Elizabeth teased. “He was quicker to come to the point, but
you showed more perseverance. Mr. Collins abandoned the campaign
after only one refusal; you did not. That is what decided
the matter.”

“Well, it is pleasant to have everything so
neatly explained. But I must confess I am astounded that, with all
my good qualities, it was my constancy alone that won you. Nothing
else entered in?”

Elizabeth thought for a moment. “I suppose I
must admit to being somewhat influenced by your other manifold
attractions.”

“There, you see? I knew there was more to
it.”

“True,” she answered, with a playful grin.
“The fact that you were the owner of Pemberley, for instance, was a
circumstance highly in your favor.”

“Yes, of course,” conceded Mr. Darcy. “As we
have already established, you fell in love with Pemberley much more
readily than you did with me. I think I was perhaps fortunate that
you did not have to choose between the two.”

 


~*~

 


The next morning, immediately following
breakfast, the Darcys made ready to quit Netherfield and begin
their journey north. Jane and Mr. Bingley bid them Godspeed as they
set off.

Mr. Darcy had traveled the considerable
distance between London and Pemberley dozens of times before. He
accepted the inconvenience as a modest price to pay for the
privilege of living in Derbyshire. The roads had been much improved
over the appalling state that once predominated. Now, with a
quality carriage, good weather, and a little luck, the trip might
be accomplished in two days with reasonable safety – even tolerable
comfort if a room at a reliable inn could be procured when the
daylight fled. Yet one could not completely dispense with the
inherent risks, only seek to minimize them by due diligence.

Elizabeth left such worries entirely to her
husband. For her, travel still seemed something of an adventure,
since she had done so little of it. Although this route was
becoming familiar to her, she never tired of the scenery – the
green fields and rolling hills of the south, the deep shades and
rocky outcrops of the north.

By the middle of the second day, Elizabeth’s
anticipation increased as she recognized views and villages that
verified they were nearing Pemberley. Then she caught her first
glimpse of Lambton, where she and her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner
stayed the first time she visited Derbyshire. Elizabeth could never
pass through it without fondly remembering how that trip had given
rise to a fortuitous meeting between Mr. Darcy and herself – one
which rekindled his hopes and her interest in the possibility of a
future together. Now, reaching Lambton also meant she was within
five miles of her home.

When they at last arrived at the entrance to
the vast estate, Elizabeth asked that the hood be folded down on
the barouche to open an outlook to the drive ahead. It was warm for
October, and plenty of daylight remained by which to enjoy the
natural beauties of the park with its fine stands of tall trees,
grassy meadows, hills, and dales. Every turn brought a new
vista.

According to private tradition – one begun on
return from their wedding journey – Darcy ordered the carriage
stopped for a few minutes at the spot where the house itself first
came into sight. The view across the valley to the stately
structure was one of the best prospects anywhere on the property,
and a particular favorite with the young couple. Situated on rising
ground and framed by wood and water, the house looked at home in
its natural surroundings, unencumbered as it was by any awkwardly
artificial ornamentation.

From this point, the lane wound down to the
lazy stream that traversed the estate and widened out in front of
the house, forming a small lake. An old stone bridge straddled the
watercourse at a narrowing and carried the drive across to the
final approach. The carriage passed along this picturesque way and
through the arched gate, finally coming to rest in front of the
doors of Pemberley House itself. They were home.

Darcy and Elizabeth were only just out of the
carriage when Georgiana, who had been on the lookout for their
arrival, emerged to welcome them. She greeted and embraced each of
the travelers in turn, saying, “Thank God you have returned safely!
I know that I should not fret, but one hears such tales – accidents
and highwaymen. Did your journey go well, then?”

“As well as one could hope for under the
circumstances,” her brother replied. “It was hardly a pleasure
scheme, though it did afford us the opportunity to visit the
Bingleys and Elizabeth’s family. You continue in good health I
trust, Georgiana.”

“Oh yes. I suffered nothing more substantial
than worry and boredom while you were away. But, now you are come
back to amuse me, I feel on the verge of a full recovery.”

“I think you give us too much credit for
being entertaining,” said Elizabeth. “I fear we will disappoint
your high expectations.”

Georgiana laughed. “Good heavens, no! You
could not disappoint me because I require so very little. All I ask
is a bit more liveliness of conversation than I can expect from
dear Mrs. Reynolds. And I shall be glad to resume our musical
collaborations, Lizzy. I have carried on alone in your absence, but
it is not the same.”

“Not the same perhaps, yet I daresay the
quality of the performance did not suffer for want of my
poor contribution. Your brother is the one to be pitied. For a
week, he has been subjected to my playing in place of yours.”

“You will allow me to be the judge of that,
if you please,” said Darcy. “Georgiana may be more skilled at the
pianoforte, but I have never heard a singing voice finer than
yours. I must, therefore, side entirely with my sister; your
individual talents display to best advantage when you perform
together.”

Elizabeth yielded. “Very well. I can hardly
stand against you both. I did purchase the music you requested,
Georgiana, along with a couple other pieces that looked
interesting. So we have some practicing to do.”

Proceeding indoors, they were met by the
elderly housekeeper Mrs. Reynolds and other servants to attend to
their needs. Darcy and Elizabeth presently retreated upstairs to
their private apartments to change from their traveling clothes and
wash away the dust of the journey. An hour or so later, they joined
Georgiana in the saloon.

The north-facing casements, which opened all
the way to the floor, captured an abundance of daylight year round
and a cooling breeze in summer, making the saloon one of the
family’s favorite rooms. Elizabeth crossed to the windows with
every intention of stepping out onto the porch, as she so often
did. But the light had faded with the lateness of the hour, and the
warmth of the fire appealed more than the freshening air outdoors.
She satisfied herself with the view from inside, surveying the vast
lawn below, dotted with a dozen oak trees, and then allowing her
eyes to recede by degrees up the slope and deep into the twilight
shades of the wooded hills beyond.

After drinking in her fill of the scene, she
settled next to her husband on the sofa, resting a hand on his. The
two exchanged a long, languid look that wordlessly communicated
their mutual contentment in returning to home and hearth.

“Oh, Georgiana,” said Elizabeth presently, “I
told you that your brother and I would provide little
entertainment, but we do at least bring you some news from the
Bingleys. And what excellent news it is too! Though it is a great
secret, it can do no harm to tell you. Mr. Bingley and Jane are
planning to move to this vicinity, to buy an estate and settle
permanently near here.”

“How marvelous! What a pleasure it will be to
have them so close at hand.”

Georgiana had known Mr. Bingley for years,
but Jane she had met only twice – at the wedding and again when the
Bingleys visited Pemberley the following spring. Yet Elizabeth felt
certain that the two only wanted a little more familiarity to grow
as close as sisters. In both she saw a similar sweetness of temper,
the same gentle, affectionate hearts.

Quiet conversation and a hearty supper
occupied the three Darcys for the remainder of the evening. Then,
weary from their journey, the travelers retired early.

Next morning, the couple lingered lazily in
bed, reluctant to forfeit its lavish comfort for the
responsibilities that awaited them. Darcy absently twisted the
loose waves of his wife’s chestnut hair round his fingers while
she, nestled up against him, pondered the dancing light and shadow
patterns cast by the lace curtains upon the wall.

At length, Elizabeth commented with a yawn,
“I suppose we really should rise and begin the day.”

“Yes, you are quite right; we should indeed,”
agreed Darcy without conviction.

Neither of them made any attempt to stir from
their cozy positions.

“What are your plans?” Elizabeth asked some
minutes later.

“I must confer with Mr. Adams,” he answered,
referring to his trusted land steward. “According to his
information, there are a number of matters that require my early
attention – a petition from one of the cottagers, another report of
poaching, and so forth.”

“I see.”

“Later, I thought we might take a ride
together if the rain holds off. What do you say?”

“I think it is an excellent idea, sir. I
would be even more enthusiastic were it not for the fact that I
fear it will require us to leave this snug spot and this pleasant
room.”

By and by, the two did manage to quit their
bedchamber and, after breakfast, parted to attend to their separate
duties. Elizabeth first addressed the daunting collection of
correspondence that had accumulated in her absence. Then she
consulted with Mrs. Reynolds about household affairs, though Mrs.
Reynolds, after her long tenure at Pemberley, needed very little
direction from anybody. On the contrary, it had been Elizabeth who
required instruction when she arrived as the naive new mistress of
Pemberley the previous November. For Mrs. Reynolds’ kind counsel
and sage advice during those early months, she would be forever
grateful. Now the two women worked as a team to manage the
house.

With his wife thus occupied, Darcy closed
himself up in the library for a protracted discussion with Mr.
Adams, reviewing various aspects of the estate’s business
enterprises and the concerns of his numerous tenant farmers.
Although Darcy left much of the day-to-day oversight in the capable
hands of his steward, he insisted on being kept abreast of all
matters of consequence, and reserved for himself the task of every
weighty decision.

When Elizabeth considered how many people
depended on her husband for their livelihood and security, it
sometimes alarmed her. Along with the power he possessed – as
husband, brother, landlord, and master to a host of servants and
workers – came heavy responsibility. A less conscientious man might
not have felt the burden of this trust. But she knew Darcy was
acutely aware of his obligation to protect the welfare of all those
under his guardianship, and mindful that his choices in the
management of Pemberley could affect dozens of others for good or
for ill. Still, he never complained. He was much more likely to
brood in silence if trouble threatened.

When her husband at last emerged from the
library, Elizabeth scrutinized his countenance for the telltale
signs of strain she had come to recognize. There they were: the
tightened lips, the contracted brow, the unblinking gaze.

“Difficulties?” she asked gently.

“Nothing out of the common way.”

“Dinner was just announced and Georgiana has
already gone in. Shall we join her?”

He nodded and offered his arm to escort her
into the dining hall. There the three Darcys gathered at the near
end of a massive mahogany table sized to comfortably accommodate
more than ten times that number.

After the soup had gone quietly by, Elizabeth
observed, “The weather has cleared. Perhaps we might have our ride
after all, my dear. I believe the fresh air would do us both good.
What do you say?”

“I don’t see why not. Will you join us,
Georgiana?”

“I thank you, no. I rode Ginger hard
yesterday; she has earned her rest.”

“You cannot expect to be excused on those
grounds,” Darcy objected. “The stables are full of horses. Surely
we can find you another mount.”

“Duchess, I daresay, would be happy to oblige
you,” Elizabeth suggested by way of a joke.

Before she came to Pemberley, Elizabeth was
no horsewoman. Therefore, Mr. Darcy made a circumspect choice for
her first mount, selecting a steady dapple-gray mare of advanced
age and decrepitude. It was not long, however, before Elizabeth
tired of Duchess’ plodding pace, and begged to be promoted to a
horse with more spirit and speed. After much pleading, she was
allowed to retire Duchess in favor of a roan gelding of seven with
enough vitality to satisfy her and stay the pace with her husband’s
mount.

“Or, if you prefer,” Elizabeth continued,
“you shall have my Simba, and I will renew my acquaintance with
Duchess.”

Since Georgiana could not be persuaded to
join them, Darcy and Elizabeth changed into their riding clothes
and went without her. They started by taking the path that traced
the perimeter of the lake and its outlet, following it far
downstream to a place where the water was slow and shallow enough
for a safe crossing. The trail then took them through the wood,
gradually climbing to one of the higher points of the estate. There
they stopped to rest their horses and to appreciate the fine
prospect of the surrounding countryside afforded by an opening
through the trees. Continuing on, they eventually broke out onto a
great meadow where they turned themselves and their horses loose
for an exhilarating gallop before joining the drive to return to
the stables.

Elizabeth’s visage glowed with high color as
she and Darcy strolled back toward the house in the dusky evening
light. “What a capital way to end our first day home!” she
exclaimed. “I cannot imagine any felicity superior to the thrill of
a good ride.”

“I can think of one or two things to rival
the experience,” Darcy murmured. “But it was invigorating, I
grant you. And I must say your horsemanship has come a long way,
Lizzy. As a rider, you are quite transformed.”

“In so many other ways as well,” she mused,
half to herself, marveling once again at the metamorphosis of her
circumstances over the last year.



 



Chapter 5

 


Colonel Fitzwilliam

 


Later that night, Georgiana retrieved a
letter that had come for her brother in his absence. “It is from
Colonel Fitzwilliam, I think,” she said, handing it over to
him.

“It is indeed,” Darcy replied as he
recognized the scrawling handwriting of the direction. He opened it
and read the short note aloud.

My Dear Friend,

I find myself summoned once again by our aunt
to Rosings. Since her disappointment over you, she has relied more
and more upon me for company and entertainment. I know that I can
be rather amusing at times, yet I can hardly imagine why she
requires my presence there so often. Alas, duty calls, and, as you
know, a military man cannot shirk his duty. I do at least propose
myself the satisfaction of enjoying your hospitality for a few days
on my way. According to my plans, I should be with you at Pemberley
on Thursday next. You ought to feel an obligation to cheer and
fortify me for the journey. After all, it is entirely your fault
that I must now suffer these visits alone. Not that I blame you for
marrying outside her ladyship’s will. I would have done exactly the
same in your position. You are a lucky man, Darcy. You have married
the perfect wife and, in so doing, you have cleverly exempted
yourself from waiting upon our aunt.

Yours, sincerely,

J. Fitzwilliam

“Poor Fitzwilliam. I do not envy him being
Lady Catherine’s new favorite,” said Elizabeth. “At least his
errand provides him a reason for visiting us; that is cause for
celebration. And what a charming letter he writes. Do not you think
so, my dear?”

“Yes, he pays you a fine compliment, and he
accurately summarizes my happy situation. Had my aunt known the
outcome of her threat of excommunication, no doubt she would have
chosen a different strategy to prevent our marriage. My only regret
over losing Lady Catherine’s society is that it has left Cousin
Anne even more isolated than before. I am glad for her sake that
Fitzwilliam is still prepared to go. No doubt he supplies Anne
better company than I ever did.”

Georgiana added, “I really do feel sorry for
Anne. It must be a severe trial having a sickly constitution. If
anyone can cheer her, it is Fitzwilliam.”

Colonel John Fitzwilliam, the Darcys’ cousin
on their mother’s side, had a well-informed mind, fine manners, and
a jovial nature, all of which made him welcome wherever he went.
The ladies, especially, found Fitzwilliam’s affability and humor
agreeable. Yet the colonel remained a single man, partly due to
lack of funds and partly to his decided indifference over every
suitable candidate that came his way.

As the younger son of an Earl, he could not
marry where he chose. Since he would not inherit his father’s
estate and yet was expected to uphold the style of living his
family enjoyed, he was obliged to establish his own fortune by some
other means. The colonel showed no inclination for banking or
politics, and an inconvenient state of peace had broken out before
he could amass any great sum by distinguished service in the army.
His best remaining chance for even a modest fortune seemed to be to
acquire one by marriage. This was the course of action strongly
recommended to him by some of his relations. As the colonel’s
father often reminded him, many a rich merchant would be willing to
pay handsomely to have his daughter married to the son of an
Earl.

Colonel Fitzwilliam was on the most intimate
terms with the Pemberley family, counting Darcy more as a brother,
and feeling a doting fondness for Miss Georgiana. He and Elizabeth
had taken to each other immediately when they met at Hunsford two
years earlier, their mutual admiration soon settling into a warm
friendship.

On Thursday, the Darcys’ happily anticipated
guest arrived as advertised, and was welcomed with sincere
cordiality. Mr. Darcy received and returned Colonel Fitzwilliam’s
firm handshake. The visitor then turned his attention to the
ladies.

“My dear Georgiana, I think you grow taller
and more beautiful each time I see you. And Mrs. Darcy, may I say
you look uncommonly well?” To this he added a gallant bow
and a kiss of her hand. “Marriage must agree with you,” and in a
lower voice, “though how being married to such a disagreeable man
can be at all agreeable, I am sure I cannot fathom.”

Darcy merely rolled his eyes heavenward and
pretended not to hear what Fitzwilliam said entirely for his
benefit.

During dinner, the conversation ranged over
the customary ground, that of ascertaining the state of health and
welfare of everyone of their common acquaintance. Darcy politely
inquired after the colonel’s parents and brother, and Georgiana
after his niece and nephew. All these received glowing reports.
Then Fitzwilliam asked about Mr. and Mrs. Collins, whereupon
Elizabeth delivered the sad story of her cousin’s demise.

“Having now such a close correspondence with
Rosings Park, I am surprised you were not already informed of it,”
said Darcy.

“Yes, it is odd. Her ladyship made no mention
of it when she wrote to summon me, and of course everything was
fine when I was last at Hunsford three months ago. I called in at
the parsonage some once or twice, and the Collinses dined at
Rosings frequently during my stay.”

A quiet thoughtfulness overtook them all and
held for some minutes.

“How was Cousin Anne when you saw her?”
Elizabeth asked the colonel, breaking the silence.

“I am happy to testify that she looked quite
remarkably fit, with much better color and energy than ever before.
Her spirits are vastly improved as well. She has a new physician
now – one of those scientifically educated fellows – and he has
done wonders for her. I was quite impressed at the transformation.
Did you not see her when you were there?”

“No, we were denied that pleasure,” answered
Darcy. “She was not at the service with her mother, and calling at
Rosings was obviously out of the question. Still, I am gratified by
what you say of Anne’s improvement, Fitzwilliam. I hope her
superior health will allow her to be more out in company. To be
relieved, even briefly, of Lady Catherine’s domineering presence
must do her a good at least equal to whatever medicine her
physician prescribes.”

“Perhaps I can help accomplish your wish
whilst I am there. I shall have my eyes open for some scheme to
take me from the house in any case; I will endeavor to help Anne
make good her escape as well,” said the colonel with a hearty
laugh.

The evening passed pleasantly with
conversation and music. Colonel Fitzwilliam insisted on hearing
both Georgiana and Elizabeth perform, and they were happy to oblige
him.

That night, in their private apartment, Darcy
surreptitiously studied his wife as she readied herself for bed. At
length he said, “Fitzwilliam was flirting shamelessly with you
again tonight, Lizzy. If I did not trust him so absolutely, I would
never tolerate him taking such liberties.”

“Your cousin is very charming, but quite
harmless,” Elizabeth assured him as she brushed out her hair at her
dressing table.

Darcy came and stood behind her, resting his
hands on her shoulders and his eyes on her reflection in the
mirror. “Nevertheless, he was quite right when he said you look
uncommonly well, my dear. I will grant him that much. I truly was
thinking the same myself.”

“Thank you, my darling … for the compliment
and also for the note of jealousy in your voice. Fitzwilliam was
right about one more thing, however. If you remember, he very
correctly credited my marriage as the source of any added beauty.
It most definitely does agree with me,” she said turning and
reaching for her husband’s embrace.

He met her halfway and lifted her to himself.
“I am glad to hear it, Mrs. Darcy. Still, I wondered…that is, I
hoped…that there might be a more particular reason…,” he said
uncertainly. “We have been married almost a twelve-month, and I
thought…”

Then Elizabeth understood him. She took his
face in her hands and looked up into his hopeful eyes. “My love,
when I have news of that sort, believe me, you will be the first to
know. In the meantime, I suggest we not waste energy worrying about
it. Let us instead conserve our strength for efforts that have more
chance of yielding the desired result.”

She gave him a playful kiss and, with a
lilting laugh, bounded into bed. Taking her meaning, Mr. Darcy
instantly assented to the wisdom of her proposal and followed her
forthwith. He never was one to procrastinate.
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After three days, Colonel Fitzwilliam took
his leave, promising to stop at Pemberley again on his return from
Hunsford where he planned to stay about a fortnight. In the
meantime, there was plenty of employment for those who remained.
Mr. Darcy added instigating inquiries on the Bingleys’ behalf to
his regular slate of occupations. Along with her correspondence and
normal household responsibilities, Elizabeth began her preliminary
plans for Georgiana’s eighteenth-birthday ball, set for January.
And, with their guest gone, Georgiana reverted to her pattern of
spending a good portion of each day engaged in musical pursuits.
Whenever weather permitted, the three took to the outdoors for
daily walks and rides.

Rather sooner than expected, a subdued
Colonel Fitzwilliam returned. He smiled and greeted them warmly
enough, but his eyes seemed clouded rather than glinting with their
usual merriment. In answer to the inquiries his uncharacteristic
demeanor produced, he denied that anything ailed him other than
weariness from travel. After dinner, however, he asked Darcy and
Elizabeth for a private audience.

Behind the closed doors of the library, Darcy
demanded, “What is it, Fitzwilliam? You are plainly not yourself.
What on earth has happened?” He and Elizabeth took seats beside
each other, but Fitzwilliam kept to his feet, walking up and down
as he spoke.

“Oh, nothing so very dreadful. Please do not
be alarmed. However, I do have a delicate and perplexing matter to
discuss with you both. No need to trouble Georgiana over it,
though, at least not at present.”

“Of course,” said Elizabeth. “Whatever you
think best. Now, how can we help you?”

“I beg your indulgence. I must go back and
start at the beginning.” After a deep breath and one more turn
about the room, the colonel drew up a chair and commenced his
story. “As you know, Lady Catherine has been demanding more of my
time and attention in recent months. Although I may complain, I can
tolerate the visits well enough. I had no reason to expect anything
out of the ordinary on this trip, except hopefully more liveliness
from Anne with her improving health.

“All began agreeably enough. Her ladyship was
on her best behavior – by her standards, that is – and Anne seemed
at least as strong as when I saw her three months ago. In fair
weather, she and I even took extended walks round the park,
something that would have been unthinkable in the past.

“Just as we discussed, Darcy, I was on the
watch for an opportunity to take our cousin out into society when
the very thing presented itself – an invitation to a dinner party.
Rather than objecting, Lady Catherine nearly insisted I escort her
daughter on the outing, declaring that, since it was nearby, it
would not tire Anne excessively. Of course, neither Anne nor I
objected to the relief of a little variety, so we went.

“About a dozen ladies and gentlemen of Anne’s
acquaintance were there; all very pleasant and congenial. I knew
nary a soul, but that is no hardship for me. The evening started
well enough. Then I became conscious of what struck me as some very
odd looks and peculiar remarks. It was clear that these people
thought of us – Anne and myself – as a couple. Well, I could hardly
stand up and announce to the whole company that I cared nothing for
the young lady beyond family affection, so I let it pass.

“When we returned to Rosings, Anne retired,
leaving me alone with Lady Catherine. She asked how the evening had
gone off, and, in describing the party, I mentioned what I took to
be the misapprehension of some there present concerning the nature
of the relationship between her daughter and myself. Now we come to
the point. Our aunt then explained that her friends had been given
good reason to regard us as a couple. Apparently, Lady Catherine
and my father have got it all worked out; they have agreed between
them that Anne and I are to be married.”

“No, surely there must be some mistake!”
cried Elizabeth. “Is it not at least possible that you
misunderstood, Fitzwilliam?”

Fitzwilliam returned to his feet and resumed
his pacing. “If only it were a mistake,” he answered. “Her
ladyship was perfectly clear about her expectation that I shall
marry her daughter. Since she could not get you for her son-in-law,
Darcy, I suppose she has settled on me as the best substitute
available.”

Darcy rose abruptly. “But this is
preposterous! She has no more right to expect that you will
acquiesce to her designs than that I should have. How did you
answer her?”

“I was so surprised that I could hardly
think! I told her she must be in error, for it was the first I had
ever heard of such a plan. Her ladyship, of course, reminded me
that that she is never mistaken. She said I should have
understood which way the wind was blowing from her recent marked
attentions to me. At all events, she referred me to my father for
any further explanation. I left the place at first light without
even waiting to say goodbye to Anne, and here you see me, two days
later, still unable to compose myself.”

“But what of Anne? Does she desire this match
herself, do you think?” asked Elizabeth.

“I have not the least idea,” replied the
colonel. “She was cordial to me, certainly, but I noticed no signs
of extraordinary regard. It is possible that she is as much in the
dark about this plan as I myself was until so recently. Still, I
can hardly imagine that she has the courage to defy her mother … in
this or in any other matter.”

“So you will be alone in opposing the idea,”
Darcy surmised.

“Yes, I suppose so,” the colonel said
thoughtfully, stopping in place. “Such a match would never have
occurred to me. Although, now that I have had time to think about
it, I can see that from a certain point of view it makes perfect
sense. Lady Catherine wants noble blood for her daughter. If she
cannot get one nephew, then the other is almost as good. Anne has a
large fortune and does not need money from me. My lack of fortune,
in fact, becomes my inducement to accept the arrangement. What
could be more logical?” he concluded with a bewildered look.

“Surely, you are joking, Fitzwilliam,”
said Darcy, facing him squarely. “You cannot seriously be
considering going along with this farce.”

“I honestly do not know. I believe that is
why I am in such turmoil. Once the shock wore off, I began to think
it at least possible that I should accept the bargain. It would
obviously solve my money problems as well as satisfying my family’s
demands. With every passing year, the pressure from my father
increases. ‘You must get yourself a wife,’ he says, ‘the
right kind of wife,’ by which of course he means ‘moneyed.’
If I must marry, I could do much worse. Anne is a sweet girl and
vastly improved of late. In any case, it would be an enormous
relief to have things settled; I could at least take comfort in
that.”

“But to marry without love, Fitzwilliam?”
questioned Elizabeth.

“I must face facts, my dear. Although I have
known many charming and attractive women, I have never come
remotely close to being in love. Perhaps I am not designed for
grand passion. I do have a certain fondness for Anne, which in time
might develop into something more. Many highly successful marriages
begin on similar terms, so I suppose we might be just as content. I
daresay we cannot all expect to be blessed with the uncommon
felicity that you and Darcy have found together.”

The three puzzled over the colonel’s dilemma
late into the night, canvassing every inch of ground backwards and
forwards and ending where they started, with no satisfactory
solution to the problem.

“At least remain and take your ease at
Pemberley for a few days, until you are rested from your journey,”
said Elizabeth at the conclusion of the conference. “Allow us to do
that much for you.”

“Yes, we will not hear of you leaving until
your mind is more at peace,” agreed Darcy.

“I thank you, but I am determined to press
ahead tomorrow. Pemberley can afford me neither peace nor rest at
the moment. I will not be easy until I confer with my father about
the question at hand.”

Fitzwilliam would not be dissuaded. However,
before the three parted for the night, Darcy secured his pledge
that he would neither decide in haste nor consent to the marriage
under duress. Yet the colonel’s sagging shoulders and hanging head
told the story; his promise notwithstanding, he bore the look of a
man already defeated.

 





Chapter 6

 


New Neighbors

 


Over breakfast next day, Georgiana
necessarily contributed most of the cheer and an
uncharacteristically generous proportion of the conversation. So
occupied was she by giving their guest every possible attention,
that she hardly seemed to notice the subdued tenor of her
companions. Afterward, Fitzwilliam escorted Georgiana to the music
room, having persuaded her to play for him once more. Thus solaced,
he took his leave.

When he was gone, Georgiana returned directly
to her music.

Elizabeth continued to watch the carriage as
it receded into the distance, until the cloud of trailing dust
finally obscured it from view. At length, she said, “I cannot
believe Fitzwilliam could ever be happy in this marriage, Darcy, no
matter how rational it can be made to sound. It pains me to see him
looking so forlorn. Is there nothing we can do for him?”

“We have offered every argument to show how
insupportable such a compromise would be. Other than pray he makes
the right decision in the end, I cannot think what more there is to
be done. I only hope he will not be unduly influenced by his
family’s expectations. Lady Catherine’s wishes he may ignore if he
chooses; it will be much more difficult for him to defy his
father’s.”

Since indeed nothing more could be said or
done for Fitzwilliam, they reluctantly abandoned the subject and
moved on to another. As they reentered the house, Darcy asked, “Do
you write to Jane today? If so, I will add a note to Bingley with
some news.”

“If you have news to share, I most certainly
shall write. Have you found a suitable place for them so soon?”
Elizabeth asked.

“In point of fact, my investigation brought
two excellent prospects to light.”

So the correspondence was dispatched that day
to Mr. and Mrs. Bingley and, as soon as could be expected, Jane’s
reply came.

Dearest Lizzy,

How good it was to hear from you, and to know
that the three of you are well. Not a day goes by without us
thinking of you all. Mr. Bingley and I are exceedingly pleased to
hear that your inquiries on our behalf met with more success than
our own. We hope to follow this letter very shortly, and be with
you at Pemberley inside of a week. Now that the vision of finding
our new home appears within reach, we cannot bear to delay. All
other news can wait until we see you.

Affectionately Yours, Jane

When the Bingleys arrived, Jane’s radiant
countenance immediately revealed the “other news.” Her expectant
state was soon confirmed, and a joyful celebration between the
sisters ensued. The gentlemen were more restrained in their
merrymaking; a vigorous handshake and hearty statement of
congratulations served for them.

“This looks to be a banner year for the
Bingleys,” said Darcy, “not only an addition to the family, but
possibly a new home as well.”

Georgiana joined them, and they proceeded in
to dinner. There Mr. Bingley, impatient with curiosity, pursued the
topic of his prospective future residence with impressive
diligence, asking his friend all manner of questions about the
particulars of each estate – Northam Hall to the east, and
Heatheridge House, to the west, in Staffordshire. However, since he
had never before seen either place with his own eyes, Mr. Darcy’s
supply of information was necessarily limited and soon exhausted.
Nothing more could be known until a first-hand inspection could be
arranged. So plans were then made to see the two candidates with as
much dispatch as the distances involved would allow.

When they were by themselves later, Elizabeth
asked Jane, “Have you given our parents either or both of your
important announcements yet?”

Jane’s face fell. “Yes, I finally took
courage and went to Longbourn a week ago. I told them about the
baby first, hoping that it would make them so happy as not mind the
other news so very much. But when I mentioned the move, Mama became
almost frantic. She went on and on about what the event would do to
her ‘poor nerves’ and how cruel it was to take her first grandchild
so far away. As you might expect, Papa took the news more
philosophically.”

“Oh, dear, I can just imagine what you went
through, but at least the worst is over now.”

“I tried to explain, yet Mama persisted in
taking our moving as a personal affront. I feel quite guilty,
Lizzy, for causing her such pain.”

“You have done nothing wrong, Jane, and you
have never intentionally hurt a living creature in your life. You
mustn’t allow her to upset you.”

“I invited her to come and stay with me in
the spring, when the baby is due. Hopefully that will make her
content.”

“I doubt that Mama will ever be truly
content. She always said she could not be happy until we were
married and settled, and now that we are, she bemoans the fact that
her children are no longer with her. Perhaps it never occurred to
her that the fulfillment of her wish would come at a cost.
Nevertheless, she will learn to accept this; she has no choice. No
doubt she will recover from the blow just as soon as she finds
something else to worry about.”

“Poor Mama. I do pity her.”

“On a more cheerful subject, I have news of
Charlotte to report,” Elizabeth said. “I had a letter from her a
few days ago. It seems she must quit Hunsford parsonage within the
month, when the new rector arrives. At first she thought her only
choice would be to return to Lucas Lodge, at least temporarily. But
a happy alternative has presented itself. You remember Mr.
Collins’s sister, Mrs. Sanditon, whom we met at the funeral?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Well, she has been staying with Charlotte
ever since, and they get on splendidly. Now, in honor of her late
husband, Ruth’s brother-in-law has offered her the use of a cottage
on his estate, which coincidentally is no more than ten miles from
here. She should take possession of it in a matter of weeks, and
Charlotte is to come with her! So it seems that you and Bingley
will not be our only new neighbors.”

“How delightful! Extraordinary that Ruth
should have family in the area, is it not?”

“Yes, I understand the estate – Reddclift, I
believe it is called – lies just north of Kympton. Mr. Darcy has
heard of it but is unacquainted with the family or their
circumstances. I am sure that will soon be remedied, however.”
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On Sunday morning, the Bingleys accompanied
the Darcys to church at Kympton, the parish adjoining Pemberley for
which the Darcy family had the patronage. After the service, Mr.
Darcy introduced them to the rector, and then inquired, “Tell me,
Mr. Thornton, do you know Mr. Sanditon of Reddclift? We have just
heard of him through a mutual acquaintance but have never met.”

“Indeed, I do,” said Mr. Thornton, a
pleasant-looking man of about thirty. “I have called on him more
than once in the course of my duties, yet I am not surprised that
your paths have never crossed. He admits to being something of a
recluse, preferring to keep to himself.”

“Other than that, which I shall never hold
against him, what can you tell me about the gentleman?”

“He is a man of sense and good breeding, I
believe. A widower with two small daughters. I certainly saw no
harm in him. I only suggested that he find his way to church with
some regularity. Alas, that hope is yet to be realized,” Mr.
Thornton added with ease and good humor.

The Bingleys and the Darcys passed the
remainder of the day quietly at Pemberley. Then over the next week,
the two couples, with a sense of high adventure, traveled to
Northam Hall and Heatheridge House in turn. Both estates proved
entirely suitable, but the Bingleys expressed a decided preference
for Heatheridge. Although by no means as grand as Pemberley, it was
in some ways reminiscent of it, the house being situated on high
ground with views of the verdant countryside in every direction.
The Bingleys were so well pleased with the place that they
determined to close on it as soon as possible.

Since the subsequent meeting with the
solicitor presented no insurmountable obstacles, Mr. Bingley struck
an agreement that would place Heatheridge in his hands by
Christmas. Plans for relocation commenced immediately. It was
decided that Jane would stay at Pemberley to avoid the strain of
travel whilst Mr. Bingley returned to Netherfield to make
arrangements for removing their household to Heatheridge.

The night prior to Mr. Bingley’s departure
was set aside for celebration – not so much in consequence of the
new house as to honor the shared first wedding anniversary of the
two couples. Georgiana joined them in commemorating the occasion,
all partaking in a delectable late supper and a particularly fine
wine selected to accompany it.

After the others had gone up to bed, Darcy
and Elizabeth lingered, side by side, in front of the drawing room
fire, each lost in their own thoughts.

“How distant I feel from my former life,”
Elizabeth at last mused aloud. “I begin to remember my past as if
someone else lived it … almost like a story I read in a book. Being
here with you is all that seems real and true to me now.”

Pulling her closer, he kissed the top of her
head. “This is where we belong: together, at Pemberley.” They fell
silent again, staring into the dancing flames a while longer.
“Well, shall we go up?” Darcy asked at length. Not waiting for a
reply, he stood, swept Elizabeth into his arms, and turned to carry
her upstairs.

“Why, Mr. Darcy!” she cried in surprise.
“What will the servants say?”

“Nothing at all, I should imagine. I have
given them the night off in honor of our anniversary. So they have
discreetly disappeared below stairs and left us to ourselves.”

“You always manage everything so capably, my
dear.”

“Even you?” he asked, elevating one
eyebrow.

“Especially me,” Elizabeth said, allowing
herself to be taken off to bed in her husband’s very capable
arms.



 



Chapter 7

 


Sisterly Society

 


Mr. Bingley departed for Netherfield directly
after breakfast the next morning, and shortly thereafter Mr. Darcy
and Georgiana excused themselves to practice their respective
occupations of business and music. Jane and Elizabeth were thus
left to their own society. Their conversation soon turned to
family, a customary theme of mutual interest between them.

“Have you heard anything from Lydia?”
Elizabeth asked, knowing that their youngest sister kept a nearer
correspondence with Jane than with herself.

“Yes, I had a letter from her just before we
left Netherfield, in fact.”

“What did she have to say? Was it more of the
usual complaint – an accounting of their unfortunate circumstances
and hints for financial assistance?”

“Lizzy, that is unkind!”

“I suppose it is.” She sighed deeply.
“Although I am fond of Lydia, I find it difficult to feel much
compassion for her and for Wickham when their problems are entirely
of their own making. I know you cannot bear to think ill of
anybody, Jane, but I must say that I harbor little hope of their
reform.”

Elizabeth could more easily forgive than
forget the pair’s offences. No passage of time could erase the
treachery of Mr. Wickham, whose past was littered with incidents of
fortune hunting, deception, slander, seduction, and gaming debts.
For Lydia’s sake, the family had assisted him more than he was
likely ever to deserve or appreciate. Yet despite all this, neither
his character nor Lydia’s imprudent manner had undergone any
material amendment.

“So, what did Lydia have to say?”
Elizabeth asked again.

“She writes that Bingley and I are to expect
a visit from them in January, and more importantly, that Mr.
Wickham is to be discharged from the army in the spring. They will
be looking for a cheap situation and some help for him in a
profession.” Jane paused. “And … there are some debts to be
discharged before they will be able to move forward,” she added
with a grimace.

“So they are seeking assistance again!
Your noble words of protest notwithstanding, Jane, you must allow
that I was right after all.”

“Well, I said you were being unkind, Lizzy,
not that you were wrong.”

Although the subject was indeed serious, it
suddenly struck them both as being equally ridiculous. In the end,
there was no help for it; the sisters abandoned themselves to the
tonic of laughter.

The following weeks found Jane and Elizabeth
reveling in each other’s company for hours every day, Georgiana
with them as a third sister much of the time. The younger girl
thrived on the companionship of her older counterparts. Through
Elizabeth first and then Jane, she gleaned a wealth of knowledge
and insight into the world of wedded life. Far from being a point
of idle curiosity, it seemed that Georgiana hoped to put this
information to some practical use in the not-too-distant future.
She revealed as much when one of their private conversations gave
her opening.

“If I could but marry for love and live
always near Pemberley, I believe I should be truly happy,” she
said, daring a brief glance at Elizabeth before returning her
attention to her needlework.

“That sounds lovely, dear,” said her sister.
“Do you have anyone in mind to play the role of your husband in
this charming picture of connubial bliss? Your brother has taken
great pains to see to it that you are introduced to suitable young
men. Has one of them caught your fancy?”

“No. Well ... not really,” she said, eyes
downcast. “That is to say, there is someone I admire very
much, but it would be impossible.”

“Do not despair, Georgiana. The most
surprising things do occur,” Jane encouraged. “Elizabeth and I are
examples of that. You know our histories; what seemed out of the
question once, ultimately came to pass.”

“Yes, and in the meantime, try to keep open
to other possibilities,” Elizabeth advised, pressing Georgiana’s
hand. “Your future happiness may not lie where you think.”

Elizabeth silently began to speculate about
which gentleman Georgiana secretly admired. Finding so much
satisfaction in her own marriage, she quite naturally took a strong
interest in seeing those she loved similarly contented. Although
she sometimes entertained herself with thoughts of matchmaking,
Elizabeth had not yet gone so far as to interfere. Her mind simply
possessed a proclivity for pairing up people, much as someone else
might be forever matching fabrics with furnishings or wines with
food.
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In early December, a communication from
Charlotte Collins announced that she and Mrs. Sanditon had arrived
at Reddclift cottage, and that they proposed to call at Pemberley
as soon as they were settled. Elizabeth, along with Georgiana and
Jane, received them with pleasure a few days later.

“Welcome! I am so glad to see you both
again,” Elizabeth said warmly, taking their hands in turn, as did
Jane. “Charlotte, how do you do? You look vastly improved, to my
eye.”

“Indeed, I am feeling much better. Ruth has
been a great help to me, and I daresay this move will be beneficial
for us both. A fresh start in a new place cannot help but improve
the spirits.”

Elizabeth introduced their guests to Miss
Darcy and then called for some refreshments to be served in the
saloon. “I cannot tell you how delighted I am that the two of you
are to be our neighbors,” she said as they seated themselves in a
loose circle. “What a surprise it was, Mrs. Sanditon, to learn that
you have a connection in the vicinity. Is your brother-in-law your
only nearby relation, or is there more family hereabouts?”

“Other than his two daughters, he has no one
in Derbyshire. There is a married sister living in Northumberland,
I believe.”

“How kind of him to offer you Reddclift
cottage,” said Jane. “Are you finding it to your liking, Mrs.
Sanditon?”

“Oh yes, it is a very comfortable house – a
little smaller than Hunsford parsonage perhaps, but more than
adequate for two women alone. I appreciate my brother’s generosity
most sincerely, especially considering that he hardly knew me at
all, having only set eyes on me twice before in the whole course of
his life.”

“He has invited us to dine at the great house
every day, and offered us the use of his carriage whenever we have
need of it,” Charlotte contributed. “He is a real gentleman.”

Georgiana asked, “How old are your nieces,
Mrs. Sanditon?”

“Just two and four years of age. Precious
little creatures they are too. Their mother tragically died soon
after the birth of the youngest, so a nurse cares for them
now.”

The five women continued their conversation
over fruit and cake. Charlotte applied to Jane for a description of
the new Bingley residence and to Elizabeth for news of her family.
Elizabeth, in turn, asked after the health and well-being of all
the Lucases. Mrs. Sanditon expressed praise of Pemberley and
inquired of Georgiana if she were musically inclined.

Later, Elizabeth asked her guests, “Other
than Mr. Sanditon, have you had occasion to meet any of your
neighbors yet?”

“No one except the rector,” answered
Charlotte. “He called to welcome us almost immediately upon our
arrival. I gather you are acquainted with him, Lizzy – a Mr.
Thornton?”

“Yes, we are well acquainted and see
him frequently, at church and socially. Mr. Darcy has the patronage
of Kympton parish, and he knew Mr. Thornton long before he made the
appointment, from their time together at Cambridge. We like him
very much. Do you?”

“Very much indeed,” answered Mrs.
Sanditon.

Even after only the one meeting, both
Charlotte and Ruth were ready to speak highly of the rector, to
affirm his good character and admire his manners. As they gave this
glowing account of him, a compelling possibility entered
Elizabeth’s mind, making her smile. It occurred to her that, once
their respective periods of mourning were over, a match between
either one of the young widows and the amiable clergyman, of whom
they both were just now speaking so favorably, would be neither
unlikely nor disagreeable. “Mr. Thornton’s bound to do for one of
them,” she thought.
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Mr. Bingley returned to Pemberley the third
week of December. In his wake came the Bennets and Elizabeth’s Aunt
and Uncle Gardiner with their four offspring. The halls of the
great house soon rang with the boisterous play of children and the
laughter of adults in holiday spirit. Only Colonel Fitzwilliam
declined the Darcys’ invitation, being obliged to return to Rosings
Park instead. According to his letter, nothing was yet decided, and
he felt compelled to discuss the situation with Anne directly
before it was. He promised to make every effort to return in time
for Georgiana’s birthday in January, however.

At the Christmas service in Kympton, the
church was filled to overflowing as many in the community made an
extra effort to attend on the holy day. The special occasion
brought Mr. Sanditon as well, accompanying the ladies from the
cottage. This gave opportunity for him to be introduced to the
Darcys, who in turn introduced him to their circle of friends. His
manners were proper but reserved in the large group of unfamiliar
people, behavior that Mr. Darcy found perfectly understandable,
being himself likewise reticent in such situations.

Jane and Mr. Bingley quit Pemberley shortly
after Christmas. They so keenly anticipated installing themselves
in their new home that, once their furniture and servants had
arrived, nothing could detain them any longer. The Bennets remained
a few days more, allowing the Bingleys time to settle in at
Heatheridge before joining them there. At the insistence of their
hosts, the Gardiners twice forestalled their own departure,
ultimately extending their stay at Pemberley to a full three weeks.
For Darcy and Elizabeth, the presence of the lively Gardiner
children increased the satisfaction of this visit, serving as a
pleasant preview of what the place would be like some years hence
when, if all hopes and expectations were fulfilled, they would have
a house full of children of their own.



 



Chapter 8

 


Preparations

 


With Christmas over and her company gone,
Elizabeth turned her attention to the upcoming ball, which would be
the grandest social function to be held at Pemberley since her
marriage. Preparations were well underway – the invitations sent,
the menu planned, the food and wine ordered, and the musicians and
extra servants hired – yet much remained to be done.

“I confess, I am a bit unnerved by the
daunting prospect of this ball,” she admitted to her husband as
they walked out together one morning. They had passed through the
gate and started down the lane, snow crunching underfoot. The coat
of white, sparkling in the sun, lay four inches deep on the ground
and threatened to overtop Elizabeth’s half boots with each step.
Undeterred, she pressed forward, glad for the airing made possible
by a break in the weather, and equally glad for Darcy’s steadying
arm whenever her foot slipped. “It is a larger undertaking than I
had supposed, and I do so want everything to go well for
Georgiana’s sake.”

“You have nothing to fear, my dear,” he
assured her. “The arrangements are well in hand, and surely the
ball itself can hold no terrors for you. You have attended events
of this sort many times before, and you know how to conduct
yourself.”

“As a guest, yes, but now I shall be the
hostess. The limited training I received at Longbourn simply does
not apply here; the scale of the affair renders any comparison
ridiculous. These are uncharted waters. And it occurs to me that
any serious faux pas on my part shall be viewed by some as
proof that I am unsuited to my new station. I could laugh at my own
embarrassment easily enough, but I should hate to bring any
disgrace upon Pemberley or the Darcy name.”

“I will not have you worrying about such
things, Elizabeth. Nothing you would ever do could disgrace the
family. You should also remember that those invited are not the
sort who will be anxious to judge you or eager to see you
fail.”

Elizabeth’s mouth curled at one corner. “True
enough. After all, Lady Catherine will not be admitted, will
she?”

“No, she most certainly will not!”

“Hopefully she sends no spies to ferret out
my errors either. I should hate to provide her with more ammunition
to use against me, for she finds me too easy a target for her
derision as it is. She is my severest critic.”

“Only because you had the audacity to defy
her.”

“Alas, we have both fallen out of your aunt’s
favor. I suppose we shall have to bear her absence as best we
can.”

The ball was to be, first and foremost, a
celebration of Georgiana’s eighteenth birthday. However, it would
secondarily serve as another opportunity for Miss Darcy to mix with
her peers and meet potential suitors. Her brother always preferred
this sort of social intercourse to occur under his watchful eye,
within his sphere of control. In this case, he held sway over the
most important factor of all: the guest list. To ensure that a man
was not coveting Georgiana’s money, it stood to reason that he
should already possess plenty of his own. This guiding principle
tended to limit the list of eligible candidates to those in the
first circles of society.

Prospective beaus were not the only people
invited to the ball, however. The guest list included friends,
family, and neighbors as well. Yet, due to the unpleasantness of
traveling in winter and the competition from other options in town,
only a few of the Darcys’ closest friends from the south would be
attending. On these grounds, Mr. and Mrs. Bennet were spared the
inconvenience of another invitation to Pemberley so soon, the
presence of Mrs. Bennet at the ball being one calamity for which
Elizabeth felt her strength of fortitude totally unequal.

The week prior to the event, the rarified
tranquility of the house necessarily yielded to an atmosphere of
industrious activity. Everywhere servants bustled to ready
accommodations for overnight guests, to lay in stores of food and
other supplies, and to polish bright each surface of every room.
Out of doors, the grounds were carefully groomed and the stables
prepared for the extra horses and carriages expected. By the day of
the ball, Pemberley stood ready to receive and delight her
guests.

Upstairs that evening, equal pains were taken
to ensure that the principal parties would also display to best
advantage. Mr. Darcy, with his excellent tall person and noble
bearing, needed little assistance to look the dignified host; a new
suit of clothes in impeccable taste sufficed. The ladies naturally
required more exertion on their behalf. Maids worked to style and
ornament their hair, to powder and perfume their skin, and to dress
them in all their finery.

To Mr. Darcy went the privilege of first
viewing the outcome of these efforts. When he finally gained
admittance to his wife’s dressing room, he stopping short at the
sight of her. Elizabeth watched his countenance carefully, anxious
for a clear sign of approval. She was left in suspense for some
time as his eyes traveled silently up and down, savoring as they
went.

At length, Darcy recovered his voice. “You
take my breath away, Elizabeth.”

A wave of delicious relief flooded through
her. Her eyes shone as she closed the space between them, threw her
arms about her husband’s neck, and impetuously kissed him, long and
with enthusiasm.

At his first opportunity, Darcy interrupted
her. “Although this is … exceedingly agreeable, Lizzy, I
must recommend that you disengage yourself … while you still can.
The careful arrangement of your hair and attire are every moment in
more serious jeopardy. If you persist in tempting me, I shall not
be answerable for my actions.”

Elizabeth laughed and released him. “Were it
not for the dozens of guests about to arrive on our doorstep, you
would never escape so easily, sir.”

“Nor would you, madam, I assure you,” Darcy
murmured. “Now, I have something for you.” Reaching into his
pocket, he brought out a small lacquered box and opened it.

“Oh, Darcy, how exquisite!” Elizabeth gasped,
astonished by the sight of the magnificent amethyst and diamond
pendant within.

He took the jewel-encrusted ornament and
fastened it about her neck, where it settled just below the hollow
of her ivory throat. “It was my mother’s, a present from my father.
I have been waiting for the right time to give it to you. I thought
you should have it tonight, my love,” he said as he stepped back to
admire the competed picture. “Yes, that is its rightful place.”

“It is simply stunning, darling. Thank you,”
Elizabeth said gazing in the mirror. Then a shadow crossed her
face. “But Georgiana; should this not go to her? It was her
mother’s and this is her birthday.”

“You are good to think of her, but there is
no need. Georgiana inherited the rest of my mother’s jewels. This
piece was left specifically to me, the intent being that I should
bestow it on my wife, and that it would eventually pass to our
son’s wife, staying in the Darcy line,” he explained.”

“Well, that is fortunate indeed,” Elizabeth
said lightheartedly, “for I have already grown quite attached to
it. I would not have given it up cheerfully, despite what I said.
Now I shall wear it without the least pang of conscience.”

Elizabeth’s scruples thus swept away, the
pair proceeded down the corridor to collect Georgiana. She emerged
from her room flushed and in fine form, her elegant figure set off
by the blue silk gown specially made for the occasion. Darcy
experienced a revelation at the vision before him. Unconsciously
expecting an adolescent girl to come forth, he was presented with a
handsome, fully-grown woman in her stead. As before, with his wife,
Darcy required a moment before responding with praise similarly
concise and heartfelt.

Georgiana’s glowing countenance evinced her
pleasure in her brother’s approbation. Yet, the next minute, as the
trio turned to start downstairs, she froze.

“Good heavens, Georgiana. What is the
matter?” Darcy asked.

“Oh dear,” she said, clasping her fingers
together to stop their trembling. “I thought my nerves were under
control, but now that the time is at hand, my courage deserts me.
All these people assembling on my account – it is both flattering
and terrifying. With everybody’s eyes on me, I am sure to make some
awful blunder.”

“You are a Darcy, Georgiana. Remember that
and all will be well,” her brother told her firmly, only adding to
her consternation.

Elizabeth’s comments were more germane. “Look
at it this way, dear. Tonight you will be surrounded by dozens of
people who love you and who already think you are wonderful. You
have nothing to prove to us, and no possibility of disappointing
our expectations. As for the rest, they will no doubt be more
concerned with making a good impression on you than the
other way round. So you needn’t be afraid of them either.”

Georgiana collected herself, straightened,
and said, “Yes, you are quite right. I am ready now.”

As they descended the grand staircase, it
occurred to Elizabeth that she would do well to listen to her own
sage advice, as she was by then uncomfortably aware of a distinct
fluttering of nervous tension within herself.

 


~*~

 


When the three Darcys descended, the Bingleys
and Kitty Bennet, who had stayed on at Heatheridge after Christmas,
were just arriving. With them came a person uninvited and rather
less welcome: Lydia Wickham. Darcy and Elizabeth, instantly on
alert, strained to ascertain whether or not her husband accompanied
her. Fortunately, he was nowhere to be seen.

After the first flush of greetings, which
included Mrs. Wickham with careful politeness, Jane drew Elizabeth
aside. “Forgive me, Lizzy, for catching you off guard. We were
expecting the Wickhams, of course, but not for a few more days.
When they arrived late yesterday and Lydia heard about our plans
for tonight, she begged to come along. Apparently, it has been some
time since she has attended a ball of any sort, and you know how
she adores dancing. I could not say no, although I wish I would
have had time to forewarn you. Do you mind terribly?”

“Not for myself. Georgiana’s comfort and
happiness are my only concerns tonight; nothing must be allowed to
spoil her evening. I doubt she will be much offended by Lydia’s
mere presence, but I pray our sister will not make a spectacle of
herself, as she has such a talent for doing. God forbid she should
mention Wickham’s name in Georgiana’s hearing.”

“She has promised to be on her very best
behavior, and I will hold her to her word.”

“That is an audacious claim, Jane. I suspect
it is not in your power, or even Lydia’s, to govern her conduct
with any security. Still, I suppose we must hope for the best.”

As they rejoined the others, Mr. Bingley was
saying, “The house looks marvelous, Darcy, and I am quite certain I
have never seen so many candles alight in one place before.” Darcy
accepted the compliment, and the gentlemen moved off to peruse the
well-lit ballroom.

With the five ladies left to their own
conversation, Lydia giggled slyly. “What do you think of Jane,
Lizzy? Has she not grown since you last saw her?”

“I hardly know, Lydia. All I noticed
was that her gown is very becoming.”

“Are you well, Jane?” asked Georgiana.

“Yes, quite well. I only worry that my
condition may already be too conspicuous. I thought perhaps I had
better have stayed at home, but I did not wish to miss your
party.”

“I am honored that you came,” Georgiana
replied. “And Kitty, I am pleased to see you again as well. Are you
looking forward to dancing tonight?”

“Oh, yes! I love dancing above all things. I
do so hope there will be enough interesting partners to keep all
the ladies entertained.”

“That you will find your partners
entertaining, Kitty, I cannot guarantee, since it is a matter of
personal taste,” said Elizabeth. “But as to number, there can be no
difficulty. There will be more than enough eligible men to go
round. You must promise not to keep them all to yourself, however.
It is Georgiana’s birthday, you know, and she must have her fair
share.”

“She shall have her share, and welcome. After
all, I can only dance with one man at a time, more is the
pity.”

The sound of horse hooves and carriage wheels
grating on the sweep drew the Darcys to their stations, and
presently a stream of elegantly dressed and carefully coiffed
individuals began issuing through the front door. Each new arrival
gradually enlarged the pool of people milling about. The house soon
reverberated with an agreeable hum of chatter, music, and laughter
as everyone waited for the official commencement of the ball.

The night had opened with the entrance of one
uninvited guest. It fell to Colonel Fitzwilliam to usher in the
second surprise of the evening. True to his promise, he had indeed
traveled all the way from Kent for Georgiana’s ball. That he made
the effort to come was not astonishing, but the lady on his arm
caught everyone quite unawares.



 



Chapter 9

 


The Ball

 


The unexpected sight of Miss de Bourgh on
Colonel Fitzwilliam’s arm elicited a contrasting mix of sentiments
from the three Darcys gathered to receive the pair. Anne’s
dramatically altered appearance made the first impression on them
all. She was so materially changed since they had last seen her
that they barely recognized her as their cousin. Healthy color now
brightened her formerly pallid complexion, and her previously gaunt
face and angular form had rounded and softened considerably.

The emotions that next followed varied by
person. Darcy and Elizabeth’s thoughts were chiefly occupied with
the knowledge that Anne’s arrival with the colonel might well
signify an alliance in which they themselves could take no joy.
Miss Darcy, being totally ignorant of this possibility, felt only
pleasure at the unanticipated favor of her cousin’s presence.

Her momentary discomposure set aside,
Elizabeth greeted their guests. “Why, Anne, how wonderfully well
you look, and how splendid, Colonel, that you persuaded her to
accompany you. We are so pleased to have you both with us
tonight.”

Mr. Darcy and Georgiana echoed similar
sentiments.

“Thank you for receiving me,” said Anne.
“Fitzwilliam said you would not mind.”

“Mind?” said Elizabeth. “We are
delighted!”

The colonel added, “As you see, Anne is now
strong enough to undertake such a journey, which is another cause
for celebration, is it not?”

“Indeed it is,” said Darcy, locking eyes with
Fitzwilliam for a long moment as they shook hands. Then, turning to
his other cousin, he continued, “Anne, you look quite recovered. I
understand the credit for your newfound health belongs in part to a
clever young physician.”

Anne dropped her eyes and her voice. “I
daresay I owe my recovery almost entirely to him. Dr. Essex
is an uncommonly kind and learned man. I shall be forever in his
debt.”

“Then I am grateful to Dr. Essex as
well,” said Georgiana, “since it is apparently due to his care that
we have the pleasure of your company now.”

After this exchange, Miss de Bourgh and
Colonel Fitzwilliam released their hosts to attend to other guests
whilst they moved on to the ballroom. Elizabeth was relieved to see
that the pair did not by their manner advertise themselves to be an
engaged couple, even if in fact they now were. She took it as a
sign that the colonel did not intend an announcement of the sort
she was dreading, at least not for the moment. In any case, she had
no time to dwell on it; other matters soon demanded her
attention.

When all the guests had arrived, Mr. Darcy
signaled the orchestra to begin the dance. Lord Talbot, as the man
of highest rank, exercised his right of precedence by claiming
Georgiana’s hand to lead off the minuet. Sir Frederick Clark begged
the honor of Mrs. Darcy’s company, and Mr. Darcy escorted Lady
Talbot to the floor. Other couples formed up the long set, and the
ball got underway.

For the second dance, Georgiana was obliged
to stand up with Sir Frederick before being released to more
eligible partners for the remainder of the evening. With no
shortage of admirers, she never sat out a dance except by choice.
Elizabeth watched with curiosity to see if any particular young man
held her interest more than another, but she could detect no sign
of partiality on Georgiana’s side. Her sister-in-law appeared
equally courteous to every partner, and pleased to dance with any
gentleman who asked her.

Elizabeth suffered no want of partners
either. With her husband’s attention so much required elsewhere,
she accepted an invitation to dance with Colonel Fitzwilliam. The
colonel seemed himself again, his easy, cheerful manners restored
and his countenance free of torment. Elizabeth surmised that he
must have reached a decision with which he was comfortable. The
time for inquiries would come later. For the moment, she was
content to simply enjoy his company.

The supper break afforded more opportunity
for conversation. Even the host and hostess found time to exchange
a few words together.

“What is your opinion of the ball, Darcy?”
asked Elizabeth.

“Look about you, my love. Everything goes
along exceedingly well, just as I predicted. Georgiana is clearly
enjoying herself, and you are quite a success as well,
Lizzy. The compliments I have received on your behalf – for your
beauty and for your proficiency as a hostess – would surely make
you blush were I to repeat them. I shall spare you that
embarrassment for now.”

“You are too kind, sir.”

“So, you see, you need not have worried. The
only irregularity thus far has been the two unexpected guests,”
Darcy added with an edge to his voice.

“Under other circumstances, I would welcome
both my sister and your cousin, but their presence tonight strikes
me more as portent than pleasure. At least Georgiana is
undisturbed; for that I am grateful.”

“Yes, indeed. Let us get through this evening
without incident. That is all I ask. I will not tempt fate by
borrowing trouble from tomorrow. Now, Mrs. Darcy, we had best get
back to our guests. But remember, as chief among your scores of
admirers, I must insist that you save the last dance for me.”

“I would have it no any other way, Mr.
Darcy.”

As her husband had suggested, Elizabeth
paused to look about herself, to survey the splendid scene spread
before her. Light from a dozen score of candles sparkled on crystal
chandeliers and gleaming tableware; the aroma of sumptuous food and
exotic perfume wafted through the air; the sounds of laughter and
music permeated every corner of the room. “A true feast for the
senses,” she reflected, with satisfaction.

Snatches of conversation caught Elizabeth’s
ear as she strolled amongst her guests.

“I did want to thank you again, sir, for your
kindness to Mrs. Sanditon and to myself when we first arrived,”
Charlotte Collins was saying to Mr. Thornton. “You made us feel
truly welcome.”

“It was my privilege and my pleasure,” he
replied. “I hope you are settled comfortably at the cottage
now.”

“Yes, thank you, Mr. Thornton. We are quite
content. Pray, tell me, how long have you been the rector at
Kympton?”

“For nearly five years. I was very fortunate
to receive such a fine parish; Mr. Darcy has been enormously
generous. Now, Mrs. Collins, I remember you saying that your late
husband was also a clergyman – in Kent, was it not?”

“Yes, that is correct…”

Next, the sound of Miss Bingley’s sharp voice
penetrated Elizabeth’s ear. Caroline’s inclusion on the guest list
represented a compliment to her brother rather than to herself. On
her own merit, she had yet to earn such an honor. Her former
ill-treatment of Elizabeth could not so soon be erased by more
recent civilities.

Despite all her past offences, Miss Bingley
was a creature to be pitied. Nothing had turned out the way she
once hoped it would. Her brother’s modest marriage was a major
disappointment to her and, even more vexing, her own ambitious
designs on Mr. Darcy had come to nothing. Still, Miss Bingley had
not yet despaired of making a good match for herself, even if it
was too late for her brother. Like cream, a woman of taste,
elegance, and education must always rise to the top in the end, she
reasoned.

Currently, Miss Bingley directed her
considerable charms at Mr. Sanditon, seated beside her at table. “I
believe I heard that your estate is called Reddclift, sir. Is that
so?”

“Yes, you have heard correctly.”

“What a distinctive name. Reddclift. I
like the sound of it. It gives one the impression of a stately old
place, full of history and romance, somehow set apart from the
everyday world. I would love to visit it sometime, to see for
myself if it is at all the way I imagine. Where exactly is
Reddclift?” she asked in dulcet tones.

“About nine miles outside of Kympton.”

“And Kympton is quite near here, is it not?
To the north, I believe.”

“Just so.”

“You have no doubt heard that my brother has
recently acquired an estate in Staffordshire. I am so eager
to see it. We go tomorrow, in fact. According to the way I have
heard it described, it must be very fine indeed. It is only fitting
that a man of consequence, like my brother, should have his own
estate at last. Have you ever been to Heatheridge?”

“I am afraid not.”

Caroline Bingley was by no means discouraged
with the brevity of the gentleman’s answers. On the contrary, his
taciturn tendencies reminded her very much of Mr. Darcy, with whom
she had been carrying on conversations of a similar character for
years. Confident that her powers were more than equal to the task,
she continued her efforts.

“I know that Mr. and Mrs. Bingley would be
happy to receive you there at your convenience. In fact, do allow
me to extend you an invitation to Heatheridge on their behalf. I
expect to spend a good deal of time there myself from now on. Of
course, we do have a house in town as well, in Grosvenor Street. Do
you go to London often, Mr. Sanditon…?”

Mr. Bingley and his other sister, Mrs. Hurst,
along with their spouses formed another conversation group. Mr.
Hurst lived only to eat, drink, and play cards, so his wife was
continually in want of other society to add interest and liveliness
to her existence. Mr. and Mrs. Bingley often served to fill that
void, as they did on this occasion.

Elizabeth could see Colonel Fitzwilliam
across the room entertaining a group of ladies. She presumed he was
telling a very droll story of some sort because his companions
looked quite enraptured and then all burst out laughing at once.
Elizabeth found herself laughing too, at the sight of Fitzwilliam
in such fine form.

Henry Heywood had captured Georgiana’s
attention for the moment. The two were well acquainted through Mr.
Darcy’s longstanding business and social connections with the young
man’s family. As heir to his father’s fortune and in line to become
head of the bank, Henry had the prospect of an excellent future.
Elizabeth knew that her husband approved of young Mr. Heywood, and
so it pleased her to see Georgiana spending time in his
company.

“When do you come to London next, Miss
Darcy?” he asked.

“I really cannot say, Mr. Heywood. I imagine
we will be in town for at least a portion of the social
season.”

“But that is still a long way off. I had
hoped to see you again much sooner than that.” Then he added
quickly, “What I mean is, my family is very fond of you, and it
would be a shame for you to miss all the diversions available in
town. It must be unbearably tedious to be fixed here in the country
for months at a time.”

“If you knew me better, Mr. Heywood, you
would appreciate that I prefer the quiet of the country. It is not
dull to me so long as I have my friends about me and my music to
fill my time,” Georgiana explained.

“Yes, yes, your music,” Mr. Heywood
remembered. “May I have the privilege of hearing you play, perhaps
tomorrow before we leave, Miss Darcy? Nothing would give me more
enjoyment, I assure you…”

Just then, a disturbance erupted in the entry
hall, shattering the idyllic spell that had been cast over the
evening. Elizabeth could not see the cause of the trouble. Mr.
Darcy, who was across the room and nearer to it, hastened to
investigate, taking two male servants with him. The guests withdrew
en masse from their meals and conversations to attend to the
commotion. All heads turned toward the hall where the sounds of
raised voices and scuffling could be heard above the music. In an
effort to drown out the din, the orchestra played all the louder,
which only served to reinforce the impression of growing chaos.

Within the space of a few minutes, the uproar
was over. The noise soon diminished, moving away into the night
along with the apparent cause of the disruption. Once order was
reestablished, Mr. Darcy returned, silenced the orchestra, and made
a brief announcement.

“My dear friends, I do apologize that the
evening’s entertainments have been so rudely interrupted. It was
only a harmless, local rascal under the influence of too much ale.
The poor soul wished to come in and make merry with you.” Darcy
chuckled and others responded in kind. “He has now been sent on his
way. I beg you would return to your supper and to your companions,
and think no more about it.”

Although Darcy smiled and affected an air of
good humor as he reassured the company, Elizabeth was not taken in.
She followed his lead, however, encouraging the guests to resume
their amusements as she made her way toward him to ascertain the
truth of the matter.

“This is beyond the pale!” Darcy told her in
a carefully controlled whisper. “It was Wickham! Apparently, he
took exception to being left behind at Heatheridge. So, after
fortifying his spirits with much wine, he followed on horseback. I
have had him taken to the stables to be made sober and reasonable.
He will not disturb us again tonight.”

Meanwhile, Mrs. Wickham continued in a
blissful state of ignorance. Having no notion of her husband’s
proximity, and too little penetration to suspect him of the
mischief in any case, Lydia suffered no embarrassment or fit of
conscience to spoil her night of felicity. Her tenacious party
spirit withstood the brief unpleasantness admirably. She joined
everyone else in passing off the incident as of next to no
importance, and soon returned to revelry. Darcy and Elizabeth did
not recover as quickly, being reminded once again of the
considerable inconvenience of having Wickham for a
brother-in-law.

As the dancing recommenced, Colonel
Fitzwilliam claimed Georgiana’s hand, Mr. Sanditon asked Elizabeth,
and Mr. Darcy stood up with Miss Bingley. Elizabeth imagined she
could guess Caroline’s thoughts. She no doubt considered that, were
there any justice in the world, this should have been her place
always – at Pemberley on Mr. Darcy’s arm.

Despite any such bittersweet reflections,
Miss Bingley made the most of the opportunity. She wore a
particularly dazzling smile, spoke attentively to her partner, and
danced with a style to show off her figure to best advantage,
making quite a favorable impression on more than one man’s mind.
Her efforts were completely thrown away on Mr. Darcy, however, who
had long since become immune to her wiles. By dancing with Miss
Bingley, he performed a duty in which he took no pleasure. The
chore completed, he excused himself with a curt bow and swiftly
returned to his wife.

Elizabeth could not resist having a little
sport at his expense. “How well you looked dancing with Caroline,
my dear,” she said, her eyes twinkling with fun. “It was quite a
pretty picture, I must say. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I
did.”

“You know perfectly well that I did not,” he
muttered, “but I am gratified that I could once again be a source
of amusement to you. That is always my first object.”

“As indeed it should be.”

“Still, it does put me in mind of another
time, when our situations were more or less reversed. I recall a
different ball where I had the very great pleasure of seeing you
dance with Mr. Collins. Then I was the one amused by your
discomfort. Perhaps the remembrance of that occasion will give you
more sympathy for me now,” Darcy suggested.

With a hearty laugh, Elizabeth acknowledged
that her husband’s shot had hit its mark. He had bested her wit,
and not for the first time.



 



Chapter 10

 


Aftermath

 


The Darcys’ guests began to take to their
leave after the fireworks display that capped off the night, but it
was not until nearly dawn that the last of the company had boarded
their carriages and gone. Those who lived nearby departed under a
full moon for the comfort their own beds, and others, such as the
Applewhites and Williamses, went to lodgings in Lambton and
Kympton. The Heywoods, Colonel Fitzwilliam, Miss de Bourgh, and the
entire Bingley party were to be housed overnight at Pemberley. None
of these lingered long downstairs after the others had gone, and
Georgiana shortly said goodnight as well.

Darcy and Elizabeth were the last to retire.
With the party not finishing until the wee hours, no one would
expect them to make another appearance before midday. Still they
did not tarry unnecessarily. They retreated upstairs, exhausted and
quietly content, agreeing that despite Wickham’s interruption the
evening had been an unqualified success. When they finally awoke
and came downstairs again, they found Mr. and Mrs. Bingley in the
breakfast room ahead of them.

“Darcy, Elizabeth, I congratulate you both,”
said Mr. Bingley. “What a capital ball – good company, spirited
dancing, excellent food. I must say, I enjoyed myself immensely.
The only imperfection was not being allowed to dance with my
beautiful wife,” he said turning to Jane.

“I wish I could have joined in, and yet it
was very agreeable just to watch,” she replied. “With people
dressed in their finery and Pemberley looking its best, it was a
beautiful sight to behold.”

“I am very glad that you both enjoyed it,”
said Elizabeth. “All things considered, I think it went off pretty
well. I am especially pleased for Georgiana; she was definitely the
belle of the ball. Ah, here comes our birthday girl now. I was just
saying what a success you were last evening, dear. How are you
feeling after your big night?”

“I never danced so much in my life! I am
thoroughly exhausted, and it may take me a week to recover, but I
could not have asked for a better birthday. It was altogether
wonderful, was it not?”

Gradually, the others drifted in and helped
themselves from the tempting variety of dishes set out on the
sideboard. A great deal of wine had been consumed during the ball,
and a couple of the men were clearly suffering the consequences of
their overindulgence. With that notable exception, everybody
appeared in good spirits. They casually collected, ate, and talked
amongst themselves, mostly about the particulars of the night
before.

The Bingley contingent prepared to depart
shortly thereafter. Mr. Bingley’s sisters had long cherished a
darling wish that there would one day be a family estate to lend
distinction to the Bingley name. Now that the dream had been
realized, they were extremely keen to see the place. As soon as the
whole party could be made ready, they set off for Heatheridge,
surreptitiously going by way of the stables in order to collect Mr.
Wickham. Mr. Darcy, being careful to conceal the transaction from
his sister, had privately informed Mr. Bingley of the whereabouts
of his brother-in-law and assigned the rogue over to his
supervision.

The Applewhites and Williamses drove back to
Pemberley to spend the day. They, along with the Heywoods, took
advantage of the opportunity to sojourn a little longer with their
friends before starting back to London. With Colonel Fitzwilliam,
Anne de Bourgh, and Kitty Bennet included, they made a party of
fourteen in a comfortable gathering, with none of the pomp and
ceremony of the previous night.

That evening, those who remained moved to the
music room. Miss Heywood was desirous of exhibiting her talent,
and, at Henry Heywood’s particular request, Georgiana agreed to
play as well. Although the young man apparently found his sister’s
performance not to be worth listening to, he attended with uncommon
interest and admiration whilst Miss Darcy played. When she
finished, Henry responded enthusiastically and rose to escort the
self-conscious young lady back to her seat.

That night, Elizabeth could not resist
commenting to her husband about the episode. “Young Mr. Heywood
seems to be taking a serious interest in our dear Georgiana.”

“Yes, I think that fact could hardly have
escaped the notice of anybody in the room this evening. Although
they have known each other for years, this is the first occasion
that I have seen him so determined to please her and to be pleased
by her.”

“He undoubtedly likes her very much.
Georgiana’s feelings are more difficult to judge. She seems glad
enough for his attentions, but rather guarded in her own response.
What would you think of such a match for your sister, Darcy?”

He considered the question a moment. “Henry
is an impressive young man – well-mannered, intelligent, ambitious
– and I have a very good opinion of his family, which is another
circumstance in his favor. It would certainly be an eligible match
as to fortune, and I would not quibble over any class distinctions
if Georgiana set her heart on having him. Still, I question the
suitability of the match as to temperament and habit. From what I
have observed, Henry Heywood values the pace and prestige of
fashionable society a great deal more than does my sister. And
London must be his home because of the bank. I doubt that Georgiana
could permanently surrender herself to that style of life unless
she was totally besotted, and I see no symptoms of that sort of
intoxication yet.”

“True. When you put it like that, the match
hardly seems to make sense, does it? However, rational thought
often goes out the window where love is concerned, and then
anything can happen.”

In the morning, immediately after breakfast,
the Heywoods prepared to depart for London. With regret, Darcy and
Elizabeth made their farewells to these good friends, walking out
to the carriage to see them off. Henry Heywood lingered behind the
others with some parting words for Georgiana.

“I hope I shall see you in town before long,
Miss Darcy.”

“As I said before, our plans are not yet
fixed. I think it unlikely, though, that we shall come before April
or May.”

“That seems an age from now. Will you not
write to my sister so that I may have some news of you before
then?” he asked.

“If she wishes me to.”

“I am certain she does wish it. The two of
you are just the same age, and I should be pleased for you to
become better acquainted. There can be no objection to it on either
side, surely.”

“I shall wait to hear from her then.
Good-bye, Mr. Heywood,” said Georgiana, offering her hand.

He took it, pressed it tenderly, and gave her
an earnest look. “Good-bye, Miss Darcy.”
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With only family remaining at Pemberley,
Colonel Fitzwilliam called them all together, announcing that he
had some news to share. The tremor in his voice hinted at some
uneasiness. Anne’s eyes darted from face to face as she took a seat
beside him. Darcy and Elizabeth sat opposite and exchanged looks of
dire concern. Kitty and Georgiana took their places with the most
composure, neither being aware of the charged atmosphere in the
room nor suspecting what lay ahead.

“Dear friends,” the colonel began when they
were settled. “I am glad you are all here, for I have something
very important to say. I know that some of you may have already
guessed what it is,” he said with a nod to Darcy and Elizabeth.
“For the rest, it will probably come as quite a surprise.
Regardless, I hope you will share my joy at my good fortune.”
Taking Anne’s hand, he revealed, “Anne and I are engaged to be
married.”

A stunned silence fell over the room. For a
long moment, no one moved or breathed. Only Kitty Bennet looked
prepared to celebrate the happy tidings, but even she held back
sensing the hesitation of the others who knew the principals far
better. Miss Darcy suffered the most profound shock. All the color
drained from her face, and she hastily exited the room with her
eyes steadfastly focused on the floor in front of her feet. She
only just managed to mumble the obligatory words of congratulation
to her cousins as she fled.

Darcy and Elizabeth were more puzzled by
Georgiana’s reaction than surprised by the announcement itself,
having rather expected it ever since the pair arrived together for
the ball. They recovered quickly and moved to offer their best
wishes to Anne and Fitzwilliam, feigning more cheer than either of
them felt at the event. Kitty began to apprehend that she was an
outsider in the midst of an awkward situation. She wished the
couple joy and followed Georgiana from the room. The remaining four
studied each other in silence until the drawing room door closed
behind her.

Then the colonel began. “I apprised Anne of
your sentiments in the matter, and we discussed your counsel at
length. Darcy, Elizabeth, I know this course is not what you
recommended, but I hope you will try to be pleased for us
nonetheless.”

“I want it clearly understood that my
disapprobation is in no way meant as a slight to you, Anne,” Darcy
explained. “Quite the reverse. It is precisely because of my high
regard for you both that I opposed the idea. To me, such an
alliance seemed to hold so little chance of success.”

“It must be your decision,” added Elizabeth.
“We only wish you to act according to what will constitute your own
happiness, without reference to the ambitions of others.”

“Then let me set your minds at ease,” Ann
responded with quiet assurance. “Fitzwilliam and I have made our
decision without undue pressure or persuasion from anyone else. We
are satisfied that this will be for the best.”

“What Anne says is correct,” agreed Colonel
Fitzwilliam. “We have made our own choice for our own reasons. If
it pleases our families as well, is that not a good rather than an
evil?”

“Naturally; that goes without saying. Peace
in the family is to be maintained whenever possible,” replied
Darcy. “If this marriage is truly what you both want, we will
respect your decision and wish you joy.”

“Yes, of course. I will pray for your every
happiness,” promised Elizabeth.
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Georgiana kept to her room all the next day,
sending word by her maid that she was indisposed. Elizabeth went up
twice to look in on her, but, finding her asleep both times, she
let her be. The next morning, when the girl still did not appear,
Elizabeth resolved to investigate as soon as their guests were
off.

“I am sorry not to see Georgiana again before
we go,” said Fitzwilliam as he and Miss de Bourgh were about to
depart. “She did look frightfully pale yesterday, poor thing, but I
trust she will soon recover. If you would be so kind as to give her
my warmest regards, Elizabeth, I would be much obliged. You know
how fond I am of her.”

Anne bid them farewell as Fitzwilliam handed
her into the carriage, where her maid was waiting for her. They
were on their way to Fitzwilliam’s family home to share their good
news. There, no doubt, it would be received with more enthusiasm
than it had been at Pemberley.

Elizabeth could well imagine how the groom’s
father and the bride’s mother would savor their triumph, and with
what exultation they would issue the formal announcement of the
union. She only wished the young couple could more whole-heartedly
share in that jubilation. Their reassuring words notwithstanding,
Elizabeth remained unconvinced that Anne and Fitzwilliam were as
confident of their decision as they professed to be. “Well,” she
thought, “I said I would pray for their happiness, and pray for it
I shall, for I fear nothing short of divine intervention will make
a success of this marriage.”

As soon as they were gone, Elizabeth followed
through on her intention to discover what ailed her sister-in-law.
Hearing no response to her knock, she entered the room and found
Georgiana curled up in bed, staring listlessly out the window with
an untouched breakfast tray on the table beside her. Elizabeth at
once perceived that she had been crying. “Oh, my darling girl, what
on earth is the matter?” she asked as she sat down on the bed.

Georgiana turned her face into the pillow and
began to sob.

Elizabeth stroked her hair and waited
patiently for the tears to run their course. When the upheaval
finally came to a close, she tried again. “I am worried about you,
dearest. Something is obviously troubling you. Please tell me what
it is. Let me help you.”

“You cannot help me; no one can!” cried
Georgiana, barely able to choke out the words before emotion
overtook her once more.

After a bit, Elizabeth ventured gently, “I
think perhaps I can guess what has distressed you. Does it have
something to do with Fitzwilliam’s engagement to Anne?”

At this, Georgiana sat up and threw herself
into Elizabeth’s arms. “Oh Lizzy!” she wailed in despair. For a
long while, Georgiana cried inconsolably, cleaving tightly to her
sister-in-law, who rocked her back and forth like a mother would
her injured child. At last, when her sobbing subsided and a
dejected calmness took its place, Georgiana confessed. “The truth
is, Elizabeth … the truth is, I have been in love with Fitzwilliam
for years.”

“My poor dear! No wonder, then.”

“I do not only admire him, as I do my
brother. It is much more. I love him as a woman loves a man, so
deeply, so sincerely. Since he never married, I dared to hope that
he might learn to return my affection in time. Now that I am
finally old enough, though, he has engaged himself to someone else!
I can never tell him that I love him; I will never know if he could
have loved me. How shall I bear it, Lizzy? How can I watch all my
dreams turn to dust and see dear Fitzwilliam married to my cousin
instead?”



 



Chapter 11

 


Lady in Distress

 


Elizabeth could proffer the girl no effectual
aide and little comfort. She knew platitudes could not ease so
fresh a sting, and offering false hope would be cruel. Even if
Fitzwilliam were made aware of Georgiana’s feelings for him and be
disposed to reciprocate, his sense of honor would on no account
allow him to break his commitment to Anne. Furthermore, there was
no reason to suppose that he would wish to do so.

The colonel had never betrayed any hint of
romantic interest in Georgiana, and probably still thought of her
as the child he had known since she was an infant. Now that they
were both adults, the significant disparity in their ages did not
seem insurmountable – to Georgiana, at least – but only a few years
earlier, a match between the two would have been unthinkable.
Elizabeth was inclined to believe that the notion would never have
occurred to Fitzwilliam, or to her own husband for that matter.

How Darcy would react to such an idea, she
might never know since she had been charged to keep the confession
of love strictly confidential. Elizabeth was not in the habit of
keeping secrets from her husband, nor did she wish to start. But
Georgiana became so distressed, almost to the point of hysteria, at
the prospect of her brother hearing of her feelings for
Fitzwilliam, that Elizabeth finally relented and promised her
silence on the subject. In exchange, Georgiana vowed to compose
herself and return to some semblance of her regular routine as
rapidly as possible, for the sake of her health and her brother’s
peace of mind.

Her feeble pretense of normalcy fell far
short of the mark, however. Although Georgiana dutifully came to
meals, she never managed to eat more than a few bites. She sat with
them in the evening, but her conversation remained woefully
subdued. Perhaps most telling of all, her performance at the
pianoforte lacked all its usual energy and joy. The dramatic
alteration in her manner did not escape her brother’s notice.
Rather than querying his sister directly, Darcy went to his
wife.

“Something is obviously troubling Georgiana.
Do you know what it is?” he asked her.

Elizabeth had been dreading just this sort of
direct question. Now, in order to keep her promise to Georgiana,
she would be forced to respond to her husband with evasiveness if
not out and out lies. She chose her words carefully. “You are
right; I have noticed it as well. She does not seem quite
herself.”

“But do you have any idea what the problem
may be?”

“Who can say?” Elizabeth hedged. “Girls of
her age can be so emotionally volatile, so easily upset.”

“I am worried about her. Will you see what
you can discover, Lizzy? Georgiana is more likely to be candid with
you than with me, for I know she thinks of you quite as a
sister.”

“Certainly. I will be glad to have a word
with her, but I shan’t be at all surprised if she chooses to guard
her privacy very dearly. As shy as she is, I expect it would
embarrass her exceedingly to have her personal feelings and
disappointments known, even by you and me.”

As she promised, Elizabeth did speak to
Georgiana, not to determine the problem, but to try once more to
gain permission to include Darcy in his sister’s confidence. That
authorization Georgiana steadfastly refused to give. Thus,
Elizabeth was left to answer him with whatever resources of
creativity she could muster, since the benefit of simple honesty
was denied her. She returned to her husband without delay, prepared
to offer a report that contained as much truth but as few of the
actual facts as possible.

“Georgiana begs our indulgence and asks that
we respect her privacy. She claims it would be pointless to
importune her with personal questions which she has no intention of
answering,” Elizabeth informed him.

“This will not do! I cannot simply dismiss
the matter out of hand, without any sort of reasonable explanation.
As her brother and her guardian, I have the duty to aid and protect
her. If someone has harmed or insulted her…”

“No, my dear,” Elizabeth interrupted. “I am
certain it is nothing of that sort. I voiced the same concerns and
offers of assistance, but she has assured me she is not injured and
there is nothing to be done for her at present. Truly, I think the
kindest thing we can do is what she asks – to respect her privacy,
and trust her to come to us if she needs our help or wishes to
confide. Georgiana is a sensible young woman. Given time, I am sure
she will recover from whatever ails her and be quite herself
again.”

“But why will she not tell me what is
troubling her?” he asked pacing the room. “I have seen her through
all manner of difficulties in the past. This … problem … whatever
it is, can hardly be more serious or more personal than what we
have already come across.”

“She is an adult now and, as such, must be
allowed to sort these things out for herself if she chooses. Would
not you agree? We will only distress her further by attempting to
force a confidence from her, Darcy.”

“I must say, I do not like it one bit –
watching her suffer without being allowed to do anything. However
…” He paused and sighed heavily. “If you are fully convinced this
is the wisest course, I shall defer to your good judgment,
Elizabeth.”

“Thank you, my love,” she said, kissing him
on the cheek. “It will be for the best. You will see.”
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A few weeks passed, and Georgiana gradually
improved. When she and Elizabeth talked, the painful topic was
scrupulously shunned. Darcy, who was equally eager to avoid causing
his sister pain, labored under the distinct disadvantage of being
kept in complete ignorance. Not knowing what would or would not be
safe to utter in her presence severely limited his conversation.
His comments to his sister were thereby mostly confined to the
subtleties of the weather, which he felt certain could not cause
Georgiana any undue distress.

Since Kitty was still with them, she was
pressed into service providing Georgiana with some diversion. The
two young ladies had little in common except the closeness of their
ages. Still, Elizabeth hoped Kitty’s frivolous nature and trivial
pursuits might serve to distract Georgiana from all subjects sad
and serious, since it is difficult to be melancholy when discussing
the latest fashion for hats and gowns.

Georgiana’s improved state of mind was
further secured by the fact that the Darcys received no letter or
visit from Colonel Fitzwilliam during this time. His name did not
even come up in conversation until plans were made for a small
dinner party at Pemberley. With the cold and damp of February
recently keeping them confined too much indoors, Mr. Darcy proposed
that a little company would be the very thing to relieve the tedium
and gloom. He hoped that Georgiana especially might benefit from
some variety.

Elizabeth fully supported the idea until her
husband announced that he intended to make Fitzwilliam one of the
party. A most unwelcome development, yet she could think of no way
to circumvent the invitation without giving the very explanation
she was forbidden to disclose. Hence, once the date had been fixed
upon, the honor of the colonel’s presence was requested, along with
that of Charlotte, Ruth, Mr. Sanditon, Mr. Thornton and the
Bingleys. All that remained was for Elizabeth to prepare Georgiana
for the trial of seeing Fitzwilliam again. As expected, Miss Darcy
did not hear the news with composure.

“Fitzwilliam coming here? No, I cannot see
him. It is impossible!”

“I know it will be difficult. Still, you must
try to bear his coming, dearest. This was bound to happen sooner or
later. I wish for your sake it could have been postponed a few
months more, but it cannot be prevented now.”

“Then I shall simply say that I am unwell and
keep to my room,” Georgiana declared.

“That is precisely what you must not
do if you wish to keep your brother in the dark about your
feelings. He is unlikely to consider it a coincidence if every time
the colonel turns up you take to your bed.”

“But I shall not know how to behave. If I am
forced to face Fitzwilliam, everyone will surely notice something
is amiss. That is just as likely to raise speculation as if I avoid
him altogether,” she protested.

“Then we shall aim for something between the
two – minimize your exposure to Fitzwilliam without being pointedly
evasive. You must be prepared to say a few words to him when he
arrives, I suppose, but otherwise you should be able to give him a
wide berth. Take heart, my dear. Although I am unable to modify the
guest list, I can assist you with the seating arrangement. It is a
large enough group that, with you at one end of the table and the
colonel at the other, you will not be obliged to talk to him or
even look at him throughout the whole of dinner.”
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By the day of the event, Georgiana’s distress
had somewhat dissipated. With Elizabeth’s coaching and
encouragement, she now considered it feasible to get through the
evening without disaster. She bolstered her confidence by
rehearsing a polite but impassive greeting for the colonel, and
practicing a neutral expression at her mirror. Whenever possible,
she meant to forget Fitzwilliam was even present by throwing
herself into conversation with whomsoever else was at hand. With
this strategy and a little luck, Georgiana thought she might
narrowly maintain command of her emotions.

The party from Heatheridge arrived first that
afternoon. Mr. Bingley alighted, handed out his sister Caroline,
and then assisted his wife from the carriage. There was no
disguising Jane’s condition any longer; she had grown large with
child in the weeks since the ball. Her altered form and weight now
required that change of posture and movement so typical of
expectant mothers. Observing her, Elizabeth thought her sister had
never looked more beautiful.

The three Bingleys had just got inside when
Mr. Sanditon’s carriage came into view. He brought with him the
ladies from the cottage as well as Mr. Thornton. So the group was
complete excepting one. Colonel Fitzwilliam arrived just before
dinner.

Considering that delay would only prolong her
misery, Georgiana had resolved to face the inevitable discomfort of
meeting the colonel straightaway. Yet, when the moment was upon
her, her nerve failed, and she was unable to force her feet in his
direction. This did not long spare her, since the gap that the lady
found so impassable was soon easily closed by the gentleman
himself.

At Fitzwilliam’s approach, Georgiana’s
rehearsed speech deserted her. Her practiced countenance fell into
disarray. She averted her eyes as she tried desperately to regain
her composure.

Elizabeth, who was already on alert for signs
of trouble, saw Georgiana’s panicked expression. She was prevented
from coming to her aid, however, by Caroline Bingley, who
interposed herself to inquire after the welfare of the Bennet
family.

“Georgiana, my dear, how well you look,” said
Fitzwilliam. “I was distressed when you became ill the last time I
was here. I am delighted to find you now so completely
recovered.”

She managed a weak thank-you, her eyes still
focused the floor.

After waiting in vain for anything further,
the colonel following her gaze downward and teased, “Your shoes
are quite lovely, my dear. Are they new? Is that why you
study them so sincerely, or is your old friend too terrifying to
look at?”

The colonel’s playful manner, usually so
disarming, failed to put Georgiana at ease. “Forgive me,” she
mumbled. “I was thinking of something else.”

“Of course.”

Georgiana then launched into her planned
greeting. “I am glad you were able to come tonight, Colonel
Fitzwilliam. I hope you will have a pleasant evening,” she said
rather stiffly.

“Goodness, how formal we are today, ‘Miss
Darcy.’ Perhaps I should have dressed a level higher,” he said with
amusement.

Georgiana gave him a wan smile. “Will you
please excuse me, Colonel? I must see to the other guests.” She
left Fitzwilliam standing there with a bemused look upon his face,
more diverted than offended at the young lady’s odd behavior.
Dinner was then announced, bringing the awkward episode to a
close.

As Elizabeth promised, Georgiana found that
her seat was at one end of the table with her brother and Mr.
Sanditon, whilst Colonel Fitzwilliam’s chair was at the opposite
end with his hostess and Miss Bingley. The rest of the guests were
arranged in between, providing an effective buffer. In normal
conversation, what was said at one extremity could not be heard by
those at the other, sparing Georgiana the troubling sound of the
colonel’s voice during the first portion of the meal.

In place of that familiar accent, which was
too painful to attend at present, Georgiana hung on every word of
the cordial discourse between Mr. Sanditon and her brother. She
gave each succeeding topic her full attention, participating in the
conversation and even laughing from time to time.

Meanwhile, Miss Bingley waged a campaign of
similarly concentrated interest on Colonel Fitzwilliam. With all
the effort she exerted to charm him, it was obvious Caroline did
not know that the man had lately withdrawn himself from the
marketplace by becoming engaged. With Miss Bingley’s special
attentions becoming too overt to be gracefully ignored, the colonel
had no choice but to enlighten her about his current status.

“Engaged to Miss de Bourgh?” she repeated
after him in an unnecessarily loud voice.

“Yes, just recently, in fact,” replied the
colonel.

Since this exchange happened to occur during
a lull in the conversation of the others, it was perfectly audible
to everyone in the room and set off a wave of well-wishing for the
colonel’s future happiness.

With all eyes trained on Fitzwilliam,
Elizabeth was the only one to note Georgiana’s stricken expression.
She was visibly shaken, and for a moment Elizabeth feared she would
flee the room as she had done before. This time, however, Georgiana
held her ground. She remained resolutely in her seat, reorganized
her face into a smile, and even made a respectable show of joining
the celebration of the colonel’s good fortune.
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The rest of dinner passed uneventfully, and
the ladies adjourned to the drawing room. There the subject turned
to Jane’s upcoming blessed event, which was of interest to all.
Jane, as the first of those assembled to experience being with
child, answered the curiosity of the others as candidly as her
modest sensibilities would allow.

With infants still the topic, Georgiana asked
Ruth Sanditon, “How are the little girls at Reddclift?”

“Mr. Sanditon has children, then?” Miss
Bingley blurted out. “More good news. This evening seems to
be full of happy surprises,” she said, her words dripping with
caustic sarcasm.

“Yes, Miss Bingley,” answered Ruth.
“Daughters, two and four years of age. Charlotte and I see them
frequently when we dine at the great house. They are delightful
little creatures – all blonde hair and blue eyes – and sweet
natured too. Their nurse manages them very efficiently, I daresay,
and they toddle after her like ducklings. Still, one cannot help
wondering how much affection the woman can truly have for them. She
is paid to look after them, which is not the same thing.”

“One must hope the girls will not have to
grow up without a mother’s love,” said Jane. “Perhaps Mr. Sanditon
will marry again.”

“Yes, he is still young, certainly eligible,
and he can be quite pleasing,” reasoned Elizabeth aloud. “I doubt
he would have any difficulty winning a lady’s favor if he were so
inclined.”

Although the conversation moved on, Elizabeth
held this thought in mind when the gentlemen rejoined them. Miss
Bingley, newly disillusioned with both her former interests, made
no move to address either of them again, and before long Mr.
Sanditon and Georgiana resumed the discussion they began over
dinner. Since this was precisely her sister-in-law’s strategy for
enduring the trial of Fitzwilliam’s presence, Elizabeth attached no
special significance to it. After all, she knew the true object of
Georgiana’s affection.



 



Chapter 12

 


New Beginnings

 


By March, the dreariness of winter began to
give way to the first manifestations of spring. Tree branches
flaunted swollen leaf and flower buds from tip to trunk, poised to
burst forth with the least encouragement. First in a trickle and
then in a mighty rush, they broke open as the days grew warmer and
more hospitable. No better excuse than an intermission in the rain
was now required to draw the inhabitants of Pemberley out of doors
for a bracing walk or an invigorating ride, the better by which to
enjoy the sweet-smelling air and signs of rejuvenation abounding
throughout the park.

The evidence of new life was not confined to
the world outdoors, however. Elizabeth began to perceive
unmistakable symptoms of it within as well. It had been some time
since she had last suffered her monthly indisposition, and in
recent weeks she was ill many a morning. Perhaps the queasiness she
experienced was not in itself so lovely as the cherry blossoms
flowering in the orchard, but the fruit it promised was more
precious than any tree could bear. Elizabeth endeavored to embrace
this lofty thought as she struggled concurrently to keep down her
breakfast one day.

No sign of trouble had yet threatened when
she and Mr. Darcy left the house to take a turn together that
particular morning. Even when she noticed the first waves of nausea
– the portent of unpleasant things to come – she said nothing of
it, still hoping she might win the battle with her intractable
stomach. By the time Elizabeth was forced to acknowledge defeat,
they were far from the house. She had no choice then but to abandon
her husband and beat a hasty retreat to the nearest patch of brush
where all was ultimately lost.

For days, Elizabeth had been contemplating
how best to tell her husband of her suspicion, which was by now a
conviction, that she was with child. She had searched for precisely
the right words and pictured the perfect setting to impart the news
that would bring him so much joy. As she huddled miserably in the
bushes, Elizabeth realized the time was at hand. Like it or not,
she would have to tell Darcy now. Judging by how it was going thus
far, this was not going to be the moment of rare spiritual beauty
she had imagined.

Darcy quickly followed his ailing wife into
the shrubbery to support her through her affliction. When it had
passed, he gallantly offered his handkerchief to clean her face,
and led her to a nearby bench to recover.

Elizabeth cringed with embarrassment. “I am
sorry you had to see me like that,” she said. “If I must be ill, I
would much rather not impose the unpleasantness on anybody
else.”

“Say no more of that. My place is at your
side, in sickness and in health. Now, are you truly unwell,
Elizabeth, or do you think something you ate this morning has
unsettled you?”

“I am confident there was nothing wrong with
breakfast. The fact that you are unaffected is evidence of
that.”

With growing concern, Darcy suggested, “Then
let me send for the doctor.”

“No, my dear, there is no need for the doctor
just yet. I believe I already know what caused the trouble, or
perhaps, more correctly, who caused it. For you see, my
darling husband, it is entirely your fault that I am in this
condition,” she said gently.

“What do you mean?”

Elizabeth made no answer. She simply nodded
and smiled encouragingly, waiting for the light of understanding to
dawn upon his face. It did not take long.

“Are you serious, Lizzy? Are you really with
child?”

“Yes, of course I am serious. I may tease you
about many things, my love, but never something this
important.”

“The Lord be praised!” said Darcy, picking
her up and whirling her about in his excitement. “There can be no
mistake? You are quite certain?”

Elizabeth laughed with delight at his
reaction; she had never seen him so wonderfully animated. “Yes,
quite certain. I have only been waiting to find the best way of
telling you. This morning, you see, I hit upon the very thing. Our
romantic interlude there in the shrubbery just now was the perfect
prelude to my big announcement. Do not you agree?”

“My darling, the report is so excellent that
it matters not how you deliver it! You must be feeling better,
though, since you can joke about it.”

“You know how I dearly love to laugh, even if
it must be at my own expense. But, yes, I am feeling much better
now that I have unburdened myself of this monumental secret … and
of my breakfast.”

“Joke if you will, but I must speak in
earnest. My dearest Elizabeth, other than when you consented to be
my wife, this is the best news you have ever given me. I am so
grateful. Our prayers have been answered, and we will have a son or
a daughter before the year is out!”

That night in bed, Elizabeth nestled under
her husband’s arm, her cheek resting on his shoulder and their
limbs intertwined. Darcy held her close, as if guarding his
precious wife and the treasure that resided within her. As pleasant
as it was, Elizabeth had something else in mind. By her caresses,
she delicately tried to inspire her husband to the same thought,
without success. Since she did not ordinarily have any difficulty
conveying her amorous intentions, or eliciting from him a willing
response, she concluded that he must be profoundly preoccupied.

“So, now that our concerted efforts towards
procreation have been rewarded, I suppose you imagine that our work
is done and any further exertions would be pointless,” she
said.

“What?”

“Forgive me, but you do seem disinterested,
my love, or at the very least, distracted. Did you not notice my
rather suggestive show of affection?”

“Perhaps I am distracted, but I am never
disinterested, I promise you. That being said, however, must we not
practice some restraint now, for the sake of the child?”

“There will come a time for a prudent
abstinence. But I have it on good authority that none is needed –
nor indeed wanted – at this point. Do not make a celibate of your
wife just yet, Mr. Darcy.” With this assurance and some more overt
encouragement, Mr. Darcy’s scruples were quite satisfactorily
overcome.
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Darcy and Elizabeth kept their important news
private for a few weeks, relishing the felicity of having the
secret all to themselves. Then Georgiana was the first to be told.
She was elated and totally astonished, having had no suspicions
about it in advance. Old Mrs. Reynolds and Elizabeth’s personal
maid, had guessed the situation already, but neither had presumed
to speak of it before their mistress chose to.

Elizabeth posted letters to share their glad
tidings with her family at Longbourn, Heatheridge, London, and to
Lydia in Newcastle. As she did so, she began to consider if there
were any persons on Mr. Darcy’s side that should receive similar
communications. He, unfortunately, had little family. His parents
were gone and there were no siblings except Georgiana. His only
other relations were the Fitzwilliams and Lady Catherine de Bourgh
and her daughter.

Darcy was on good terms with the
Fitzwilliams, and, although he was not really close to anyone other
than the colonel, Elizabeth judged that a correspondence of some
kind would be appropriate there. Lady Catherine was another matter
entirely. All contact with her had been severed many months before
as a result of her violent indignation over Mr. Darcy’s marriage
plans. She had given vent to her acrimony in a letter with words so
abusive that Darcy had vowed never to speak to his aunt again.
Elizabeth would, therefore, never presume to reopen the lines of
communication on her own, though her conscience prompted that it
was the right thing to do. The idea continued to needle her until
she at last resolved to speak to her husband about it.

She found him at his desk in the library,
bent over a ledger book in concentration. Without a word, she came
up behind him and began methodically coursing her fingers through
his hair, something she knew he found pleasurable and relaxing. He
soon pushed the book away and abandoned himself to her
ministrations.

“Superb,” he murmured after several minutes,
“but I shall never accomplish a thing with you here to distract
me.”

Elizabeth came round and unceremoniously
seated herself upon his knee. “Is it not my job as your wife to
bring you diversion from time to time, so that you do not wear
yourself out with work?”

He studied her face dubiously. “Is that why
you are here? To save me from overwork?”

“Of course.”

“Come now, Lizzy. There is no need to
dissemble. What is troubling you?”

“Well, since you ask, there is something. Do
you mind?”

“I am happy to hear whatever it is. I only
hope it is in my power to give you some relief.”

“It may be within your power, but I doubt
very much you will be happy about it. You see, as I have been
relating our good news to our friends, it has put me in mind of
Lady Catherine. Pray, do not be angry, Darcy, but I wondered if you
might consider reconciling with your aunt.”

“I’ll not be angry, but I am surprised at
you! I can hardly bear to refuse you anything, my love, yet how can
I grant such a request? Have you forgotten that insulting letter of
hers, much of the foul language in it aimed at punishing you? What
could even tempt you to invite that spiteful woman back into our
lives? I thought we were well rid of her.”

“I knew you would feel this way. I did for a
long time myself. Still, family is precious, and you have so little
of it to spare, my darling. Is it not worth the effort to excuse
her dreadful behavior in order to preserve those few kindred
connections?”

“We are building a family of our own now. Is
that not enough?”

“I raise the issue precisely because of that
fact. I would not wish our children to be encumbered with the
burden of domestic strife, or to be deprived of a portion of their
heritage either. Also, consider, how shall we maintain our close
ties with Fitzwilliam after he marries Anne if we are forever
barred from Rosings Park?”

“I had not thought of that,” he admitted,
somewhat grudgingly.

“I know what it must cost you to forgive her,
and she may well refuse our overtures in any case, but I should
rest easier knowing that we made an honest effort to heal the
breach. Will you not at least think on it, Darcy? For me?”

He struggled for the right response. “I will
consider it – for your sake, Lizzy, not for hers. That is as much
as I can promise at present. Yet I must say that I find the notion
of crawling back to my aunt, after all that has passed between us,
singularly revolting. I have always held the conviction that any
apologies must rightly start on her side, although I can hardly
imagine her ladyship humbling herself enough to admit she was
wrong.”
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With the advent of spring, Georgiana’s
outlook began to improve. She decided to consider the possibility
that she could be happy with a different sort of life than the one
she had imagined for herself with Colonel Fitzwilliam. She poured
herself into her music with renewed vigor, spending hours every day
at the pianoforte and the harp. Reading, calls of charity, visits
with local friends, and correspondence with those farther afield
also helped to keep her mind and time occupied.

Intercourse between Reddclift and Pemberley
increased as the weather improved; a warm friendship between the
two houses flourished. Of the ladies, only Georgiana had a timid
tendency, which quickly melted with the gentle attentions of the
others. Likewise, the reserves of Mr. Darcy and Mr. Sanditon
steadily diminished as their familiarity grew.

Mr. Darcy had called at Reddclift Hall early
on in the acquaintance, but Elizabeth and Georgiana had been no
farther than the cottage to visit the ladies. So it was of
particular interest to them when a dinner invitation arrived from
Mr. Sanditon. The opportunity to finally see his home and meet his
young daughters presented a prospect of no small appeal. In
addition, considering that the gentleman lived a reclusive life,
they were not insensible of the compliment represented by such a
rare invitation.

Mr. Sanditon secured his sister-in-law’s
services as hostess for the evening and, naturally, Charlotte
Collins was included in the party as well. Kitty Bennet had
recently removed to Heatheridge, so only three came from Pemberley.
Their drive took them through the village of Kympton, across the
river that meandered through the fertile valley, and up the gradual
slope that lay beyond. Farms and cottages of various sizes and
descriptions dotted the countryside along the route. Reddclift
Hall, near the crest of the far hill, overlooked this pleasant
pastoral scene. The house stood out markedly from its surroundings,
especially with the afternoon light glinting off the glazing and
painting the pale stone of the structure a honey-gold. Even at a
distance, it was easily distinguishable.

When the Darcys arrived, Mr. Sanditon
welcomed them and offered his guests a look about the place before
dinner. As their host guided the tour, he talked about the history
of the house and his strong attachment to it. Reddclift had been in
the family for three generations, he informed them, having been
built by his grandfather. The house was only moderately sized but
appointed with style and taste, the credit for which Mr. Sanditon
gave entirely to his late wife.

They stopped in the nursery to visit Mr.
Sanditon’s daughters, who were introduced as Abigail and Amelia.
Elizabeth found them enchanting, her own situation making all small
children of special interest to her at that time. Georgiana was
drawn to the girls at once. She immediately knelt down to talk to
them. Hesitant at first, they were soon coaxed forward by
Georgiana’s reassuring voice and outstretched hand.

After several minutes, the adults quit the
nursery and moved on.

“Thank you for your kind attentions to my
daughters, Miss Darcy,” said Mr. Sanditon.

“Not at all, sir. I am grateful for the
pleasure of seeing them. They are dear little creatures.”

“Of course I would never disagree with you
about that. I am glad you like them. The girls appear to have taken
a fancy to you as well. They are often shy of strangers, but you
won them over easily enough. You must have a natural talent with
children.”

“Thank you. But really, Mr. Sanditon, you are
too excessive in your praise. I am very fond of children, yet I
cannot claim any special capabilities.”

“I am sure you are too modest, Miss
Darcy.”

Over dinner, cordial conversation flowed
freely amongst the six friends, covering a wide range of topics. At
one point, Charlotte Collins mentioned her former home in Hunsford,
which prompted a question from Mr. Darcy.

“Do you keep up a correspondence with my aunt
at Rosings Park, Mrs. Collins?”

“Why, yes, I do. I hope that does not offend
you, sir. After her generosity to Mr. Collins and myself, I will be
forever in Lady Catherine’s debt.”

“I take no offense, certainly. I was simply
interested to know how she is getting on.”

“I fear I have very little to offer you. Her
letters are filled with more advice than information, which may not
surprise you. As far as I am able to determine, she is much the
same as she ever was. She may, however, be suffering from a lack of
company, for I gather, from her manner of speaking about him, that
she is not so very well pleased with the new rector. She complains
that he and his wife do not call to pay their respects as often as
she deems fitting.”

“Yes, that sounds very like her indeed,” said
Darcy wryly.

“If I may be so bold, I believe she also
feels the loss of your society, Mr. Darcy,” Charlotte
ventured.

“What makes you say so?”

“She has inquired after you on more than one
occasion.”

“That does not signify. She may just as
likely be wishing me ill as wanting me back at Rosings,” he
reasoned.

“I do not think so. I am quite familiar with
her moods, and if I read her correctly, there is more regret than
rancor in her tone.”

After dinner, while they awaited the men to
rejoin them, the four ladies had time for private conversation, the
main topic of which was Elizabeth’s recent announcement. Charlotte
and Ruth were quick to offer their best wishes, sentiments which
Elizabeth received with some discomfort. When she considered how
different were the circumstances of the other two – not only bereft
of their husbands but also left without children by which to
remember them – she could not help being a little embarrassed by
her own good fortune.

When the gentlemen reappeared, Ruth proposed
a game of Whist. Mr. Sanditon supported the idea, then insisted on
sitting out of the game in favor of his guests. Miss Darcy did not
care to play and likewise excused herself, leaving the remaining
four to carry on whilst she joined Mr. Sanditon in conversation by
the hearth. They both politely refused repeated offers to trade
places and have their turn at the game. So everyone continued where
they were until it was time to call for the carriages and take
leave of Reddclift.

On the drive back to Pemberley, thoughts and
discourse about the pleasant party dominated. Georgiana was
particularly animated in expressing her satisfaction with all
aspects of the evening; everything and everyone had been to her
liking. Elizabeth took it as a very encouraging sign.



 



Chapter 13

 


Correspondence

 


As he promised his wife, Mr. Darcy did
seriously contemplate pursuing a reconciliation with his
contentious aunt. For a long time, a battle raged within him, his
righteous indignation at war with his conscience. The counsel of
one told him Lady Catherine deserved no pity, while the other
advised that his Christian duty was to forgive. Elizabeth did not
interfere with his deliberations, nor did she attempt to influence
him. She allowed that, since Lady Catherine was his aunt, it must
be his decision.

Finally, Darcy announced, “I have been
considering your proposition, Elizabeth. I am now of the opinion
that reconciliation – under the right circumstances – would
be desirable. I am willing to make the first move, but I am
determined that Lady Catherine must meet us halfway. If she refuses
to take any responsibility for her behavior, then nothing is to be
gained. It would be pointless to readmit such a person into our
lives and ultimately deleterious to impose her upon our
offspring.”

“I entirely agree with you, Darcy. How do you
suggest we begin?”

“I think a very carefully worded letter could
be issued in the hope that it would serve to reopen the channels of
communication. This engagement between Anne and Fitzwilliam gives
me an excuse for writing, in order to extend my congratulations.
If, as Mrs. Collins believes, my aunt is more favorably disposed
toward me now, she will have her opportunity to respond in
kind.”

“Have you written the letter yet?”

“No, but I have begun composing it in my
mind. It will require some delicacy in order to get the wording and
spirit just right, I think.”

A few days later, when he was at last
satisfied with his work, Darcy showed his letter to Elizabeth.

Lady Catherine de Bourgh,

Rosings Park, Kent

Madam,

Allow me to offer my congratulations on the
engagement of your daughter Anne to Colonel Fitzwilliam. My wife
and I have the highest opinion of them both and wish them all
possible happiness in their marriage.

Much as you are looking forward to this
addition to your family circle, Mrs. Darcy and I find that we are
expecting an addition to ours by a different means. This blessing
causes me to reflect on the importance of maintaining (and
restoring, where necessary) peace and unity within my extended
family. I regret the disagreement that has broken that bond in our
case. Although I will make no apologies for a marriage in which I
have been supremely happy, I am sorry that the
accomplishment of it occasioned you pain. My hope is that the
success of the match now made for your daughter will produce a
degree of felicity eclipsing any pleasure lost by a disappointed
former plan.

Though I am amenable to conciliation, what
passed between us – especially uncharitable words spoken and
written against my wife – cannot be easily forgotten. However, if
after the passage of time you have experienced an alteration in
your position to the extent that you now find yourself able to make
some reparation, I am willing to hear whatever you have to
say on the subject. The matter is entirely in your own hands,
Madam. I remain, respectfully,

Your nephew,

Fitzwilliam Darcy

“What do you think, Elizabeth? Is it too
harsh or too yielding? Would you wish to add or subtract anything?”
he asked.

“No, I believe it is a job well done. A fine
letter … very balanced, being neither overly judgmental nor falsely
penitent. You write only the truth. And since you are not inclined
to exaggeration, I cannot even suspect the part about your ‘supreme
happiness,’” Elizabeth said with a glint in her eye. “You have made
your position plain. It will now be up to Lady Catherine to accept
or reject your offer. Your conscience can be clear either way.”

“Good. Well, if you are satisfied, we shall
send the olive branch on its way. Let us hope that is finds a
favorable reception at the end of its journey.”

“Thank you, my dear. I appreciate what a
distasteful business this has been for you. I hope your efforts
will be rewarded and you will not be sorry I suggested the
idea.”

“We shall just have to wait and see about
that.”
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Elizabeth decided to visit the Bingleys and
Kitty briefly before Easter. Jane was confined to home now and due
to deliver in another few weeks, so it was left to her sister to do
the traveling if they were to see each other. Mr. Darcy had
pressing estate business and was obliged to forego the pleasure of
attending his wife to Heatheridge. Instead, Georgiana volunteered
to accompany her.

It had been well over a month since Elizabeth
had last seen Jane at the dinner party at Pemberley. Although they
had exchanged letters in the interim, Elizabeth longed to be with
her again, especially at this time when they shared the additional
bond of impending motherhood. The visit did not disappoint in any
respect, comprising many hours of close conversation amongst the
four young women. Mr. Bingley’s society was happily admitted as
well, but he was not so insensible as to think it was always
wanted.

Following their three-day absence, Mr. Darcy
welcomed his wife and sister back to Pemberley. “How did you find
our friends at Heatheridge?” he asked Elizabeth after greeting them
both.

“As well as one might expect in their
situation. Jane is already quite uncomfortable; I cannot imagine
how she can possibly persevere until May. She truly is enormous,
Darcy.”

“Lizzy! I hope you did not say such a thing
to her.”

“No, of course not. But I did say that I
should not be surprised if her accouchement came sooner than
expected. At this point, she would be happy for it, I am sure.”

“And how is our Mr. Bingley holding up under
the strain, Georgiana?”

“He is perhaps a little overwrought, but
mostly proud and happy, I should think … and so attentive to Jane,
too! It really is quite sweet. He insists on waiting upon her
himself and constantly asks after her comfort.”

“I see that he has set the mark very high for
me,” said Darcy.

“You are correct,” Elizabeth agreed. “I want
you to know that I took careful notice of Mr. Bingley’s
thoughtfulness. So, husband, do not be uneasy. If you are at a loss
for how to take care of me in the months to come, I can instruct
you.”

“Thank you, Lizzy,” he said. “That is a very
great comfort indeed. Yet I assure you, I have a few ideas of my
own about how best to tend to my wife.”

His manner of delivering this pleasantry
betrayed no trace of his double meaning. And, with his innocent
sister present, Elizabeth chose to be discrete as well, giving
Darcy a chastening look but otherwise letting his private joke pass
without comment. For her part, Georgiana did not trouble herself
about the remark; she was by now accustomed to the fact that she
did not always fully comprehend what passed between her brother and
his wife.

In a change of subject, Darcy continued, “By
the way, I had an unexpected visitor while you were gone to
Heatheridge. Fitzwilliam stopped here briefly yesterday
morning.”

“Really? I am sorry to have missed him,” said
Elizabeth, with a furtive glance at Georgiana to see how she bore
the mention of the colonel’s name.

“Yes. He was on his way back to Kent and
stopped to offer his congratulations to us. It is unfortunate that
you were away, for we shan’t see him again until we get to town. He
tells me he will be needed at Rosings from now until the wedding,
which is set for the second week of June.”

Hoping to redirect the conversation into
safer territory, Elizabeth asked, “Now you mention it, when do you
think we shall be leaving for London? Have you fixed on a date
yet?”

“I know you would not consider leaving until
Jane is safely delivered,” he began. “Barring any unforeseen
complications, though, we should be on our way a week or two
following, and stay at least until after the wedding. Would that
suit you, Georgiana?”

“What? Oh, just as you like, brother. It
matters very little to me,” she answered absently.

“This is your first full season. I thought
you would be more enthusiastic. All your friends will be in town as
well,” he said.

“Yes, I know,” Georgiana agreed.

“And I am sure the Heywoods are eager to see
you again,” said Elizabeth. “What do you hear from Andrea?”

“Just as you say, she is eager for me to come
to London. Still, I think she writes more for her brother’s sake
than for her own. Her letters are full of references to Henry. She
raves about his accomplishments and goes on and on describing his
activities, as if she thinks I am violently in love with him, or
she wishes me to be so.”

Elizabeth laughed. “You cannot fault her for
that, Georgiana. After all, I recall that you did a very effective
job of promoting the admirable qualities of your own excellent
brother when we first met.”

“I trust you found all my assertions accurate
and are not sorry for having listened to them.” She received
Elizabeth’s nodding assent. “As for Henry Heywood, I am unconvinced
that he fully deserves all the homage his sister pays him.”

“Then perhaps this trip to town will persuade
you,” suggested Elizabeth. “There is nothing like seeing a man at
home – in his normal surroundings and about his business – to give
one a clear picture of his true character and worth. Outside of
that environment, it is difficult to judge him rightly.”

Elizabeth said this with her own experience
in mind, recalling how different Mr. Darcy seemed when she
encountered him at Pemberley for the first time. By then, some of
her previous misconceptions about him had been banished, and he had
deliberately amended his manners. Yet that could not explain the
transformation entirely. Even now, she could see the change in him
at home compared to away. Away from Pemberley, her husband was
never totally at ease, and his rigid constraint too often apt to be
interpreted as false pride by those who did not know him well.
Contrariwise, at home, there was none of that awkwardness; he was
cordial to guests and visitors, liberal with his servants and
tenants, and comfortable within himself.
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For Elizabeth, this was a season of waiting –
waiting for Jane’s imminent delivery, waiting for her own time to
come, waiting for the trip to London and Fitzwilliam’s wedding, and
waiting for a reply from Lady Catherine. The last came first, as it
happened. Although the subject had hardly been touched upon in the
fortnight since Darcy’s letter went out, it was never far from
Elizabeth’s mind. Each time the post arrived, she silently wondered
if there would be any word from Lady Catherine. Finally, they had
her letter in hand. She and Darcy read it together.

Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy,

Pemberley, Derbyshire

My Nephew,

I confess that I was very much surprised, but
not displeased, at receiving a letter from you, sir. Although I am
not entirely satisfied with your tone in parts, I can appreciate
the exertion and compromise of pride required of you in writing
it.

I thank you for your compliments concerning
Anne’s upcoming marriage, for which I too have every expectation of
success. I believe Colonel Fitzwilliam will treat my daughter with
the respect she deserves. Anne is a treasure, and I think he fully
comprehends the honor she does him by consenting to be his wife. I
trust that he will prove worthy of this privilege, a privilege that
another gentleman chose to cast aside to his discredit.

As for this estrangement between us, I must
admit that it is a matter of some regret for me as well. I am sure
no one respects the value of family connections more than I do
myself. Although I have not yet learnt to repent of the conviction
that you acted wrongly in marrying beneath you and against the
wishes of all your relations, I concede that my own behavior
subsequently was not above reproach.

Some of the frank sentiments I expressed at
the time would, perhaps, have been better left unsaid. The words
proceeded from a sense of indignation based not simply on an
offense to myself, but also for what I perceived to be an injury to
my daughter. You will soon understand that in defense of one’s
child, of any age, one is apt to do things one otherwise would not.
This must be my excuse.

In future, should you call at Rosings, I
shall receive you. You may bring your wife as well, if you wish. As
I recall, I once found her rather entertaining.

Lady Catherine de Bourgh

“Well, what do you think, Darcy? Are you
satisfied with what she says by way of an apology?”

“I cannot make out if it is an
apology, Lizzy. She dances all round the question. She ‘regrets,’
she ‘concedes,’ she ‘excuses,’ she ‘consents’ to receive us again,
but she never actually apologizes, does she? She never says, ‘I was
wrong, and I am sorry for it.’”

“Would that not be too much to hope for, for
such an open confession of guilt? I doubt the woman has ever in her
life admitted she was wrong. I am rather surprised she goes as far
as she does.”

“I suppose it is progress that she
acknowledges even this much. For myself, I could be content without
anything more substantial. But I am not satisfied that she has made
any reparation for what she said and did to you.”

“Please do not worry on my account.”

“No, no, I must insist on this, Elizabeth.
You are too generous; you would forgive her in a moment. This is a
matter of principle, however, and I shall not give way. Lady
Catherine must repent of her slander and disrespect to you. I will
brook nothing less. If she will not speak her contrition, then she
must demonstrate it. You are not to go and wait upon her,
Elizabeth; Lady Catherine must first come and wait upon you!”

Mr. Darcy, after careful consideration,
decided to send his aunt one further piece of correspondence. He
thanked her for her kind invitation to Rosings Park, but said that
present circumstances would not allow him to accept. He instead
recommended that, should she sincerely wish to restore a state of
good family relations, she might have the courtesy to wait upon
Mrs. Darcy some afternoon while they were in town. This suggestion
was stated in such unequivocal terms as to leave no room to
misunderstand his meaning or to doubt his inexorable will in the
matter.



 



Chapter 14

 


Deliverance

 


On the morning of the first day of May, Mr.
Sanditon, who had come as far as Kympton on business, took the
opportunity afforded by his close proximity to call at Pemberley.
By this time, the Darcys were on such familiar terms with the
gentleman that his visits were taken as a matter of course and
always welcomed. He stayed to tea, and then the four friends walked
out into the gardens to enjoy the fine day.

This particular visit was cut short by the
arrival of a messenger come on horseback from Heatheridge with the
news that Mrs. Bingley’s accouchement had begun. Since Elizabeth
had promised to see her sister through the ordeal, this was a call
to action. With apologies to Mr. Sanditon, Darcy ordered a chaise
and four readied at once. He and Elizabeth then hurried back to the
house to prepare for their immediate departure, leaving their guest
in Georgiana’s care.

To Elizabeth, the thirty mile journey seemed
interminable. Scarcely could she sit through it with any measure of
composure, so desperately did she long to be at Jane’s side. Her
mind vacillated between happy anticipation and foreboding when she
considered what lay ahead. Having known more than one woman who
lost her life in childbed, Elizabeth fervently prayed that her dear
sister would not share their fate. Darcy did his best to reassure
his wife, but the only effective relief came when they at last
arrived at Heatheridge.

Elizabeth instantly alighted from the
carriage and ran up the front steps, outstripping her husband in
her impatience. Inside she found an uneasy Mr. Bingley pacing the
hall. “How does my sister do?” she asked him anxiously.

“Elizabeth, Darcy, thank you for coming so
promptly. They tell me all is well, but I have not been allowed to
see Jane myself. I could not bear to watch her suffer in any case.
It greatly relieves my mind that you are here, Elizabeth. She has
been asking for you. You must go to her at once … and be sure to
give her my love …”

Leaving her husband to console his friend,
Elizabeth hurried upstairs. There she found Jane laboring in
earnest, surrounded by female attendants. The throng round the bed
– composed of Mrs. Bennet, Kitty, two maids, and the monthly nurse
– barely left room to admit another. However, Kitty gave way to her
elder sister without hesitation, looking very much relieved to have
an excuse to distance herself from the situation.

Elizabeth quickly drew a chair up to Jane’s
side.

“Oh Lizzy, thank heaven,” Jane cried,
grasping her sister’s hand tightly.

“We came as quickly as we could. Darcy is
downstairs with your husband. I bring you love from them both. Now,
how are you bearing up?”

Before Jane could respond, she was seized by
another spasm. She gripped Elizabeth’s hand all the tighter.

“She suffers most cruelly,” Mrs. Bennet
answered on Jane’s behalf. “Poor thing. This has been going on for
hours now, and you know it may very likely get much worse before it
is over. I remember what pain I endured, especially with
you, Lizzy. It is as vivid in my mind as if it happened yesterday.
I thought I should have died! It became so unbearable that….”

“Mama!” Elizabeth interrupted, seeing Jane’s
increasing distress, “you look tired. These exertions are far too
trying for your delicate constitution. You must take some time for
repose now that I am come. Go and rest your nerves. I shall carry
on here and call if you are needed. Kitty, please take our mother
out for some air.”

Mrs. Bennet protested, but presently was made
to see that she must not put her own health at peril by
exasperating her nerves any further. She allowed Kitty to escort
her from the room.

Elizabeth returned her full attention to her
sister, although she felt at a loss for how to lend any
consolation.

After another long minute, the stricken
expression on Jane’s face began to soften, along with the vise grip
on her sister’s hand. “Thank you for managing Mama,” she said,
panting, when the pain at last subsided. “I know she is trying to
be helpful, but….”

“Say no more of that. You can do the same for
me in a few months. I should never be as patient as you are, and I
might say something under duress that I would later regret. Now,
Jane, tell me what you need from me.”

“Just stay by my side. I shan’t be half so
frightened if you are with me, Lizzy.”

“I will not leave you for a minute, dearest.
I promise.” Then, of the nurse Elizabeth asked, “How can I help my
sister? Surely there must be something more I can do.”

“Not much to be done, ma’am, excepting
keepin’ your own self calm and talkin’ to milady kindly. Let ‘er
squeeze yer ‘and if she wants when the pangs come.”

Wave after wave of pain engulfed Jane, each
one more powerful and tenacious than the last. Elizabeth rode the
successive swells with her, giving what scant comfort she could.
Although she carefully maintained a composed exterior for Jane’s
sake, her inner distress increased as her sister’s labor
intensified. For a long while, Jane stifled her anguish, refusing
to let anything above a low moan escape her lips. At length,
however, when her attendants at last convinced her to take the
satisfaction of crying out, her wailing echoed through the halls of
Heatheridge.

“Won’t be long now,” predicted the nurse,
once Jane reported the need to bear down. Yet Jane struggled on for
another hour. Finally, with one last, great effort, the child was
delivered into the nurse’s waiting arms.

“It be a little girl, ma’am. Smallish, but
she looks ‘ealthy. Let me clean ‘er up a mite and ye can ‘ave a
look at ‘er.” The experienced woman set about her business.

Jane and Elizabeth breathed sighs of deep
relief that the ordeal was finally over. Both were exhausted, one
from real exertion and the other from empathetic endeavor.

When her daughter was swaddled and laid in
her arms, a look of profound joy overspread Jane’s face, banishing
all evidence of the pain so recently displayed there. The infant’s
noisy cry testified to her vigor, and it begot smiles and happy
tears from her admiring mother and aunt. But their rejoicing was
soon cut short by a sudden return of unpleasantness. Jane winced
and groaned in pain once more.

“What is the matter?” Elizabeth asked
her.

“I do not know. The pangs have started again.
Is that to be expected?” she questioned the nurse.

“Often they’ll be afterbirth pangs, but let
me see …” She examined Jane. “Well, glory be! We got more work to
do milady; there’s another’n awaitin’ to get out!”

“Twins?” Elizabeth exclaimed.

“Yes ma’am. Only this ‘un looks to be turned
wrong way round. Don’t ye fret none, though, Miz Bingley; just
leave everythin’ to me. Many’s the babe I’ve introduced to the
world backside first.”

“Perhaps we should send for the doctor,”
suggested Elizabeth.

“No time for that, ma’am.”

Jane looked as if she could not settle on
whether to laugh or cry at the prospect of twins. There was no time
to dwell on the question, however. She quickly passed the baby girl
to a maid for safekeeping, and steeled herself to continue her
travail. With the valiant effort of another half an hour, she
produced a fine son to keep her daughter company. Jane then
collapsed back against her pillow, too weary and full of emotion to
speak.

The nurse kept watch for any sign of
complication and declared the new mother as fit as could be
expected after such a trial.

When Jane was enough recovered to receive her
husband, Elizabeth shooed everyone else from the room and went to
summon him. She paused at the door, looking back to see the
charming picture of maternal contentment her sister made, her
serene countenance finally restored and a sleeping baby cradled in
each arm. Elizabeth tucked the image away in her mind and went to
fetch Mr. Bingley.

She found him waiting downstairs with the
others, his face tight with anxiety. “Have no fear,” she told him
at once, laying a hand on his arm. “All is well. You may go up
now.” She left to Jane the pleasure of revealing the rest.

In his excitement, Mr. Bingley took the
stairs two at a time and was soon with his wife. Mrs. Bennet would
have followed directly after him had Elizabeth not prevented her,
insisting that the new parents be allowed some time to
themselves.

“You will see Jane soon enough, Mama. For now
you must be content with the knowledge that she is well. It was
difficult for her, to be sure, but she has come through without
harm.”

“And what about the baby?” demanded Mrs.
Bennet. “Do not keep me in suspense, child. My nerves will not
stand for it. Is it healthy? Boy or girl? ”

Since Mr. Bingley was by then with Jane and
had seen his twins, Elizabeth felt at liberty to tell the others
the happy facts as well. “Yes and no,” she answered with a
laugh.

“What nonsense is this, Lizzy? Do not torment
me so. Answer my questions!” insisted Mrs. Bennet.

“My apologies. I confess that I am feeling a
bit giddy. The answer is yes, everyone is healthy. And no, it is
not a boy or a girl; it is a boy and a girl – one of each,
Mama. Jane has twins! Is that not wonderful news, Darcy?” she
asked, trailing off weakly.

Darcy caught and supported his wife as she
began to sink in prostration. “Yes, excellent news. But now you
really must rest, my dear. You have overtaxed yourself.”

With her responsibility to Jane discharged,
Elizabeth acknowledged her own profound fatigue and allowed herself
to be conveyed to the sofa. Meanwhile, the shock that had
momentarily stunned Mrs. Bennet into silence expired. She launched
into rapturous effusions forthwith.

“Twins! A boy and a girl! My goodness
gracious! What a surprise! Is this not delightful, Lizzy? Lord
bless me, I can scarce believe it. What will Mr. Bennet say, I
wonder, when he finds out? Two grandchildren at once, and another
one due in a few months! My friends will all envy me my good
fortune, I daresay. I can hardly wait to see the look on my sister
Phillips’ face when I tell her. Dear, dear Jane. What a good mother
she will make, always so patient and kind. Who should be blessed
with many children if not Jane? Oh, I am so happy!”

Before long, to make her joy complete, Mrs.
Bennet was called upstairs to see her grandchildren and Jane.
Thither also went Kitty, willing to return now that the
unpleasantness was over.

Elizabeth turned to her husband. “I told you
weeks ago that Jane was enormous. Now we know why. Do you not wish
to go up and see the new arrivals, my love?”

“No, no. There will be time enough for that
later. No one wants me upstairs now; I had much better stay with
you until I know you are well. Your service to your sister is
admirable, but I hope it has not been to the detriment of your own
health.”

“I am tired, that is all. And if I am
this weary, consider how Jane must feel! I knew childbirth would be
difficult, but it was more grueling than I had imagined. I pray I
am up to the task when my turn comes.” As if in response to this
line of thought, her own infant made its presence known more
decidedly than ever before. Elizabeth felt a definite quickening as
the new life shifted and wriggled within her. She gasped in
surprise and instinctively put her hand to her belly.

“Is everything all right, Elizabeth? Are you
in pain?” Darcy asked, concern clouding his visage.

“No, not pain. I felt our baby move! A few
other times I thought perhaps I had, but now there can be no doubt.
Oh, Darcy, I wish you could feel it. It really is quite
incredible!” she said with tears welling up in her eyes.

She took his hand and placed it where the
flutter of activity had been a moment before, and they sat quite
still for some time. Although Elizabeth could perceive additional
stirrings, now that she knew what to watch for, they were of
insufficient strength for her husband to discern. Instead, he
enjoyed the gratifying alternative of watching his wife’s
expressive face, experiencing the thrill vicariously through
her.

Presently, Mr. Bingley returned downstairs,
his eyes shimmering and a grin spanning from ear to ear. Mr. Darcy
rose to congratulate his friend, pumping his hand enthusiastically
and soundly rapping him on the back. “Congratulations on your
exceptional good fortune, Charles. You must be very proud!”

“Thank you, Darcy. On the contrary, though, I
feel quite humbled. Why I should be so blessed is a mystery to me,
I assure you. I am convinced that I have done nothing to deserve
it. My sweet wife, on the other hand, is worthy of every kind of
joy.”

“You will get no argument from me on that
last point at least,” said Elizabeth. “I wonder that you can take
yourself from your new family so soon, though. I hope it is not on
our account that you do.”

“Not at all. It was just that, when the
ladies came in, I could no longer imagine myself needed. They were
determined to make a fuss over Jane and the babies, and I thought
it best to leave them to it.”

“Very sensible of you, Bingley. I should have
done the same,” said Darcy. “These things are clearly in the
purview of women. Men cannot be of much use with infants. Now, once
a child is old enough for rational thought, the father can enter in
– setting an example, teaching, admonishing, and so forth.”

“Perhaps, but surely…,” said Mr. Bingley, for
once in doubt of the sagacity of his friend’s advice.

“Please, Mr. Bingley,” Elizabeth interjected,
“do let my husband continue. This is highly instructive. So,
Mr. Darcy, you do not expect to have much interest or occupation
with our son or daughter until at least the age of four or five. Do
I understand you correctly?”

“Now, Lizzy, I did not mean exactly that. It
is only that men in general – and I am no exception – seem to have
very little idea of what to do with an infant. I expect to be most
useful and most interested with what will come later, when the
child is old enough to follow me about and learn from my knowledge
and experience. From a man’s point of view, do not you agree with
me, Bingley?”

“If you had asked me yesterday, I might have
done so without scruple, but no longer. After seeing my own son and
daughter upstairs just now, my opinion is that those two infants
are the most fascinating creatures I have ever encountered. I could
hardly take my eyes off of them, Darcy. Perhaps you will be
likewise converted when your time comes.”

The Darcys stayed the night at Heatheridge.
As they prepared for bed, Elizabeth revisited the subject. “What
interesting ideas you expressed about fatherhood this afternoon,
husband. I was quite surprised by them.”

“Why should you be? I did not relate anything
the least bit shocking or even out of the common way. As far as I
can ascertain, the vast majority of men leave the tending of their
small children entirely to the female sex. Even my own excellent
father, from what I remember, had little use for me until I was old
enough to ride and shoot. He had even less time for my sister. Yet
I would never be persuaded that we were neglected or unloved,”
Darcy said defensively.

“No, of course not.” After a pause for
reflection, Elizabeth continued in a more playful tone. “It does no
good, however, to tell me what ‘common’ men, or even ‘most’ men
consider normal and reasonable practice, because I could never
think of you in those terms. I hold you to a higher
standard. I have long since learnt that everything about you, Mr.
Darcy, is entirely exceptional,” she said, running an appreciative
hand and lingering eye over some of his especially fine
attributes.

This having the desired effect, he gathered
her into his arms. “You have the most charming way, Mrs. Darcy, of
transforming any discordance between us into an invitation to
something infinitely more agreeable. The result is that I can never
seem to remember what we quarreled about.”

“It is terribly clever of me, you must admit.
I wonder if I am the first woman to discover this secret to total
harmony in marriage.”

As her outstanding husband proceeded to
accept her invitation, Elizabeth was momentarily diverted by the
thought that, despite apparent indifference toward their own
infants, men seem to have no lack of interest in the activity that
leads to their existence.



 



Chapter 15

 


Making for London

 


Next morning, Elizabeth’s first thought was
for her sister. She threw on her dressing gown and slipped down the
hall to look in on Jane, to satisfy herself that no serious ill
effects had resulted from the ordeal of the previous day. To her
supreme relief, she found Jane in the bloom of health – good color,
no hint of fever, and appetite intact.

“I would not have thought it possible, Jane,
that you could appear so totally unscathed this morning after all
you went through yesterday. More to the point, how do you
feel?”

“My complaints are not worth mentioning,
nothing I regard at all when I hold those two little darlings in my
arms. I cannot describe the feeling, Lizzy; ‘tis too much for
words. How shall I bear such happiness?”

“And who deserves it more than you and
Bingley, I should like to know? Besides, I am convinced that the
twins are the lucky ones, to have such parents. You will indeed
have your hands full, though.”

“I am sure to have all the help I could
possibly want. Our mother will see to that. She has insisted all
along that we hire a nurse for the baby. Now that there are two, I
find I must agree with her.”

“How long is Mama staying?”

“For a month she says, although I doubt it
will be as long as that. I think it very likely the sound of two
babies crying will soon wear upon her nerves, and she will cut
short her visit.”

“Indeed, it is a wonder to me that she was
able to manage at all with the five of us girls in the house. Of
course, then she had no choice and now she does. I think you are
correct, Jane. Mama may well decide that the greater felicity is to
be found in boasting to her friends about her grandchildren from a
safe distance. And Kitty, does she return to Longbourn with
her?”

“Yes, though I shall be sorry to see her go.
She has been good company for me these last weeks. Still, she has
been away from home for a long time now. I believe she misses Papa,
Mary, and all her friends.”

“She shall have her visit home, then, and we
can collect her on our return from London if she pleases. I daresay
we will stop in Hertfordshire in any case.”

Day by day, Jane steadily regained her
strength and spent more time out of bed and downstairs with the
others. Little Frances Jane and Charles Emerson, as they were soon
christened, made multiple appearances as well, to the delight of
all their family. They were passed from mother to grandmother to
aunt to father and back again. Even Mr. Darcy, despite his initial
protestations, relented and took a turn holding his niece and
nephew.

After five days at Heatheridge, the Darcys
took leave with the promise to visit again as soon as they returned
from London. They might have stayed longer but for the fact that
other house guests were presently expected – Mr. and Mrs. Wickham –
and on no account did Mr. Darcy wish to keep company with his old
adversary.

 


~*~

 


Georgiana welcomed her brother and
sister-in-law back to Pemberley, affecting a cheerful air as she
inquired about events at Heatheridge. “A boy and a girl, you said
in your message. Now, do tell me the rest.”

Elizabeth, observing the drawn appearance of
her countenance, instead asked, “Are you quite well, Georgiana? You
look tired.”

“Oh, yes, I am very well.”

“No, Elizabeth is correct,” said Darcy. “Your
color is off; you have been ill. I can always tell.”

“It is nothing, really – only a headache this
morning, which has passed. Now, tell me about the Bingleys’ twins.
I must know all,” Georgiana insisted.

Somewhat reassured, Elizabeth complied.
“Well, I am no expert on babies, but to me they seem quite perfect
in every way. The nurse pronounced them healthy, and I declare that
they will grow up to look just like their parents; little Charles
is the image of his father and Frances favors Jane. Do you not
think so, Darcy?”

“I can give you no account of it,” he said
dismissively. “How one can remark a resemblance between a newly
born infant and any adult is beyond my comprehension. Apparently,
it requires a livelier imagination than I possess.”

“Your brother, Georgiana, pretends to have
little interest in infants of any description. However, you would
not have thought so had you seen the charming picture he made
holding his niece and nephew.” This brought a chastening glare from
her husband. “Nevertheless, I do not know when I have ever seen two
people more thrilled to be parents, and more suited to the role,
than Jane and Mr. Bingley.”

“Is Jane recovering well?” asked
Georgiana.

“Amazingly well,” Elizabeth answered. “After
what she went through, I was surprised to see so little lasting
effect. The nurse says if no fever develops within the week, there
is nothing more to fear.”

“And then we can set off for London,”
concluded Darcy. “Have you managed to work up any enthusiasm for
our trip to town yet, Georgiana?”

“I hardly know. One day I am quite convinced
that I never wish to leave Pemberley, and the next I am desperate
to be off.” Georgiana stopped herself with a little gasp, dropped
her eyes, and colored. “How silly of me,” she added with a nervous
laugh. “I really cannot imagine why I said such a thing. Please
forgive my nonsense. As for London, I promise to go and make the
best of it.”

“Hmm,” said Darcy, closely regarding his
sister. “I suppose we shall have to be content with that reply for
now, and trust the diversions of London to win you over once we
arrive.”

Elizabeth wondered at Georgiana’s odd
statement. What could she mean by it? Perfect composure was not yet
to be expected; the girl could hardly have recovered from her deep
disappointment over Fitzwilliam so soon. Still, this restlessness
and caprice was something new and out of character. Elizabeth
sought a better explanation later in private but was soundly
rebuffed. Georgiana insisted nothing was amiss, and asked that her
sister kindly stop troubling herself over meaningless remarks.
Elizabeth was thus left to hope, like her husband, that the young
lady’s outlook would be improved by the upcoming amusements in
town.

Preparations for their leaving began at once.
When another week passed and they heard from Jane that all was well
at Heatheridge, the Darcys felt they could be off with no more
worries on that head. As there would be an extra seat in the
carriage, a note was dispatched offering the use of it to Mrs.
Collins, who readily accepted in order that she might visit her
family in Hertfordshire.

The day before their departure, a message
arrived for Mr. Darcy. He examined the note without comment, but
Elizabeth could read on his face the displeasure it engendered.
“What is it?” she asked him.

“This? Oh, nothing of significance,” he
answered, hurling the offending scrap of paper into the fire. “Only
a trifling bit of business that I must see to before quitting
Pemberley. A blasted nuisance, but it cannot be helped.”

He had his horse saddled immediately after
dinner, and rode out with no further explanation. When he returned
an hour later, his mood appeared darker than before, yet he once
again declined to discuss the matter with his wife. Elizabeth did
not press him. She had become accustomed to the fact that Darcy
preferred to shield her from the more unpleasant aspects of
business. By morning, his spirits had rebounded somewhat, and no
more was said about the incident.

According to prior arrangement, Mr. Sanditon
brought Charlotte to Pemberley quite early to share a hearty
breakfast with the Darcys before the travelers departed. Upon
entering, Charlotte commenced to thank her benefactors for the
kindness of conveying her to Hertfordshire.

“Say nothing of it,” Mr. Darcy insisted. “The
seat would have been vacant and gone to waste otherwise.”

“How long do you anticipate being in town,
sir?” Mr. Sanditon asked.

“At least a month, I expect.”

“I know many people hold the London season as
something not to be missed,” continued Mr. Sanditon, “but I
confess, I cannot fathom the attraction. I much prefer the quiet of
a country life. Do not you agree, Miss Darcy?”

Georgiana only blushed and stammered at his
unexpected question.

Her brother came to her rescue. “I believe
all three of us prefer the country for the most part. Still, an
occasional trip to town provides welcome variety. Business requires
me to go in any event, and I shall be very glad for such agreeable
company.”

“Then all that is left for me to do is wish
you a safe journey and an enjoyable stay. Meanwhile, I shall dearly
miss your society here. Now that I have become accustomed to it, I
shall not gladly return to my old reclusive ways. London’s gain is
my loss.”

After breakfast, they made their way to the
awaiting carriage. Mr. Sanditon escorted Georgiana and took her
aside for a few parting words before handing her into the coach.
When the four were comfortably settled – Mr. and Mrs. Darcy on one
side and the other two ladies across from them – the carriage got
underway.

As the long journey stretched out before
them, Elizabeth grew increasingly grateful for Charlotte’s
companionship. Darcy still suffered some lingering petulance from
the night before, and Georgiana was not in the best of spirits
either. They both largely resisted Elizabeth’s attempts to engage
them in conversation, and spent the greater share of their time
staring out the windows at the rain. Whilst mile after mile rolled
by, Charlotte provided the only relief to what might otherwise have
been tedious hours of silence.

At the inn where they broke their journey
that night, Elizabeth made no attempt to speak to her husband about
his ill humor. Experience had taught her that when Darcy brooded
over some difficulty, repeated inquiries were neither welcome nor
helpful. He must work through the problem in his own way. Her best
course was to stand clear until the disturbance passed.

By the time they left the inn the next
morning, things were looking brighter in all respects. The dismal
weather had cleared, and with it had apparently gone Darcy’s
sullenness and Georgiana’s unsociability. Whatever troubles they
carried with them from Pemberley now seemed left far behind. The
focus of conversation shifted to the prospect ahead and the
anticipated pleasures awaiting each of them at their
destinations.

Upon reaching Hertfordshire, they first went
to Lucas Lodge to deliver Charlotte to her family, and, after
accepting an hour’s hospitality there, proceeded on to Longbourn.
With Mrs. Bennet and Kitty still at Heatheridge, the three Darcys
anticipated finding only Mr. Bennet and Mary at home. The visit had
not been prearranged, Elizabeth deciding that it would be great fun
to arrive unannounced instead. Mary noticed their approach and
alerted her father and the housekeeper, Mrs. Hill. By the time the
Darcy’s carriage came to a stop, the welcoming party was fully
assembled.

“Well, well, what a congenial surprise this
is!” said Mr. Bennet in high spirits. “I see you have taken a page
from my book, Lizzy, coming when I did not expect you. Miss Darcy,
I am delighted to see you again. And Mr. Darcy, you are always very
welcome. Pray, come in. Come in and rest yourselves. You must be
tired from your journey.”

“So you are surprised then, Papa.”
said Elizabeth, taking his arm and giving him a kiss on the cheek.
“I thought perhaps Mama might have written that we were bound for
London, and you would be more or less expecting us to stop as we
passed by.”

“Not at all. If I am to rely on the evidence
held forth in her letters, I must conclude that your mother has
completely forgotten your existence, my dear child, along with most
everything else. For now at least, there is no room in her head for
any topic other than Jane’s twins. I fear you will have to do
something quite spectacular, Lizzy, if you are to recapture her
attention.”

“I have no desire to do any such thing,”
replied Elizabeth. “Let Mama devote herself to Jane and her twins.
I shall not find her neglect too much hardship to bear, I assure
you.”



 



Chapter 16

 


The Season

 


Rather than pressing on to London as planned,
the Darcys allowed themselves to be persuaded into staying the
night at Longbourn.

“You must take pity on an old man who is
sadly starved for good conversation,” said Mr. Bennet in the cause.
“Fresh company and original ideas are what I require. Sir William
Lucas and I have long since grown weary of each other’s threadbare
stories, and I must confess that I often find your sister Mary’s
discourse unpalatable. It contains too much of the didactic for
regular consumption, especially since I have quite given up any
hopes of self-reform.”

The evening passed pleasurably for all
concerned. Mary and Georgiana entertained each other with their
common love of music, taking turns at the spinet, while the other
three gathered for the bright conversation Mr. Bennet so much
craved.

With the promise to stop again at Longbourn
on the return trip in a few weeks’ time, the Darcys said their
farewells early the next day. An easy morning’s drive took them to
their residence in town, where the household staff assembled to
welcome them before they could exit the carriage. The look-out had
been on in earnest, the family’s arrival having been expected since
the previous afternoon.

Once inside, a glance about themselves and
inquiries made of the butler confirmed that everything was in good
order. The servants that had been sent on ahead from Pemberley were
safely arrived, and the trunks, which had come by the same
conveyance, were already unpacked into the appropriate rooms.

After greeting the staff, Georgiana went up
to her apartment to get settled. Darcy and Elizabeth lingered
downstairs only long enough to check for cards and letters that had
arrived in advance of them.

“The Applewhites have called,” Elizabeth
observed to her husband.

“So, they are back from their tour on the
continent. Good. Their society is always agreeable, and I daresay
that, with the least bit of encouragement, Applewhite will consent
to regale us with creative accounts of their adventures abroad. One
can only believe half of what he says, of course, but his
embellishments do make the stories that much more
entertaining.”

“True,” Elizabeth said with a laugh. “I never
tire of listening to his standard yarns, and now he must have many
new diverting tales to tell. Oh look, here is a letter from Jane. I
had not expected to hear from her so soon. I hope this does not
signify something amiss,” she said breaking open the seal at
once.

“What does it say? Are they well?” Darcy
asked.

Elizabeth quickly surveyed the missive. “Yes,
yes, she says we are not to be alarmed for they are all in
excellent health. It looks as if she has written chiefly to alert
us to the possibility that we may chance to meet Wickham here in
town. She writes, ‘Mr. Wickham and Lydia had been with us only a
week when he announced that he had urgent business in town, and
promptly set off for London without further explanation.’ How
unlucky! Still, I doubt that we shall cross paths with him; London
is a big place and we move in such different circles.”

“I agree that a chance meeting is
improbable. It is far more likely he will go out of his way to
impose himself on us in some fashion. It certainly would not be the
first time,” Darcy said, glowering. “I believe he would stoop to
any manner of mischief if he thought it worth his while. Just to be
prudent, you and Georgiana must not go out alone as long as he is
in town.”

“Of course, if you think such precautions
necessary, my love,” said Elizabeth, a little puzzled. “I hope in
this case you are wrong, however. In any event, let us not spoil
our first night in town by thinking anything more about that odious
man.”

The subsequent days passed without incident,
and nothing more was said on the subject of Mr. Wickham. Mr. Darcy
had set about tending to his business affairs without delay,
dispatching them as expeditiously as possible in order to be free
for less serious occupations during the remainder of their stay.
Always with a footman’s escort, Elizabeth and Georgiana also
ventured forth on various and sundry errands – shopping as well as
making the rounds of their acquaintances. They paid calls and left
cards alerting their friends to their presence in town. Darcy
posted a note to his aunt at Rosings Park informing her of the
same.

Soon invitations began arriving for private
balls and parties. These Mr. Darcy scrutinized and discussed with
his wife, ultimately accepting many more than he might have done
according to his own inclination. He knew that a month or two in
London would afford his sister greater scope for social intercourse
than any other circumstances imaginable. In these few weeks, she
would rub shoulders with more of her equals, including suitable
young men, than she would likely come across in five years time in
the country. Thus, despite his personal distaste for the “marriage
market” atmosphere of these gatherings, he allowed it to be a
necessary evil.

Elizabeth, contrariwise, anticipated more
personal enjoyment from their busy social calendar. Though
perfectly satisfied with country life in general, she was not at
all averse to dancing and being out in company when the occasion
presented itself. She intended to take full advantage of this
chance to indulge those tastes, since her expectant condition was
still so easily concealed. Such another opportunity might never
occur. Once they had children, Elizabeth thought it doubtful that
they would ever spend so much time in town again.

After two weeks in London, the Darcys had
hosted one dinner party and attended three others in addition to a
ball, two concerts, a soiree and the opera. Considered a very
modest pace of activity compared to some, it was quite enough
commotion to satisfy them.

This particular night, they were to attend
another ball. Elizabeth went into Georgiana’s room to see if she
needed any last minute assistance. “You look lovely, my dear. I
daresay you will have many admirers again tonight, and hardly a
minute to rest between dances,” she told the girl. “How are you
enjoying town so far? Now that you have had time to sample the
delights the season has to offer, I hope you are not sorry we
came.”

“No, not at all. I think the change has done
me good. Being kept so occupied every day leaves me very little
time to dwell on … on other matters.”

“I think you are wise to enter into the
spirit of things as much as possible, Georgiana. Who can say what
may come of it? You may yet meet someone, even tonight perhaps, who
will make you forget your cares more permanently. Anything can
happen at a ball, you know.”

Despite her optimistic words, Elizabeth saw
no sign of any such revolution in Georgiana’s situation that night.
Her young sister continued to attract more than her share of
attention. However, although she smiled politely and danced with
each gentleman in his turn, she showed no serious interest in any
of them. Henry Heywood was the only one to claim more than a
passing notice from Georgiana. Mr. Heywood, along with his sister
Andrea, frequently appeared at the same social events, and he never
failed to promote himself as one of Georgiana’s most ardent
admirers.

“I see that young Mr. Heywood continues his
attentions to Georgiana. Persistent, is he not?” said Elizabeth to
her husband as they observed the two together, dancing.

“Aye, his devotion is commendable. Were
constancy and determination the only criteria, I feel certain that
he would carry the day.”

“You still doubt his chances, then. Do you
not think he is making some headway with her?”

“She seems content enough in his company, but
I see no symptoms of peculiar regard or attachment. Of course, this
is pure speculation since she will not confide in us. How am I to
know what she is really thinking?”

“Ah yes, the female mind is utterly
inscrutable, Mr. Darcy.”

Had he been at home the next afternoon, Mr.
Darcy would have been immediately relieved of all his questions
concerning Georgiana’s feelings for Mr. Heywood. Unfortunately, he
was out on an unspecified errand of business when the young man
came to call. Mr. Heywood was shown up to the drawing room where
Mrs. Darcy and Miss Georgiana received him.

“Why Mr. Heywood, what a pleasant surprise,”
said Elizabeth.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Darcy. Good afternoon,
Miss Darcy,” he said with a good deal more formality and nervous
anxiety than normally attends a greeting of long-standing
acquaintances.

“Please, sir, do sit down and tell us to what
we owe the honor of your visit,” invited Elizabeth. “Do you bring a
message from your mother?”

Still on his feet, he answered with a
noticeable tremor in his voice. “No, ma’am. I come on my own
account. I wonder if you would be so kind, Mrs. Darcy, as to grant
me the honor of a private audience with your sister?”

This official application left no doubt as to
the young man’s intentions or the reason for his apparent anxiety.
At finding herself the very particular object of his call,
Georgiana’s composure began to crumble as well. The tension in her
countenance was unmistakable, yet Elizabeth could not judge with
any certainty whether it stemmed from dread or excitement. In any
case, Mr. Heywood stood before them clearly determined to carry his
chosen course of action through. Elizabeth saw no gracious
alternative to allowing him to have his try, regardless of her
sister’s sentiments.

“Of course, Mr. Heywood,” she said.
“Georgiana, you may stay and hear what the gentleman has to
say.”

The girl was either too stunned or too
accommodating to object, so Elizabeth moved to exit the room. As
she turned to close the double doors behind her, however, the look
she saw on the Georgiana’s face was no longer the least bit
ambiguous. Elizabeth thought to herself, “I am afraid that Mr.
Heywood is going to have a very rough time of it.”

The interview was brief. Elizabeth did not
hear exactly what passed between the two, but the outcome was no
longer in doubt. Mr. Heywood’s pained expression told all; his suit
had been summarily rejected. With barely a nod to the lady of the
house, the unhappy young man made a hasty departure, hat in
hand.

As much as she pitied Mr. Heywood’s plight,
Elizabeth’s loyalty and chief concern were with Georgiana, who she
imagined could not have come through the encounter in perfect
tranquility either. Indeed, she found the girl pacing the room in a
state of great agitation, muttering and gesturing her obvious
dissatisfaction. Tears stained her cheeks, but her manner bespoke
more consternation than sorrow. When Elizabeth approached with the
intention of comforting her sister, Georgiana was not yet ready to
be consoled. She continued to march up and down, accompanied by her
own soliloquy.

“We were having a perfectly delightful time,
were we not? Why must he spoil everything by asking me to marry him
when he knew perfectly well that I must reject him? I was always
extremely careful; he could not have misunderstood me. Yet it seems
he prefers to deceive himself. He forces me to say things that will
hurt him, and then he resents me for it. Is that fair? I like him
very much, to be sure. I like his whole family! We have been such
good friends, but now all that is ruined forever! Now, there will
be nothing but awkwardness and irritation between us. Oh, why must
men always make such a muddle of things? Why cannot they leave well
enough alone?”

Elizabeth was surprised by the vehemence of
Georgiana’s protestations, considering that she was ordinarily so
gentle and sweet-tempered. Emotions must have been building over
the last few months, she surmised, and could no longer be
contained.

Georgiana then turned and addressed the
remainder of her diatribe directly to her sister. “What a disaster
this is, Elizabeth. I did try to stop him, to prevent the
embarrassment of a declaration and refusal, but he would do
it anyway. Can men never be satisfied with friendship? Why must
they demand more than it is in my power to give?”

“Do try to calm yourself, dear,” urged
Elizabeth. “I know you are upset, and I understand your
frustration, believe me. But pray, have a little compassion for
poor Mr. Heywood. I am quite certain he did not fall in love merely
for the purpose of vexing you. In any case, you must not condemn
all men for the actions of one.”

“But it is not just one man; now there are
two!”



 



Chapter 17

 


Discretion

 


“Now there are two!”

The impassioned statement echoed in the
room.

Georgiana undoubtedly wished it back again.
Indeed, her hand flew to cover her lips, as if to prevent anything
else incriminating escaping. The two women stood frozen in their
tracks, gaping at each other, whilst Elizabeth’s mind quickly
followed the implication of the words to the logical conclusion.
She was prevented from saying anything about it, however, by the
abrupt arrival of Mr. Darcy, who was likewise arrested by the odd
display before him.

As soon as she recovered herself, Elizabeth
said, “My dear, I did not know that you were returned already.”

“What on earth is going on here, Elizabeth?”
he demanded. “Georgiana?”

Elizabeth waited for her sister to answer
howsoever she thought best, since it was her feelings that
were at stake. Averting her face, Georgiana quickly blotted her
tears. She shot a desperate look at Elizabeth, as if pleading for
her discretion, and then turned to answer the question.

“You have missed all the excitement, brother.
As you see, Elizabeth and I are still not recovered from the
shock,” she said in a quavering voice. “We have had an unexpected
visitor this afternoon.”

“Good heavens! Not Wi … I say, is everything
all right?”

“Be not alarmed. It was only Henry Heywood,
and what do you think? He has made me an offer of marriage.”

It was Mr. Darcy’s turn to be stunned
speechless. Elizabeth felt only profound relief that she would not
be asked to keep this as yet another secret from her husband. The
rest, which she did not know in full herself, would likely be a
different matter.

“Of course I have had to refuse him,”
Georgiana continued. “I do not love him, and I could never resign
myself to live all the rest of my life in London in any case.
Still, I am sorry to have hurt him. And I would have kept the
incident completely to myself, out of respect for Mr. Heywood’s
honor, except that Elizabeth was here when it happened, and so you
must know it as well, brother.”

Seeing tears welling up in her eyes, Darcy
gathered his young sister into his embrace. Georgiana made no
objection to resting in that comfortable and familiar refuge. At
length, however, she excused herself and went upstairs. Elizabeth
longed to follow her and demand a full explanation of her cryptic
remark, but that would have to wait.

“Well, this was not wholly unexpected, I
suppose,” Darcy began, “although I am surprised that Mr. Heywood
made his declaration so soon. It was imprudent of him to commit
himself without being secure of Georgiana’s affection.”

“Indeed, but perhaps his vanity deceived him
into believing that she would be willing to accept him and even
wanting to be asked. I think such a thing has happened before,”
Elizabeth said mischievously.

Darcy understood immediately to what she
alluded. “Yes, I know of just such a case,” he said, pulling
Elizabeth into his arms. “Let us hope that poor Mr. Heywood will be
more successful on his next time out, just as I was.”

After a quick glance to be sure they were
alone, Darcy gave his wife a deep, lingering kiss, holding her body
firmly against his own. In the midst of their enjoyment, a flutter
of movement between them startled Mr. Darcy, and he stopped
still.

“So, you felt it too,” said Elizabeth in a
whisper.

“I most certainly did!” he answered with
hushed excitement.

He slipped his hand between them, and they
both held their breath as the small bulge of Elizabeth’s belly
shifted perceptibly again. She had become more and more aware of
their child’s stirrings in the last few weeks, but Darcy had never
before been able to share the experience. Now, they were caught up
together in the wonder of it. They remained in that same attitude
several minutes, until finally the spell was broken by the sound of
the butler’s approaching footsteps. Darcy hastily released his
wife, stepped back, and struggled to resume his usual air of
dignity. Yet Elizabeth could see he was profoundly moved. She took
it as a proof that he could never behave toward his infant son or
daughter in the detached manner he had previously predicted.

 


~*~

 


The topic of the ill-fated marriage proposal
did not dominate the conversation at the Darcys’ dinner table later
that day. Extraordinary as the event had been, it was over and done
with. There was little more to be said about it, other than to wish
Henry a speedy recovery from his disappointment, and to hope that
the incident would not permanently damage the cordial friendship
that had so long persisted between the two families.

Instead they discussed upcoming social
engagements, including the wedding of Anne de Bourgh and Colonel
Fitzwilliam in two weeks. Georgiana could not enter in on the
subject with any enthusiasm, but she had by then learnt to hear it
mentioned with tolerable composure. It had been arranged that
Charlotte Collins would come to London and drive down with them to
Hunsford for the wedding.

“It did occur to me, Georgiana, that we might
ask Charlotte to stay on with you afterward, as chaperone, if your
brother and I have had our fill of London by then and you have
not,” said Elizabeth. “She would make you a pleasant and suitable
companion, and she might benefit as well by exposure to better
society than is ordinarily within her reach. What do you think of
the idea?”

“I am sure I should find Mrs. Collins’s
company very agreeable.”

“Of course, there is no need to decide
anything now,” said Darcy. “We will all stay until the wedding, and
after that we can make our arrangements. Although if business does
not detain me, I am certain I shall be ready by then to be
gone.”

“As you speak of business, Darcy, it puts me
in mind to ask why you returned so soon this afternoon,” said
Elizabeth. “You did say that you had something pressing that
demanded your immediate attention, and yet you could not have been
gone much above an hour, I am sure.”

He frowned. “Yes, I had an appointment with
someone, but the gentleman failed to keep it. I waited half an
hour, and he never came. So it was a wasted trip.”

“How provoking! I hope you will not consent
to meet that unreliable fellow again. What good can come of doing
business with someone who cannot be trusted to keep his
commitments?”

“Unfortunately, Elizabeth, I may have to in
defense of my own interests. We cannot always choose with whom we
must associate.”

So superficial was Elizabeth’s knowledge of
her husband’s affairs, that any further inquiry seemed pointless.
However, as it continued to disturb her peace of mind, she raised
the issue again that night in the privacy of their bedchamber.

“I do wish that I understood your business
dealings better, Darcy. At times they seem to weigh so heavy upon
you, and in my ignorance, I am of no assistance whatsoever. Do you
suppose you could teach me, at least in a general way, about the
work that often keeps you so seriously occupied?”

“It is precisely because these matters can
weigh heavy on a person that I shield you from them, Lizzy.”

“Still, if you could tell me your problems,
would not your own burden be lightened? Could I not at least be of
use to you as someone you might speak to in freedom and confidence
about whatever you have in contemplation? I wish to share all your
concerns, but as it stands now, I am excluded from this important
aspect of your life.”

Darcy was taken aback. “It was never my
object to maliciously deny you admittance to my affairs. You should
know that.”

“I do! You meant it for my good, and I thank
you. Yet you needn’t feel obligated to protect me from all of
life’s unpleasantness. I am stronger than you know, and I wish to
be allowed to share your troubles as you share mine. Do you
see?”

“I suppose I can appreciate your point. If
you truly wish to know more about the business of Pemberley, I can
certainly teach you. I had no idea you had an interest in that sort
of thing. But you must trust my discretion if I judge that certain
things are still best kept to myself.”

Mr. Darcy exercised some of that discretion
the very next morning when he again went out on business without
any explanation to his wife. Elizabeth might have been inclined to
take umbrage at this setback to their new understanding but for the
fact that it offered her the opportunity to speak to Georgiana at
last. After seeing her husband safely out the door, she went up to
the girl’s room at once.

“My dear Georgiana,” Elizabeth began,
approaching the subject as gently as she could, “I hope you are
aware that your brother and I have tried to respect your privacy,
even though it has often been difficult. It has distressed us both
to see you suffering under such an obvious strain for these several
weeks past without knowing how to help you. Now that I finally have
a clue to the cause of your distress, I cannot in good conscience
turn a blind eye to it any longer. I must speak to you, dearest,
about what you said yesterday, that ‘now there are two.’”

Georgiana objected, once again claiming there
was nothing to tell. Although she went to great lengths to dismiss
the remark, she could provide no credible explanation for it.

“There is no use denying it,” Elizabeth
concluded. “The truth is that Mr. Heywood is not the only one, or
even the first, to propose to you. Is that not so, Georgiana? There
can be no other interpretation. I know you did not mean to say it,
but since you did say it, you must tell me the rest. Have I
not proved myself a trustworthy confidant?”

“Yes, but … Oh Lizzy, it is so embarrassing
and perplexing.”

“I have some experience in these matters. Let
me help you along a bit. I believe I can guess the identity of your
other admirer. It is Mr. Sanditon, is it not?”

Georgiana’s expression of surprise at
Elizabeth’s penetration was quickly supplanted by one of relief.
“How did you know?”

“When I understood your meaning, there
clearly was no one else it could be, although I was too blind to
see it before.”

Once released from the weight of secrecy that
had so long oppressed her, Georgiana spoke freely, unburdening
herself to Elizabeth about the courtship that had passed so
unnoticed, yet in plain sight. She disclosed that the attraction
had been growing for months, with its inception at or about the
time of the dinner party at Reddclift. The interest between them
was mutual, although not of equal force, the gentleman having
already proclaimed his steadfast affection; the lady not yet able
to do so.

“And to all this I was completely
insensible!” confessed Elizabeth. “The two of you were rarely alone
together. When did he find the opportunity to actually
propose?”

“The day Jane delivered. Do you remember? Mr.
Sanditon remained a while after you and my brother left for
Heatheridge. That is when he declared his love, and I have been in
turmoil ever since.”

“What answer did you give him?”

“I said that I was very fond of him – which
is quite true – but that I needed time to think. The day we left
Pemberley, he pressed for my answer, and I told him I would give it
when I returned. What shall I do, Lizzie?”

“I cannot be the judge. You have had more
time to consider. What is your own opinion?”

“Well, there are certainly strong points in
favor of the match. Surely even my brother would admit its aptness
and desirability. Mr. Sanditon is a respectable gentleman and very
nearly part of the family already. As for myself, I would dearly
love to be settled so close to Pemberley, and I adore the little
girls. I could never hope to find a better man as to character. And
there is no one else that interests me in the slightest.”

“Except Colonel Fitzwilliam,” said Elizabeth
gravely. “Forgive me, Georgiana, but I must ask. How do your
feelings for Mr. Sanditon compare with what you felt, or possibly
still feel, for the colonel?”

“That is not fair, Lizzy!”

“I know it is a difficult question, but I
think your answer would be quite germane. If you are still in love
with Fitzwilliam, or if your feelings for Mr. Sanditon are feeble
by comparison to what you once felt for the colonel, that
must guide your decision. My dear Georgiana, please remember
that you lack neither position nor financial security, and you will
have a home at Pemberley as long as you wish. In your situation,
there is absolutely nothing that should tempt you into matrimony –
early, or indeed, ever – except love. Would it not be preferable to
remain unmarried all of your life rather than compromise on that
principle of singular importance?”



 



Chapter 18

 


A State Visit

 


Not surprisingly, Georgiana insisted upon
complete secrecy concerning Mr. Sanditon’s proposal. Elizabeth was
once again sworn to tell no one, not even Darcy, her silence being
the requisite condition for maintaining her sister’s confidence.
She judged it, therefore, the lesser of two evils. Leaving
Georgiana without a trustworthy friend to advise her at this
critical juncture was not an option. Should Georgiana ultimately
accept Mr. Sanditon, nothing could go forward without Mr. Darcy’s
knowledge or consent, so Elizabeth saw no serious harm in
withholding the information for a short while, much as she disliked
the idea. Her irritated conscience she soothed with the balm of
pure motives; it was out of a sincere desire to help Georgiana that
she must keep these things from her husband.

Likewise, Darcy concealed his own mysteries.
When he returned from his errand of business, he was not at all
forthcoming about what had taken place. He would say only that he
had been able to complete the appointment that had failed to
transpire the day before. Yet, from his low spirits and the look of
pain – or possibly disappointment – that Elizabeth saw in his eyes,
she surmised that the meeting had not gone well or that the
business at hand had been particularly distasteful in nature.

Her attempts to lighten his mood were
ineffectual. What distressed Elizabeth most, however, was her
distinct impression that at least part of her husband’s displeasure
was somehow directed at her. That hardly seemed possible, though,
considering that only the day before they had been on the most
intimate terms, sharing the wonder of their child’s life within
her. There had been no hint of strain between them then. What could
she have said or done since to offend him? She was on the verge of
asking when Georgiana came downstairs and the opportunity was
lost.

The sight of his sister accomplished what his
wife’s attentions had failed to do, bringing a smile to Mr. Darcy’s
face. “Ah, Georgiana, tell me, what shall we do this evening? We
have no commitments, so you may have your pick of amusements, my
dear. Whatever you fancy; we shall place ourselves entirely at your
disposal.”

Elizabeth knew Darcy’s sudden display of
cheerfulness must be an affectation. Still, she was relieved that
he was able to set aside whatever troubled him, for his sister’s
sake if not for her own.

Georgiana expressed eager interest in some
kind of musical entertainment. Her genuine preference – as well as
a desire to avoid coming upon Mr. Heywood at one of their usual
locales – influenced her choice. A concert was settled on, since
there was a fine orchestra in town that they had not yet heard.

The orchestra lived up to the high
expectations engendered by its reputation. Exquisite music inspired
the better emotions of those who were fortunate enough to be in the
audience that night. Cares and injuries melted away under the
soothing sounds of strings and woodwinds, and many who had started
the evening out of spirits recovered them in the end.

There could have been no better medicine for
what ailed Mr. Darcy, and by association, his wife. They left the
concert hall feeling thoroughly uplifted, the earlier
unpleasantness all but forgotten. Georgiana was very nearly in a
state of rapture. She made no attempt to contain her delight with
the evening’s entertainment. The orchestra, the conductor, the
composer, and any other persons or circumstances that had
contributed to her enjoyment, she praised in generous measure,
regaling Darcy and Elizabeth with her effusions all the way back to
the house.

Mr. Darcy’s improved frame of mind held, as
Elizabeth observed with relief when they retired to their
bedchamber. The lines of tension had eased from his brow, and his
dark eyes bespoke only love and tenderness when he gazed upon her.
She was satisfied. Although she would have liked an explanation for
his earlier behavior, especially as it might relate to herself, she
asked him no questions. She would not have disturbed his repose for
all the world.

 


~*~

 


Inspired by what she heard at the concert,
Georgiana took to her pianoforte with renewed vigor the next
morning. Her nimble fingers danced back and forth across the
keyboard with impressive proficiency, filling the house with music.
She was totally absorbed by the pursuit for close to two hours and
unconscious of anyone or anything else.

Darcy and Elizabeth listened from the next
room, having both decided to forgo any business or social calls for
the day. As they sat in quiet conversation, the footman brought in
the post and presented it to his master on a silver tray.

“We have a letter from Fitzwilliam, and also
one from your sister Jane. Which do you want first, Lizzy?” he
asked.

“Oh, let us hear from Fitzwilliam, by all
means. It has been weeks since we had news of him.”

Darcy read the colonel’s letter aloud.

My Dear Friends,

I trust you are all three in good health and
enjoying your stay in town. You, Georgiana, must be especially
admired wherever you are seen this season. I picture you now as I
saw you at your birthday ball, dancing each dance with a new and
eager partner. Regrettably, this time I am not so fortunate as to
be one of them, although I am quite certain you are too merry to
miss your old cousin in any case.

Though nothing compared to London, Rosings is
also playing host to an uncharacteristically busy season of
activity of a different sort. There are parties, luncheons,
fittings, and I know not what. It is a great mystery to me. The
prospective groom, I find, is required to be always present but
never to interfere. There seems to be nothing of consequence for me
to do. The ladies – in this case, primarily Lady Catherine, of
course – command the attention and make every decision.

I fear that it has been a little too much
for poor Anne, whose strength seems to be flagging under the
strain. Her physician, Dr. Essex, appears to harbor some measure of
concern for her as well, but he assures me there is no real danger.
He is a fine fellow, by the way, and so solicitous of Anne. With
his care, I trust she will rebound quickly once all the fuss is
over. Still, it is a pity that she is cannot enter more into the
spirit of things, since I believe all these events are meant
to please and honor the bride above anyone else. As it is, I think
her mother takes the most enjoyment from them.

Lady Catherine, Anne, and I are coming into
town on Friday. There is some shopping for wedding-related
paraphernalia yet to be accomplished. I believe Anne and I are to
be trusted with that. Meanwhile, her ladyship intends to call upon
you, Elizabeth. She has resigned herself to do it, but seems none
too happy at the prospect. Although she would never admit it,
Darcy, I gather that the honor is being paid to your worthy wife on
your command. I would dearly love to know what you did to humble
the great lady so. At any rate, I am selfishly glad for the
apparent reconciliation since it will clear the way for our
continued close fellowship.

I must get this to the post now so that you
may have sufficient notice to prepare yourselves for your esteemed
visitor. I only wish I could be there. One day you must tell me all
about it as I cannot depend on receiving an accurate account from
our aunt.

Yours, etc.

J. Fitzwilliam

“Well, what do say to that, Darcy? Your aunt
is coming to call on us after all – quite a triumph for you.”

“I am glad she comes, but the honor and
credit belong to you, my dear; the reconciliation was your idea. I
only established the conditions under which it would be possible.
It appears Lady Catherine has decided to comply with those
terms.”

“You have managed the whole thing, and I make
no doubt it is only on your account that she is willing to
acquiesce. She certainly would never lower herself only to get back
into my good graces.”

The other letter contained no such singular
news, but it was no less welcome either. In it, Jane related an
entertaining account of Lydia’s antics along with the information
that Mrs. Bennet and Kitty had departed for Longbourn. The largest
share of the letter, however, was devoted to narrating the growth
and progress of the twins. According to Jane, they were changing so
rapidly that hardly a day went by without some new development. She
reported that little Charles displayed a mild, easy temperament,
whereas his sister, Frances, was inclined to demand her own way and
complain loudly when she did not get it. The nurse frequently
allowed the infant to exercise her lungs in this manner,
considering it exceedingly beneficial for her health. Jane credited
Frances, therefore, with finally driving Mrs. Bennet away.

“Jane writes so descriptively,” said
Elizabeth, “that I almost feel as if I were there. It will be good
to see for ourselves how our niece and nephew have grown when we
return.”

As Georgiana entered, Mr. Darcy addressed
her. “You have treated us to a very fine concert this morning, just
as pleasing as the one we heard last night, which I gather has
renewed your enthusiasm to play.”

“You are correct, as usual, brother. I am
rededicating myself to practice more diligently. I have been far
too lax since we came into town.”

“I can hardly agree with you there,” said
Elizabeth. “But, by all means, play as much as you like. You will
hear no complaint from me or from your brother either, I
think.”

“Indeed,” agreed Darcy, “since we are the
beneficiaries. Whilst you were playing, Georgiana, the morning post
came and we read our two letters. They will both be of interest to
you as well, I am sure. There is one from Jane and another from
Fitzwilliam, in which he says some very pretty things about you, my
dear.” He handed the letters to Georgiana.

She took them and crossed toward the window,
curling up in an oversized chair to read with her back toward the
other two, who continued their conversation. Elizabeth could not
help glancing in Georgiana’s direction from time to time, anxious
over her response to the colonel’s missive. The first part must
excite feelings of pleasure, but the talk of the wedding might well
bring pain if Georgiana still felt a fervent attachment to
Fitzwilliam.

Any strong sentiments the letter inspired
left no trace on Georgiana’s visage by the time she quit her window
seat and rejoined them. “So we are to be visited by Lady Catherine
on Friday,” she said. “It must be nearly two years since I last had
that pleasure. Shall you be nervous when she comes,
Elizabeth?”

“I hardly know.”

“She needn’t be intimidated,” said Darcy.
“Elizabeth was more than a match for our aunt last time they met, I
understand.”

On that occasion, Lady Catherine, incensed by
the rumor of an engagement between Elizabeth and her nephew,
journeyed to Longbourn to make her sentiments on the subject known.
But Elizabeth stood her ground and defied her ladyship’s demands,
flatly refusing to promise that she would never marry Mr. Darcy. In
reporting Elizabeth’s obstinacy to her nephew, and thereby giving
him reason to hope, Lady Catherine quite unintentionally played a
role toward uniting the couple.

“And this encounter should be much less
contentious,” Darcy continued.

“Let us hope so. For my part, I plan to be
perfectly well behaved,” said Elizabeth. Then, with an impish grin,
she added, “And, should conversation lag, I can always flatter her.
I might start by praising her usefulness at bringing us together.
Shall I, Darcy? Oh, how distressed she would be to know that we owe
our happiness, at least in part, to her!”

Although this thought amused her, Elizabeth
had no intention of deliberately vexing Lady Catherine. She was
fully prepared to forgive all past offences, and prayed she would
have the forbearance to likewise overlook any new provocation given
either by accident or design.

When Friday arrived, Elizabeth awaited her
caller with as much equanimity as she could command. It had been
decided that the others would keep out of sight initially, in order
that Lady Catherine might pay her respects to Mrs. Darcy without
distraction or witnesses. Accordingly, when the grand lady in her
very grand carriage appeared in front of the house, Darcy and
Georgiana retreated to the next room, leaving Elizabeth alone to
receive her.

Lady Catherine was announced, and she swept
into the room with her customary, self-important air – no sign of
newfound humility yet apparent.

Elizabeth rose to greet her. “Lady Catherine.
Good afternoon.”

“Good afternoon … Mrs. Darcy.” Judging
from her sour-looking countenance, that title, long coveted for her
daughter, left a bitter taste in Lady Catherine’s mouth as she was
obliged to use it in addressing an undeserving usurper.

“Please, do sit down,” Mrs. Darcy invited,
and they both did so. “How good of you to come all this way to call
on me.”

“It was no trouble; I was in town already,”
her ladyship responded dismissively.

“I see,” said Elizabeth, feeling the slight.
“I am so glad that you were not put to any inconvenience on my
account, madam.”

“I beg your pardon, Mrs. Darcy,” said her
ladyship, seeming to remember herself. She continued in a more
conciliatory tone. “I would have come to pay my respects
regardless, and I do hope you will be good enough to forgive the
tardiness of my visit.”

“Of course. I trust your ladyship is
well.”

“I am, thank you. And allow me to compliment
you on your … obvious good health,” she said with a glance at
Elizabeth’s expanding midsection. “Darcy informed me of your
expectations. You must be very happy.”

“Yes, very.”

 





Chapter 19

 


Lady Catherine

 


On the whole, Lady Catherine de Bourgh
behaved quite handsomely when she called on Mrs. Darcy. For most
people of good breeding, this is hardly an accomplishment worthy of
special note. Yet it requires considerable exertion for one who so
infrequently exercises the capacity. Her ladyship certainly
recognized the difference between good and bad manners in others,
and she never scrupled to point out the deficiencies of those who
failed to measure up. However, she seldom saw the need to hold
herself to the same high standards.

On this exceptional day, however, Lady
Catherine judged it worthwhile to go beyond the minimum level of
civility to something approaching deference, in order to be sure of
satisfying Mr. Darcy’s terms. She did her best to appear suitably
penitent and pay his wife the homage required. After ten minutes of
courteous conversation with Elizabeth, her efforts were rewarded by
the entrance of the two persons whose society she truly valued
maintaining – her niece and nephew.

Other than a fleeting glance at Mr. Collins’s
funeral, Lady Catherine had not seen Mr. Darcy throughout their
entire estrangement. She quickly noted that his appearance had not
altered substantially during that interval. Georgiana was a
different matter. The passage of nearly two years had transformed
her niece from a gangly girl into a young woman who bore a striking
resemblance to her deceased mother, Lady Anne Darcy, at the same
age. Lady Catherine could not take her eyes off the living image of
her dead sister that now stood before her.

“Georgiana, come here,” she commanded,
continuing her inspection at closer range. “My heavens. Yes, you
have the true look of her now, your mother that is. Of course, you
were too young when she died to remember much about her, but you
will have seen her portrait in the gallery at Pemberley. That
likeness was taken when she was just your age, the year she married
your father. The resemblance is quite distinct. Have you not
remarked it yourself?”

“Oh, but my mother was so beautiful! I cannot
see that I look a thing like her, Lady Catherine.”

“You are too humble, child; you underestimate
yourself. Nevertheless, I am very happy to see you again, my dear.”
At last, turning to Darcy, she said, “I am pleased to see you also,
nephew. Are you well?”

“I am, and let me say how gratified we all
are by the extraordinary improvement in Anne’s health. I hardly
knew her when she came to Pemberley in January.”

“Yes. Dr. Essex is a clever physician, and he
has done wonders for Anne. I have very high hopes for her now that
her health no longer holds her back. She has such natural talent
and taste; they have only wanted proper opportunity to
develop.”

“Is Anne enjoying all the wedding
preparations?” Georgiana asked, to Elizabeth’s amazement. Although
on this occasion the topic of the wedding was sure to come up at
some point, she hardly expected it to be Georgiana who voluntarily
opened it.

“To a degree,” said her aunt. “Although,
since Anne is modest by nature, it is an adjustment for her to be
the focus of so much activity and attention. She has not the
strength of spirit to carry it off, you see, so I have had to step
in and manage the arrangements myself.”

This disclosure came as a shock to no one.
Lady Catherine had demonstrated time and again that being in
control was the position she presumed to be her birthright and
prerogative. The wonder was that she would relinquish that right,
even temporarily, as she did on this occasion in order to comply
with Mr. Darcy’s stipulations.

Although her presence was achieved at the
behest of another, Lady Catherine still managed to maintain command
of the conversation. “I have assigned Anne and Fitzwilliam an
errand on Bond Street today,” she continued. “They are to return
here when finished. I do hope they are not too long about it. I
always insist upon being back to Rosings before dark. It is so
perilous to travel at night, and I am excessively attentive to all
details of safety. I was telling Lady Metcalfe only the other day
that she would do well to follow my example in these matters. I was
appalled to learn from one of my servants that she did not return
from her excursion to Hastings until long after sundown. There
was a tolerable moon that night, but still it was most
imprudent.” After a brief pause for breath, she turned to
Elizabeth. “Mrs. Darcy, I hope you will do us the honor of calling
at Rosings Park before you return to Pemberley. Perhaps the three
of you could drive down one day soon. There is still time before
the wedding.”

“Possibly it could be arranged,” Elizabeth
said, not wanting to commit without her husband’s approbation.
“Will we meet the clever Dr. Essex if we are able to come?”

“He has been here in town these three weeks,
so I should imagine not. Still, there are other inducements. The
woods and groves of Rosings are incomparably beautiful in late
spring, and I remember how fond you were of rambling about them
when you visited two years ago. Darcy, you will want to see
Fitzwilliam. And Georgiana, I must hear you play again; we have no
time for that today, and my instrument is undoubtedly
superior in any case.”

Mr. Darcy took the opening to interject,
“Georgiana and Elizabeth collaborate for some first-rate duets,
Lady Catherine; Georgiana plays while Mrs. Darcy sings. I do not
believe you have ever heard my wife’s fine singing voice, Aunt,
which is a great pity considering your taste and appreciation for
music.”

Lady Catherine looked dubious but she said,
“Of course, I should be glad to hear you sing, Mrs. Darcy … some
time or other.”

At this point, Colonel Fitzwilliam and Miss
de Bourgh arrived and were announced to those already gathered in
the drawing room. After a full round of greetings, Lady Catherine
required a detailed report of their mission on Bond Street. Anne
looked fatigued and quite unequal to the task, so Fitzwilliam, who
remained attentively by her side, answered her mother’s questions
for them both.

Over light refreshments, the conversation
continued to be dominated by her ladyship, which the others took as
a matter of course. As usual, she had opinions about everything
from the quality of cucumbers available in the marketplace to the
price of coal, and she hesitated not to share them. On this
occasion, though, she managed to avoid anything that savored of
criticism against Mrs. Darcy, her relations, and her housekeeping.
Afterward, she thanked her hostess for receiving her and declared
that, “regrettably,” she and her party must now take their
leave.

Elizabeth accepted with philosophy the
disappointment of Lady Catherine’s early departure. The visit had
been necessary, and in some respects gratifying, but she had no
desire to prolong the experience. If it smoothed the way for more
congenial family relations in future, the exercise had served its
purpose.

Whilst Darcy escorted their guests to the
waiting carriage, Elizabeth had a few private words with Georgiana.
“I was afraid this visit might disturb you, my dear – seeing Anne
and Fitzwilliam together. I am relieved to find that you bear it
with so much serenity.”

“I wish I could say that perfect peace is
what I feel, but it is all a guise, Elizabeth. I have told myself I
must get accustomed to seeing them together and thinking of them as
a married couple, which they very shortly will be. The sooner I
accept that fact, the sooner I can seriously consider other
possibilities for myself.”

“I admire your courage and your
determination. As time passes, it will become more comfortable. I
hope that someday you shall once again find only pleasure in seeing
both your cousins.” Elizabeth gave her sister’s hand an
affectionate squeeze as Darcy reentered.

Georgiana excused herself to return to her
one true consolation: her music. She was soon playing with much
feeling, liberating the emotions she had restrained whilst their
guests were present. Elizabeth’s strong sentiments – on behalf of
her sister and for herself – found no such ready release. Since she
had not the ability to pour them into music or any other art, she
relied on the relief of conversation. Even in this, however, she
was obliged to be guarded for the sake of another.

“I must confess, I am glad to have that
over,” she said to her husband.

“Was it difficult for you then, Lizzy? Your
manners and countenance never betrayed you; you appeared
confidently at ease throughout the whole of it. I am convinced that
even Lady Catherine could not fault you on any point, though she
may be the most fastidious person we know.”

“This is high praise indeed, Darcy. And were
you just as pleased with your aunt’s behavior? Has she met all your
conditions to be accepted back into the family fold?”

“It was gratifying to see her pay the respect
long overdue to you. Although I am not so naive as to believe that
her deference is sincere, I have to admit she made a real effort to
please. Yes, I am satisfied.”

“Then may we accept her invitation to visit
Rosings?”

“If you wish it. I am surprised, though, that
you should want to revisit the place. As the scene of your cousin’s
untimely death and the grievous ill-usage you suffered yourself,
Hunsford must harbor unpleasant memories for you. To this day, I
cannot think of my own conduct there without abhorrence.”

“No specter of Mr. Collins haunts me, I
assure you, and we have forgiven your aunt, have we not? As for
you, Mr. Darcy, I remember only what I wish to remember. I remember
we became better acquainted as we met very often at Rosings, and I
remember that you first declared your love for me at Hunsford
parsonage. How can any of this be unpleasant? I only ask that you
be similarly selective in your recollection of my behavior.
Then I think we may visit again without fear of
recriminations.”

“So, we go to Rosings with only pleasant
thoughts and happy memories. An elegant solution, Lizzy. At any
rate, I shall be glad for the chance to offer Fitzwilliam
encouragement. He seemed rather low today.”

“I suppose it is just what he said in his
letter – concern for Anne and the toll taken on her by preparations
for their wedding. I daresay her constitution still cannot be
considered strong, and she certainly looked to be suffering some
affliction of body or soul.”

“Blast!” Darcy expostulated, driving the fist
of one hand into the palm of the other. “It is this infernal
arranged marriage; that is the source of the trouble.”

“We have been through this again and again,
my love. Anne is a sweet girl, and I believe the colonel is
genuinely fond of her. They may do very well together. We must
accept their decision regardless, and hope for the best.”

“So I have been endeavoring to do … without
success.”

Darcy and Elizabeth settled between them that
they would travel to Hunsford on Monday. Elizabeth made a point of
speaking to Georgiana about the plan as soon as she had a moment
alone with her.

“What do you think?” she asked. “Can you face
such a visit, or will it be too much to endure? I could contrive
some excuse for you if you think it best.”

“That will not be necessary. Their calling
today has taught me to trust my own strength. No, I will go. My
aunt wishes it, and I should like to see Rosings again.”



 



Chapter 20

 


Rosings Park

 


The pace of social activity not slackening in
the least, the Darcys kept well occupied. They attended another
ball that evening and a dinner party at the Applewhites’ home the
next. Then Sunday, after church, the whole afternoon was spent in
the agreeable company of the Gardiners. In this way the days passed
quickly, and it was soon time for their visit to Hunsford.

When they arrived at Rosings, Colonel
Fitzwilliam met and welcomed them cheerfully, helping the ladies
from the carriage. “I am so delighted that you are come,” he said.
“Rosings Park may be admired for its manicured lawns and generous
glazing, but I believe it is only truly exceptional when
graced by beautiful women. Darcy, I thank you for bringing
them.”

The elegant compliment had the desired
effect. Elizabeth and Georgiana were immediately disposed to think
the colonel more than usually charming.

Mr. Darcy rolled his eyes heavenward.
“Shameless flatterer,” he muttered, shaking his cousin’s hand.
“Still, I am glad to find you in good spirits today, Fitzwilliam. I
suppose we owe it to the fact that your wedding is now only a few
days off.”

“What? Oh, yes, of course, the wedding,” he
agreed, nodding and smiling. “How fortuitous that you have come
today, for I think I can promise that Rosings will prove far and
away more entertaining than you ordinarily find it. Come in! Come
in! Anne and her ladyship will be very glad to see you.”

They surmounted the front stairs of the
imposing structure and were shown into the oversized drawing room.
There they found the principal residents – Lady Catherine and Miss
Anne de Bourgh – and Mrs. Jenkinson, a woman long employed as
Anne’s companion. Lady Catherine received her guests with generous
condescension, and everybody acknowledged everybody else in proper
form.

Despite her assurances to her husband,
Elizabeth found that she could not observe the scene without
thoughts of the past. She was struck more forcibly than she would
have expected by the absence of Mr. and Mrs. Collins, without whose
company she had never been in this house before. It would be a
different sort of visit without Mr. Collins’s obsequious attentions
to her ladyship and his rapturous praise for the splendors of
Rosings Park.

Otherwise, things appeared just as Elizabeth
remembered; the expensive furnishings were arranged exactly as
before, and the three women even seated themselves in the same
places as they used to do. Lady Catherine sat in her formal,
high-backed chair, its style and situation serving to accentuate
her position of authority. Her chin worn high, she sited down her
aquiline nose as her small court assembled about her.

Elizabeth noticed at once that Anne was far
more animated than she had been only a few days earlier in town.
Her eyes were bright and alert, and her good color had returned. In
fact, she looked a little flushed.

“How was your drive from town, Darcy?” asked
her ladyship, after they were all settled.

“Quite tolerable. The roads were dry,” he
answered.

“I understand that you brought Mrs. Collins
with you from Derbyshire.”

“Yes, your ladyship,” said Elizabeth. “She
was good enough to accompany us as far as Hertfordshire. She is
visiting her family there and will come into London on Thursday so
that she may drive down with us for the wedding on Friday.”

“It was very charitable of you to convey her
so far,” continued her ladyship. “I doubt that she could have
afforded such a journey otherwise, with her modest resources. I
shall be glad to see her again. She and Mr. Collins always suited
me so much better than the new rector and his wife. I find
Mr. and Mrs. Chesterfield entirely too independent for persons in
their situation. Why, only last week I discovered that they have
made changes to the parsonage – removing shelves from the closets
and rearranging the furniture – all without my permission. And Mrs.
Chesterfield has recklessly converted some of the garden from the
growing of vegetables to the purpose of raising flowers! I would
have been glad to advise her against such foolishness if she had
had the courtesy to consult me, but neither of them can be troubled
to call at Rosings above once a week. I am quite put out by the way
Mr. Chesterfield neglects his duty.”

“He is still new to the position, Aunt.
Perhaps he does not yet understand what is expected of him and of
his wife,” suggested Colonel Fitzwilliam.

“How does Mr. Chesterfield do at his other
responsibilities?” asked Elizabeth. “Does he have more aptitude for
preaching than he does for obeisance, perhaps?”

“I suppose he does. I have no complaint
against his sermons; they always seem correct and well-considered,”
Lady Catherine conceded.

“He also spends a great deal of time visiting
the poor and infirmed,” said Miss de Bourgh in the clergyman’s
defense. “I have heard good reports of that sort from many people
in the parish, and Dr. Essex says that he often encounters Mr.
Chesterfield as he makes his rounds among the sick.”

“From what you say, Anne, I am inclined to
think well of the man,” said Mr. Darcy, “despite his shortcomings,”
he added dryly.

“He sounds a lot like our good Mr. Thornton,”
offered Georgiana.

Apprehending that her audience was not
entirely sympathetic to her grievances, Lady Catherine changed the
subject. “Mrs. Darcy, when I saw you lately in London, you
expressed an interest in making the acquaintance of Dr. Essex. I am
pleased to say that he will be returning from town this very day.
He sent word that we should expect him by dinner if not before. So,
you may have the pleasure of meeting him after all … if you
would care to stay.”

“Yes, do stay,” encouraged Fitzwilliam. “It
will certainly be worth your while.”

As the Darcys had no very pressing
engagements in town, they consented to remain at Rosings.

When the conversation waned, Lady Catherine
called for some music. Elizabeth and Georgiana, fully prepared for
the request, passed through the wide archway into the adjoining
room to comply. Georgiana could not resist the opportunity to play
a fine instrument. She directly took her place at the pianoforte,
which, true to her ladyship’s boast, was capital indeed. Elizabeth
had no intention of playing, but she did not mind singing with her
sister-in-law’s accompaniment.

They began with Voi Che Sapete, an
aria in Italian from The Marriage of Figaro by Mozart. Being
one of Darcy’s favorites, it captured his full interest. Colonel
Fitzwilliam was likewise entranced. Lady Catherine, who by her own
profession was a very great appreciator of music, concentrated all
her attention on the performance for at least two minutes before
remembering something important she needed to discuss with Mrs.
Jenkinson. This she did not scruple to do without delay, despite
the difficulty of making herself heard above the song. Mrs.
Jenkinson had no choice but to listen to her ladyship as she talked
on. The others, however, one by one, made their way out of the
conversation circle and into the music room, constituting a small
but appreciative audience for Elizabeth and Georgiana’s
efforts.

Despite her continued inattentiveness
throughout the three songs that followed, Lady Catherine felt fully
capable of rendering an authoritative judgment as to the quality of
the performances. She praised Miss Darcy’s playing without
hesitation or parsimony. For Elizabeth, her compliments were more
tempered.

“As for your singing, Mrs. Darcy, I must
allow that it is not altogether lacking in value. I would go so far
as to say that you possess a fine, natural voice. Clearly, though,
that potential was never properly developed. Use of the voice is
like the playing of any other instrument. One must be continuously
schooled in it from an early age under the guidance of an expert.
No true excellence can reasonably be looked for otherwise. Your
parents should have engaged a master for you. Then, with faithful
practice, you might have been a true proficient.”

After hearing this speech, Mr. Darcy declared
himself to be in grave need of fresh air. His wife and sister
readily accepted his invitation to accompany him in a turn through
the gardens before dinner. Fitzwilliam stood to join them, and Anne
was ultimately persuaded as well. Mrs. Jenkinson, who would not be
joining them for dinner, took leave and retired to her own
apartment for the evening.

When Elizabeth had visited Hunsford before,
she had taken great pleasure in long solitary walks about the
extensive grounds of Rosings Park. This day’s tour would be neither
solitary nor lengthy, however. In consideration of the lateness of
the hour and of the sky, which threatened rain, they were obliged
to stay close to the house. They strolled through the formal
gardens at a leisurely pace, Darcy escorting his wife and sister,
and Anne on Fitzwilliam’s arm. No one appeared in any hurry to
return to the confines of the drawing room.

Before long, their walk was interrupted by
the arrival of a gig, which Anne readily identified as belonging to
the expected Dr. Essex. The good physician climbed down from his
modest equipage, and, upon seeing the group, made his way in their
direction. His long strides brought him swiftly to them, whereupon
he was immediately introduced. A man of roughly thirty, Dr. Essex
carried himself well and spoke with the intelligence and manners of
a gentleman, making a very good impression on the Darcys, who were
prepared to be pleased by what they already knew of him.

“You are a miracle worker, sir,” said Darcy
after the first flush of civilities. “I have long wished to make
the acquaintance of the man responsible for my cousin’s
transformation.”

“I was only too glad to help. I am sure my
predecessor did his best, but it is high time medicine advanced
beyond the dark ages. Patients like your cousin, Mr. Darcy, deserve
all the benefits modern science has to offer.” Dr. Essex then
turned his attention to Anne. “I hope you are feeling especially
well and strong on this particular day, Miss de Bourgh.”

“I am well. Whether I am strong enough
or not, we shall soon discover, shan’t we? But, now you are come, I
feel up to any challenge.”

“And you have a surprising number of
companions here to lend you their support,” he encouraged.

“Aye. They are loyal friends, and I am
grateful to have them with me, especially today.”

This enigmatic exchange raised interest and
eyebrows. Fitzwilliam, however – the only one present who could
have reasonably inquired about its meaning – apparently suffered
from a deplorable lack of curiosity. His only question was if
everybody was ready to go inside, now that Dr. Essex had arrived.
He released Anne to the care of her physician and offered his
now-vacant arm to Georgiana, who had no choice but to take it. The
six of them thus returned to the house where they were shown in to
dinner forthwith.

Before they sat down, Fitzwilliam turned to
Darcy and Elizabeth with merriment in his eyes and whispered, “I
promised that the day would not fail to entertain. Well, my
friends, the fun is about to begin.”



 



Chapter 21

 


Showdown

 


The dinner was very fine indeed – the best
food served on expensive china by an extravagant number of liveried
servants. However, since the guests had all dined at Rosings
before, the ostentatious display failed to impress them so much as
it otherwise might have done.

Despite Colonel Fitzwilliam’s hint about some
excitement in the offing, at first, nothing out of the ordinary
appeared. The soup was consumed without incident, followed by the
fish course, which also passed uneventfully. All parties
steadfastly maintained polite conversation throughout. The only
clue that the peace would not last could be found in Anne’s tense
expression and lack of appetite.

Lady Catherine ate little herself, finding
the food less tempting than the singular opportunity of talking to
people who could not talk back by virtue of their mouths being
otherwise engaged. When she did at last allow herself a brief
intermission to sample the roasted pheasant, her daughter claimed
the advantage.

Dr. Essex gave Anne a nod and a fortifying
look across the table.

“Mama, I have something important to tell
you,” she said with resolve.

It was not so much the rather ordinary words
as the bold tenor of her voice that claimed her mother’s immediate
interest. Her ladyship was unaccustomed to anybody speaking so
firmly to her, least of all her daughter.

Lady Catherine matched her daughter’s strong
tone and added a measure of practiced intimidation to it. “What did
you say, Anne?”

Anne instinctively cringed at the voice of
authority that had heretofore so thoroughly dominated her life.
Then, to everyone’s astonishment, she set her jaw, stood, faced her
mother, and repeated her declaration. “I said I have something
important to tell you.”

“Anne, where are your manners? Sit down at
once and hold your peace!” her ladyship insisted. “We have guests,
and I will not have our dinner disrupted.”

“If I have your full attention now, Mama, I
will sit down. But I am quite determined to have my say; I
will not be put off. As for our guests, there is no reason they may
not hear; it will be common knowledge soon enough anyway.”

“Good heavens, child! What are you
about?” With unpleasantness clearly inescapable, her ladyship
dismissed the servants with a wave of her hand.

Anne, head held high, slowly sat down. Never
before had she betrayed the slightest resemblance to her mother in
her person or style. Yet now, as she took full command of the room,
it was clear that Anne had learnt more under that singular tutelage
than her friends ever suspected.

A hushed anticipation stole over the company.
Every eye focused on Miss de Bourgh.

Finally she spoke, more quietly this time but
with unwavering assurance. “There has been a change of plans, Mama.
I have broken off my engagement to Colonel Fitzwilliam and
consented to marry Dr. Essex instead.” With this she smiled and
reached across the table to take his offered hand.

Gasps of surprise rippled round the table
amongst those previously unenlightened. They could hardly have been
more shocked had the pheasant on the Dresden platter resurrected
itself and flown out the window.

Though astonishing, the news did not strike
Elizabeth as being necessarily unpleasant, depending upon how their
friend Fitzwilliam bore it. A glance at his suspiciously sanguine
countenance reassured her. Far from showing signs of distress, he
appeared to be enjoying the proceedings immensely.

Lady Catherine, on the other hand, looked
staggered, as if someone had struck her a physical blow. Staring at
her daughter in disbelief, a full minute passed before her ladyship
could recover her power of speech and mount a retaliatory strike.
“What utter nonsense!” the great lady then barked out. “Why, the
very idea is scandalous; every feeling revolts. Dr. Essex, unhand
my daughter this instant! Anne, apologize to Colonel Fitzwilliam
and our guests, and never speak another word about this madness
again. Do you hear me?”

Anne remained impressively calm under this
onslaught. “I hear you clearly enough, Mama, but I have not the
smallest intention of yielding. I am of age, so there is nothing
you can do to prevent me from marrying whomsoever I choose. If you
accept my decision graciously, Dr. Essex and I will be married here
at Hunsford church. If not, the ceremony will take place in London
where he has been these three weeks acquiring a license. But I
shall marry the man I love, Mama. Anything else, I now
realize, would be impossibly perverse.”

“Well said, my dear,” was the simple praise
Dr. Essex offered.

In truth, he and others in the room felt a
powerful impulse to tender a standing ovation for the privilege of
having witnessed the once-weak and cowering young woman declare her
emancipation from her overbearing mother.

Lady Catherine, her left eye beginning to
twitch, turned on the colonel. “Fitzwilliam, do something! You are
the injured party here. Can you not make my daughter see
reason?”

“I fear it is a hopeless business, your
ladyship. She is determined to have her own way, and I am quite
convinced that neither you nor I will be able to change her mind.
You are correct about one thing, however. I am indeed the injured
party, and, as such, I am entitled by law to compensation for my
loss,” said the colonel, skillfully playing his small but crucial
role in the family drama.

“Heaven and earth, Fitzwilliam! You would not
bring a legal action against us, surely,” her ladyship implored,
sinking still further.

“Lady Catherine, let us both carefully
consider how we are to react to this surprising development. For my
part, I am convinced that if you can find the charity to accept
Anne’s choice, I will be persuaded by your good example to likewise
forgive the offense without prejudice.”

“I see,” said her ladyship through tight lips
as she grasped the implication of the colonel’s veiled threat.
There would be no help for her from that quarter, clearly. On the
contrary, her nephew appeared to be in league with the others to
thwart her at every turn. She felt herself quite put upon, the
victim of duplicity on every side.

Fitzwilliam diplomatically proposed that he
and the Darcys withdraw, leaving the three principals to work out
an understanding amongst themselves. Her ladyship had not the
strength, and no one else the inclination, to resist his
suggestion. Anne could spare her reinforcements, now that she had
secured her victory. Darcy and Elizabeth were eager for further
explanation from Fitzwilliam. As for Georgiana, no one other than
Elizabeth had the least idea that the change of plans could have
any material effect upon her. Miss Darcy carefully concealed her
flutter of spirits and followed the others to the drawing room
without a word.

“This is quite a turn of events,
Fitzwilliam!” Darcy began when they were beyond the hearing of
those sequestered in the dining room.

“I did promise that the evening would
entertain,” said the colonel with a swagger in his step. “I trust
it did not disappoint.”

“You bear your loss exceedingly well,
Colonel. Are you truly so serene, or do you play a part for Anne’s
sake?” Elizabeth asked.

“I am no player, I assure you. I must even
admit to being a trifle relieved that things turned out as they
have. I thank you for your concern, Elizabeth, but you must have no
more apprehension on my account.”

“But how did all this come about?” Darcy
enquired as they took seats close together in the drawing room.
“Some clarification is in order.”

“And I shall be only too delighted to supply
it,” said Fitzwilliam. “The situation has been building for some
time, it seems, although I was in the dark about it myself until
very recently. I only knew that Anne was unhappy, and, as the
wedding grew closer, she became more so. I pleaded with her to tell
me her troubles, and finally the truth came out Friday night after
we returned from seeing you in London.

“I suppose it was only natural that she
should become terribly fond of Dr. Essex after all his kindness to
her. She had no idea he returned her affection, however, and
considered it an impossible match in any event. So Anne accepted
her fate and consented to our engagement for much the same reasons
that I did – a sense of family obligation, a desire to have things
settled, and so forth.

Then, about a month ago, Dr. Essex declared
himself. Improper, I know – to speak thus to a woman already
engaged to another – yet I have not the heart to pass judgment upon
him. With his encouragement, Anne began considering taking a stand
for her own interests. Then, when she finally confessed the whole
business to me, I gladly released her from our engagement, which
cleared the way for what transpired tonight, my friends.”

“And I trust it is all for the best,” said
Darcy.

Georgiana said nothing, her heart too full to
risk any comment on the subject.

Elizabeth shook her head in wonder. “I can
scarce believe it, though I have seen it with my own eyes – Anne
standing up to her mother, daring her wrath, and her ladyship
looking so completely devastated. I never thought to see the day
when I might feel sorry for Lady Catherine, but I almost pity her
now. She cannot have seen this coming. Still, do you really think
she will give in to Anne’s demands, Fitzwilliam?”

“She has no very appealing alternative, as I
believe she will soon discover.”

In the dining room, where heated negotiations
continued, Anne and Dr. Essex held their ground with ready answers
for all her ladyship’s objections and warnings. In the end, Lady
Catherine admitted defeat and resigned herself to the inevitable.
She even withdrew her threats of disinheritance when she considered
that the scandal created by taking such a public step – and the
legal action from Fitzwilliam it might provoke – would only
increase her misery.

Managing the disaster as tastefully as
possible then became her primary objective. Though a tempting
solution, it seemed bad form to hold the wedding as originally
planned, simply substituting one groom for the other as if no one
would remark the difference. It was finally settled that the thing
would be accomplished as quickly and quietly as possible in London
by use of the license Dr. Essex had already obtained. The details
of the financial settlement could be handled in the same trip, and
the newlyweds would return to Rosings as if nothing revolutionary
had occurred. Indeed, as Dr. Essex had spent the majority of his
time under that roof and in the company of the family for the
previous twelve-month, to all outward appearances, that would be
the case.

When the dining room summit concluded, Lady
Catherine was in no humor for idle conversation or to otherwise
linger in the company of persons who had witnessed her
mortification at the hands of her own daughter. Giving the
plausible excuse of a headache, she went directly to bed.

With the festivities over, the Darcys
prepared to take their leave. Fitzwilliam, supposing his presence
neither wanted nor needed at Rosings any longer, likewise ordered
his carriage. Anne and Dr. Essex, arm in arm, saw their departing
friends out.

“Our sincere congratulations,” said Darcy on
the steps.

Georgiana added, “Yes, I wish you both every
happiness.”

“That means a great deal to me … to us,” said
Anne, smiling up at Dr. Essex.

“And you will all three come to the wedding?”
he asked.

“We would not miss it for the world,”
Elizabeth assured him.

Anne then turned to the colonel, laying a
gentle hand on his arm. “Fitzwilliam, what can I say? I am forever
in your debt.”

“Nonsense! Glad to be of service, my dear. My
reward is seeing you made so happy. And I suppose I must confess
some small satisfaction in beholding my aunt’s rather remarkable
countenance as well.”

As the Darcys drove back to London, Elizabeth
pondered the day’s extraordinary developments. For Lady Catherine,
she felt some pity, but otherwise she could not regret what had
transpired in the least. She rejoiced both in the happy outcome for
the newly engaged couple, and in the fact that Colonel Fitzwilliam
would not be settling for an arranged marriage after all. Most
bewitching, however, was the question of what it all might mean for
Georgiana’s prospects. Could there really be a chance of something
developing between her and the colonel, or would the hope of that
possibility, no matter how remote, only serve to muddy the waters,
to confuse the issue and open old wounds to fresh pain? Georgiana,
herself, had hardly said a word since the drama unfolded and, from
her pensive aspect, Elizabeth could imagine that she had similar
thoughts in contemplation.



 



Chapter 22

 


Preparing to Go

 


The weather turned uncommonly warm for early
June, which might have been pleasant in the country with the
amendment of fresh air and cooling breezes. Yet there were no such
friendly modifying influences in town. The simmering heat only
served to intensify the more unpleasant aspects of living in close
quarters with so much humanity and horseflesh. If one dared open
the windows in hopes of some relief from the stifling air indoors,
one quickly closed them again against the noise and odors emanating
from the streets.

For those who had the option of some place
else to go, the advent of such conditions began turning thoughts
toward getting out of town. Yet, with some significant social
events still to come, it was too early for most people of fashion
to seriously consider quitting London. For Darcy and Elizabeth,
however, even Ascot and Henley could not tempt them to stay. The
idea of returning to Pemberley was irresistible.

Elizabeth personally sent word to Charlotte
Collins relating the gist of what had transpired at Rosings. The
alteration of wedding arrangements notwithstanding, she encouraged
her friend to come as originally scheduled and share their last
week in town. In the meantime, Elizabeth meant to speak to
Georgiana, in order to determine if Charlotte’s services would be
required as chaperone or not.

“Well, my dear, what have you decided?” she
asked upon finding Georgiana alone in the sitting room two days
after their visit to Rosings. “Are you ready to return to Pemberley
with your brother and myself, or do you wish to stay longer in
town? I imagine that the recent incident may have caused some
uncertainty.”

“Oh, Elizabeth, is this not the most
incredible turn of events? I have thought of little else since. I
know I should not let my feelings run away with me, but I cannot
seem to help it.”

“You are still in love with
Fitzwilliam then.”

“Until the other day, I had nearly convinced
myself that those feelings were dead, or at least dying. Now they
have sprung back to life, and I wonder if there might still be a
chance for us. I cannot abandon that dream so long as there is
hope; I could never marry somebody else until I know for certain
there is not. So, you see, it is impossible for me to return to
Derbyshire and face Mr. Sanditon at present.”

“Of course. Take as much time as you like, by
all means. Yet you needn’t be afraid to come home whenever you
wish, even if you have no answer for Mr. Sanditon. Remember, dear,
this is undoubtedly the most important decision you will ever make.
Promise me you will not allow anything or anybody to rush you into
a choice that you may regret the rest of your life.”

Georgiana gave her promise, and the
conversation turned to less serious subjects. Shortly thereafter,
Mr. Darcy joined them. “What do the two of you have your heads
together about this morning?” he asked.

“Your sister was just telling me that she
wishes to stay on here for a while longer instead of returning to
Pemberley with us,” said Elizabeth. “You have no objection, do you,
my dear?”

“Not if proper arrangements can be made. I
will not consent to any compromise of safety or decorum, Georgiana,
but I think prudent precautions are within our reach. Fitzwilliam
is remaining in town for some time, I believe, and I know he would
willingly serve as your guardian. Then, if Mrs. Collins can be
persuaded to act as chaperone, I will be satisfied.”

“I mentioned the possibility to Charlotte in
my letter,” said Elizabeth, “and she responded quite
enthusiastically. I believe she is not only disposed to agree to
the office, but very much looking forward to the prospect.”

Later that night, Darcy revisited the
subject. “I confess that I am surprised at Georgiana wanting to
remain in London,” he said to his wife when they were alone. “She
hardly seems to have enjoyed her time here so much as to wish to
extend it.”

“Like other young ladies, I imagine she would
sooner go to another ball or party than not.”

“Yes, but as for making any progress toward
the real, if unstated, object of the season, this trip must be a
disappointment. No suitor has captured her fancy, it seems, and the
one she unintentionally attached to herself brought her more pain
than pleasure. Where is the incentive to continue the trial? Would
she not be more comfortable at home with us?”

“True, her first season has not lived up to
expectations, though that disappointment may in part explain her
wanting to stay,” suggested Elizabeth. “Georgiana must not be ready
to relinquish the hope of a larger success if she will but
persevere a little longer. You must admit she stands more chance of
romance here than in the limited society of the country.”

“Certainly. And I make no doubt you
comprehend these things far better than I do, Lizzy. In any case, I
suppose Georgiana must be allowed to make her own decisions, as you
are so fond of reminding me. Still, I shall not be quite easy until
she is back at Pemberley with us.”

“I know you cannot help worrying over your
sister whenever she is out of your sight, but let me relieve you of
one possible source of anxiety. I have had a letter from Jane today
saying that Mr. Wickham is safely back at Heatheridge now. So you
need not fear that he will work any mischief here after we are
gone. How fortunate that we never met up with him, by chance or
otherwise, whilst he was in town.”

Mr. Darcy grew grave at the mention of
Wickham’s name and made no reply to the news.

 


~*~

 


“I have been thinking, Elizabeth,” said Darcy
next morning, “that we should close out our London season with some
sort of gathering here to say good-bye to our friends.”

“A fine idea! A cozy dinner party would be
just the thing. Do not you agree?”

They settled all the particulars between them
and issued invitations at once to Colonel Fitzwilliam and several
other close friends. Miss Bingley and the Hursts were also
included, more out of civility than anticipated pleasure. By the
day in question, Charlotte would be with them as well.

All but three persons promptly accepted the
invitation. Mr. and Mrs. Williams were obliged to decline due to a
prior engagement, and Henry Heywood claimed that an unspecified
misfortune would prevent his attending. Since his failed proposal,
he and Georgiana had met briefly twice with reasonable composure,
and the initial awkwardness between the families was quickly
overcome. Still, it was hardly surprising that Henry would choose
to forgo the distress of so soon spending an entire evening in
Georgiana’s presence. His choice to absent himself happily
coincided with the young lady’s preference in the matter.

Mrs. Collins arrived safely from
Hertfordshire on the day expected, delivered thence by her father’s
carriage. Elizabeth received her warmly and showed her to the
bedchamber that had been prepared for her use. “I hope you will be
comfortable here,” she told her friend.

“I am sure I shall. It is a most agreeable
room – quite lovely in fact,” remarked Charlotte as she looked
about the large, tastefully appointed apartment.

“I am glad you like it, for you may be here
some weeks, that is if you are still willing to act as chaperone.
Georgiana has decided to stay a while longer in town after all. But
if you had rather not ...”

“Nonsense, Lizzy. Nothing would please me
more. It will be a delightful novelty for me to spend some time in
London, accompanying Miss Darcy to her excellent affairs. And I
daresay such a sweet-tempered girl cannot be a difficult
charge.”

“Then you render a great service to us all.
Mr. Darcy’s mind will be much relieved to know his sister is in
good hands, and I shall be ever so grateful to return to
Pemberley. I simply cannot bear this heat and oppressive air any
longer. I expect I must blame it on my ‘delicate condition’ for I
have never been much bothered by such things before.”

“That ‘condition’ of yours, Lizzy, is not so
easily disguised as when I saw you a month ago,” Charlotte stated
matter-of-factly.

“Yes, you are quite correct,” Elizabeth
agreed, laughing. “That is another reason I shall be glad to retire
to the country. I fear my figure can no longer pass the test of
public scrutiny even tolerably well.”



 



Chapter 23

 


Farewell Dinner

 


The Darcys’ farewell dinner party was held
three days later. The setting was not as grand, nor were the
accoutrements as impressive as the recent dinner at Rosings
featured. Neither had Elizabeth arranged for entertainment as
lively as what that evening had supplied. An excellent meal and
pleasant company were all she endeavored to provide for her guests,
the assumption being that between old friends this would not be
judged deficient.

When the guests arrived at the appointed
hour, no introductions were necessary. Everybody had met before,
and most of those present were on very familiar terms. As a result,
the evening took on a relaxed, informal tone, the conversation
flowing freely in the drawing room before dinner. No one felt the
need for pomp or parade with the possible exception of Miss Bingley
and the Hursts, who were always more occupied with rank and
consequence than was necessary or becoming.

When they proceeded down to dinner, Miss
Bingley was pleased to discover that she was seated next to Mr.
Darcy, with her sister not far off. The gentleman, less delighted
with the arrangement, gave his wife a significant look across the
room. Elizabeth smiled back innocently from the opposite end of the
table where she fared much better, having the entertaining Mr.
Applewhite by her side. Georgiana and Colonel Fitzwilliam held down
the middle of the table, sitting exactly opposite each other, an
arrangement made with Miss Darcy’s full approval and in direct
contrast to her preference at a similar dinner party some months
before.

During the course of the meal, Miss Bingley
brought up the subject of Heatheridge House and its inhabitants, a
topic to which her dinner companion was neither averse nor
indifferent. “Well, Mr. Darcy, what do you hear from my brother?”
she asked.

“From your brother, I hear nothing at all; he
is no letter-writer. We have all our information thanks to Jane.
She is a very faithful correspondent.”

“Yes, Jane sends us the most charming tales
about little Charles and Frances. How I long to see them! Not that
I care much for other people’s children in general, but one’s own
niece and nephew cannot fail to be of particular interest. I am
completely envious of you, Mr. Darcy, that you saw them so soon
after they were born.”

“Elizabeth insisted on being at Jane’s side
throughout the ordeal, and so we were both there when the infants
arrived.”

“I understand that the children are growing
by leaps and bounds. I suppose you will see them again very soon,
since you are returning to the north. So, once more, I must envy
you, Mr. Darcy,” said Miss Bingley with a sigh. “I do not know when
my sister and I can expect to have the same opportunity.”

“Surely, Miss Bingley, you and the Hursts are
at leisure to travel whenever you wish, and need not wait for an
invitation to visit your own brother. You must be welcome there at
any time.”

“Ah, yes, and we would go in a moment were it
not for the fact that there are other house guests already staying
at Heatheridge. I am afraid that the addition of three more would
create an … uncomfortable closeness, as we had the misfortune to
discover in the same company last January. Heatheridge is not as
roomy as Pemberley after all, Mr. Darcy, you must admit. So, it
appears that, unless something else offers, we must be patient and
wait for the current guests to move on, howsoever long that may
take. Alas, the party in question apparently has no immediate plans
to go; it is likely to be quite an extended stay, from what I
understand. I do hope the children are not half-grown before their
aunts may finally be allowed to meet them.”

Miss Bingley delivered this speech with such
a melancholy tone of voice and sorrowful bearing that tears could
naturally be supposed, if not actually seen, to fill her expressive
eyes.

Mr. Darcy had the penetration to see her
lament for what it truly was: an application for an invitation to
Pemberley. Miss Bingley and the Hursts had been his guests there on
many occasions before his marriage, as part of Mr. Bingley’s party.
The thought of having them now – for an unspecified length of stay
and without the brother’s moderating influence – did not fill Mr.
Darcy’s heart with cheer. Nor did he expect his wife to rejoice at
the prospect.

“There are other options if you cannot bear
to wait,” he said.

Miss Bingley’s gloomy visage brightened.

Darcy continued. “I understand there is at
least one very fine establishment in that part of Staffordshire
where you might be comfortably lodged conveniently close to
Heatheridge. Your brother could advise you on the particulars, Miss
Bingley. I would recommend the inn at Lambton but for the fact that
it is some twenty miles from your ultimate destination. I know you
would wish to be closer at hand,” he said with seamless
diplomacy.

Caroline Bingley deftly countered. “Thank you
for the suggestion, Mr. Darcy. I am much obliged to you for it.
Unfortunately, Mr. Hurst is adamantly opposed to stopping at any
sort of public place.” For confirmation of this fact she looked to
her sister, who was attending the conversation.

“It is true,” Mrs. Hurst verified. “He
infinitely prefers the comforts of a private home.”

“As do we all, I am sure,” continued Miss
Bingley. “My brother-in-law would never be persuaded to your
suggestion, Mr. Darcy, as sensible as it appears to you and to me.
As for distance, that does not signify in the least at this time of
year. For example, would not you agree that the drive between
Pemberley and Heatheridge is nothing at all when the roads are dry
and the weather is fine? I must say that I should love a summer
excursion of that sort above all things.”

Caroline’s intimations were so pointed that
she left no graceful way of escape. Darcy bristled at her
impertinence, but he did what the rules of civility demanded. “Of
course, Mrs. Darcy and I would be pleased to have you, and Mr. and
Mrs. Hurst,” with a nod in Louisa’s direction, “to stay with us at
Pemberley, if that would be of any use. Personally, I think you
make too light of the distance to Heatheridge and back, but that is
for you to judge.”

“What an excellent notion!” Miss Bingley
exclaimed, as if the idea had never occurred to her. She turned to
her sister with a look of triumph in her eyes. “Louisa, is that not
a capital idea? I think Mr. Darcy has hit upon the very thing that
would suit us best. Surely, Mr. Hurst would agree.”

Mrs. Hurst returned her sister’s exultant
look. Speaking for herself and on behalf of her husband also, she
added her approbation for the plan. So, before other possibilities
or objections could be raised, it was settled. They were determined
to come, and in no more than three weeks time – sooner if Mr. Hurst
could arrange it. All that remained was to share the glad tidings
with the prospective hostess. Mr. Darcy did not relish the task,
but knew it must be done at the earliest opportunity. It would not
do for the information to overtake Elizabeth unawares.

As the ladies stood to repair to the drawing
room after dinner, Mr. Darcy drew Elizabeth aside for a whispered
communication. “I fear your little joke has gone awry, Lizzy.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“Seating Miss Bingley next to me. Despite my
best efforts, she managed to wrest an invitation to Pemberley from
me. She and the Hursts will be arriving in little more than a
fortnight.”

“Oh, dear!”

“I thought I had better tell you before
someone else had a chance. Shall you mind so very much?”

“I suppose not. Surely they cannot mean to
stay long.”

“Unfortunately, I believe they intend to stay
until they can remove to Heatheridge, which they will not do until
your youngest sister and her husband quit the place.”

“But that could be weeks!”

“Precisely.”

Joining the rest of the ladies, Elizabeth did
her best to look pleased as she acknowledged Caroline and Louisa’s
upcoming visit.

The sisters were all ease and friendliness,
overflowing with benevolence and goodwill, now that their
invitation to Pemberley had been secured. Miss Bingley’s joy
increased still more when she received the intelligence in the
course of conversation that the interesting Colonel Fitzwilliam was
once again a free man.



 



Chapter 24

 


A Wedding and a Dream

 


Departure preparations chiefly occupied the
following day. Mr. Darcy made one last trip into the business
district to finalize his affairs, whilst Elizabeth oversaw the
packing and gave instructions to the household’s permanent staff in
anticipation of her absence. According to their plan, the four of
them would attend Anne’s wedding together the next morning. Then,
since the church was across town and along their way, Darcy and
Elizabeth would continue on from there, Charlotte and Georgiana
returning to the townhouse by another means.

They arose early to allow time for last
minute details, and then set off while the air was still cool and
the streets of London mostly quiet. As expected, only a few people
were gathered at the church when they arrived. The communication
they had received from Rosings, acquainting them with the
particulars of the wedding arrangements, had stated that the guest
list would be very limited. The same letter also requested the
services of Georgiana as bridesmaid and Mr. Darcy to give the bride
away, since Anne had no father alive or any closer male relative
available.

The ceremony was brief, tasteful, and
completed without difficulty. Glowing with the bloom of health and
high spirits, Anne looked truly handsome in her pale silvery-gray
gown, garnering the admiration of all those present, particularly
her devoted groom. The tall Dr. Essex cut a dashing figure in his
wedding clothes and played his part so well that it would have been
impossible for anyone unacquainted with the facts to guess that he
was not the man originally cast in the role.

Lady Catherine had more difficulty portraying
her assigned part: the happy mother of the bride. Her pallor and
rigid expression made her outward show of assent unconvincing. When
all was accomplished and she stood to make her way out of the
church, she would have benefited from the support of a strong arm.
But she refused to accept those dutifully offered her. Lady
Catherine could not look upon either of her nephews with much
fondness at that moment. To her way of thinking, they had both
failed to do their duty and were responsible in large measure for
the way things had turned out.

The group moved to a nearby establishment for
the wedding breakfast, where a veritable feast was laid out for
their enjoyment. During the course of the meal, Darcy spoke to his
cousin. “Again, I must thank you, Fitzwilliam, for conveying the
ladies back to the house.”

“I am glad to be of service. How fortunate
that Mrs. Collins is willing to stay on with Georgiana. It seems an
eminently suitable arrangement.”

“Yes, although I would be easier about
leaving if I knew you were also close at hand. Might I entreat you
to make yourself available as much as possible as an escort to the
ladies, especially on their evening outings?”

“Of course. I mean to put myself entirely at
their disposal. I have little else to occupy me here in London in
any case.”

“How long do you intend to remain in
town?”

“I hardly know. My only definite plan is to
stay well clear of my father until he recovers somewhat from this
latest disappointment over me. I wrote him that, now that I am a
bachelor again, I intend to take in what remains of the social
season. Perhaps I might yet find an obliging heiress willing to
marry me and make him proud,” Fitzwilliam quipped. “What do you
think of my chances, Darcy?”

“It depends entirely upon how particular you
are, I should imagine. I hope that recent events have taught you to
be careful indeed. Thanks to Anne, you have come away unscathed
this time, but you may not be so lucky the next.”

“Experience is a harsh but effective
teacher.”

“Enough said then; I did not intend to preach
to you, old friend. I do have one last favor to ask, though. Would
you consider accompanying the ladies when they return to Pemberley
… if you are still free to do as you please, that is? Of course, if
you have found your heiress by then, she may have other ideas.”

The colonel laughed heartily. “Since I have
no real intention of looking, I scarcely think it likely I shall
find her so soon. I will be only too happy to fulfill your
commission.”

Meanwhile, Elizabeth had a few parting words
with Georgiana. She wished her success in sorting out her feelings
and wisdom to guide her decision regarding Mr. Sanditon. Both
sisters promised to correspond frequently during their
separation.

Darcy and Elizabeth did not linger long when
the wedding breakfast was over. After wishing the newlyweds joy and
saying their farewells, they settled into their carriage and were
off on the next leg of their journey, not sorry to leave the
ever-present gray of cobbles and masonry behind in favor of the
verdant countryside.

On their way homeward, they were obliged to
make a stop in Hertfordshire to visit the Bennets and to collect
Kitty as prearranged. However, since the long days of June provided
many hours of daylight for travel, they still hoped to make enough
headway to enable them to reach Pemberley on the morrow.

As they drew near Longbourn, Darcy said, “You
realize that your parents are not likely to be satisfied with as
brief a visit as we have planned. No doubt they will attempt to
persuade us to stay the night, and I truly have no objection if you
wish to remain. I am far more patient than I once was, so you need
not be uneasy on my account.”

“I appreciate the offer, Darcy, but I
honestly have no desire for an extended stay.”

“Are you sure it is wise in your condition to
attempt so much in one day? We have made a late start, and this
interruption will slow our progress still more. I wonder if it
might not be better to break our journey at Longbourn rather than
tax your strength by pressing on any farther today. I would gladly
suffer anything rather than risk your health, Elizabeth.”

“You may be willing to suffer, but I
am not so generous. At present, I am the one who lacks forbearance,
and I can imagine nothing that would tax my strength more than my
mother’s incessant fretting and fidgeting. No, the kindest thing
you can do for my health and comfort, husband, is to keep the
length of this visit to a bare minimum and get me home to Pemberley
as soon as possible.”

So, when they arrived at Longbourn, Darcy and
Elizabeth were agreed on keeping the stop as short as good manners
would allow. Mrs. Bennet was tolerated to fuss over her guests for
an hour before her son-in-law announced it was time to go.
Strenuous protestations followed, just as predicted. Darcy would
not be dissuaded, however. As soon as Kitty’s trunk was loaded onto
the carriage, the party took leave.

Once they were underway, Kitty pressed her
sister for every detail about their London season, inundating her
with dozens of questions. Elizabeth indulged her interest until
fatigue and the rocking motion of the carriage got the best of her.
When she could keep her eyes open no longer, she curled up against
her husband and peacefully drifted off to sleep in his arms.

Elizabeth’s slumber did not remain tranquil,
however. After only half an hour, a series of plaintive moans and
violent starts gave evidence of her growing unrest. Darcy’s normal
reserve quickly dissolved. Entirely forgetting his sister-in-law’s
presence, he stroked Elizabeth’s hair and whispered words of
comfort in her ear, attempting to soothe his wife back into a more
easy sleep. It was of no use. Finally, when he could bear her
distress no longer, he gently roused her.

Elizabeth woke with a jolt and a wail. She
looked about wildly, her vision still clouded by phantoms from her
sleep.

Darcy held her tight to stay her trembling.
“Hush, hush, my darling, I am here. It was a nightmare, but now you
are safe. Only a dream; it cannot harm you.”

Elizabeth could not immediately calm herself.
She clung to Darcy, sobbing, as he rocked and caressed her.

Kitty silently took in the scene, her eyes
wide with alarm over her sister’s state and also in wonderment at
witnessing the intimate exchange between husband and wife. This
unguarded glimpse of married life, and of her forbidding
brother-in-law, came as quite a revelation to her. She was both
embarrassed and fascinated to see it.

When at last the vivid images crowding
Elizabeth’s mind began to fade, she struggled to reassert a measure
of composure. Echoing her husband’s assurances, she told herself
that it was only a dream. Her mind, if not her emotions, insisted
that it must be so. At length, the tension in her body began to
ease.

“Are you feeling better, Elizabeth?” Darcy
asked gently.

“A little,” she answered with a quavering
voice. “I am so sorry to have distressed you both by such a
display. What must you think of me?”

“No, no,” Darcy protested. “Nightmares are
beyond one’s control. Yet I have never known you to be afflicted by
such dreams before, my dear, at least nothing as dreadful as
this.”

“You are quite right, Mr. Darcy,” Kitty
volunteered. “Lizzy never suffered from nightmares, even as a
child. I clearly remember Mama saying that Mary was the only one of
us five girls who had any difficulty of that kind.”

“Yes. Truly, I have never in my life
experienced anything like it,” said Elizabeth, still shaking. “It
was so intense, so real, that even now it frightens me! I cannot
dispel the feeling that it was no ordinary dream.”

“What was it about?” Kitty asked with excited
curiosity.

“No, Lizzy,” said Darcy, “do not force
yourself to think of it again.”

“I cannot but think of it, and perhaps
the two of you can help me sort it out. Yet how shall I begin to
explain? It was at once both alarmingly realistic and completely
nonsensical. There were horses and carriages all whirling round in
a hideous, tangled mess; a woman screaming in pain or fear, or
both; and a man, all in shadow, who seemed to be somehow at the
heart of the trouble. The horror slowly rolled on and on, as if it
would never end.”

“How awful!” said Kitty. “And who was the
woman? Was it you, Lizzy?”

“I really cannot say. It seemed I was in her
place and at the same time outside, watching the scene helplessly
from above. I was no disinterested bystander either way. Yet no
matter how hard I struggled, I was completely powerless to do
anything useful. Oh, what a wretched feeling!” she cried.

“That will do,” said Darcy, blotting his
wife’s tears and brushing the hair away from her face. “Kitty, no
more questions. It cannot be good for your sister to dwell on
something that has upset her so. It is just as I feared; the travel
is too much for you, Elizabeth. Your fatigue has caused your mind
to turn this carriage ride, and the slight chance of an accident,
into the makings of a nightmare. If you were not overtired, this
would not have happened. I am sure of it.”

“I suppose I have been under a bit of
a strain the last few days,” Elizabeth admitted, “what with all the
travel arrangements and the wedding and such. And it is not
uncommon for a woman who is with child to suffer from all sorts of
strange maladies, including unusual dreams. Jane told me some of
hers were very odd indeed.”

“There. You see? You have your answer,” Darcy
concluded. “Your nightmare is nothing so extraordinary after all,
nothing more than what can be very reasonably accounted for. Now,
you must put it out of your head and think of more pleasant
things.”

Elizabeth endeavored to do so, with modest
success. From time to time, however, the recollection of some part
or other of the dream came unbidden to her mind with enough force
to make her shudder. No matter how sincerely she tried, Elizabeth
could not completely cast off her original conviction that it had
been no ordinary dream but a harbinger of some evil tide, a
foreshadowing of trouble ahead.



 



Chapter 25

 


Home Again

 


Despite Elizabeth’s foreboding, no calamity,
great or small, befell the three occupants of the carriage on the
remainder of their journey. They spent the night at a favorite inn
and traversed the remaining miles the next day in uncompromised
safety, if not in total comfort of body and soul. The first sight
of Pemberley in the fading light of day cheered them considerably.
Still, Elizabeth did not feel completely easy until at last she set
her feet upon solid ground at the doors of the house itself. Only
then did she put aside the trepidation that had been her constant
companion since the nightmare first interrupted her repose.

Darcy requested a cold supper be brought
posthaste, yet he could scarcely persuade his wife, weary as she
was, to partake of a few bites before retreating upstairs to the
solace of their bedchamber. There Elizabeth shortly lapsed into a
deep, undisturbed sleep. Unlike the night before, she did not lay
awake dreading another visitation by unpleasant apparitions. The
nightmare’s power had waned along with the strength of its
recollection.

By the time Elizabeth arose next morning,
Darcy had long since quit their room. She dressed without hurry and
came downstairs, hungry and desirous of discovering the whereabouts
of her husband and sister. She found the former in the library with
Mr. Adams and the latter in the breakfast room. As she knew her
presence would not be wanted in the library, she chose the company
of her sister.

“Good morning, Kitty,” she said. “Are you
finding everything you need?”

“Good morning. I should say so! Nothing can
compare to the food here at Pemberley. I always look forward to it.
Have some of the ham, Lizzy. It is excellent!”

Elizabeth laughed at her enthusiasm. “Your
secret is out, Kitty. Apparently, it is the pleasure of our
sideboard rather than our company that brings you here so
often.”

“Oh, no. The food is only one of many
advantages,” Kitty corrected. “Lizzy, when may we visit
Heatheridge? I do so want to see Jane and the babies again. And
Lydia too, of course.”

“Yes, I feel the same, except I really cannot
bear the thought of traveling again so soon. Perhaps you might go
on your own, as early as tomorrow if you like. I would be happy to
order a carriage and send a maid and a footman with you.”

“But surely you and Mr. Darcy will want to
come as well. You cannot mind the little distance when there are
such friends to be met. Let us all go tomorrow, the three of
us.”

“My dear sister, your proposal has no chance
of succeeding, I assure you. In a few days, I may be persuaded, but
at this moment I have no inclination to leave Pemberley, even for
Heatheridge. When you have a home of your own, you will understand
how good it is to return to it after being away. As for Mr. Darcy,
I warrant you will find him just as reluctant to leave as I am,
especially for a place where he is likely to encounter Mr.
Wickham.”

“Oh dear, I had forgotten about that. I
suppose it would be awkward.”

“Awkward and most unpleasant, at least on Mr.
Darcy’s side. I cannot speak for Mr. Wickham. He apparently suffers
no shame over his past conduct, so it might not distress him in the
least. At any rate, whilst the Wickhams are in residence, it will
be difficult for me and impossible for Mr. Darcy to go to
Heatheridge. We must hope they do not intend to stay much longer.
In the meantime, you may go, or perhaps, when I send word to
Jane that we are come back, the Bingleys will decide to visit here
instead.”

Whether for the excellent food or other
considerations, Kitty did not desert Pemberley immediately after
all. Darcy and Elizabeth resumed their regular routines, and their
first few days at home passed quietly.

Other than being easily fatigued, Elizabeth
continued in good health and spirits. She was at the pleasant but
fleeting stage of being joyously sensible of the child she carried
without yet suffering much discomfort from its growing demands on
her own constitution. It was a continual fascination to her to
monitor the infant’s movements and imagine what the future would be
like once their son or daughter was born.

About a week after their return from London,
the Darcys received a very welcome call from Ruth and Mr. Sanditon.
The friends greeted each other with great cordiality after their
substantial separation. Then, a lesser acquaintance was
renewed.

“I imagine that you both remember my younger
sister,” said Elizabeth.

“Yes, of course,” answered Mr. Sanditon. “How
nice to see you again, Miss Bennet. How long will you be staying on
this visit?”

“I have no definite plans. Happily, I am free
to divide my time between home, Pemberley, and Heatheridge as I
like.”

“How agreeable for you, Miss Bennet, to have
such an accommodating family,” said Ruth. “I have been so fortunate
as to enjoy the hospitality of kind relations as well,” she said
with a nod to Mr. Sanditon.

“I assure you, madam, I am the one benefited.
See all the new friends I have acquired through your coming,” he
said indicating the Darcys. “I only wish we had the others back
amongst us as well. Darcy, I was disappointed to hear that Mrs.
Collins and your sister did not return with you. It is such a loss
to our local society to have them still away in London. When can we
expect them home?” he asked with a casualness that belied his very
material interest in the question.

Only Elizabeth knew his particular reason for
so much regretting the delayed return of the ladies after which he
inquired. She marked how quickly he had come to the point, and
pitied him.

“I really cannot hazard a guess,” Darcy
replied. “I can only tell you that Georgiana has not yet got her
fill of town. She begged leave to remain, and Mrs. Collins was good
enough to stay on with her so that we could come away. But I agree
with you; I shall be glad when they are both restored to us.”

Mr. Sanditon pressed the issue of the ladies
left behind in London only one degree further, inquiring after and
receiving assurances of their health. Over tea, the conversation
moved on to other topics: Mr. Sanditon’s daughters, the progress of
a drainage project at Reddclift, and an account of which relations
and friends were expected to visit the area in coming months.

Just two days later, Jane and Mr. Bingley
came calling, the two infants and their nurse in tow. Elizabeth
half expected Lydia to accompany them as well, but she had stayed
at home feeling poorly, according to Jane. Shortly after their
arrival, Mr. Darcy, with apologies, excused himself to keep an
appointment with one of his tenants. Mr. Bingley eagerly accepted
the invitation to accompany him, and the two old friends soon rode
off together.

The ladies were thus left to entertain
themselves, or rather to be entertained by little Charles and
Frances. Jane’s report had indeed been correct; the infants were so
considerably changed that at first sight Elizabeth would not have
known them. Within the space of five minutes, however, they were
all on the most familiar terms again. Kitty and Elizabeth fussed
over their niece and nephew in turn, the sharing made simple by
there being precisely the same number of children to be held as
there were aunts eager to hold them.

Ultimately, the nurse put an end to it,
announcing that it was high time her charges had their naps. No
protests could dissuade the woman from her duty, and she bundled
the babies off to a quiet room, where she stayed to watch over
them.

“Mrs. Grayling is such a treasure,” said
Jane. “I should be certain to spoil the twins completely, but she
will not condone coddling. She is so wise about what is best for
the children. We are fortunate to have found her.”

“It sounds like a most agreeable
arrangement,” said Elizabeth. “What about your house guests, Jane?
Do you get along as well with them after these six
weeks?”

Jane hesitated, a pained expression creasing
her face. “Well,” she began apologetically, “I do love my sister
and brother dearly, although these days we are not on such happy
terms, I think. Not that they have done anything so very bad. The
trouble is they seem a little too comfortably settled with us, and
apparently have no plans to quit Heatheridge any time soon. In
fact, Mr. Wickham has made a point of mentioning that he has no
immediate prospects now that he is out of the army and, therefore,
no reasonable hope of affording a decent place to live. We begin to
worry that they will never leave! Even Mr. Bingley has begun to
lose patience; he has gone so far as to consider giving them a
hint. Yet I do not know where they would go in any case.”

“They cannot possibly stop here,” Elizabeth
reminded her.

“No, of course not. I would never ask that,
Lizzy.”

“I wish I had a home of my own,” said Kitty,
wistfully. “Then they could come to me and stay as long as they
liked. What fun Lydia and I would have! It would be just like the
old days.”

“A very nice sentiment, my dear,” said
Elizabeth. “Yet, were it possible to put it to the test, I suspect
you would be disappointed. You and your sister have both changed in
the last two years. You are not so similar as you once were.”

“You mustn’t be downcast, Kitty,” said Jane.
“You have other friends and other things to look forward to
now.”

“As you speak of other friends, Jane, I
should tell you we are expecting a visit from Miss Bingley and the
Hursts here at Pemberley in about a fortnight,” Elizabeth
announced, putting a cheerful front on the thing for Jane’s sake.
“They would rather have come to you, I daresay, but they accepted
Mr. Darcy’s invitation instead because you already have house
guests. Still, you will no doubt see them a great deal while they
are in the neighborhood. Miss Bingley is especially eager to meet
her niece and nephew.”

After the Bingleys had gone, Darcy and
Elizabeth retreated to the settee on the porch adjacent to the
saloon, to take the evening air and review events of the day. The
shade thrown down by the trees on the lawn grew ever longer as they
talked, Elizabeth relating Jane’s concerns about the Wickhams’
protracted stay at Heatheridge only to learn that the gentlemen had
a very similar conversation on their ride.

“What is to be done about them?” puzzled
Elizabeth. “They cannot be allowed to impose upon the Bingleys
forever. Yet I can think of no remedy, no way to compel them to
behave like responsible adults if they themselves are disinterested
in doing so.”

Darcy looked grim. “I fear there is no easy
solution. The situation must be dealt with, however … and
soon.”

Hoping to ease his serious mood, Elizabeth
said lightly, “What a bad bargain you made when you married me, Mr.
Darcy, acquiring such odious relations. I am sure you have often
been sorry for it,” she declared, fully expecting her husband to
protest against such a statement, to deny there was any truth to
it. To her surprise and mortification, he did not.

Darcy held his wife tightly to himself and
kissed her forehead, but could not bring himself to reply. Being
related to such a man as Wickham was no joke to him.



 



Chapter 26

 


The Wickhams

 


The Wickhams’ unsettled situation weighed
heavily on many minds. By virtue of the immediate proximity of the
problem, the Bingleys’ need for a solution was perhaps most
pressing, but the Darcys felt the burden nonetheless. Their
histories were too intertwined, the current connection too binding,
to be dismissed. And past events draped an ominous shadow over the
present state of affairs.

As the son of the former steward of the
estate, Mr. Wickham had grown up at Pemberley and known Mr. Darcy
from boyhood. He developed into a handsome young man with charm,
pleasing manners, and ready conversation – attributes which served
him well in the absence of other virtues, and referred him to
society better than his station would have otherwise permitted. By
such means, George Wickham had ingratiated himself with old Mr.
Darcy, and, for his trouble, received a gentleman’s education and
the recommendation for a valuable family living. Had his nature and
inclination allowed, Mr. Wickham could have secured his future by
making the church his profession, as his generous patron intended
to the last.

Wickham, however, denounced any interest in
the church, and demanded a financial settlement instead – money
which was soon squandered away. When the younger Mr. Darcy refused
his request to have the living reinstated, Mr. Wickham plotted to
take revenge and capture a fortune by eloping with Miss Georgiana,
who was then but fifteen years of age. His scheme, which very
nearly succeeded, was an evil for which he could never be
forgiven.

To all this, Wickham added the crimes of
slander and running off with Lydia Bennet. Their marriage – which
took place belatedly – went a long way toward restoring the
Bennets’ good name, but failed to reform the basic nature of either
of the principal parties. Their lives were constantly mismanaged,
and their future looked precarious at best. Despite repeated
efforts by the family to assist the couple, Mr. Wickham persisted
in seeing himself as ill-used and laying the blame for all his
misfortunes at Mr. Darcy’s feet.

With this history in view, concern over the
existing situation soon cast a pall on daily life at Pemberley.
Darcy’s good humor steadily diminished in proportion to the time he
spent grappling for a solution to the dilemma and finding none. He
fell into dark moods, brooding and riding out at odd hours to clear
his head.

Darcy never named his trouble, yet Elizabeth
knew it was called Wickham. And although no immediate threat seemed
to warrant her husband’s torturous turn of mind, past experience
taught that uneasiness over Wickham usually proved justified. That
such a man should have the power to torment one so honorable caused
Elizabeth great consternation, and she once again sincerely
regretted the course of events that had brought the miscreant into
their family in the first place.

A conspicuous reminder of how that unhappy
development had come to pass presented itself at Pemberley late one
morning in the form of Lydia Wickham. Though not entirely delighted
to see her waiting in the front hall, Elizabeth was at least
prepared for her sister’s visit, having anticipated its likelihood
for days.

“Well then, Lizzy, are you not at least a
little bit pleased to see me?” Lydia asked gaily.

“Of course. I am always glad to see one of my
sisters, and Kitty will be thrilled you are come. She has been
longing for you ever since we returned from the south.”

“I daresay if she were so eager to see me,
she could easily have come to Heatheridge before this. But no
matter.”

Unlike her husband, Lydia had no penchant for
dwelling upon perceived slights. Whereas Mr. Wickham was known for
causing harm by deliberate plan, Mrs. Wickham was far more prone to
injure by lack of thought and careless disregard for
consequences. Indeed, so infrequently did her mind turn to any kind
of serious reflection that she was generally insensible of the
wrongdoings and bad manners of all persons, including herself.

Elizabeth led Lydia to the drawing room and
bade her sit.

“Good lord, Lizzy, how you have grown! I can
scarce believe that you will soon be a mother. First Jane, now you,
and here am I, the one earliest married with no children at all.
What a good joke! I do not envy you in the least. Can you imagine
me having to care for an ill-tempered infant? I am sure you would
say that I can hardly care for myself, and you would be right. So
it is exceedingly lucky that Wickham and I are childless. Would not
you agree?”

“If that is how you feel about children,
Lydia, then yes, I am glad for your good fortune in having none.
One does not always get one’s wish in the matter.”

“Oh, it is all very well for you and Jane,
with fine houses and servants to do everything. You need not lift a
finger yourself if you had rather not. But how should we
manage? We could not afford a nursemaid, and I am sure I could
never put up with doing the job myself. How tiresome I should find
it to be always wiping noses and carting a toddler about on my hip
as I have seen other women do. And the noise! I declare, the sound
of the twins crying, both at the same time, is quite enough to
drive me to distraction. I cannot comprehend how Jane and Bingley
bear it. Yet they seem not to mind it at all.”

“They both have the right temperament for
parenthood, I daresay. I hope I shall be half so patient when my
time comes. But, Lydia, if you find the company of the infants at
Heatheridge so unpleasant, I should think you and your husband
would be happy to be gone as soon as possible,” Elizabeth added
helpfully … and hopefully.

“By no means! I do not know when I have ever
been so comfortable. Compared to our makeshift arrangements in
Newcastle, Heatheridge is a vast deal more pleasant. The
inconvenience of a little wailing from time to time is not worth
mentioning when I think of it.”

Elizabeth tried again. “Yet surely you and
Wickham would rather be on your own. A married couple living in
someone else’s home …” She shook her head. “The loss of privacy
must pain you deeply.”

“Certainly we should be glad to have a place
of our own again as soon as ever we can afford something nice. Even
a cottage with two or three servants would do, I should think. Yet
I hardly know when that might be. In the meantime, you must not
worry about us, Lizzy. Heatheridge is a big house, and the Bingleys
are not very much in our way.”

Elizabeth could only stare, incredulous at
her sister’s lack of penetration and her selfish perspective. Kitty
then entered the room, diverting Lydia’s attention and sparing
Elizabeth the need to contrive a civil response to the thoughtless
remark.

Not until dinner did Mr. Darcy make an
appearance, meeting his least favorite sister-in-law with tolerable
composure and civility. Had she exercised enough discretion to
leave her husband’s name out of her conversation, all might have
been well. But discretion was a discipline over which Lydia had no
command. Hardly had they sat down at table before she began to
rattle on about “Wickham this” and “Wickham that,” making
everybody, save herself, extremely uncomfortable. As soon as he was
able, Mr. Darcy retreated to his study again, and an hour later
Elizabeth sent both her sisters off in the Bingleys’ carriage,
Kitty having decided to take the opportunity to move on to
Heatheridge.

Lydia’s visit only served to increase anxiety
over an already-pressing problem. Elizabeth longed to discuss it
with her husband – to share his troubles, to sympathize, to again
apologize for the bad behavior of one of her relations – yet she
was loath to risk distressing him further by raising the
distasteful topic. Surprisingly, he opened the subject himself that
evening.

“Your sister was in fine spirits today,
Elizabeth,” he said dryly, sitting down beside her on the paisley
sofa at the foot of their bed.

Laying aside her book, she raised rueful eyes
to him. “Yes. I am sorry, Darcy. She seems quite pleased with her
current situation, and not bothered in the least by the
circumstances the rest of us find so vexing. From her manner of
speaking, I believe she would be content to stay the rest of her
life at Heatheridge.”

He stared silently into the empty grate of
the fireplace, the muscles of his jaw working.

Elizabeth hastened to add, “I did hint more
than once that it would be best if they quit the place, but Lydia
could not – or would not – understand me.”

“No, subtlety and diplomacy are lost on her.
Something more direct is in order.” Darcy expelled a great sigh,
abruptly rose, and crossed to the window.

Elizabeth awaited his next move.

When he turned back and continued, it was
with a decisive tone. “Clearly, the Wickhams will not quit the
comforts of Heatheridge voluntarily, and conscience forbids us to
evict them with nowhere else to go. Although it galls me no end to
give that man any more assistance, the only workable
solution I can conceive of is to furnish Wickham another place to
live and some work to do. Perhaps that will keep him out of
trouble, and they both will begin to behave more responsibly. It is
a hope rather than an expectation; past evidence gives little cause
for optimism.”

“So, what exactly do you propose?”

“One of the larger tenant cottages on the
outskirts of the estate has been vacant for some time. It is a fine
house – nothing grand of course, but very comfortable. I am
thinking of giving it over to them and charging Wickham with the
management of the farm attached. The land is good and he is clever
enough. I am certain he could make a success of it if he
chooses.”

Seeing by his pained aspect what this
concession cost him, Elizabeth cried, “That is exceedingly
generous! They neither one of them deserves such kindness.”

“You give me too much credit for
disinterested charity, my love. I am sorry to disillusion you, but
I confess that my first inclination is to send them both far, far
away – some place where they could neither disturb us nor threaten
the well-being of our friends again. However, that is not in my
power. For now, the best alternative may be for them to remain
close enough for us to monitor their activities and exercise some
control.”

“But can you bear to have them so near
by?”

“I suppose I shall have to. While it is
always more agreeable to have one’s friends close at hand, I
believe it is sometimes wise to keep one’s enemies even
closer.”



 



Chapter 27

 


Interlude

 


On the following day, two letters arrived
with the post.

“Thank you, Henderson,” said Elizabeth,
taking them from the butler’s tray. She located Mr. Darcy in the
library, and they perused the missives together.

The first, from the Hursts, heralded their
intended arrival with Miss Bingley in two days’ time. The other
came from Georgiana. Elizabeth longed to know how she and
Fitzwilliam were getting on, and whether or not any romantic
attraction had developed on his side. But, since the letter was
addressed to both her and her husband, Elizabeth knew better than
to expect any straightforward information on that question.
Although Fitzwilliam’s name was mentioned more than once in
Georgiana’s general account of her doings in London, Elizabeth
could ferret out no subtle clues to satisfy her curiosity.

“Your sister keeps very busy in town,” she
remarked after they finished reading. “She makes good use of her
extended stay from the sound of it. Even if she comes away with no
other benefit, I believe she will return to Pemberley a more
confident young lady than when she left it.”

“Quite so. It also pleases me to hear that
Fitzwilliam has been so much in her company. I think it must do him
good to be drawn out into society again, and it is to Georgiana’s
advantage to be under his protection.”

“Yes, let us hope the arrangement works to
benefit them both. And even though your sister says nothing of new
suitors, we still cannot rule out the possibility of some progress
on the romantic front before she leaves London,” Elizabeth said,
thinking of Fitzwilliam.

“All I really require is her safe return, and
she makes no mention of when that might be expected.”

“I do hope she will not stay away much
longer. I miss her, and I would like her to be here when the baby
comes.”

“That would be a great comfort to us both.”
After some hesitation he continued, “Do you expect your mother to
attend you during your confinement?”

Elizabeth sighed. “I cannot say. She wrote
that her intention was to come well in advance of the expected time
and to stay a good long while. In response, I thanked her for her
kind offer but suggested she come later with my father, after the
event instead, in order to spare her nerves. I can only hope she
takes my recommendation to heart. Or perhaps Papa will persuade her
to stay away. As a last resort, I may impose upon Jane to distract
her, for I really do not think I could bear my mother’s histrionics
at such a time.”

“Indeed. The last thing you need now is to be
wearied by the presence of a house full of extra people, when you
should be guarding your health and preserving your strength.
Therefore, I believe I must proceed with my plan to shift the
Wickhams without delay. The sooner they leave Heatheridge, the
shorter will be the stay of our own house guests. I intend to ride
over to the cottage myself shortly, with Mr. Adams, to see what is
needed to make the place ready for new occupants. I have also
written to Bingley for his opinion of the idea and how it might be
accomplished.”

Before long, the servant announced that the
master’s horse was ready and that Mr. Adams waited outside.
Elizabeth wished her husband a safe and successful mission, and
then went to the window to watch him ride away.

Mr. Darcy found the cottage in good
condition, needing only a few minor repairs and a thorough
cleaning. He directed Mr. Adams to see to the improvements at once,
and together they thrashed out a workable plan for the prospective
tenants. Although the house stood vacant, the land had been kept in
cultivation under Mr. Adams’ supervision. The new manager would
only need to carry on with the system already in place. Wickham
would find assistance close to hand, should he need it, but no
officious interference.

The idea was to make the situation as
attractive and predisposed to success as possible. The income
derived from the farm, when added to his half-pay as a retired army
officer, could keep Mr. Wickham and his wife very comfortably if
only he would avail himself of the opportunity. Despite Darcy’s
misgivings, he really hoped that, for the sake of all concerned,
Wickham would take advantage of this one last chance to
prosper.

 


~*~

 


Whilst her husband was gone, Elizabeth
retreated to their bedchamber for her afternoon nap, a practice she
had recently adopted. When Darcy returned, he discovered her still
asleep. Soft light from the window filtered through the sheer
draperies, playing across her face and disheveled hair. Finding the
sight irresistible, he silently shed his boots and outer garments
and carefully slipped in beside his wife, intending to cradle her
in his arms and possibly drift off to sleep himself.

Stealthy as he was, however, the disruption
was enough to wake Elizabeth. She rolled over to face him,
stretching contentedly. “Back so soon?” she asked with her eyes
only half open.

“Hush, darling. Go back to sleep. I did not
mean to disturb you,” he whispered.

“What time is it?”

“About half past three, I should think.”

“Good heavens,” she said with no real alarm.
“I have been asleep for hours. I suppose I should be getting
up.”

“Nonsense. Rest as long as you like. Your
only job now should be to take care of yourself and our child,” he
said, affectionately stroking her well-rounded belly through her
chemise. “That is all that is important.”

“I daresay I have had more than enough sleep
for one afternoon. Yet I confess I am in no hurry to leave this
bed, especially now you are come. Are you quite certain you did not
mean to disturb me, husband?”

“How can you suspect me, Elizabeth? Did we
not both agree to abstain from other enjoyments for the duration,
for the sake of the child?”

“I beg your pardon, sir. My mistake. Perhaps
it is my own thoughts that are suspect,” she said, twining her
fingers through the dark curls that framed his face.

As often happened, the thoughts of one
inspired ideas of the other until they were both fairly carried
away. Although they did not forsake their agreement entirely, Mr.
and Mrs. Darcy did manage to find considerable enjoyment in the
situation … and they came down quite late to dinner that
afternoon.

 


~*~

 


The two days Darcy and Elizabeth had to
themselves before the arrival of their next house guests were far
too precious to waste. They knew another such opportunity might not
come along for some time. Having friends, family, and soon a child
always with them was one kind of delight, but this was quite
another. They elected to savor it to the fullest extent while it
lasted, spending as much time together as possible. All but the
most urgent business gave way in favor of more pleasant pursuits.
They slept late and took their breakfast in their rooms. Leisurely
walks round the park and talk of matters both trivial and profound:
these were the order of the day.

The hours melted away all too rapidly,
leaving fond memories and refreshed spirits to mark their passing.
Sunday brought the prospect of the Hursts and Miss Bingley arriving
at the gates of Pemberley by dinnertime. First, however, there
would be a trip to Kympton for church. Since the weather was
exceptionally fine, Mr. Darcy decided to drive himself and his wife
in the curricle, the better to take in the open air and view the
countryside along the way. With green pastures and still waters
fresh in their minds, Mr. Thornton’s message from the twenty-third
Psalm seemed singularly fitting.

Most of the congregation lingered outside for
a time following the service to enjoy the superior day and greet
their neighbors. Darcy and Elizabeth looked for Ruth Sanditon and
happily found Mr. Sanditon alongside her. Although the gentleman
was more frequently at church now than in the past, his presence
there still could not be presumed from one Sunday to the next.

Greetings were exchanged between the four
friends, with the customary how-do-you-do’s and
very-well-thank-you’s being passed all round.

“I hope you do not mind my saying so,” added
Mr. Sanditon, “but you are looking especially well today, Mrs.
Darcy. I have always thought that there is a particular grace and
nobility about a woman in your…situation. Forgive me. Perhaps that
was indelicate. I can be so clumsy sometimes.”

Elizabeth was surprised by the sentiment but
not in the least offended. “Not at all, Mr. Sanditon. I should
think our friendship is secure enough by now that we may speak
freely. I thank you for the compliment.”

“The sight of you has put me very much in
mind of my late wife,” he continued in a lower voice. “You have
something of her coloring, Mrs. Darcy, and she was never more
beautiful than when she was with child. I often told her so, yet I
daresay she did not believe me.” He stopped and averted his eyes.
“Well, how I do ramble on.”

Elizabeth hastened to his rescue. “And how
are your daughters, Mr. Sanditon? It has been so long since we have
seen them.”

On safer ground now, Mr. Sanditon relaxed,
speaking of Abigail and Amelia with warmth and pride. Ruth, from
her frequent contact with the girls, was able to confirm the good
report their father gave and add her own details. Then conversation
moved on. Mr. Sanditon asked after Georgiana again; Ruth shared the
contents of a letter she had received from Charlotte; and the
Darcys told of their arriving house guests.

By this time, most of the other parishioners
had dispersed, and the rector was free to join the Darcys’ party.
“Please accept my compliments, Mr. Thornton,” Darcy told him. “That
was a first-rate sermon – most inspiring.”

“It is hard to go wrong with such good
material,” he said chuckling. “The real credit should go to the
author, do not you think so?”

“Quite, but we may still be grateful to the
messenger, I believe.”

“Just as you say, then, Mr. Darcy. I find I
cannot fault your logic in that. And Mr. Sanditon, I am glad to see
you again. May I inquire after your family? Are your daughters
well, sir?”

“I thank you, yes.”

“Next time you come, you really must bring
them with you,” Mr. Thornton continued.

“Would not the noise of small children be an
unwelcome disruption?”

“On the contrary. Jesus welcomed little ones,
and he is always our example. I believe the good people of this
parish would consider it a real treat to see your girls here, Mr.
Sanditon, as indeed would I. My feeling is that the church should
be filled with the sounds of life. Voices lifted in song and the
laughter of children are two of my particular favorites. We must
not always be solemn, you know, even in church!” Mr. Thornton
concluded jovially.

Once back at Pemberley, Darcy and Elizabeth
had little to do but await the arrival of their guests. It was a
warm afternoon, which Elizabeth felt most keenly just then, so they
retreated to the coolest part of the house and took their ease.

“I was amused by Sanditon’s compliment to you
this morning, Lizzy,” said Darcy. “What an odd thing for him to
say!”

“I thought it rather sweet, actually,
especially his reference to his late wife. From that and other
things he has said, I take it he was quite devoted to her. Poor
man. It must be very lonely for him.”

“Yes. He does not speak of it often, even to
me, but I believe he feels the loss deeply, both for himself and
for the children.”

“Yet he is much improved, even since we have
known him. Do not you think so, Darcy? I believe getting out more
and having Ruth and Charlotte at the cottage to keep him company
has done him a world of good.”

“Yes, and perhaps in time he will marry
again.”

“Perhaps so,” Elizabeth agreed, having the
certain knowledge that was exactly what Mr. Sanditon had in mind.
She wondered what Darcy would say if he knew that his own sister
was prospectively the next mistress of Reddclift.



 



Chapter 28

 


House Guests

 


Pemberley had played host to Mr. Bingley’s
sisters, Louisa and Caroline, and more recently Louisa’s husband
Mr. Hurst, many times in the past. The chief appeal of their visits
in days gone by had been the fact that the party always included
Mr. Bingley. Bereft of that advantage, the prospect of their coming
this time held little charm.

Mr. Hurst’s social resources were limited,
the scope of his powers being mainly confined to a willingness to
shoot and a competency in card-playing. Although the ladies were
better endowed with accomplishments, neither of them shared their
brother’s amiable disposition and charitable heart. Without these,
their other talents soon wore thin and their elegance seemed a
hollow thing. Nevertheless, the Darcys intended to accept their
coming with grace.

At two o’clock in the afternoon, they
arrived. The fashionable Miss Bingley alighted first from the
barouche, accepting Mr. Darcy’s hand to assist her, and holding it
a little longer than was strictly necessary. She favored him with
her sweetest smile and salutation before addressing Elizabeth with
a less sincere version of the same.

Mr. and Mrs. Hurst then emerged from the
carriage. In their case, it was the gentleman more than the lady
who required a steadying hand. Mr. Hurst was a man in his middle
years with a figure that bore testament to his longstanding
devotion to fine food and drink. Hence, he was not so agile as he
once had been. The Hursts greeted the Darcys with the formal
courtesy practiced so scrupulously by the supercilious people of
their social circle. As they all proceeded indoors, Darcy and
Elizabeth faced the daunting prospect of two hours to fill with
conversation before dinner.

“Ah, how delightful it is to be back at
Pemberley again,” Caroline began as they settled in the drawing
room. “You were so wise to forsake London when you did, Mr. Darcy.
It is a vast deal more pleasant in the country this time of year.
The city becomes so foul once the weather turns hot. Were it not
for the air being far superior in our part of town, I could never
have endured it as long as I did.”

“How fortunate, then, that you had somewhere
else to go,” he responded stiffly. “I am gratified that we could be
of service in providing relief from such an insupportable
situation.”

Noting the not-so-subtle sarcasm in her
husband’s voice, Elizabeth quickly changed the subject. “Did you
happen to see anything of Georgiana since we came away?”

“Dear, dear Georgiana,” said Caroline. “How I
dote on her. Yes, we saw her twice – at the Puttnam musicale and …
Oh, where was it, Louisa?”

“At the ball at the hunt club. Your cousin,
the colonel, escorted her, Mr. Darcy.”

“Yes, of course. I remember now,” continued
Caroline. “She was with Colonel Fitzwilliam. We were lucky
enough to catch their attention just as they were leaving. What a
charming gentleman he is, and how gallantly he behaves toward his
little cousin, escorting her all about town even though he must
still be suffering from his recent disappointment,” she concluded
with a sad sigh. “One cannot help but have a very high regard for
such a man. In fact, I should not be sorry to see more of him.”

“Fitzwilliam is an excellent fellow,”
said Darcy, “and I think it quite likely you will see him again,
Miss Bingley. He will almost certainly accompany Georgiana when she
returns, if that will be of any use. Of course, by then you may be
at Heatheridge.”

“Have the Bingleys’ other guests left them?”
asked Mrs. Hurst.

“No, not yet. But they very soon will,” Darcy
said with resolve.

Elizabeth had ordered an excellent dinner
with the tastes of her guests in mind. Although, since her goal was
to nourish rather than impress them, there were only five courses
presented, not counting the dessert, coffee, and walnuts. Civil
conversation on topics great and small continued throughout the
meal, everyone excepting Mr. Hurst making a concerted effort to
support its ebb and flow. The ladies withdrew after dinner, but
were not long by themselves. The taciturn nature of both gentlemen
left them sitting mostly in silence. They soon gave up the struggle
and rejoined the women in the music room.

Neither Caroline nor Louisa was averse to
exhibiting her talent, so there was no want of ready performers.
Later, in deference to Mr. Hurst, the card table was set out. Its
use provided employment for the remainder of the evening. The group
began with Loo, eventually moved on to Speculation, and finished
with a rubber of Commerce. By then, all of them were content to
call it a night and adjourn to their sleeping quarters.

“We only just got through the evening without
running out of conversation and entertainment,” said Elizabeth when
she and Darcy had closeted themselves in their bedchamber. “How do
you propose we fill the coming days and weeks, my dear?”

“I do not know about days and weeks, but I
have engaged Mr. Hurst to go fishing in the morning. He was
agreeable so long as it did not require an early start. That will
leave the ladies to you, Lizzy. I cannot believe you have run out
of female conversational topics so soon. We did not leave you alone
long enough after dinner to exhaust all your resources,
surely.”

“‘Female conversational topics’? And what
exactly do you suppose those to be, Mr. Darcy?”

“Well … I have no certain knowledge of what
goes on when I am not present. I can only imagine that there is
talk of fashion, society, and other such things.”

Elizabeth frowned and said with mock disdain,
“How little you understand the female sex, sir, to presume that we
care only for trivialities. It might interest you to know that we
ladies have more important matters to discuss than the latest style
for sleeves. In private, we debate politics, the need for social
reform, and the meaning of life amongst other things – things that
men have very little capacity to comprehend.”

“Thank you for enlightening me, my dear. I
had no idea. However, if, as you say, your thoughts and discourse
run over such a wide and varying territory, you can have little
reason to fear that you will ever be at a loss for something to
talk about,” he said with a satisfied smile.

Mr. Darcy’s prediction proved correct; the
ladies did manage to keep their conversation going whilst the
gentlemen were out the next morning, even without exploring into
the realms of politics and philosophy. Later, Mrs. Hurst and Miss
Bingley expressed a desire to go riding, a passion they had little
opportunity to indulge in town. Pemberley’s stables were well
supplied with suitable mounts, so accommodating their request was a
simple matter. The ladies prevailed upon Mr. Darcy to accompany and
guide them. Mr. Hurst did not care to join them, and they left him
napping, reclined at an awkward angle on a settee in the drawing
room. Elizabeth was in no condition to ride. Instead she took the
opportunity to stroll through the gardens close to the house,
choosing the formal knot garden as her destination.

She began her tour with the roses round the
perimeter, casting about for the best blooms and drinking in their
sweet scent. The flowering of the Gallica and Damask roses had long
gone by, but the Chinas carried on despite the heat of late summer.
After gathering a few of these, Elizabeth turned onto the path that
circled the maze of carefully-clipped hedges occupying the center
of the garden. Various decorative and culinary herbs filled the
spaces left between the crisscrossing ribbons of boxwood. At this
time of year, the lavender was unquestionably the premier
performer, both in color and fragrance. The warmth of the day
liberated its heady perfume, filling the air with a pungent aroma.
Elizabeth added dozens of the purple-fringed stems to her bouquet
before slowly making her way back to the house to await the return
of the riding party.

The evening passed uneventfully and in a
similar manner to the one before. The particulars of the menu,
music, and games were altered, lending some novelty to the scheme.
They adjourned early so that the Hursts and Miss Bingley might make
a timely start the next day on their expedition to Heatheridge.
Elizabeth was invited to accompany them and intended to accept. Now
that she had been at home for more than a fortnight, she was eager
for an outing and scarcely less pleased than the others at the
prospect of visiting her relations.

Her husband did not share her enthusiasm over
the idea. “I know you rarely miss an opportunity to see your
sisters,” he said to Elizabeth in their apartment. “But could you
not decline this time and wait until we can both visit there in
comfort?”

“Is there any reason I may not visit now and
again later also? Must I choose between the two?”

“No, not necessarily. I just question the
wisdom of your going now, with that man still on the
premises. I cannot countenance the idea with any degree of
tranquility. My every feeling revolts at the possibility of you
coming into contact with him.”

“I very much doubt that Wickham will have the
effrontery to present himself,” Elizabeth said. “If he should, I
shall surely take no pleasure in it, but I have no reason to be
embarrassed either. You mustn’t worry, Darcy; I shall be perfectly
safe.”

“You have no qualms about traveling again?”
he asked, alluding to the unpleasantness on their recent
journey.

“My dear, I am not so easily intimidated. I
refuse to let an unpleasant person – or an unpleasant dream – have
the rule of me.”

Darcy could not help but admire Elizabeth’s
spirit and independence. These were two of the qualities that had
first attracted him. Unfortunately, just now they worked to his
disadvantage. He would have been happier if on this occasion she
had meekly acquiesced to his preference. Even now, he knew that if
he insisted, she would relent for his sake. Yet there was no reason
to suspect any real danger, and he was not in the habit of making
autocratic demands of his wife.

“Very well. Have it your own way, my love,”
he said pulling her into his arms and tucking a stray lock of hair
behind her ear. “Only you must promise me two things: you will
avoid Wickham if you can, and you will never put yourself at risk
by venturing anywhere alone. If I know that you will always be
under the protection of Mr. Hurst and Mr. Bingley, I will be
easier.”

“As you wish, husband,” she said.

“If it were truly as I wished, Lizzy, you
would not be going at all, as you are perfectly aware.”



 



Chapter 29

 


An Encounter

 


By this time, Mr. Darcy had received a
correspondence from Mr. Bingley supporting his plan for moving the
Wickhams to the cottage at Pemberley. In it, Mr. Bingley offered to
do his part by acquainting the couple with the arrangements and
transporting them, along with their belongings, as soon as all was
made ready. He only awaited authorization to proceed. Darcy penned
the final instructions in a note for his wife to deliver to
Heatheridge.

“I have told Bingley to bring your sister and
her husband to the cottage on Friday. I intend to meet them there
and make sure that everything is in order,” Darcy explained,
placing the letter into Elizabeth’s hand.

“I wish you could be spared the ordeal of
meeting Wickham altogether,” she replied. “Could not Mr. Adams
manage the whole business instead?”

“No, unpleasant as it may be, I need to see
Wickham myself. He must know exactly where he stands and what is
expected of him. I mean to leave no reason for mistake, no room for
equivocation. Mr. Adams will take over from there. I hope to be
well out of it henceforth.”

“Oh, how I pray this plan will succeed,” said
Elizabeth with hands clasped tightly together, “for the sake of all
concerned. Do you really think Mr. Bingley can bring off his part?
He is so mild-mannered; I cannot quite imagine that he has the
fortitude to insist they leave Heatheridge if he meets with much
resistance.”

“Were it left strictly up to him, I could
easily envision that he might back down, just as you say. However,
in this case, he knows he acts for me as well, and he has vowed to
stand firm.”

Darcy charged Elizabeth to deliver the
missive and leave the rest to Mr. Bingley. She agreed not to speak
of the matter to her traveling companions or even to Jane, lest the
Wickhams get wind of it prematurely. The idea was to break the news
to the couple at the last possible moment with the hope that all
would be accomplished before they could mount a protest or devise a
scheme to forestall their departure.

 


~*~

 


After an early breakfast, the Hursts, Miss
Bingley, and Elizabeth set off for Heatheridge. The roads were in
excellent condition owing to the recent lack of rain, but the same
dry conditions obliged them to keep the carriage closed against
dust. The only other difficulty came in the form of a complete
overthrow of the original seating arrangement. It was finally
settled that Mr. and Mrs. Hurst should change to the forward-facing
seats after the gentleman remembered that he had once, years ago,
become ill from riding backwards. The alteration proved next to
impossible to accomplish whilst the carriage was in motion, so a
brief stop was called for. This short delay did not materially
impede their progress, and the party arrived in good time.

The Bingleys received their guests warmly and
ushered them into the drawing room where they were soon joined by
Kitty and Lydia. Mr. Wickham was nowhere to be seen.

Jane soon volunteered that the twins would be
brought down from the nursery directly. Although Miss Bingley and
Mrs. Hurst had thus far forgotten to inquire after their niece and
nephew, this announcement served to remind them of their keen
anticipation in meeting the “precious darlings,” which they then
began to profess most strenuously. When little Charles and Frances
made their appearance, the ladies acted the doting aunts, ready to
admire the infants … from a comfortable distance.

“Yes, how delightful,” said Miss Bingley as
she glimpsed the two pink faces peeking out from their swaddling.
“They seem to be remarkably small creatures. Forgive me, but is
that usual? I had expected … something a little larger,
perhaps.”

“Of course they are small, Caroline,” scolded
her sister mildly. “No doubt they are exactly the right size for
their age. They seem like fine, healthy children to me, and observe
how they favor the Bingley line in their looks.”

Caroline craned her neck for a better
view.

“Here,” suggested Jane, “you must want to
hold him.” Without waiting for confirmation, she delivered little
Charles into Caroline’s wooden arms.

After only a few moments, Caroline passed her
nephew on to Louisa, saying, “Yes, the image of his father. Anyone
can see that.”

“And here is Frances Jane,” said Elizabeth,
reluctantly offering to give up her niece.

“No, no, that will not be necessary,” said
Miss Bingley, waving Elizabeth off. “She looks quite comfortable
where she is. Let us not disturb her.”

“Very well; I am happy to keep her,” said
Elizabeth, continuing to rock her little bundle. “And, for my part,
I could wish nothing finer for this precious babe than that she
take after her mother in every way.”

Mr. Bingley broke in. “Quite, quite. We thank
you all for the kind compliments and good wishes. Uh … shall we go
into dinner now? It is time, I think.”

From the beginning of the visit, Elizabeth
had watched for an opening to give her husband’s message into Mr.
Bingley’s hand without attracting the attention of the others. As
they passed into the dining room, she saw her chance. She slipped
the note to him, and they exchanged a meaningful look that embodied
all their mutual hopes and concerns over the plans outlined
therein.

Her commission dispatched, Elizabeth was free
to enjoy the meal without distraction, her serenity being further
enhanced by the fact that all present seemed resolved to be on best
behavior. Lydia conducted herself with more restraint and decorum
than she usually demonstrated. This, in turn, gave Miss Bingley
fewer opportunities to employ her caustic wit against her present
company. Caroline’s dinner conversation targeted only absent
friends, who could neither feel her derision nor come to their own
defense.

Two hours later, the party from Pemberley
prepared to take their leave. Elizabeth made her good-byes and
stepped outside onto the sunny front porch to await the others. As
she sauntered toward the carriage, she was arrested by the sight of
Mr. Wickham approaching rapidly on horseback. He dismounted
directly in her path. There was no way to avoid him short of flying
back into the house, which seemed unnecessary. She was in no
danger. The coachman and groom were standing by, and her friends
were just inside the door. Hence, despite her husband’s misgivings,
Elizabeth met Mr. Wickham with admirable composure.

“Mrs. Darcy, this is indeed a rare pleasure,”
he said with a formal bow. “How do you do?”

Elizabeth only nodded in return.

“I must say, you appear to me to be
very well indeed,” Wickham continued, his eyes making a
leisurely inspection of her person. “May I congratulate you on the
upcoming blessed event?”

“Thank you,” Elizabeth said coolly.

“Darcy must be quite proud of his
achievement, though the feat is common enough.”

“Sir, you forget yourself! You have no right
to refer to my husband in such a vulgar fashion, or indeed at all.
Now, if you will excuse me …” Elizabeth took another step toward
the carriage.

Wickham moved to block her way again. “Pray,
do not be angry, sister,” he said with an easy laugh. “I do
apologize if I have offended you. Perhaps I presume too much upon
our past acquaintance in speaking so openly. Surely you remember
what good friends we used to be.”

“I remember everything, Mr. Wickham,
the good and the bad.”

He ignored the remark. “Still, it is a shame
that people and events have conspired to prevent us from continuing
that friendship. Would not you agree?”

“I cannot say that I have given the matter a
moment’s thought, Mr. Wickham. If it is a source of unhappiness for
you, however, then I suggest you put the blame for this misfortune
in its proper place. After all, it is entirely your own doing,
sir.”

“You cut me, madam. Can you really think so
ill of me?”

She did not answer.

“Well then, I must make it my top priority to
improve your opinion.”

“Amend your ways by all means, Mr. Wickham,
but do it for your own sake and for your wife’s, not for me. We
have very little to do with one another anymore.”

“That is precisely my point. I think it a
cruel business that I should have been so long deprived of your
delightful company. Your husband I have seen more recently, but he
is not nearly as agreeable to look at, especially when he is out of
humor, which seems usually the case according to my
observations.”

“May I ask, sir, exactly when you claim to
have had the opportunity to make these observations of Mr.
Darcy?”

“Has he not told you, then? No, I thought he
would not,” he said with obvious amusement. “The truth is, Mrs.
Darcy, we have met several times on business, as lately as a month
ago while you were in town.”

“That is absurd! What possible business could
my husband have with you?”

“The answer to that question would doubtless
interest you a great deal, Mrs. Darcy. Unfortunately, it is not in
my power to satisfy your curiosity. You see, a gentleman never
discusses such sordid affairs with a lady, a policy to which your
husband apparently subscribes as well.”

“You cannot deceive me, Mr. Wickham. If there
were anything to this report of yours, my husband would have told
me about it.”

“Of course,” he said with a patronizing
smile. “I’m not surprised you prefer to preserve to your illusions,
Elizabeth. By all means, do forget that I mentioned the business,
and be content with ignorance. That is unquestionably the wisest
course. We are both acquainted with your husband’s resentful
temper. It would be foolish to provoke him by poking your nose in
where it does not belong. You will sorely regret it if you
interfere. That, I believe, I can promise you.”

Elizabeth bristled at the arrogant
self-satisfaction in Wickham’s address, and his words were just
menacing enough to start a little chill running up her spine. She
was not sorry, therefore, to have the interview abruptly ended by
the approach of the others. Wickham remounted his horse, gave her
one last penetrating look, and rode off in the direction of the
stables without another word.

“My dear Eliza,” said Miss Bingley upon
reaching her side, “are you quite safe? You look a little shaken.
What did that horrid man want with you?”

“I hardly know. He was rather unpleasant, but
no harm has been done.”

“Such impudence, putting himself forward like
that! Wait until Darcy hears about this.”

“No, Caroline! I beg you would not mention it
to Mr. Darcy. The incident is of no importance, and it would only
upset him needlessly. I shall not say anything about it, and I hope
no one else will either.”

Caroline acquiesced and the Hursts gave no
difficulty when asked to be likewise discreet. Although Elizabeth
knew she should be relieved by these assurances, her thoughts were
too troubled to permit peace. She found the deterioration in
Wickham’s demeanor disturbing. In the two years since she had seen
him last, he had changed, and not for the better. Some remnants
remained of the easy manners and charm that once made him so
attractive, but an undeniable coarseness had since entered in.
Elizabeth could not help being now even more apprehensive for her
sister’s future happiness than before.

The whole encounter had been unsettling –
Wickham’s taunts, his reminder of their past friendship, the
leering way he had looked at her. Still, Elizabeth’s greatest
perturbation proceeded from Wickham’s allusions to a clandestine
business association with her husband. Could there be any truth to
what he said, she wondered? Did she really wish to know the answer?
That was another question entirely. Her natural curiosity mingled
with a heavy dread at the very prospect of what she might
discover.

However, it was not only the questionable
conduct of others that troubled Elizabeth. Her conscience told her
that her own behavior was suspect, when she reflected on her hasty
decision to keep the encounter with Wickham to herself. Although
she was sincere in her desire to spare her husband distress, the
ease with which she chose to withhold the information alarmed her.
She had acted on impulse, and her first instinct had been to
conceal the truth from him! The very idea shocked her.

“Oh, my dear Darcy, how have we come to this
sad state of affairs?” Elizabeth silently lamented. “We used to
have no secrets from each other. Now it seems we have both
become adept at disguise.”

 





Chapter 30

 


Moving Day

 


Elizabeth’s preoccupation with the disturbing
episode at Heatheridge made her a poor traveling companion on the
journey back to Pemberley. In her agitated state, she had no
patience for prattle. Caroline and Louisa were soon left to their
own society as Mr. Hurst lapsed into deep slumber shortly after
they got underway, and Elizabeth delivered a convincing performance
of the same so she could be alone with her thoughts.

Upon more thorough rumination, Elizabeth
realized it was pure folly to suppose she could keep her husband
ignorant of her encounter with Mr. Wickham. Considering his serious
reservations about her going to Heatheridge in the first place,
Darcy was sure to ask if she had seen the man. She would have to
own that she had. Withholding information for good reason was one
thing, but a barefaced lie was quite another. Besides, it was sure
to come out on Friday. Mr. Bingley could easily mention it to his
friend or, more likely, Wickham himself might refer to it for
purposes of his own.

No, she must tell him and make as little of
the incident as possible. She hoped to avoid revealing much about
the content and tenor of the conversation, however. With Wickham’s
warning still ringing in her ears, Elizabeth felt inclined to heed
his advice, despite the source. She could not yet countenance the
idea of confronting Darcy with her questions. And telling him of
their brother-in-law’s impertinence would only serve to jeopardize
the project of resettling the troublesome couple.

Darcy met the carriage when it arrived at
dusk and ushered the party into the house. “Good to have you back,
my dear,” he said to Elizabeth as they walked up the front steps
together. “I trust you encountered no significant difficulties
today?” he pointedly inquired.

Elizabeth understood his question to
encompass both the issue of Wickham and the letter for Mr. Bingley,
as well as the travel itself. “Everything went well,” she assured
him. “We had a very agreeable stay at Heatheridge and no serious
complications.” Further intelligence would have to wait.

Over supper, Mr. Darcy received a detailed
account of the day from the visiting sisters. He was informed of
the health and good appearance of all the Bingleys, regaled by a
thorough description of the excellent fare at their table, and
given benefit of all particulars relating to the condition of the
roads along the route. Caroline reported only one thing amiss at
Heatheridge, which was an unpleasant degree of familiarity on the
part of the servants. Louisa reluctantly allowed she had noticed
the same, and had gone so far as to give Jane a kindly hint that
she would do well to exercise a firmer hand in her management of
the help.

No one in the group that evening made any
mention of Mr. Wickham, though he was never far from Elizabeth’s
mind … or from her husband’s either, judging from his solemn mood.
As she expected, the first question from his lips, once they were
finally alone, was whether or not she had encountered the man.

Elizabeth had her answer ready. “Yes, I did
see him. It was unavoidable; he appeared just as we were taking
leave. The meeting was brief, and I was never in any danger. So you
need not be concerned, Darcy.”

“Did he speak to you?”

“Just a few words.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing of consequence. He made believe we
were still friends, and I very firmly disabused him of the idea.
That is all it amounted to.”

“It sounds as if you managed the situation
well.”

“I should hope that I did.”

“Are you certain he did nothing to upset you?
You do not seem quite yourself tonight.”

“I am just a little tired; that is all.”

For whatever reason, Mr. Darcy did not press
her further. Elizabeth was surprised, but relieved, to be spared
giving detailed explanations – or the necessity of lying to avoid
them. This failed to cheer her, however, for she could now, for the
first time, sense the faint shadow of a wall dividing her from her
beloved husband. There was no longer any question in her mind that
facts and feelings were being deliberately withheld on both sides.
A veil of doubt had drawn between them. Darcy was aware of it too;
she could see it in his eyes.

 


~*~

 


Friday dawned through a dark blanket of
clouds, which shrouded the morning in a general air of gloom. The
rain began about nine o’clock and continued into the afternoon
unabated, painting the entire landscape a dozen dreary shades of
gray. Elizabeth gazed out the drawing room window at the dismal
scene, and hoped that the inhospitable weather was in no way
indicative of how the day’s events would play out.

Mr. Darcy had departed for the cottage hours
earlier, taking Mr. Adams and Sarah Thompson with him in a
carriage. Sarah, a sturdy girl of sixteen and the daughter of one
of Pemberley’s best maids, had been engaged to wait on the Wickhams
as their maid-of-all-work. The Darcys provided her services along
with the cottage itself in the hope that it would make the
situation more agreeable to the new tenants, and success,
therefore, more likely.

As her eyes traced the rivulets racing down
the window glass, Elizabeth’s thoughts ran far afield – to the
cottage. About now, she surmised, the party would be arriving from
Heatheridge. She wondered how her sister and brother-in-law had
taken the news that they were being removed from their fine
accommodations with the Bingleys to more modest lodgings of their
own. Reasonable people would be thankful for the kindness so long
extended to them by their relations, and grateful to have a
permanent home made available to them at no cost. However, as
Elizabeth knew all too well, the laws of reasonable behavior did
not always apply to the Wickhams.

She wished she could have been of use in
making the arrangements or easing the transition somehow. But Darcy
had insisted on doing everything himself and keeping her well clear
of it. So she was consigned to wait and worry at home, with no hope
of learning how things were progressing until her husband returned.
Elizabeth was roused from these contemplations by Miss Bingley’s
voice, calling her back to the room and reminding her that she was
not alone.

“So sorry, Caroline, my mind was miles away.
What were you saying?”

“I just wondered what had captured your
attention so completely. I declare, Eliza, you have been standing
on that very spot and staring out of doors for fully twenty
minutes.”

“It is nothing. I was watching for Mr.
Darcy’s return, I suppose.”

“Yes, his absence is a sad loss to us all. I
fail to understand why he could not have postponed this so-called
‘important business,’ whatever it is, for another day,” Caroline
said peevishly. “After all, he is the master of Pemberley and not
the other way round.”

Elizabeth took a deep breath before
answering. “You must remember that this estate is an enormous
responsibility, Miss Bingley. It often happens that Mr. Darcy must
set aside his own convenience in order to keep things operating
smoothly. Today’s errand is an example. I know for a fact that he
would much rather have stayed at home had he consulted only his own
preferences.”

“How tiresome!” Caroline exclaimed. “What is
the point of ownership if it does not afford one the privilege of
doing as one likes?”

“It is fortunate for you, then, that you do
not suffer the burden of that kind of obligation,” Elizabeth
concluded.

The company languished for lack of
occupation, the hours progressing at a snail’s rate. Their periodic
forays into conversation proved too feeble to be long sustained;
each soon faltered and died away, once again plunging the room
headlong into a vast sea of silence. Mr. Hurst finally resorted to
the solitary pursuit of playing Patience. His wife took up a book,
which busied her hands and held her eyes if not her interest. The
other two ladies divided their time between worrying the furniture
with fidgety sits and wearing the carpet with restless pacing.

When at last Mr. Darcy did return, he stopped
only briefly in the drawing room to apologize for his unavoidable
absence before excusing himself to change for dinner. Elizabeth
could discover nothing in his demeanor or voice to satisfy her
curiosity about his errand, so she made her own excuses and
accompanied him upstairs.

“Well? I can bear it no longer; tell me what
happened,” Elizabeth urged him as soon as they were beyond the
hearing of the others.

“There is not that much to tell, Elizabeth,”
Darcy said wearily. “It is accomplished; that is all that can be
known for certain. Only time will answer the rest.”

“So they were successfully moved. That is
some relief. But, did things go smoothly? How do they like the
cottage? What was their mood? Since I could not be there myself,
you must tell me.”

“Very well, I will do my best. Your sister
was in animated spirits, and I had no complaints from her. She
scurried about investigating the whole house and making plans … for
how she wanted the furniture arranged, what sort of curtains she
would hang, and so forth. I believe she decided to be content as
soon as she learnt she was to have a maid. Wickham was a different
matter.”

Elizabeth frowned. “Did he make trouble for
you?”

“Nothing overt. My concern is not so much for
anything specific he did or said; it is rather for his stormy
outlook in general. I know the man. Wickham is not one to suffer
his resentments quietly. I suppose there never was any real reason
to expect his cooperation, but still …” He trailed off, shaking his
head.

“Do not give up, Darcy. Even Wickham is
capable of behaving sensibly when it benefits his own interests.
Perhaps once he has had time to adjust to the arrangement, he will
choose to give it a fair try.”

“God grant it, but I doubt it, Lizzy.”

All was tranquil for the next two days. On
Monday, according to the master’s instructions, Mr. Adams rode by
the cottage to assess the Wickhams’ progress and render any needed
assistance. He found everything in good order. The new residents,
who received him courteously, were well settled, and Mr. Wickham
had already familiarized himself with the farm and its operation.
Mr. Adams had answered a few reasonable questions and then
continued on his way, quite comfortable with everything he had
observed.

On the strength of this account, the Darcys
adopted a more optimistic view than they had reason to envision
before.

 


 



Chapter 31

 


An Altercation

 


The next day, a message from Heatheridge
arrived saying that the guest quarters were now available, and
inviting the Hursts and Miss Bingley to come just as soon as they
could be spared from Pemberley. Recognizing the Bingleys’ higher
claim, the Darcys kindly gave their visitors leave to go
immediately if they so wished. Yet their guests would not consider
departing so abruptly. Thursday morning, then, was settled on as
the time for their removal.

On Wednesday – their last full day at
Pemberley – the sisters begged Mr. Darcy to treat them to another
outing on horseback. He consented, considering that riding would be
one of the more pleasant ways to entertain them. As on the previous
occasion, Mr. Hurst stayed behind and Elizabeth chose the
alternative of a walk for her outdoor exercise.

After the riders set off, she strolled down
the path by the stream where she had passed so often before, on
foot and in the saddle. Never did she tire of this route, which
offered so much delight to the senses. It seemed ever-changing and
new with each season. As she rambled along, midday sun filtered
through the dancing leaves overhead and glittered across the face
of the water. The freshening breeze at her back and the burbling
sound of the little waterfall ahead carried her forward. With every
step, she drank in the musky scent of the wood and of the rich
earth beneath her feet.

Elizabeth wandered on without a care. Only
when she had ventured quite far down the trail did her mounting
fatigue prompt the idea of turning back. Yet by then she was too
tired to attempt it. A repose of ten or fifteen minutes would soon
set her right, she thought. So, choosing a particularly inviting
patch of grass, she sat down and leaned back against a tree stump
to rest before starting the return trip. With the warmth of the sun
to blanket her and its brightness to shut her eyes, Elizabeth
relaxed and let her mind drift.

How long she remained in that attitude and
whether or not she slept, Elizabeth could never be certain. When
she at last came to herself, it was with a start and a sense of
apprehension. She had the strong impression that someone else was
present, watching her. At the sound of rustling in the underbrush,
Elizabeth darted her eyes first in that direction and then in every
other without result. Yet the threat seemed no less real.

She got to her feet as rapidly as her awkward
figure allowed, and started for home at a hurried pace. The faster
Elizabeth walked, the more the fear rose up in her throat, urging
her on until she was nearly at a run. All the while, she struggled
to master her unruly emotions, to push the panic down.

When she was still quite a way from the
house, Elizabeth rounded a bend in the path and found herself
confronted by a tall man silhouetted against the bright sky. A
feeble scream escaped her lips. Nearly in that same moment, she
recognized him. “Mr. Adams!” she cried, indescribable relief
flooding through her.

“Why, Mrs. Darcy, what is the matter? Are you
ill?” he inquired. “Here, take my arm. You’re trembling like a
leaf.”

Elizabeth obeyed, gratefully. “Thank you, Mr.
Adams,” she gasped out. “I am so glad to see you … I am not ill,
only frightened. I cannot be sure but … I believe there was someone
following me.”

“An intruder? Did you see who it was?”

“No, no. I can tell you nothing at all
useful. I did not see, but rather sensed, that someone was there.
Then I heard movement in the brush and I came away as fast as I
could.”

“Where did this happen, Mrs. Darcy?”

“Down at the little clearing by the
waterfall.”

“I had better have a look then… but I can’t
leave you like this. Let me see you back to the house first,” he
proposed.

Elizabeth agreed, and they continued on at a
less frantic pace. The riding party was just returning as they
approached the stables. At the sight of his wife, disheveled and
needing assistance, Mr. Darcy dismounted and ran to her.

“Good God! What has happened? Are you ill,
Elizabeth?” he asked, taking her other arm at once.

She offered him a weak smile. “No, do not be
alarmed. I am well. I am well.”

“Madam believes she was followed on the path,
near the waterfall,” Mr. Adams volunteered.

Darcy took command of the situation. “I will
investigate this myself, Mr. Adams. Be good enough to escort the
ladies to the house, and then join me. Elizabeth, you are quite
certain that you are unharmed?” She nodded. “Very well then. I
shall be off at once,” he said returning to the saddle. After one
more glance back at his wife, Darcy urged his mount down the path
from which she had just fled.
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Upon regaining the house, Elizabeth went
directly to her bedchamber to recover from her fright and await
Darcy’s return. The longer he stayed away, however, the more
foolish she felt over the stir she had created. The efforts of Mr.
Adams and her husband could very well be for naught. After all, it
was at least possible the whole episode had been a product of her
imagination, the result of straying into that strange twilight
between consciousness and sleep.

When Darcy did return over an hour later,
having found no one and nothing out of order, a chagrined Elizabeth
confessed. “At the time, I was absolutely convinced someone was
there, but now … now I am not at all certain. In fact, I am
persuaded that the mischief could just as easily be the work of my
own mind playing tricks on me. I am sorry to have put you to all
this trouble over nothing.”

“You need not apologize, Elizabeth. You may
doubt your instincts, but I take them quite seriously, I assure
you. The fact that I found no evidence of an intruder proves
nothing. In any case, you are not to leave this house alone again.
If there was someone lurking in the woods, he may still be
nearby.”

“Of course, if you really think such
precautions necessary.”

“I do,” he said gravely.

“Is there something you are not telling me,
Darcy? Do you have suspicions about what … or who may be at work in
this matter?”

After some hesitation, he admitted, “I cannot
help wondering if it might be more than a coincidence that this
menace has come so soon after Wickham arrived in the
neighborhood. Perhaps I was wrong to suppose he could be safely
managed here at Pemberley.”

“Wickham? Surely not. What interest could he
have in frightening me? We have had our differences, yet I cannot
believe he harbors any serious ill-will against me.”

“He may hold no animosity toward you
personally, but he has always resented me. It may be that he
plans to use a threat against my family to torment and manipulate
me to his own ends, for profit or just for spite. It would not be
the first time he has done such a thing.”

Astounded by her husband’s last comment,
Elizabeth considered her response carefully. It seemed that the
moment was at hand for exploring the topic raised by Wickham’s
cryptic remarks. Darcy had given her a perfect opening … if she
wished to take it. She wavered, Wickham’s warning still fresh in
her mind. It was not in her nature, however, to prefer a placid
ignorance over truth, even at some peril.

“What do you mean?” she ventured cautiously.
“I know the history between the two of you, of course, but have you
undertaken any more recent dealings with Wickham?”

Darcy answered with equal circumspection.
“Unfortunately, it has been necessary for me to see him from time
to time, to clear up some problem or respond to one of his demands.
But, it is nothing that need concern you, Elizabeth.”

“Of course it concerns me!” Elizabeth
rejoined, her caution instantly supplanted by irritation. “He is my
brother-in-law as well. How could you keep me in the dark about
something like this? Do I not have the right to know what goes on
in my own family?” As soon as the words were out of her mouth,
Elizabeth recognized the hypocrisy embodied in them. She blushed
with the consciousness that the very thing of which she accused
him, she herself had been guilty of doing these many months.

“This reproach from you, Elizabeth?”
Darcy demanded in pained indignation. “Do you really think you have
earned the right to claim the moral high ground on the subject of
honesty?”

Elizabeth dropped her face into her hands.
She could not defend herself; she could not even look at him. An
awful silence hung in the air, thick as London fog, against which
the sound of his seething breath and her own pounding heart stood
out in sharp relief.

“Well?” Darcy prompted at last. “Do you have
anything to say to me?”

“Only that I am … most extremely sorry,”
Elizabeth choked out, her eyes still downcast and stinging with
tears.

He instantly softened. “Look here, Lizzy,” he
said, gently lifting her chin until she was forced to meet his
gaze. “You know that I love you – nothing can change that – but you
must be honest with me. Please, let us get this whole business out
in the open and have no more secrets between us.”

“Oh, you do not know how desperately I long
to do exactly that,” Elizabeth groaned, “yet it is not in my
power.”

“Why ever not?”

“All I can say is that any secrets I keep are
not my own, or for my own benefit, but rather to protect another
and a confidence placed in me. I am bound by a promise, Darcy. For
the sake of honor, there are certain things that I may not tell
you, much as I would wish to. Surely you can understand that.”

Darcy’s mouth hardened. He strode across the
room and back again before answering with intense restraint. “I am
sorry, Elizabeth, but it just will not do. Your explanation, though
plausible, seems a very convenient way to avoid owning the truth. I
beg you would reconsider your stand. Have you taken into account
what it is you are risking? The stakes are high, and I submit that
the person you protect is not worthy of such loyalty and
sacrifice!” Darcy turned on his heel, and abruptly quit the
room.

Elizabeth groped for a chair as the floor
threatened to slip from beneath her feet. Her mind reeling as well,
she grasped after some shred of elucidation to make sense of what
had passed. While she conceded that Darcy had every right to be
hurt, even angry, that she had kept things from him, she did not
understand his vehemence or why he refused to listen to her
explanation. All she knew for certain was that she had deeply
offended him … and she had no clue how to undo the damage.

It was just as Wickham said; her interference
led to disaster. “Oh, why could I not have left well-enough alone?”
No, regrets were pointless. They could not turn back the clock.
They could not untangle this muddle and bring back harmony. So
Elizabeth cast about for some constructive course of action.

More urgently than ever, she longed to be
released from her vow to Georgiana. Perhaps if she could tell her
husband all, he would understand and forgive. To that end, she took
up her pen and wrote, begging Georgiana’s leave to tell Darcy the
truth at long last. Although her intention was to explain the
gravity of the situation without causing her sister-in-law undue
alarm, Elizabeth could not be sure she had succeeded. She only knew
that, with her letter written, she felt the slight solace of having
taken one small step toward restoring the peace.

Yet it would be days before she could
possibly hear back from Georgiana. What was she to do in the
meantime? Elizabeth hardly knew how to behave under these untried
conditions.

Absent any more material relief, seclusion
seemed her best consolation. Elizabeth contemplated sending word
downstairs that she was unwell. Considering the fright she had so
recently received, that explanation would have been accepted
without question. Yet it seemed a cowardly thing to do. Ultimately,
she determined to take up her courage and face the others. She
would conduct herself as if nothing were wrong, at least until
their guests were gone. When she had steeled herself for the
challenge, she threw back her shoulders, raised her chin, and came
downstairs.

Mrs. Darcy favored her guests with more
graciousness and cheer than she had thought possible under the
circumstances. Her husband was less successful in affecting an air
of good humor, but, since it was not uncommon for him to appear
somewhat grim and taciturn, no one else seemed to notice anything
amiss.

While their guests received every possible
attention, Darcy and Elizabeth scrupulously avoided any direct
contact with each other throughout the evening. The pain of
separation cut deeply on both sides. Although neither betrayed any
outward symptom of it, husband and wife each longed for a way to
bridge the unfamiliar gulf between them. Darcy surreptitiously
watched his wife for a sign that she might be willing to comply
with his request, but she would not meet his gaze. Elizabeth
likewise hoped Darcy would somehow show by word or gesture that his
displeasure with her had subsided, or that he was sorry for it. She
received no such encouragement.

When the ladies preceded the gentlemen
upstairs that night, Elizabeth wasted no time preparing for bed.
She was exhausted and not inclined to wait up for her husband.
After such a trying day, she felt totally unequal to the strain of
another confrontation with him. So, by the time Darcy came in,
Elizabeth was safely tucked in bed, giving every appearance that
she was already fast asleep.

Darcy stood watching her for several minutes,
debating what to do. He despaired at the thought of retiring with
their disagreement still unresolved. And he could not help
wondering if Elizabeth really slept or merely wished to avoid
speaking to him. Either way, he decided, it would be pointless to
disturb her. Yet his conscience would not allow him to rest without
giving his wife some token of his steadfast affection. Before
extinguishing the candle, he turned to her and softly kissed the
back of her head, lingering long enough to take in the sweet scent
of her hair and whisper the words “I love you” as a blessing over
her.

A tear ran down Elizabeth’s cheek and soaked
into her pillow.



 



Chapter 32

 


Elucidation

 


Elizabeth passed a restless night. Only brief
intervals of fitful sleep broke the long stretches of wakefulness,
during which the events of the preceding day tortured her without
mercy. Employing the dark hours as profitably as possible, she
carefully reviewed her conversation with her husband, word by word,
struggling to decipher its deeper meaning. The key had to be there
somewhere, and she was intent on finding it. If her body could not
enjoy the benefit of rest, she hoped at least her mind might attain
some measure of peace before the night slipped away.

After much consideration, Elizabeth came to
certain inescapable conclusions. First, Darcy had indeed carried on
business dealings of an unknown nature with Wickham. He admitted as
much before their discussion took the turn toward disaster.
Secondly, he knew (or at least thought he knew) of some unnamed
dishonesty or concealment on her part. Finally, he refused to
accept her explanation as to why she kept her secrets.

“What was it he said about that?” she
silently questioned. “He charged me with being evasive … and he
impugned the character of the person I claim to protect. But
that makes no sense!” Then, as Elizabeth lay there in the dark,
thinking, the first shaft of light broke through. When Darcy had
accused her of secretiveness, she had naturally presumed he
referred to the confidences she kept for Georgiana. Yet that could
not be the case, for he would never describe his beloved sister as
someone unworthy of loyalty. There had to be an error; one or both
of them must be operating under some sort of misapprehension.

Elizabeth’s spirits revived. Should it be all
a misunderstanding, perhaps the muddle could be cleared up sooner
than she had expected, possibly without even involving Georgiana.
She instantly resolved to speak to Darcy in the morning, as soon as
their guests were gone, being unwilling to endure the coldness
between them a moment longer than absolutely necessary. With this
hope in view, Elizabeth attacked the problem with renewed energy,
attempting to unravel the mystery further, and planning how to
broach the subject with her husband. She found the challenge oddly
exhilarating. Fully awake now, she would have paced the room had
she been able to do so without disturbing him. “Oh, I will never
sleep tonight!” she thought.

Elizabeth did eventually sleep, however, and
more restfully for her improved state of mind. When she awoke,
Darcy had already dressed and gone, which was just as well. Despite
her eagerness to settle things between them, there would be no
point in beginning such a critical discussion with guests still
under their roof. Elizabeth went downstairs with more genuine
cheerfulness than the night before and found everyone in the
breakfast room excepting her husband.

“Has anyone seen Mr. Darcy this morning?”
Elizabeth inquired of the others.

“The footman said that he went out early on
an errand of business,” answered Miss Bingley.

“Ah. I daresay he will be back shortly; I
know he would not let you go without seeing you off,” said
Elizabeth. “You must be impatient to be getting under way. Have
your trunks been brought down?”

“Not yet,” said Louisa, “but they are packed
and ready.”

“How pleased the Bingleys will be to have you
with them,” Elizabeth continued. “Mr. Bingley will be glad of your
company, Mr. Hurst, with the shooting season about to commence. I
am sorry we could not provide that kind of sport for you here.”

Just then, Darcy entered and greeted
everyone, his eyes moving from face to face and coming to rest on
Elizabeth’s. This time she did not turn away. He held her gaze with
the strength of supplication, begging, and in turn receiving, her
reassurance through that silent communication.

With both of them thus encouraged and their
guests happily anticipating their relocation to Heatheridge, the
next hour passed congenially. Once everyone was fed and the
carriage loaded, nothing remained except for all to express their
satisfaction with the time spent together and their regret that it
had come to an end so soon.

The Hursts climbed into their barouche and
settled themselves, facing forward. Miss Bingley lingered a little
longer by Mr. Darcy’s side, torn between the pleasure of staying
and that of going. “It is always so difficult to leave Pemberley,”
she said. “And this time we must go without having seen our dear
Georgiana. It really is too cruel. You must tell her, Darcy, how
sorry I am to have missed her. I do hope we will have an
opportunity to correct that wretched misfortune before we return to
town.”

“As you wish, Miss Bingley. I shall be sure
to tell my sister how wretched you were … at missing her I mean, of
course.”

Catching her husband’s eye, Elizabeth
struggled to suppress a laugh at Miss Bingley’s expense. Caroline
seemed blithely unaware of the joke. She allowed herself to be
handed into the carriage after one last wistful look at what she
left behind. Mr. Hurst gave the order and the coachman drove them
away down the gravel sweep and presently out of sight.

Darcy turned back toward the house and said,
“Now, my love, I think we had better talk.”

“Yes, that we most certainly must do,” she
replied, following him up the steps and through the door.
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As they retreated to their private
apartments, Elizabeth’s hopefulness mingled with an equal measure
of trepidation. There was a sense that the next hour could easily
constitute the most crucial minutes of her married life, deciding
the difference between a glorious reconciliation and a deeper,
possibly permanent, divide. She had made mistakes. One more false
step now and the teetering balance might fall irrevocably against
her.

Elizabeth took Darcy’s hand and pulled him to
sit alongside her on the sofa at the foot of the bed. After an
awkward silence, she took courage and began. “I cannot bear to have
you thinking ill of me any longer, Darcy. And I have good reason to
believe we can clear away much of the trouble between us without
further delay. Yet I must ask you to be patient with me until I can
explain the rest. Will you do that for me?”

He hesitated, searching her face. “I will try
to be understanding, Elizabeth. But remember, I have had this …
unpleasantness … pressing upon me for some months already,” he said
with a pained aspect.

Elizabeth recognized that look; she had seen
it before. It was the same expression he wore when he returned from
that particularly disagreeable business appointment in London …
which, it suddenly occurred to her, might well have been a meeting
with Wickham. Then as now, she understood it to be a look of
anguish rather than anger, as if she had badly hurt or disappointed
him in some way. She had no idea then what could possibly have
caused it, but she had the distinct impression she was about to
find out.

“I was awake half the night thinking about
our quarrel,” Elizabeth continued. “From something you said
yesterday, I am convinced that at least part of the problem can be
attributed to a misunderstanding. I admit I am guilty of keeping
certain things from you for the sake of someone else, although I
believe it is not what you think, or possibly who you think.
Now, my dear Darcy, tell me if you will, of what sort of dishonesty
do you have cause to accuse me?”

He withdrew from her the hand she still held.
“Is that not going at the matter completely backward, Elizabeth?
You know better than anyone what you have done. You should be
telling me, not me telling you.”

“I know it seems the wrong way round. Still,
if you love me as you say, I beg you would indulge me in
this. It is the only way.”

“Very well, then,” he said, resigned. He
closed his eyes for a moment and dragging a hand across his
furrowed brow before continuing. “As you surely must know, I have
good reason to believe that you have misrepresented the nature and
extent of your former relationship with Mr. Wickham, and that you
are, to this day, still attempting to conceal the disgrace of it
from me. Furthermore, as I said yesterday, he does not deserve your
loyalty and protection. He certainly has not practiced discretion
as diligently as you have on his behalf.”

Elizabeth stared at him open-mouthed, stunned
and horrified by the allegation. Although she had tried to prepare
herself for some fairly damaging charge, she had not – could
never have – imagined this.

Darcy hastened on. “I see it comes as a shock
to you, to find that I have long known of it. It is all in the
past, however, and I am reconciled to it, so you needn’t be
alarmed. I only wish you had been honest with me from the
beginning. The fact that you once had a rather … intimate
association with that man is extremely unfortunate. Yet the thing
that I find particularly painful is that you withheld the truth
from me. If you had only told me about it…”

“I did not tell you because there was nothing
to tell!” cried Elizabeth, finding her voice and struggling to her
feet. “There is no truth to it whatsoever, Darcy. There never was
any kind of serious attachment between us, and I did nothing
disgraceful that need be hidden from you or anybody else! How could
you believe such a thing? Who has been telling you these lies?”

“I … I had it from the man himself.”

“From Wickham? And you believed him?” she
demanded.

Darcy rose to his feet as well. “Not at
first, no, but then he showed me your letter.”

“My letter? I have no idea what you are
talking about, Darcy.”

“The letter you wrote him years ago, pledging
your … ‘eternal devotion,’” he explained, nearly choking on the
words. “I imagine you asked him to destroy it – any man of honor
would have done so – but he has kept it and now uses it against
you. He threatened to publish it and expose you to scandal for
writing something so improper. I could not allow that.”

“So his game is blackmail; he has been
extorting money from you, I suppose.”

“Well, yes.”

“Why did you not tell me? I could have
assured you there was no foundation for his claims.”

Darcy caressed her cheek, fixing doleful eyes
upon her. “As your husband, Elizabeth, I shall always defend your
honor without question,” he said softly. “In this case, I saw no
reason to remind you of an episode from your past which must only
bring you pain.”

“Oh, my love!” She retrieved his hand and
brought it to her lips. “I appreciate your gallantry, I really do.
And I do not doubt for one minute that Wickham is capable of such a
foul scheme, but I still cannot understand how he managed it.
Darling, upon my honor, I wrote no such letter! You
must believe me.”

Darcy looked at her in confusion. “I wish to
believe you, yet the evidence is against you. I have seen the
letter with my own eyes. It was in your hand, Elizabeth. How can
you continue denying it?”

“I shall deny it … to my last breath,
if necessary!” Elizabeth clutched her husband’s hand all the
tighter, refusing to let him go. “I did not do it and I shall never
say that I did. If the evidence testifies otherwise, then the
evidence is false! Consider the source, Darcy. You know
better than I do that Wickham is a consummate liar. Is it not to be
expected that what issues forth from him will prove just as
unreliable?”

Blinking hard, Darcy weighed what she said
and held out against her determination only a few moments longer.
Then he fully embracing the sagacity of Elizabeth’s reasoning.
Given the character of the two opposing witnesses, accepting his
wife’s sworn testimony over Wickham’s was the only choice that made
sense. As he banished his last doubt, a shroud of sorrow fell away
from his soul; the pain, so long his constant companion, vanished
now that he knew his Elizabeth had never belonged to another.

“Of course; you must be right,” he said in
relief, kissing her over and over again between the words that
joyfully spilled out. “I have been such a fool. I should have had
more faith in you. My dear, darling wife, can you ever forgive me
for believing such a thing possible?”

“I can and I do,” she sobbed.

At once, the insidious barrier between them
came tumbling down. The next several minutes Darcy and Elizabeth
spent wrapped in each other’s arms in wordless gratitude. At
length, however, Mr. Darcy raised the one remaining unanswered
question.

“So, Lizzy, my love …” he tentatively began,
keeping her in his tight embrace.

“Yes? What is it?” she murmured.

“I say … if it was not Wickham’s secrets you
were guarding, then whose?”

Elizabeth could not help laughing aloud,
which, after the tension and high emotion of the past two days, was
a delicious release.

“For the answer to that question, my dear
husband, you must be patient a little longer. I hope to be at
liberty to tell you very soon. In the meantime, I can promise you
this: the truth about my conduct will not be nearly as shocking as
the lie you have got used to believing.”



 



Chapter 33

 


Revelations

 


With light hearts, Darcy and Elizabeth
returned to the routine business of managing Pemberley, which had
of necessity been set aside whilst they entertained guests. Now the
air seemed fresher, the day’s work more cheerfully done, for the
knowledge that all was right between them again. No more than a
passing thought could be spared for the Wickhams. In accordance
with the reconciled couple’s happy outlook, the anticipated birth
of their first child was a much more suitable subject on which to
dwell.

Discovering his wife surveying her swollen
form in the mirror, Darcy quipped, “Your figure is not quite what
it used to be, Lizzy.”

“Please remember, sir, that you have no one
to blame for it but yourself.” Elizabeth shook her head in mirth
and amazement. “Thanks to you, I now look as if I had swallowed an
enormous melon. Yet I think a melon would be more comfortably
carried – not all these awkward parts poking out and digging in at
every angle.”

Elizabeth was only a few weeks from her
confinement now. In preparation, the Darcys had engaged the same
monthly nurse who served the Bingleys so well. When the time came,
Jane would be the only other attendant. According to Mr. Bennet,
who had written to boast of his triumph on Elizabeth’s behalf, Mrs.
Bennet would not be present after all. He claimed to have handled
the situation so adroitly that, in the end, Mrs. Bennet believed it
all her own idea to postpone her visit until the fall.

Mr. Sanditon had taken to calling at
Pemberley every week since Darcy and Elizabeth returned from
London. His visits, often with his sister-in-law accompanying him,
were valued as social high points, especially now when Elizabeth
refrained from going out in public herself. The conversation on
these occasions canvassed many topics but, at some point, Mr.
Sanditon was sure to ask for news of the ladies in London.
Elizabeth pitied him his disappointment, which seemed to be
settling into resignation. It had no doubt occurred to him that the
longer Georgiana tarried in London, the less likely that she was
eager to accept his proposal.

Georgiana’s most recent letter had conveyed
her intention of arriving home by the time Elizabeth’s child was
expected, if not before. The London social season was winding down,
so there was little of interest to keep her in town any longer.
Apparently, Colonel Fitzwilliam continued close at hand, although
Georgiana made no mention of progress on the romantic front, with
the colonel or anyone else for that matter. It looked as if she
would soon have to make her decision about Mr. Sanditon’s offer
according to its own merits, with no other prospects on the horizon
to influence her.

Mr. Sanditon happened to be at Pemberley the
morning Elizabeth received Georgiana’s response to her own urgent
communication. Coming as an express, the letter arrived earlier
than anticipated and roused great curiosity – both because of the
identity of the sender and the mode by which it had been sent. It
was very particularly addressed to Elizabeth alone, however, so she
took her letter aside and read it at once in case it was of a
pressing nature, which the fact that it came express implied.

Dear Elizabeth,

I was quite distressed by your letter, as you
might well imagine. How selfish I have been to impose so long upon
your good nature and sisterly friendship! If I have caused any
irreparable harm to you or my brother by insisting on your secrecy,
I shall never forgive myself. By all means, you must explain
whatever you feel necessary to make my brother understand that you
have not been false to him in any way. If he is angry, let it be
with me, for it was I who refused to tell him about my situation or
allow you to do so. You always urged me to be open with him; I will
gladly to testify to that at any time. I just pray it is not too
late to undo what damage I may have done.

Tell my brother what you will. I am beyond
caring. My hopes for Colonel Fitzwilliam have all been in vain.
Make no mistake; he is kind and attentive as always, so I can find
no fault in his behavior. He watches over me just as my own brother
would do, which is precisely the problem. Even after all the time
we have spent together, with ample opportunity for him to see me in
a different light, Fitzwilliam continues to treat me as if I were
his sister. There is nothing more I can do to encourage him, at
least not within the bounds of propriety. I can only conclude that
he is incapable of caring for me as I had hoped.

The fact that he cannot return my affection
does not change what I now know with certainty; my attachment to
him is just as strong as it ever was, perhaps stronger. I was only
deceiving myself when I thought otherwise. Under the circumstances,
it would be wrong of me to accept Mr. Sanditon’s generous proposal,
and I shall have to tell him so when I return. Perhaps in time I
will be able to love someone else. Until then, I must be content to
remain single. As you see, Elizabeth, I have taken to heart the
wise counsel you gave me on that subject.

Now that everything is settled and my
decisions are made, I am desperate to be home again. I miss
Pemberley and both of you excessively, and there is no reason to
linger here a moment longer. Consequently, Mrs. Collins and I are
leaving almost at once and should be back with you the day after
you receive this letter. Give my brother my love and my apologies.
For the trouble I have caused you both, please forgive me.

Georgiana

As she read, Elizabeth became conscious that
the room had fallen silent. Darcy and Mr. Sanditon sat in rapt
attention, waiting for her to finish and not even attempting to
continue their conversation in the meantime. When Elizabeth read
the part that most concerned Mr. Sanditon, she instinctively
glanced in his direction and found him looking at her anxiously,
probably hoping for some good news or fearing bad. In the end,
however, all she could offer the gentlemen was the report that
Georgiana and Mrs. Collins were already on their way home and could
be expected to arrive the following day.

“For such a long letter, that is very little
information,” said Darcy.

“The rest is more personal, between sisters,”
she explained.

“Why does she send such a routine
correspondence by express, then?” Darcy asked.

“She was leaving immediately and wished the
letter to arrive in advance of her, I imagine,” said Elizabeth, “to
acquaint us with her plans.”

“I suppose that makes sense. Does she say
that Fitzwilliam is accompanying them on the journey?” he further
inquired.

“She does not say. Although, since that was
the prior arrangement and she reports no alteration, I would be
inclined to think he is.”

“You must both be very pleased to have your
sister finally returning to you,” said Mr. Sanditon. “I hope that I
may call again in a few days to have the pleasure of seeing her
myself.”

“Certainly, my good fellow,” said Darcy. “You
are welcome here at any time.”

The news of Georgiana’s imminent return sent
Mr. Sanditon into a state of discomposure. He restlessly moved
about the room, unable to resume the easy conversation the three
had enjoyed before the arrival of the letter. The effort soon
became too much for him; he made his excuses and departed.

“What do you suppose came over the man,”
asked Darcy, after their friend had gone. “He was behaving very
oddly.”

“I believe I can shed some light on that
question, along with a few others. This letter from your sister is
what I have been waiting for. Read it, my love, and you will
understand.” Elizabeth handed it to him, thus allowing Georgiana to
tell her own story.

Darcy gave his wife a quizzical look, but did
as she advised. As he scanned down through the letter, he uttered
exclamations of surprise with each new revelation. Then, when he
had finished, he read the whole thing through a second time, more
slowly to better digest the contents.

Elizabeth waited, a little anxious for her
husband’s reaction, yet relieved that he would finally know the
whole truth. When he was ready, she answered all his questions and
soothed his wounded honor as best she could.

“… My dear, be assured that, had anything
come of either Georgiana’s attachment to Colonel Fitzwilliam or Mr.
Sanditon’s proposal to her, you would have been consulted
immediately. Now, however, it looks as if both possibilities have
come to naught, and we shall soon have your sister back home with
us just as before. I hope you will not be too harsh with her,
Darcy. It has been a year of great turmoil for her; she needs our
understanding more than anything else.”

He stood and strode across the room, taking a
minute before responding. “I cannot profess to be pleased that all
this has been going on behind my back. Still, it seems no harm has
been done, so I shan’t make too much of it. I suppose it would be
best if I said nothing at all about the matter to Georgiana … and
certainly not to the two gentlemen involved. I shall pretend to be
just as ignorant as I was before. There. Will that suit everyone,
do you think?” he asked dryly.

“Considering your distaste for disguise,
Darcy, perhaps you would have been happier not knowing after all,”
she said lightly.

“Very amusing, Lizzy.” After a thoughtful
pause, Darcy continued, more seriously, “Since we are laying all
our cards on the table now, there is one more thing you should
know. The morning after you had your scare on the path by the
brook, I rode over to confront Wickham about it, since, as you
know, I immediately suspected he was behind the trouble.”

“I did wonder where you had gone. What was
his reaction?”

“Just as I expected, he denied any
involvement. Yet, in the hopes of discouraging any further mischief
on his part, I wanted him to know that we were on alert.”

“I hope you succeeded there, Darcy.”

“I doubt that very much. He told me defiantly
that your coming away unscathed proved he was not responsible, for,
if he should ever intend to harm my family, he would not
fail.”

Elizabeth gasped. “That sounds like a
threat!”

“It may be only pride and bravado. Still, I
think we must take it seriously – as a gauge of his attitude if
nothing else.”



 



Chapter 34

 


Lydia’s Complaint

 


Georgiana’s pending arrival became the chief
focus of the household straight away. Mrs. Reynolds, who fairly
doted on the young lady, personally undertook arrangements for the
girl’s long-anticipated return to Pemberley. Her rooms were aired,
the unused linens changed, and a vase of fresh flowers placed on
her bedside table. Elizabeth spoke to Cook and ordered some of
Georgiana’s favorites for the following day’s dinner to celebrate
her homecoming.

Whilst all these preparations were underway
that afternoon, Elizabeth was informed that she had a visitor
awaiting her in the drawing room.

“Why, Lydia, what do you do here?” Elizabeth
exclaimed in surprise upon seeing her.

“Must I have a particular reason to visit my
sister?”

“Of course not. I am always glad to see you.
How are you getting on at the cottage?”

“Oh, I like the house well enough, and Sarah
keeps everything in good order. But I am so bored, Lizzy,”
Lydia repined. “All our neighbors are either tremendously old or
exceedingly dull. There’s not a solitary young or lively person
within miles as far as I can tell.”

“You have only just arrived in the
neighborhood. You are bound to find friends more to your liking
before long. And you will discover that managing your own home can
occupy a good deal of your time and interest.”

“Lord, no. I am sure you are wrong on both
counts. I have no patience for tedious household affairs, and the
other tenants can have nothing to say that would interest me. All
they know is working the ground, managing livestock, and tending
their unwashed children. How can Wickham and I be expected to
survive in such dreary society?”

“I am sorry you are unhappy, Lydia,” said
Elizabeth with growing impatience. “Mr. Darcy has gone to a good
deal of trouble to provide you with an agreeable situation at his
own expense. You have a comfortable home, a maid, and the prospect
of a good income, which is far more than many of your neighbors do.
Perhaps it is time you adopt a more realistic view of life, and
accept the fact that the world does not exist solely for the
purpose of entertaining you.”

“There is no call for you to be so high and
mighty, Lizzy. After all, it is easy enough for you to say
such things when you can have as much company as you wish and go
into town whenever you please.”

“Mr. Darcy and I live very quietly for the
most part. Our entertaining and our time in London are primarily
for Georgiana’s benefit, not to please ourselves. As a single young
lady, it is more important for her to circulate in society than it
is for married women like you and me.”

Lydia’s lament turned back to an old, but not
forgotten, grievance. “If only Papa could have been prevailed upon
to see things in that way. I think it very unfair that he denied us
girls the advantage of a London season or two. Balls and parties
every night – just imagine what fun we could have had.”

Elizabeth could more easily imagine how much
mischief Lydia could have made in such a setting. “Georgiana will
be home soon. If you wish to know what a London season is really
like, perhaps you can persuade her to tell you about it
sometime.”

“When does she arrive?”

“In point of fact, we expect her tomorrow,
with Charlotte. You will like to see Charlotte again, Lydia, and I
can introduce you to Mrs. Sanditon as well. That will expand your
social circle, and you will meet others from the parish at
church.”

“That is all very well. But according to my
husband, we will never be able to cultivate the right sort of
friends here, because Mr. Darcy has poisoned the minds of everyone
for miles round about against him. It was very impolitic for him to
have done it too, my Wickham says.”

“Mr. Darcy has done no such thing! I beg you
would tell your husband so. If anything has sunk Mr. Wickham’s
character, it is his own exploits.”

“Well, I do not know who is to blame, but it
is very vexing. My life is not turning out at all as I had
imagined, Lizzy, and now there is a new problem.”

“And what is that, pray?” asked Elizabeth,
expecting some trivial complaint.

“Do you remember when I last visited you
here? We were talking about babies, and you said what a blessing it
was that I had none, since I did not want them.”

“…Yes.”

“Well, it appears my good fortune has run out
on that head.”

“You are with child? Oh, Lydia, this is
excellent news!” Elizabeth moved to embrace her sister, but Lydia
drew back.

“Excellent, do you say? It is hardly that.
Wretched bad luck is what I call it.”

“I know it must have come as a surprise,
dear,” Elizabeth said, taking Lydia’s hand, “but cannot you see?
This could be the very thing you and Wickham need to make a fresh
start. Having a child to love and care for will give you something
to think of beyond yourselves. You now have more reason than ever
to build a good life here, and I daresay, once the baby arrives,
you will never have time to be bored again.”

“No doubt you believe every woman should be
overjoyed at the prospect of motherhood, but I am not! And I am
sure to feel Wickham’s displeasure too when I tell him.”

“Oh, my dear, I trust you are wrong there.
The prospect of becoming a father is a very powerful thing; it can
change a man.”

“Stop it, Lizzy!” Lydia said, pulling her
hand away. “Stop trying to make out that there is a bright side to
this disaster. Do you not understand me? I do not want it,
the baby or any of the bother that comes with it. Could I but get
the money, I would see someone and have done. I have heard there is
a certain woman in Birmingham who will take care of such ‘female
complaints’ for a price.”

Elizabeth gasped. “God in heaven! You cannot
mean that, Lydia. Allow yourself time to adjust, to get used to the
idea. In a few months, I am sure you will judge differently.”

“Then you will not help me?”

“How do you mean?”

“Fifty guineas would be nothing to you.”

“Did you actually come here hoping that I
would give you the means to get rid of your child? I could never do
that! May God forgive you for even contemplating such a thing.”

“Then I am truly lost,” Lydia sighed. “You
were my only hope. If you will not help me, I may as well go home,
tell Wickham, and brace for the worst.” She stood to depart.

“Lydia, wait. You must not leave in such a
state. While I cannot do as you ask, I promise I will help you any
other way possible. You may think what lies ahead is a disaster,
but it need not be so. And you need not go through it alone.
Please, do try to be a little more optimistic, dear.”

What Elizabeth said made not the slightest
bit of difference. Mrs. Wickham went away muttering more words of
doom, and leaving her sister sadly shaken.

As her senior by more than five years,
Elizabeth had always felt a maternal responsibility toward Lydia,
especially since their parents had been so lax with her. When she
was young, Lydia allowed herself sometimes to be guided by her two
eldest sisters. But, with her headstrong temperament, she had soon
slipped beyond their influence. Motherhood might provide her a
compelling reason to amend her ways, Elizabeth reasoned, but Lydia
seemed determined to avoid the office at any cost.

When Darcy returned to the house, Elizabeth
shared with him the substance of her conversation with Lydia and
her uneasiness on her sister’s account. “I would hardly have
thought that any woman, let alone my own sister, could be so
heartless. She truly seemed to feel nothing at all for the child
she is carrying. All she can think of is how best to escape this
‘disaster’.”

Darcy frowned, drawing in his brow. “Do you
think she would go so far as to do herself or the child an
injury?”

“Yesterday, I could not have imagined it. Yet
after seeing the coldness in her eyes today, I am persuaded that
anything is possible.”



 



Chapter 35

 


Georgiana’s Return

 


The following day, Lydia’s worrisome
situation stepped aside in favor of the happier prospect of Miss
Darcy’s homecoming. The morning hours crept by despite all efforts
to hurry them along with active employment. Mr. Darcy set about
ordering his business affairs so as to be free of that obligation
when his sister arrived. Elizabeth did the same. She consulted with
Mrs. Reynolds about a problem with one of the chambermaids, and
performed her weekly review of the household accounts. Husband and
wife then joined forces to dispatch another three quarters of an
hour taking the air in a tour of the gardens to the side of the
house.

As the time approached that their friends’
arrival could reasonably be looked for, Elizabeth found herself
consulting the clock in the hall with increasing frequency. By two
in the afternoon, the carriage was every minute expected. By four,
it still had not come. With the continuing hope that the travelers
might soon arrive, dinner was put off first one hour, then another,
before ultimately having to be served without them. Elizabeth sent
the heaping platters, planned as a celebratory banquet, back to the
kitchen barely touched.

Afterward, she and her husband adjourned to
the drawing room at the front of the house with the mutual, though
unspoken, desire to keep watch over the gravel sweep approaching
the house. Their appetite for conversation proved as meager as for
feasting whilst they deferred discussion of the only subject that
occupied them both: the welfare of the travelers. Neither could
settle to any occupation as they waited. Two more hours came and
went. Finally, Elizabeth could suppress her uneasiness no longer.
She laid aside her neglected needlework and crossed to the window
once more.

“I pray they have not met with some sort of
accident … or fallen into the hands of highwaymen,” she said,
staring out into the gathering gloom. “These things do happen; one
hears such dreadful stories.”

“Now, Lizzy, you mustn’t give way to such
exaggerated fears,” said Darcy, coming to her side. “We have no
reason to believe anything of the kind has befallen them.”

“I know, I know. I just wish we could be
certain that they are safe.”

“Most likely there is some difficulty with
the carriage, or one of the horses has come up lame. In either
case, they could easily be delayed long enough to prevent their
reaching Pemberley before nightfall. There is no moon tonight. So,
rather than risk forging ahead after dark, I would wager they have
done the sensible thing – put up at the nearest inn. They will set
off again at first light and arrive by noon tomorrow, safe and
sound. You shall see.”

With this reasonable explanation in mind and
the knowledge that nothing more could be done or expected until
daylight, they retired to bed. Elizabeth did not rest easy,
however, despite Darcy’s apparent security that all would be well.
For a long while she lay awake beside her slumbering husband,
thinking of their absent friends and praying for their safe return.
More than once she fancied that she heard carriage wheels in the
distance, only to be disappointed when it came to naught. Even when
sleep finally overtook her, she found no peace; her dreams were not
friendly callers that night. The longer and more deeply she slept,
the more menacing they became, culminating in an encore performance
of the ghastly nightmare that had so thoroughly terrorized her
before.

This second visitation burst on Elizabeth
with the same force and intensity as the first. Horrific images
assaulted her mind without mercy – a carriage turned upside down,
horses flailing wildly, a woman in violent distress. The chaotic
jumble passed inexorably before her eyes with the accompanying
cacophony of shrieking animals, splintering timbers, and cries of
mortal pain.

Elizabeth fought to free herself from the
suffocating hold of sleep, clawing her way back to consciousness
with a strangled scream. She bolted upright, her heart pounding and
her nightdress drenched in a cold sweat. There was no question of
whether or not to wake her husband; her struggle had already roused
him.

“It was the same awful nightmare as before!”
Elizabeth wailed in response to Darcy’s anxious inquiries.

“The tangle of horses and carriages and
such?”

“Yes, but now I know what it signifies. Oh,
Darcy, I am convinced it is a vision of Georgiana’s carriage. They
have surely met with some terrible accident or violence. We must do
something!”

“Try to calm yourself, Lizzy, and let me
think,” Darcy said, holding her.

Elizabeth had little success in doing as he
asked. She clung to him and buried her face against his chest,
gleaning from the strength of his embrace what solace she
could.

After a pensive pause, Darcy began gently,
“Now, my dear, when you came to bed last night, I know you were
quite anxious for Georgiana’s safety. That in itself could have
brought on this dream. I think it most likely a product your uneasy
mind, rather than a true premonition.”

Elizabeth started to protest, but he went
on.

“However, this is what I propose.
First, let us remain calm. Giving way to an irrational state of
panic will benefit no one. After we dress and awaken some of the
servants, I shall give orders to have a chaise and four prepared,
as well as saddle horses, for a search party. It is just now dawn.
If there is no sign of Georgiana’s carriage by nine o’clock, I
shall lead the search myself. We know what roads they would have
taken, so I can simply backtrack until I find them. I anticipate
discovering them perfectly safe after all, yet I would rather err
on the side of caution.”

The plan was both sensible and well
considered, but Elizabeth trusted neither logic nor reason at that
moment. She could not shake the conviction, however irrational it
seemed, that her dream had its basis in truth, and that their
friends were out there somewhere in trouble. Thus, as she suffered
over every passing minute, the hour set for the departure of the
search party was painfully slow in coming.

Mr. Darcy and a few other men were to lead
the way on horseback. Mr. Adams would follow with the coach, which
could then be employed to transport anyone needing assistance once
they had been found. Everything was ready, and the group was about
to set forth, when one of the men drew the attention of the others
to what was unmistakably the dust of an approaching carriage.

From her vantage point at the window,
Elizabeth followed the direction of their gaze and saw it too. Her
heart swelled with joy and relief. Her fears had been unfounded
after all, and she was never so happy to be wrong about anything in
her life.

All eyes were fixed on the carriage as it
steadily grew larger on the horizon. They could soon make out that
it was the same style as the one in which they had been expecting
Georgiana and her companions to arrive, giving further confirmation
of their hopes. Yet, when it finally drew abreast to the front of
the house, it was discovered to have only one occupant: Colonel
Fitzwilliam.

Elizabeth rushed to the door to meet the
colonel just as he and Darcy converged at the top of the steps.

“Where is Georgiana?” Darcy demanded.

The poor colonel appeared totally mystified
and somewhat offended to have been greeted so ungraciously. “In
London, where I left her, I should imagine.”

“You were not traveling together as planned,
then?” Darcy continued.

“No. I came alone on this trip. But have no
fear. I will return to London shortly and escort her home as I
promised to do. Why do you look so grim, Darcy? What on earth is
the matter?”

“Come inside, both of you, and let us sort
this out,” Elizabeth urged. “There has been some misunderstanding,
Fitzwilliam. We had an express from Georgiana on Thursday telling
us that she was leaving London immediately – with you and Mrs.
Collins we presumed – and that we were to expect her on Friday. She
still has not arrived, so you can appreciate our concern.”

“I was about to set out in search of her,”
said Darcy.

“I do not at all comprehend this,” said the
colonel. “When I left Georgiana in London, I told her that I must
be gone for a few days on urgent business that could not be
delayed. She and Mrs. Collins were to use the time to pack, take
leave of their friends, and close up the house. Then, when I
returned, we would set off for Pemberley just as soon as they
liked. That was the plan. It was all agreed.”

“Stay a minute, Fitzwilliam. If your absence
from London was necessitated by urgent business, what are you doing
here?” Darcy asked.

“A visit to you, old friend, was part of my
urgent business, but there is no time to go into that now. From
what you tell me, Georgiana must have changed her mind for some
reason and decided not to wait. When did you say that you expected
them?”

“They should have arrived by yesterday
afternoon, barring complications,” said Elizabeth.

“And you fear some kind of accident?”

“Anything is possible,” said Darcy.
“Elizabeth had a very compelling premonition that the carriage met
with serious trouble, and I am persuaded that we should go and look
for them. My apprehension is magnified now that I know the ladies
are traveling without your protection, Fitzwilliam.”

“I cannot imagine why Georgiana would take it
into her head to leave so abruptly,” said the colonel. “You
entrusted her to my care, Darcy, and I would not have left her for
the world if I had any idea she would set off without me. But,
surely it is only some problem with the carriage or horses that
delays them. There is no reason to suspect anything more serious,
is there?”

“Good God!” Darcy exclaimed.

“What is it?” asked Elizabeth, growing more
alarmed herself at his stricken look.

“Wickham!” Darcy spat out the name as if it
were poison. “I have just remembered his implied threat about
harming my family. We have to consider that he could be involved in
this somehow.”

“Come now, Darcy, surely not,” said Colonel
Fitzwilliam. “I know not what threats he may have made, but even if
his design was to lay in wait somewhere for Georgiana’s carriage,
he could hardly carry out such a plot without prior knowledge of
when it would pass by. I trust he could not have had that kind of
information at his disposal.”

“You are quite right, Fitzwilliam, thank
heaven. There is no way he could have known her travel plans,” said
Darcy with relief. “Perhaps I am letting my imagination, and
my contempt for that man, overrule my reason.”

Elizabeth felt ill. She groaned as fear
tightened its grip on her heart.

“What is the matter, Elizabeth?” asked Darcy
with renewed concern.

“I am so sorry.”

“Whatever for?”

“Wickham! He may very well have known
exactly when to expect Georgiana’s carriage, and it is
entirely my fault! God forgive me, but when Lydia was here on
Thursday, I mentioned that we were expecting your sister’s return
the next day. I did not think…”

“Oh, Lizzy… But you mustn’t blame yourself,”
said Darcy. “It was a perfectly innocent remark. You could not
possibly have foreseen the danger. Now, however, I think we really
must go straight away.”

“Yes, do, do,” she urged. “There is not a
minute to lose. Go, and may God be with you!”

“Fitzwilliam, are you coming?” asked
Darcy.

“Absolutely!”

Darcy pressed Elizabeth’s hand for a moment
and kissed her forehead. “Try not to worry. We will find them,” he
said. And then they were off.

Elizabeth watched from the front porch as the
procession set off down the drive. Darcy and Colonel Fitzwilliam
cantered away in the lead with the other riders and the carriage
following in their wake. As she always did when her husband went
away, regardless of the reason or for what duration, she blew him a
kiss as he disappeared from view, and offered a prayer for his safe
return. In this case, she added the rest of the party and the
mission’s success to her fervent supplication.



 



Chapter 36

 


A Summons

 


Under normal circumstances, Elizabeth was
more than satisfied with her situation in life. However, at times
like this, she lamented the limitations placed upon her solely by
virtue of her sex. She longed to be doing something more active in
the current crisis. Had she been a man, she would have mounted a
fast horse and instantly set off with the rest of them. Instead, as
a woman heavy with child, she was consigned once again to the
tedious task of waiting – waiting for men to do what needed to be
done, and waiting for them to bring her information.

The departure of the expedition left the
great house nearly bereft of men. Most of the male servants had
gone, and even Fitzwilliam’s coachman could not resist the call to
adventure. The group, having thus swelled to the size of a small
army, exhibited all the nervous excitement of a hunt party at the
meet. Those who were not so emotionally connected with the missing
women had seemed in very high spirits indeed at the prospect of the
chase.

The elderly butler remained at his post,
however. About ten o’clock he brought the mistress of the house
word that there was a man, whom he most pointedly did not call a
gentleman, wanting to speak to her.

“Who is it, Henderson?” Elizabeth asked.

“He did not give his name, Madam, and since I
am not familiar with him, I left him waiting in the hall. Shall I
turn him out?”

“No. I will see him.”

“Very good, Madam.”

It was not uncommon for strangers of high or
low rank to appear at the door uninvited, with some sort of request
or petition. Henderson did his best to sort them out but, since he
had been instructed not to turn people away without cause, it often
fell to his master or mistress to decide the case. As Elizabeth
currently had no other occupation, she followed the butler back to
the front hall to investigate. There she found Mr. Wickham in a
state of obvious agitation, pacing and wringing his hands.

Elizabeth could not have been more surprised
to see anyone. Her mind raced to reorganize her thoughts. Until
that moment, she had imagined Wickham miles away in the midst of
some nefarious activity when, apparently, he had been here at
Pemberley all along. Although she was far from pleased to see him,
if it meant that Georgiana and Charlotte were in less dire straits
than she had supposed, the sight of him was not totally
objectionable.

“Mr. Wickham! You should not be here,” she
stated with cool authority.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Darcy, truly
I am. I would hardly have come were it not an emergency,” he said
hurriedly. “I had nowhere else to turn.”

“What is the matter? Is it Lydia?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. There has been an
accident.”

“An accident! Is she all right?”

“She fell down a flight of stairs. Now she is
bleeding and fears she will lose the baby. I have never seen her
like this before; she is quite frantic and calling for you,
Elizabeth. Will you come? I know I have no right to ask anything
for myself, but please come on Lydia’s account, I beg you.”

Wickham seemed so miserably contrite that
Elizabeth softened. She was ashamed for having so recently thought
the worst of him. Humbling himself like this for Lydia’s sake
proved there was some redeemable aspect to his character after
all.

“Of course I will come,” she said, “but how
did this happen?”

“To own the truth, I think she may have done
it intentionally,” he said in a low voice with an eye to the butler
standing by. “Now she is frightened and sorry for it.”

“Foolish girl! I was afraid of something like
this. Naturally, I will be glad to do what I can, but shouldn’t we
summon the surgeon for her?”

“That was my opinion, too. Yet Lydia insisted
I come to you first, and you know how headstrong she is. Once you
are with her, I shall go immediately for the surgeon if you deem it
necessary – whatever you advise.”

“Then we must go at once.”

“Yes. Sarah is a capable girl, but, all the
same… If you are ready, I can drive you in my gig. Or would you
prefer to follow with Mr. Darcy in your own equipage?”

The question drew Elizabeth up short. She had
few options and none of them particularly good. Mr. Darcy was
obviously unavailable, and she doubted if anyone remained who could
make ready a carriage. Moreover, arranging her own transportation
would consume valuable time that she dared not take with Lydia’s
health, and possibly her very life, hanging in the balance.

“I will come with you, and Mr. Darcy can
follow us directly,” she said, instinctively concealing the fact
that her husband was nowhere at all nearby. “Wait for me outside
while I get my wrap and tell him what has happened.”

“Yes, of course. Thank you. I’m very much
obliged.”

When Wickham was safely outside and the door
closed behind him, Elizabeth collected her things and dashed off a
note to her husband.

My dear D,

Lydia has taken a fall and may be seriously
hurt. I must go to her. Please come as soon as you can. All my
love,

E.

Handing the folded note to the butler,
Elizabeth told him, “My sister is ill and needs my help, Henderson.
If Mr. Darcy returns before I do, please see that he gets this at
once. It is very important that he reads this message as soon as he
returns. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Madam, I will attend to it.”

Elizabeth paused to consider if there was
anything else prudence required her to do. She knew her husband
would disapprove of her going, yet what alternative did she have?
She could not ignore her sister’s plea for help, and she dared not
wait for Darcy’s return. At least this errand of mercy would allow
her to be of some use to one sister whilst taking her mind off
another for whom she could do nothing at present. So, with a
whispered prayer for Lydia … and one for herself, Elizabeth took up
her wrap and went out to meet Mr. Wickham.

He helped her into the gig, and they set off
in the direction of the Wickhams’ cottage at a good clip.
Elizabeth’s head was filled with images of what she might find upon
their arrival, and her thoughts focused on how best to help her
sister. Having no inclination for idle conversation, she was
relieved that her brother-in-law seemed likewise content to keep
his own counsel, at least at first. When they had left the manor
house far behind, however, he broke his silence.

“You wear the mantle of mistress of Pemberley
well, Elizabeth,” he mused. “I have often pictured you there and,
just as I supposed, the role suits. You were meant to inhabit a
higher station than the one into which you were born.”

“Mr. Wickham, this is hardly the time or
place for compliments.”

He continued, undeterred. “I must own that I
have always had the same notion about myself, that had it not been
for a cruel accident of birth, I should have been the master here
at Pemberley instead of what I am now – one of the downtrodden
tenants.”

“By the same logic, Mr. Wickham, you or I
could just as easily have been born beggars. Speculation of that
sort is pointless.”

“Still, as you well know, my talents,
education, and the particular attentions of old Mr. Darcy prepared
me for the life of a gentleman. It is all thrown away if I am to be
a farmer the rest of my days. No, I was destined for better things,
and I am determined to have them.”

Elizabeth sighed impatiently. “You certainly
have at your disposal all the elements necessary to prosper, Mr.
Wickham. If your ambitions tend in the right direction and you are
willing to work hard, I daresay you will fashion a very good life
for yourself and your family. I sincerely hope that you do.”

“That is a fine speech, Elizabeth, but well
off the mark. It will be quite impossible for me to achieve
anything in my current situation. Your husband will always see to
that. As long as I remain at Pemberley, he will hold me down. No
doubt that is why he brought me back here, for the sport he hoped
to enjoy at my expense. I have my pride, though; I will not sit
idly by and be made a fool of. He may fancy himself a ‘prince’ of
sorts,” he sneered, “but I refuse to be his whipping boy.”

“Enough, Mr. Wickham. You misjudge my
husband, and I will not listen to any more of your slander,”
declared Elizabeth, angered by this more extreme version of the
same shopworn complaint she had heard him spout before.

“You shall hear whatever I choose to say,
Mrs. Darcy,” he said with a sidelong look at her. “You are in no
position to do otherwise at present.”

Wickham did in fact hold his peace for a
time, though, returning his full attention to his driving. He
slapped the reigns and urged his horse to a quicker pace. This
suited Elizabeth exceedingly well. The remaining ground could not
be covered soon enough for her. Wickham’s distasteful conversation
seemed inappropriate on more than one level. His familiarity with
her and his criticism of Darcy were offensive enough. But that he
should have more anxiety over his own disappointments than for his
injured wife at such a time was most unseemly.

Elizabeth kept her eyes on the road ahead and
could soon make out the lane that led to the string of tenant
farms. Although she had no cause to come into this part of the
estate with any frequency, she had toured every aspect of the park
with her husband on more than one occasion. She knew which cottage
the Wickhams occupied and that it was now only a few minutes
off.

As they approached the lane, Wickham showed
no sign of slowing. “Here is our turn, Mr. Wickham,” Elizabeth
reminded him, supposing him lost in thought and unaware of how far
they had come.

“No, you are mistaken. There is a shorter
route.”

“Surely not. I remember the way quite
distinctly. This is where we must turn.”

“What is the matter, Mrs. Darcy? Do not you
think I know the way to my own house? You forget that I grew up
here. I am far more familiar with these roads than you are, I
should imagine. Trust me; I know what I am doing,” he said, driving
the horse still faster.

As they swept past the lane and continued
down the main road at a high rate of speed, Elizabeth began to
comprehend that trusting Mr. Wickham was the very last thing she
ever should have done. In silent vexation, she cursed her own
stupidity. How could she have been so foolish, so rash as to put
herself within this man’s power?

Wickham was clearly up to no good; that much
was certain now. Whether he only meant to frighten her or something
worse … Elizabeth shuddered. The bleakness of her situation bore in
upon her. If he truly intended to do her some kind of injury, she
had very little chance of stopping him. Still, it seemed incredible
that he would be so reckless.

“Consider what you are about, Mr. Wickham,”
Elizabeth ventured, praying he was not yet beyond the reach of
reason. “So far, no harm has been done, but if you carry this
mischief much further, you will be liable for some serious charges.
Now do be sensible and turn the carriage about. We must think of
Lydia.”

Wickham’s tight-lipped smile sickened
Elizabeth, as did more deeply his reply.

“Have no anxiety for her,” he said
disdainfully. “Your sister needs none of our help; she is
completely uninjured. Oh, she did feel the back of my hand when she
told me about the child, and I admit I was tempted to give her a
sounder sample of my displeasure. That little tumble down stairs
that I mentioned might have been highly therapeutic. As it happens,
though, I invented the whole story – a necessary deception. I doubt
you would have agreed to take this little ride with me otherwise,”
he said in a light, almost playful, manner.

With each exchange, the stakes of the game
they played mounted higher. Elizabeth had but one card left in her
hand. She prayed it would be enough.

“I warn you, Mr. Wickham, Mr. Darcy follows
close behind and is probably even now hard upon our heels,” she
declared in a steady voice that belied the fear welling up inside
her. “If you do not repent of this foolishness immediately, you
will soon be in the hands of the law. Or worse yet, my husband may
deal with you himself.”

At this, Wickham did slow the mare, but only
to direct her onto a different road. With that accomplished, he
slapped the reigns, and turned to watch Elizabeth’s reaction as he
played his trump.

“I do beg your pardon. I know it is
considered very bad form to contradict a lady. However, you are in
fact quite mistaken on that point, Elizabeth. You see, I happen to
know that your gallant husband rode off this morning and left you
quite unprotected. He will not be coming to your rescue anytime
soon, now will he?”



 



Chapter 37

 


Fears Confirmed

 


Elizabeth barely flinched at Wickham’s last
remark. Observing the preternatural brightness in his eyes, his
grotesquely exhilarated expression, she dared not excite him
further by becoming hysterical herself, and she refused to give him
the satisfaction of seeing her sink into tears. Now that the danger
was confirmed, an icy calm stole over her, born not of resignation
but of the certain knowledge that she must keep her wits about her
to survive.

Taking a slow, steady breath, Elizabeth
evaluated her limited options. She quickly concluded that leaping
from the moving carriage would be far too dangerous in her
condition. Overpowering such an imposing man was, of course, out of
the question. And there would be little chance of anyone hearing
should she scream for help. Wickham had pulled onto a rough,
little-used dirt track that led deep into an isolated expanse of
woods on the outskirts of the estate. The cottages and fields from
which help might have been expected to come were now far behind
them, and growing more remote by the moment.

Rather than risk everything on a hasty act of
desperation, Elizabeth resolved to wait and watch for an opportune
moment to effect her escape. She silently counseled herself to be
bold and decisive when her opening came. She must seize the first
opportunity for she was unlikely to get a second chance.

Elizabeth very deliberately smoothed her
skirt, running her hand over the pocket where her penknife was
concealed, verifying that it was still there. She had taken it on
impulse without a coherent thought as to why a weapon might be
needed on an errand of mercy. Now Elizabeth thanked God that she
had some means to defend herself and her child; she prayed for the
courage to use it if she must. But that had to be as a last resort,
when all other hopes were exhausted. First, she intended to exploit
Wickham’s gift of conversation, and his penchant for talking about
himself in particular.

“Would you mind telling me where we are going
and why you have abducted me?” she asked, hoping to elicit enough
information about his plot to make a plan of her own. As she
suspected, he was more than willing to oblige.

“Well, Mrs. Darcy, as I said before, I have
no intention of remaining here to be frustrated at every turn by
your ‘illustrious’ husband. In fact, I have decided to leave
England altogether – for the continent or perhaps America,
somewhere that my talents will be more rightly appreciated … and
richly rewarded. There certainly is no future for me here. You see,
I refuse to soil myself working the ground for my daily bread … or
to endure the punishment of any more time in your sister’s irksome
company.”

With difficulty, Elizabeth held back the
retort such a speech deserved.

“This dreadful news of hers was the
final blow that decided me. I never cared three straws for Lydia
except that she was eager to take me to her bed, with or without
benefit of marriage. You were always my true favorite,
Elizabeth, as I once was yours, if I am not very much mistaken. I
have often imagined how different things might have been had I
possessed the resources to apply for your hand years ago, when I am
convinced you would have been more than happy to accept me. Then
I should have had the agreeable office of getting you with
child. Much as I detest infants, it might almost have been worth it
in your case. But nothing turns out as it should. Still, you will
be pleased to know that I have found a way for you to make it up to
me.”

“Indeed. How so?”

“You, my dear, are to induce your husband to
provide me the means for a dignified departure. Oh, and I shall
also insist that you favor me with a proper sendoff – something
special to remember you by. The recollection of it, and the thought
of Darcy’s horror when he discovers you, must be my consolation,”
he concluded matter-of-factly.

Elizabeth could restrain herself no longer.
“So, you mean to abandon your wife and child, assault your
sister-in-law, and inflict as much pain as possible on your
childhood friend and benefactor. Have I got it right? And you
wonder why people do not consider you a gentleman!”

Her rejoinder hit the mark. Wickham jerked
the horse to a stop, seized Elizabeth by the shoulders, and shook
her. “Mind your tongue, my dear,” he snarled. “If you value your
life, you will remember who is in control here and behave yourself,
else I will have no choice but to make this more unpleasant for you
than it otherwise need be.”

When Elizabeth did not resist or retaliate,
Wickham’s grip slackened slightly and a crooked grin overspread his
face. He slowly looked her up and down, savoring the sight as one
would a fine dinner spread on the table before the feasting begins.
Then, he abruptly kissed her full on the mouth. Other than an
involuntary drawing back, she offered no opposition. “See, now that
wasn’t so bad, was it?” he said triumphantly. “You might even enjoy
this, Mrs. Darcy. I certainly have had no complaints from the
ladies before, I assure you.”

As Elizabeth steeled herself for what lay
ahead, she experienced an odd detachment from her plight, a peace
in the face of disaster that defied explanation. It enabled her to
focus not on her tormenter, but on her object. She knew what she
must do. As Wickham continued to press his advances, she slid her
hand into her pocket and deftly freed her knife from its sheath,
whereupon she made one last attempt to dissuade him from making the
use of that weapon necessary.

“I warn you, sir, for your sake as well as my
own, you must desist at once.”

Wickham only laughed at her before resuming
his offensive.

Elizabeth was then determined, and when she
felt him trespass where only her husband had the right to go, she
acted. Without hesitation, she drew the knife from her pocket and
drove it deep into his belly. Wickham pulled away in astonishment,
attempting to stand. As he did so, Elizabeth gave him a great shove
and, before he could recover his balance, she slapped the reigns
hard and shouted.

The startled mare bolted ahead, causing the
gig to pitch and jerk erratically. As Wickham hung half in and half
out, Elizabeth thought she might succeed in disposing of her
assailant. Yet he somehow retained his grip and slowly hauled
himself back aboard, his eyes black with rage and cursing her
treachery all the while. If he had not definitely decided to murder
her before, Elizabeth knew he was fully capable of doing so
now.

She fended him off with all her might, but
Wickham had the advantage, despite his bleeding wound. Neither of
them had a spare hand to reign in the horse. With all the commotion
to the rear, the frightened creature ran wild, the gig careening
dangerously behind. In the midst of all this, it occurred to
Elizabeth that the experience seemed increasingly familiar, as if
she had lived through it before. Just as the horse faltered, she
understood why; it was her nightmare come to life.

The mare went down with the crack of bone and
a shriek of equine terror. At the same moment, the gig’s right
wheel struck a large stone, sending the rest of the assemblage
flying. Elizabeth had the strange sensation of being suspended in
mid-air for an impossible length of time, the broken carriage and
its contents slowly revolving about her. Then it was over in a
flash as everything crashed back to earth with the appalling clamor
attendant to total destruction. Elizabeth cried out in pain, and
all went black.

 


~*~

 


At the same time, Mr. Darcy’s expedition was
drawing to a more peaceful conclusion. The missing carriage and
travelers had been located just ten miles south of Lambton, their
failure to arrive at Pemberley owing, as originally supposed, to
nothing more serious than a broken axle.

The ladies were relieved that help had come,
though somewhat overwhelmed by the size of the rescue party.
Colonel Fitzwilliam’s presence raised further speculation in
Georgiana’s mind. The two exchanged a questioning look, each
wondering why the other was so far from where they were supposed to
be. All explanations were deferred for a more suitable time and
place, however.

The ladies and their belongings were soon
transferred to the other carriage, and their journey home
recommenced forthwith. Three men stayed behind to help repair the
broken axle. The rest joined the procession back to Pemberley,
which, with the rescue accomplished, proceeded at a more leisurely
pace. By midday, Georgiana and Charlotte were safely delivered to
the doors of the great house and handed over to the assiduous care
of Mrs. Reynolds.

Darcy was promptly given the note that
Elizabeth had left for his information. The contents worried him
excessively, especially after he learnt that she apparently had
been taken away by Wickham himself. Darcy then hurried outside to
reassemble the men who had lately fetched his sister home, to now
accompany him in search of his wife. They tarried only long enough
to harness fresh horses before setting out again, this time in the
direction of the Wickhams’ cottage.

Once there, Darcy pounded on the door and
ordered Sarah, who answered, to fetch her mistress instantly. “Is
your sister here?” he demanded of Mrs. Wickham.

“Lord, no! Should she be?”

“What about your husband? Where is he?”

“He has been out all day, if it is any of
your concern,” replied Lydia, peevishly.

With his worst fears substantiated, Darcy’s
alarm increased. “It is my concern, and it should be yours
as well if you care anything about your sister. So listen
carefully. I think something grave has happened to Elizabeth, and
that your husband is the cause of it. If you do not wish to be held
responsible for the consequences, I would advise you to tell me
what you know about the business.”

Lydia claimed to be entirely ignorant, an
assertion which Mr. Darcy was inclined to believe. He enlightened
her directly. “Your husband called at Pemberley this morning and
persuaded your sister to go with him on the pretense that you were
injured and needed her help. Here you stand before me, perfectly
sound, and neither of them has been seen for hours! Do you have any
idea where he has taken her?”

Lydia was not particularly quick-witted under
the best of circumstances. At present, with such shocking news and
such a stormy-tempered man before her, it took a minute for her to
comprehend. “Mr. Wickham has taken Elizabeth somewhere? Are you
sure?”

“Quite sure,” Darcy said with forced
patience. “Now, for your sister’s sake, please think
carefully. If Wickham wanted to conceal himself or someone
else, where would he go?”

Although Lydia still did not follow Mr.
Darcy’s premise, she applied herself to the question. After a
moment’s rumination, she said, “He would surely make for London if
he could, but I still cannot believe …”

“Is there somewhere else, perhaps some place
nearby, that he might go if he could not get to London?” Darcy
asked, reasoning that Wickham could not have traveled towards town
without being seen by the search party from Pemberley.

“In that case, he would probably hole up in
some out-of-the-way corner of Pemberley. This place is vast enough
to hide anything, and I daresay Wickham knows it as well as you do,
every pathway, road, and dirt track. Why, only last week, when we
were out for a drive in the gig, he took me down a rough lane I had
never noticed before. He said he wanted to see where it went and if
it could be driven in a carriage.”

With further encouragement, Lydia described
the road and its location in more detail. It was not an overly
promising lead, but it seemed as good a place as any to begin the
search. Leaving a man behind to keep watch, Darcy led the rest in
the direction of the lane about which Lydia had told him.

The whole party now sensed the more solemn
import of their work, the evidence of foul play in this case being
far more decided than on the morning’s mission. Into any side lane
or path large enough to accommodate the missing gig, Mr. Darcy sent
a pair of men to investigate whilst the rest of the party continued
down the main road. The men were armed and instructed to signal the
others with a single shot if they found anything. Several areas had
already been explored without result by the time they reached the
road Lydia had suggested. There the appearance of fresh wheel marks
in the dirt reinforced Darcy’s intention to investigate this
particular lane himself.

Enlisting Colonel Fitzwilliam’s assistance,
Darcy left the rest of the men to await his signal or return. He
rode as hard as the rough character of the track would allow, the
colonel just behind him. Although he had not come that way himself
for years, Darcy recollected that he had once discovered a
makeshift cabin, long abandoned, down one such dirt lane. He could
imagine that a secluded spot of that sort would suit Wickham’s
purposes exactly, satisfying his need for concealment and privacy.
Yes, he could imagine the scene only too well. Darcy shuddered and
dug his heels hard into his horse’s flanks.



 



Chapter 38

 


Discovery

 


A ride of less than five minutes brought the
two men upon the horrific scene of the accident. Before his horse
could even be brought to a complete stop, Darcy flung himself from
the saddle and began his search. He frantically cast his eyes over
the field of destruction, but Elizabeth was nowhere to be seen.

The colonel was momentarily arrested by the
pitiful sight of the mare, which had been lying still until their
approach stirred her to make another futile attempt to stand. It
was immediately clear what needed to be done. With a single shot,
Fitzwilliam both ended the creature’s suffering and signaled the
other men.

Wickham’s motionless body sprawled just
beyond the wrecked gig. Darcy did not stop to investigate. He
pressed on, finally discovering Elizabeth hidden in the brush
nearby, curled up with her head turned away at an awkward angle. A
cry of anguish escaped him at the sight of her small, crumpled
form, bloody and battered. He dropped to his knees by her side,
desperately seeking some proof that she lived. Darcy felt the pale
skin of her cheek; it was frighteningly cool. He called her name
without response. No visible sign of respiration stirred within
her. With a wrenching sob, he leaned down to gather his wife’s
broken body to himself.

Elizabeth moaned softly.

Darcy drew in a quaking breath. “She is
alive, Fitzwilliam!” he shouted. “Thank God, she is alive!” For the
moment, nothing else mattered.

The two men quickly freed Elizabeth from the
tangle of the thicket, which had likely cushioned her fall. Then
Darcy ever so gently lifted her from the brush and started back
through the scattered debris. “What about him?” he asked the
colonel, with a nod toward Wickham.

Fitzwilliam looked grim and shook his
head.

Leaving the accident scene behind, they
continued down the lane to meet the approaching carriage and search
party. As the other men looked on in silent respect, Mr. Darcy bore
his unconscious wife into the coach with the greatest care.

“Fitzwilliam,” he said. “I cannot leave her.
Could you…?”

“I am at your service, Darcy.”

“Then get to Kympton as fast as you can.
Summon the surgeon, Mr. Poole, to Pemberley at once. Tell Mr.
Thornton also. And someone must get a message through to
Heatheridge. Elizabeth would want her sisters with her.”

“Leave it to me, my friend,” said
Fitzwilliam, placing his hand on Darcy’s shoulder. The two
exchanged an intense look. Then Fitzwilliam set off on his mission
whilst the carriage made for home.

Back at the house, Georgiana and Charlotte
anxiously awaited news. Though they did not know all the
particulars, Henderson had been able to relate enough of the story
to raise alarm. So, when the carriage pulled up to the door, the
ladies hastened to meet it. Darcy’s face immediately conveyed the
gravity of the situation. Next they saw Elizabeth, still cradled in
his arms, badly injured and in a deep stupor.

Georgiana nearly fainted at the sight, but
Charlotte took charge. “Carry her upstairs, Mr. Darcy,” she
instructed. Then she sent a maid to fetch warm water from the
kitchen. Under Charlotte’s expert direction, Elizabeth was washed,
dressed in clean night clothes, placed in her bed, and given a cold
compress for the lump on her head. Everything that could be done
for her was done.

Colonel Fitzwilliam, who had made his way to
Kympton with all haste, interrupted in turn both Mr. Poole and Mr.
Thornton from their dinners. At his urgent bidding, each set out
for Pemberley straightaway, and the colonel continued on to
Heatheridge.

Mr. Poole arrived first and was sent up to
Elizabeth at once. After hearing the facts of the case, the surgeon
dismissed everyone but Charlotte from the room and set about his
work. Darcy and the others left reluctantly and came downstairs in
time to see the rector enter.

“Mr. Thornton,” he said, reaching out to take
his hand. “Thank you for coming. Your help and comfort is most
grievously needed just now.”

“How does your wife do, Mr. Darcy?”

“She is badly injured,” he groaned, “and
unconscious. Mr. Poole is with her now.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Pray for her … and for the child,” said
Darcy.

“That I began as soon as I got the news, and
I will continue until the danger is past,” said Mr. Thornton. “Is
there anything else?”

Darcy’s head was pounding. He closed his eyes
for a moment, rubbing his temples as he forced himself to consider
what next should be done. Then he remembered Lydia.

“Yes, there is one more thing you can do for
us, Mr. Thornton. Someone really must tell Mrs. Wickham what has
happened. I cannot possibly leave Mrs. Darcy, and presently there
is no one else to go.”

“I am honored to be of service. What would
you have me tell her?”

“Give her the truth as gently as possible, I
suppose, but without detail. Then bring her here where she can be
with her family. Elizabeth would not want Lydia’s distress
forgotten.”

After giving his friend some words of
encouragement, Mr. Thornton departed on his somber errand, leaving
the others to await Mr. Poole’s report in much perturbation of
spirit. Finally the surgeon came down.

Darcy snapped to attention. “Tell me, sir,”
he begged. “How does my wife do? Will she recover?”

“These things are very difficult to predict,”
replied Mr. Poole directly. “In truth, it could go either way.”

Darcy turned his head aside and pressed a
clenched fist to his lips, stifling a cry of protest by sheer force
of will.

“Come now, Mr. Darcy, take heart,” Mr. Poole
advised more cheerfully. “There is good cause for optimism in your
wife’s case. She has not sustained any serious injuries that I can
discover other than the blow to her head, which is responsible for
her loss of consciousness. Yet even in that there are positive
signs – some involuntary movement and normal reflex of the eyes.
Furthermore, she is young and strong, which gives her the very best
chance to come through this with all her faculties in tact. By
tomorrow, I expect that we will have a much better idea.”

“And the child?” Darcy choked out.

“All I can verify for you now is that it
lives. We cannot rule out the possibility that some harm has been
done – by the accident itself or by your wife’s unconscious state.
We must hope Mrs. Darcy revives in time to deliver the child
without further complication, and then we shall see.”

“What can I do for her, Mr. Poole? Give me
some useful occupation if you can.”

“Well, sir, you might talk to her, rub her
hands, and so forth. The stimulation may help her to wake. If she
does come round, keep her quiet. Do not let her move about or leave
her bed. She will have a devil of a headache regardless, I’m
afraid. I will come again at first light. If there were anything
more I could do for her, Mr. Darcy, I would willingly stay, but it
is simply a matter of waiting now.”

“I understand. Thank you, Mr. Poole.”

They shook hands and the surgeon departed.
Darcy returned to Elizabeth’s side, and at once undertook the work
with which Mr. Poole had charged him. He held and squeezed his
wife’s hand, stroked her face and hair, and spoke to her gently,
but with strength of purpose. He reasoned that if Elizabeth could
hear his voice, she would do everything in her power to follow it
back to him; she was lost and he must guide her home.

Georgiana and Charlotte also took their turns
at Elizabeth’s bedside. Although Darcy gave way to allow each of
them to care for their friend, he refused to leave the room for
either food or rest.

Colonel Fitzwilliam returned with the
Bingleys just before dark. After receiving a brief report on
Elizabeth’s condition from Georgiana, Jane immediately went up to
her sister. Mr. Bingley followed upon hearing that his friend kept
to his wife’s room as well.

“Come and sit with her, Jane,” said Darcy,
rising as the Bingleys entered. “Let her hear your voice. The
surgeon said it might help.”

Jane complied, and Darcy moved away a little
to stand with Mr. Bingley.

“My dear fellow, I cannot tell you how sorry
I am,” said Bingley, clasping Darcy’s hand.

“Thank you for coming, Charles. You have
heard the whole story then?”

“Colonel Fitzwilliam told us everything he
knew, and Georgiana has added the surgeon’s report, but I still
cannot believe it. How could this have happened?”

“We have put together what we can, but it is
an incomplete picture. With Wickham dead, Elizabeth is the only one
who can provide the missing pieces to the puzzle. I pray she will
soon be well enough to do so. For now, though, her safety is all
that matters. She simply must recover, Bingley,” finished
Darcy, his voice thick with emotion.

Both men turned their attention toward the
sickbed again, watching Jane’s tender ministrations there.

When Darcy was master of himself once more,
he asked his friend, “Has Lydia come yet? Mr. Thornton kindly
agreed to break the news to her, and I suggested he bring her here
to be comforted by her sisters.”

“In point of fact, we stopped at the cottage
on our way here. Jane was afraid Lydia would be alone, and thought
we could be of service by collecting her ourselves. We found that
Mr. Thornton had been unable to convince Lydia to leave her home.
Since we had no success either, Kitty volunteered to stay with her.
I hope that arrangement meets with your approval, Darcy. There
seemed nothing else to be done.”

“Yes, yes, just as she likes. I do not mean
to force her to come. How did she seem to you? I imagine she was
hard hit by the news.”

“Distraught, naturally. Still, by the time we
arrived, she was tolerably calm, thanks to Mr. Thornton.”

“What a senseless tragedy this is!” said
Darcy miserably. “That so many lives should be devastated by the
treachery of one man… I confess it is all too much for me,
Bingley.”



 



Chapter 39

 


Answered Prayer

 


Elizabeth may have been the only one at
Pemberley who slept soundly that night. Most of her family and
friends did eventually take to their beds, but no one rested well
with her life still in jeopardy and the final outcome unknown. Jane
would not quit her sister’s room; she slept only fitfully on the
paisley sofa at the foot of the bed. Darcy remained at his post,
sitting by his wife’s side throughout the night, although he
ultimately lost his battle to stay awake on her account.

That is where Elizabeth found him when she
woke from her strange slumber just after dawn. It seemed only
natural in the first hazy light of her awakening that her dear
husband should be there. He was slumped over sideways in his chair
with his head resting on the edge of the bed next to her, still
holding her right hand. As she made out the familiar planes of his
face, the sweep of dark lashes resting against his cheek, a flush
of tenderness rushed through her. She began to reach across to
stroke his hair, an idea she instantly abandon when her first
movement unleashed a terrible throbbing in her temples and at the
back of her head.

Lying absolutely still again, Elizabeth
closed her eyes and tried to sort out in her muddled mind what had
happened, how she had come to be in this situation. She must be
very ill or seriously injured, she decided; the violent pain and
the evidence of what she now recognized as an all-night vigil round
her were proof of that. Yet trying to remember was peculiarly
exhausting.

The baby! Panicked at the thought,
Elizabeth risked moving her free hand again to confirm that the
child was still safe within her. She held her breath until she felt
a familiar flutter of movement. An audible sigh of relief passed
Elizabeth’s lips, and she simultaneously squeezed her husband’s
hand.

Darcy stirred, opening his eyes to the
beautiful sight of his wife’s marred but reasonably alert face.
“Elizabeth?” he said, questioning whether or not the vision was
real or a dream.

“My love,” she murmured.

“Oh, thank God! You are come back to me!”
Darcy whispered with no less intensity than had he shouted the
words. He moved to take her into his arms, but broke off the
attempt at once when she gasped in pain as soon as he disturbed the
bed.

After a minute to recover, Elizabeth said
weakly, “Apparently, I am not at all well. You say I am come back
to you, Darcy. I must ask you, where have I been?”

“Do you not know what has happened then?”

“I have not the least idea, I assure
you.”

“Yes, Mr. Poole said you would likely not
remember. My darling, you were in a carriage accident yesterday and
have been unconscious these many hours since.”

“What? I do not understand. How …?”

“Hush, Lizzy. There will be time enough for
explanations. Rest now, and concern yourself only with getting
well.”

Her minimal reserves of strength already
exhausted by these small exertions, Elizabeth had no will to
oppose. She shut her heavy eyelids and slept again.

When next she awoke, Mr. Poole was with her.
After seeing his patient so materially improved, he was pleased to
pronounce Mrs. Darcy out of danger. The excellent report flowed
rapidly like a wave to every corner of the awaiting household,
flooding friend and servant alike with joyous relief.

“However,” cautioned Mr. Poole, “recovery may
be tediously slow. And, Mrs. Darcy, you must be prepared for the
possibility that you shall always suffer some lingering effects of
this misadventure. Early on, you may experience some mental
confusion, along with the headaches and memory loss, which will
likely be much more persistent. Keep strictly to your bed at first.
I expect you will be able to resume your normal activities in time,
progressing by small degrees. Take a little mulled wine, a lot of
rest, and by all means avoid becoming overexcited. That is my
advice, and I charge you, Mr. Darcy, with making sure it is carried
out.”

“It shall be done, sir. Depend on it.”

Mr. Thornton, who had spent the night
maintaining a vigil of prayer on the family’s behalf, was allowed
the next audience with Elizabeth that morning. He bowed and smiled,
and came alongside her saying, “I must be getting back for Sunday
services. Still, I could not be satisfied to leave without seeing
you first, Mrs. Darcy.”

Carefully, she opened her hand to receive
his. “How good you are, Mr. Thornton,” said Elizabeth in little
more than a whisper.

“Sometimes the answers to our prayers are not
what we expect, or they are very long in coming. On this occasion,
however, God has graciously given us precisely what we asked for
and as immediately as we could possibly hope. I am most gratified
to see you looking so well again after the scare you gave us
yesterday.”

“It seems that I have had quite the easiest
time of it. Everybody else apparently suffered a great deal of
worry and distress on my account, and all the while I was sleeping
peacefully, completely unaware of my own peril.” She smiled feebly.
“Even now, I am kept in comfortable ignorance of just exactly what
has happened.”

“It amazes me that you are able to joke about
your present circumstances, Mrs. Darcy. But then, that is one of
the things I have always admired about you – your ability to find
humor in nearly every situation. I believe we would all be better
off if we could take ourselves, and even our troubles, less
seriously. Well, I really must be off to church now, or they will
have to start without me. I shall keep you in my prayers and come
back to see you again in a day or two.”

“Thank you again, sir, for all you have
done,” said Elizabeth, warmly.

Mr. Thornton bowed and said good-bye.

One or two at a time, other visitors
succeeded him: Georgiana, Charlotte, Colonel Fitzwilliam, Jane and
Mr. Bingley in turn, all under Mr. Darcy’s watchful eye. Their
stays were kept short as Mr. Poole had instructed, but Elizabeth’s
friends would not be denied the felicity of witnessing her
improvement for themselves.

With practice, Elizabeth soon learnt the art
of lying perfectly still, of speaking without too much exertion or
volume, of turning her eyes toward someone without turning her
head, all in an effort to avoid any exacerbation of her
ever-present headache. As long as her visitors sat, or preferably
stood, close by, Elizabeth found that she could carry on a fairly
comfortable conversation in hushed tones.

When the Bingleys were with her, Elizabeth
asked, “Did not Kitty come with you from Heatheridge? I thought she
would have, but no one has mentioned her being here.”

Jane exchanged a look with her husband before
answering carefully. “She did come with us, Lizzy. But you know
that Kitty is not well-suited to the sickroom. She is with Lydia at
the cottage now. Perhaps they will both visit you tomorrow.”

Whilst the Bingleys were upstairs with
Elizabeth, Georgiana and Colonel Fitzwilliam found themselves alone
together in the drawing room for a time. The gentleman thought this
circumstance agreeable enough, but the lady’s emotions were running
too close to the surface to long maintain her composure under such
a strain. Offering an imaginary excuse to leave the room, she was
starting to rise when the colonel detained her.

“Wait, Georgiana. Now that your sister is
well on the road to recovery, perhaps you would not mind taking a
moment to clear up a point of confusion for me.”

“Yes, of course, if I can.”

“Then may I ask what caused the abrupt change
in your travel plans? I admit I was more than a little surprised
when I learnt that you and Mrs. Collins had set off from London on
you own, without awaiting my return. I can only suppose you must
have had some pressing reason for doing so.”

“I daresay you want a logical explanation,
Colonel, but I have none to offer you, nothing that would hold up
under scrutiny at least. Call it caprice if you like,” she said
lightly, “but I was suddenly desperate to be back at
Pemberley.”

“I am truly grateful that you arrived in
safety. All the same, you should have waited. It was not prudent
for you to travel unescorted.”

Spoken like a true elder brother, she thought
with vexation. Her annoyance showed in her tone. “Thank you for
your kind solicitude, Colonel Fitzwilliam, but I beg you not to
trouble yourself. After all, the part of my overprotective elder
brother is already being played perfectly adequately by my
real elder brother!” She abruptly stood to go.

He stood likewise. “Forgive me, Georgiana.
Have I done something to offend you?” asked a mystified
Fitzwilliam. “I was only concerned for your well-being.”

She stopped and turned on him. “If you were
so concerned for my safety, I am surprised that you could in good
conscience go off and leave us in London on the invented pretense
of some urgent affair.”

“It was no invention. I had important
business here in Derbyshire.”

“What business could have been so urgent or
so secretive that we could not all have come together?”

Georgiana’s crossness and unfounded
accusations had by this point begun to overcome the colonel’s easy
temper. Even his unfailing goodwill toward her could not prevent
him from responding in kind.

“I regret that I cannot give you a
satisfactory answer at present, Miss Darcy. However, since you feel
entitled to excuse your own actions on the grounds of caprice,
perhaps you will be so good as to allow me the same privilege.”

At a loss for any worthy rejoinder, Georgiana
quit the room, effectively ending the discussion with very little
satisfaction on either side. Later, upon reflection, she could not
condone her harsh words to the colonel. He had always shown her the
utmost kindness, never more so than in the last few months. Was it
his fault that she now found his brotherly manner – which had
always been acceptable in the past – no longer palatable?

“No,” she sighed. “I have no right to blame
him for what he cannot help.”

One more uncomfortable encounter awaited
Georgiana that day. Early in the afternoon Mr. Sanditon and his
sister-in-law arrived, having come directly from church where they
had lately learnt of Mrs. Darcy’s accident from Mr. Thornton. When
Georgiana received them, Mr. Sanditon’s composure faltered. Of
course he knew she might be there, but he had been so preoccupied
with Elizabeth’s plight that he had failed to adequately prepare
himself for seeing Miss Darcy again.

The lady did not bear the unexpected sight of
the gentleman with much more tranquility than he did her. In her
agitation, she first thought he had come to demand her answer, and
then she quickly realized that the Sanditons were there to ask
after Elizabeth instead. Georgiana was assuring them that the
patient was out of danger when Mr. Darcy came in and took over the
office.

“Yes, I am happy to report that Elizabeth
continues to improve, hour by hour.”

“Thank heaven,” said Mr. Sanditon. “I am
profoundly relieved to hear it.”

Ruth asked, “Might I be allowed to see
her?”

“Of course,” said Darcy. “Let me take you
up.”

This left Georgiana alone with Mr. Sanditon.
An awkward silence ensued, the unanswered question between them
making its presence felt in the room like an unwelcome third
person. Though neither of them had set out to have their
long-postponed discussion on that particular day, the opportunity
was obviously at hand.

Mr. Sanditon presently stood as if he had
decided on a definite course of action. “Would you take a turn in
the garden with me, Miss Darcy?” he asked.

“As you wish,” Georgiana agreed. “We can talk
more freely there.”

Conversation did not come any easier for the
change to less formal surroundings. Several minutes passed with
only birdsong to interrupt the stillness between them.

Mr. Sanditon began at last. “I am delighted
that your sister-in-law is so much better, Miss Darcy. We were
quite shocked to hear of her accident, and we wanted to offer our
best wishes as soon as possible.”

“That was very kind of you, Mr. Sanditon.”
Georgiana, who could feel her suitor’s gaze resting upon her, kept
her own eyes aimed squarely at the pathway in front of her.

“I am also pleased to find that you and Mrs.
Collins have returned safely from London. Did you enjoy your stay
there as much as you anticipated?”

“Yes, thank you. The society was very lively,
yet I am glad to be home again. I have missed Pemberley and all my
friends hereabout. How are Abigail and Amelia? I often think of
them, and I wonder if they will remember me. I have been away so
long.”

“They are well, thank you, and I am certain
they could not forget you so soon.” After another pause, he
continued. “As gratified as I am to know that you think fondly of
my daughters, Miss Darcy, I cannot help wondering if you had any
warm reflections about their father whilst you were away.”

Georgiana turned to him with an anguished,
apologetic look. “Mr. Sanditon, I …”

“No, no; it is quite all right, Miss Darcy.
No words are necessary. I can read my answer in your countenance.
It is what I have been expecting all along, I think.”

They walked on in silence whilst Georgiana
organized what she should to say to him. He was a gentleman of the
highest order, and he deserved an explanation. “Sir, please forgive
me for keeping you in suspense so long. I did not take the honor of
your proposal lightly, and I wished to give it every possible
consideration. Although I have the deepest respect and warm regard
for you, sir…”

“Say no more, please. I understand
perfectly.”



 



Chapter 40

 


Debriefing

 


Mr. Sanditon bore his disappointment with
dignity and philosophy. Having correctly anticipated Georgiana’s
answer, he suffered no shock when his expectations were unhappily
confirmed. Neither was Mr. Darcy surprised to find his friend
pensive and subdued thereafter. When he had left Mr. Sanditon and
his sister alone together, he thought it quite likely the matter
would soon be settled. The soul of discretion, he asked no
questions and made no illusions to what might have passed between
the two.

When the Sanditons departed, they took Mrs.
Collins along with them as the most convenient means of returning
her to Reddclift cottage. She had at first resisted the suggestion,
insisting she would stay at Pemberley as long as she was needed. In
the end, however, she had been persuaded by Elizabeth herself, who
refused to impose upon her friend’s kindness any longer. A she
pointed out, Charlotte had already been away from her snug little
home for nearly three months, much of that time in the service of
the Darcys.

The remainder of the day passed uneventfully.
Elizabeth had little trouble complying with Mr. Poole’s
prescription for plenty of sleep. She could barely stay awake above
half an hour in any case, and it was arduous work keeping her mind
clear of the fog that perpetually hung about. A family member
attended her at all times, and Darcy, who still could not be
comfortable with his wife long out of his sight, only left the room
for brief periods.

Elizabeth felt markedly improved by the next
morning. Although still drowsy, her mind was less clouded, and the
steady pounding in her head had somewhat diminished. She was even
able to sit up in bed with the help of her husband and the support
of several pillows. The draperies were kept partially drawn since
bright light had proved just as painful to Elizabeth as did loud
noise and abrupt movement.

Georgiana sat with Elizabeth that afternoon
whilst Mr. Darcy attended to some pressing business. She had been
longing for a private audience with her sister-in-law to further
the discussion in person that they had begun a week before through
the post. “I am glad to finally have you to myself,” said she. “How
much has happened since we last had a real talk!”

“A great many things indeed.” Elizabeth still
practiced her newly-learnt art of speaking softly and moving as
little as possible.

“Lizzy,” continued Georgiana, dropping her
eyes. “One matter has been weighing very heavily upon me. Ever
since I received your letter in London, I have been miserable over
the trouble I caused you. Now tell me, has everything been set
right betwixt you and my brother?” she asked, on the verge of
tears.

“Yes, yes,” Elizabeth whispered. “Oh, my
dear, you need have no more anxiety on that head, and I am sorry
that you have been left so long to worry about it. The details are
unimportant and are really best forgot as soon as possible. Suffice
to say that the largest share of the problem turned out to be a
nasty misunderstanding. Once that was laid bare, the rest of the
difficulty was soon cleared away.”

“Thank heaven! I am so relieved to hear it.
Was my letter of any use to you, then?”

“It helped us a great deal, Georgiana. Thank
you. I appreciate what it must have cost your modesty to reveal so
much.”

“Does my brother know all, then?”

“He does, but you needn’t be uneasy. He is
not angry, and he has promised to be very discreet. You may open
the subject with him if you choose; otherwise I doubt he will ever
mention it.”

Georgiana rose and went to the window, gazing
through the gap in the curtains. “I have made such a wretched fool
of myself, Lizzy. Romantic folly can perhaps be forgiven at
fifteen, but three additional years should yield at least a little
more sense.”

“My dear girl, you must not be so severe upon
yourself. Come here.” Elizabeth stretched out her hand to
Georgiana, who obediently took it. “Now listen to me. No one could
consider you foolish for falling in love with such a fine man as
Colonel Fitzwilliam. And, in determining not to marry anyone else
under those circumstances, you have demonstrated good
judgment.”

“The way you put it makes my behavior sound
perfectly rational. I doubt that I deserve such a charitable
interpretation, Elizabeth, but I thank you nonetheless.” She
frowned as she went on. “I spoke to Mr. Sanditon when he was here
yesterday and gave him my regrets.”

“Poor soul. How did he take the news?”

“He was such a gentleman about it that it
made me even sorrier for disappointing him.”

“There was no help for it, though. It had to
be done, and I am sure you were as kind as possible.”
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Next day, Elizabeth left her bed for the
first time. She took her initial tentative steps across the room on
the arm of her husband, slowly moving to a settee by the window for
a change of attitude and scenery. The gloomy character of the sky
ensured that the light would not be too bright for her there. Even
so, she paid for the extra exertion with a temporary resurgence of
her headache. She sat very still with her eyes closed for some
minutes until it passed, gripping her husband’s hand and listening
to the lilting notes and phrases that filtered upstairs from
Georgiana’s efforts at the pianoforte.

Whilst she continued to improve physically,
Elizabeth’s mind grew more and more disturbed by images and flashes
from her missing memory. The fragments were too few and
disconnected to make any sense, but they were enough to convince
her that she had been through some larger trauma than she had
previously supposed. Increasingly discontent with her state of
ignorance, she decided it was high time Darcy enlightened her.

“My love,” she began when she was comfortable
again, “since I am safely on my way to recovery now, I believe the
moment has come for you to acquaint me with the facts of what
happened that day.”

Darcy grimaced at her request. “It will not
be pleasant, Lizzy. Are you sure you are strong enough to bear
it?”

“I believe so, and you must tell me
regardless. I have started remembering frightening bits and pieces.
I would be easier knowing, rather than imagining, the rest.”

“I am not so certain about that,” Darcy
muttered, considered that what she imagined could hardly be much
worse than what had actually occurred. Still, he knew Elizabeth was
right; she had to be told, and soon. He had nearly made up his mind
to it when they heard the sound of a carriage out in front of the
house.

“Is someone here?” she asked

“No, my dear. It is the Bingleys’ carriage.
They have an errand to accomplish today, which I will explain. As
you wish then,” said Darcy, sitting down beside her. “I will relate
to you as much as I know. Yet where shall I begin? What is the last
thing you remember?”

“I clearly remember when Lydia came to see me
on Thursday, and everything we talked about. Then Friday, we were
waiting for Georgiana’s carriage, but it did not come when
expected. Is that correct? After that, everything is a blank page,
I am sorry to say.”

“You are quite right, Lizzy. Georgiana did
not arrive on Friday, and that night you suffered a repeat
performance of the dream that so distressed you on our way home
from London.”

Darcy went on to relate to her the events of
Saturday – Fitzwilliam’s arrival, the search party’s recovery of
Charlotte and Georgiana, and their return to Pemberley to discover
Elizabeth missing. At this point, Darcy showed her the note she
herself had written to him, and told what Henderson knew of her
conversation and departure with Mr. Wickham.

“Wickham lured you away under the false
pretense of Lydia being injured falling down stairs. We are sure of
that much,” said Darcy.

“So, was none of it true? Was she never
injured?”

“It was all a lie. Lydia is well. I saw her
myself when I went in search of you.”

“I am glad for that, but what on earth was
Wickham about?”

“At present, there is no way of saying for
certain what his intentions were. I can only conjecture that, out
of his discontent and implacable resentment against me, he had been
watching for an opportunity to take some kind of advantage. When he
saw our party leave that morning, he apparently decided to make his
move.”

“Nothing Wickham does should surprise me, I
suppose, but I still can scarcely believe he would stoop to
kidnapping!”

Darcy then described the search, the
discovery of the accident scene, and finding her there in such
desperate condition.

Elizabeth shivered, the hair rising on her
arms. “So my nightmare was prophetic after all, only it was my own
fate it foretold, not Georgiana’s. Imagine that. Still, you have
not said what has become of Wickham. Did he run off after the
accident or was he apprehended?”

“Neither one,” Darcy said grimly. “He was
thrown from the gig, just as you were, Elizabeth. But he landed
very awkwardly, it seems. Mr. Poole examined the body and said his
neck was broken.”

Elizabeth gasped. “Wickham is dead?”

“Yes, my dear, and the Bingleys have just
taken Lydia to Kympton to see him buried.”

“Mercy! Oh, poor Lydia!”

Elizabeth anguished over all that had
happened and all that might have been. She struggled to comprehend
the perverse folly that would drive a man to propagate such misery.
One thing she knew; the pieces fit. The gradually coalescing
fragments of her memory confirmed the story and added dreadful
details necessarily absent from her husband’s account. All at once,
the crushing weight of the thing overpowered her. Elizabeth fell
into her husband’s arms, hid her face against his shoulder, and
cried with abandon, mourning for herself, for Lydia, and even for
Wickham.
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Lydia had spent three days in utter
wretchedness since learning of her husband’s death. Although her
affection for Wickham had fallen off considerably from the
boundless enthusiasm she once felt, she still fancied herself in
love with him and had retained some hope of domestic felicity to
the end. Upon her husband rested her every claim to future
consequence and security. Although tenuous at best, they were all
she had upon which to depend. Now, even these small comforts were
lost to her.

At such a time, Lydia might have benefited
from the judicious guidance of her two eldest sisters, had they
been available. In their absence, Kitty consoled her as well as
youth and ignorance might be expected to do. Mr. Thornton’s counsel
was undoubtedly of a more constructive nature, yet whether or not
it made much impression on Lydia’s addled mind was difficult to
judge. It had not yet taught her to be calm and reasonable. In her
misery, she vacillated at fairly regular intervals between
passionate wailing and listless silence.

By the burial day, however, Lydia’s violent
vagaries of mood had subsided, and some semblance of composure was
beginning to reassert itself. Jane and Mr. Bingley called at the
cottage to collect Lydia and Kitty and convey them into the village
where preparations had been made for laying the body to rest. It
was a very small group of mourners. Although Mr. Wickham had always
possessed a talent for making friends, he had proved far less
capable of retaining them. Therefore, no one attended him to his
grave except his four relations and Mr. Thornton.

The rector stood opposite the family and
offered words of scripture, prayer, and meditation, intended
comfort to them. Mr. Wickham had unfortunately forever slipped
beyond the reach of their wisdom and amendment. Then nothing
remained to be done but to consign the body to the earth and walk
away. With the support of Mr. Bingley’s arm, and with her two
sisters alongside, Lydia just managed to get through the melancholy
event without fainting. Still, she was a pitiful creature to
behold.



 



Chapter 41

 


Unfinished Business

 


Mrs. Wickham accepted an invitation from the
Bingleys to convalesce at Heatheridge. Accordingly, after the
funeral, the whole party returned to the cottage to pack up her
meager belongings, and thence to Pemberley House.

The meeting that afternoon between Lydia and
Elizabeth proved strained. Although Lydia professed compassion for
Elizabeth’s injuries, she would listen to no hint that her “dear
Wickham” could have been in any way to blame for them. Had he
lived, she would have been forced to confront the infamy of his
actions, and the insult to herself and to her sister they
constituted. By his death, however, Wickham had at least preserved
what remained of his reputation from the scrutiny of a trial and
the disgrace of a public hanging. Consequently, Lydia was free to
remember her husband as she wished, and the reflections she
preferred cast him in a much more favorable light.

Upon seeing her youngest sister again,
Elizabeth found herself caught between opposing feelings. On one
hand, she sincerely sympathized with Lydia’s current distress of
heart and circumstance. On the other, she found her willful
blindness to her husband’s profligate ways exasperating. Although
she was grateful for her sister’s help in locating her on that
terrible day, Elizabeth could not forget that Lydia’s own
scandalous elopement was responsible for bringing Wickham amongst
them in the first place.

The awkward meeting did serve at least one
useful purpose, by solving the remaining mystery connected to
Elizabeth and Darcy’s recent discordance. In the time since the
incident, Elizabeth had frequently reflected on the source of the
enigmatic letter Wickham had produced to blackmail her husband.
There could be only one explanation, she concluded. This was her
opportunity to test her theory. Whilst her sister reminisced over
her late husband’s charms, Elizabeth raised the question.

“Lydia, my dear,” she began casually, “Mr.
Darcy mentioned that your husband showed him a certain letter when
they happened to meet in London. It occurs to me now that you must
have been the one who wrote it, since I know that I did not. Am I
right?”

“Was it not a good joke? Poor Wickham and I
laughed and laughed over it,” she said, smiling wistfully at the
recollection. “Did you never see it yourself, then?”

“Unfortunately not. Will you tell me about
it?”

“Very well. It is a vastly amusing story. One
day, you see, I happened to mention to my dear husband that it was
you who gave me my penmanship lessons when I was a child. I told
him I was such a clever pupil that I learnt to copy your style
exactly. I could fool Mama any time I wished. Remember?”

“Oh, yes! You had a real talent for it,”
Elizabeth said, encouraging her to continue.

“Anyway, Wickham said, would it not be
monstrous fun if I should write a love letter to him as if it were
from you – in your hand and signing your name – since he had once
been a favorite of yours. At first, I was not sure I could remember
how, but it all came back to me. I daresay that, after I had got it
just right, even you would have been taken in, Lizzy.” She laughed.
“Wickham meant to show it to you. He said he thought you would be
excessively diverted. What a pity you never saw it.”

“But my husband did. I am afraid he did not
find the joke at all amusing.”

Elizabeth knew it would be pointless to tell
Lydia how Wickham had really used the letter she had been duped
into writing. Since Lydia refused to acknowledge her husband’s more
overt crimes, it hardly seemed likely she would recognize the
covert offenses of defamation and extortion. It was a relief,
nonetheless, to have the author of the troublesome letter finally
identified.
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Mr. Poole continued monitoring his patient’s
improvement, and presently gave his blessing to Mrs. Darcy leaving
not only her bed but her room as well. Although her headache was
still with her and not all the gaps in her memory had yet filled
in, she was making steady progress. She moved about slowly, but
under her own power now. And except for a daily nap, she spent most
of her time downstairs with the others.

Five days had passed since the accident, and
Jane was enough satisfied with her sister’s recovery as to want to
be at home with her children again. After the Bingleys’ departure
with Lydia and Kitty, the only remaining houseguest was Colonel
Fitzwilliam. As much as they delighted in his company, Darcy and
Elizabeth began to wonder why he stayed on so long. He seemed
uncharacteristically restless and yet gave no indication that he
wished to go.

The colonel’s perpetual presence was a source
of more pain than pleasure for Georgiana. She had made a point of
apologizing to him for her earlier rudeness, but otherwise she
avoided him whenever possible. However, as the size of the party
round the dinner table diminished, they were necessarily drawn into
closer company. No longer was there any chance of distancing
herself from him, of avoiding the torment of hearing his mellow
voice and seeing his affable face every day.

Darcy, Elizabeth, and Colonel Fitzwilliam
were talking together in the library one morning after Fitzwilliam
had been at Pemberley well above a week. Georgiana was not with
them, having once more taken refuge in the music room at the
pianoforte.

“Fitzwilliam,” said Darcy, “I have just
recollected something you said when you first arrived here. We
could not pursue it then, of course, but now I wonder what you
meant by it. You said you had come to see me on an errand of urgent
business.”

“Yes, that is true,” the colonel said,
shifting in his chair.

“Well? If it is so urgent, do you not think
we should get on with it?”

Elizabeth observed Fitzwilliam’s discomfort
at the turn in the conversation and conjectured that his reticence
might be due to her presence. “If you gentlemen have private
matters to discuss, I will excuse myself and leave you to it,” she
said lightly, starting to rise from her seat.

“No! Do stay, Elizabeth,” the colonel
insisted. “Although it is something of a delicate nature, there is
no reason you may not hear. In fact, your presence gives me
courage; your husband would never do anything unpleasant to me with
you in the room.”

“Fitzwilliam, what on earth are you talking
about?” asked Darcy.

“The truth is, old friend …” The colonel
looked over his shoulder and went to slide the doors closed before
resuming his seat and his explanation. “Well, the truth is I had
come all that way to speak to you about Georgiana. You know how
fond I have always been of her, but … when I saw her here at her
birthday ball, it was like I was seeing her for the first time. It
suddenly impressed me that she was no longer a child; she had
become a very charming young woman.”

Fitzwilliam paused to gauge his cousin’s
reaction. Darcy, who looked more than a little uneasy, only nodded,
authorizing the colonel to continue. Elizabeth, having resolved to
keep quiet, since the business was clearly addressed to her husband
and not herself, silently applauded such a promising beginning.

“Then this summer in London, when we were
thrown so much together, I began to realize that somehow, without
my even being aware of it, things had changed between us. I had
developed feelings of a most tender nature for your sister, and I
had some reason to suppose that she was not totally indifferent to
me.”

Yes! Elizabeth inwardly rejoiced at
this profession of love.

Darcy looked far less pleased.

“Before you go working yourself into a
lather, cousin,” the colonel continued, “hear me out. To the best
of my knowledge, I have never said or done anything to betray to
Georgiana the change in the nature of my affection for her; you
have my word of honor on that, sir. I decided that, especially due
to our peculiar situation, the proper thing would be to consult you
first. That is why I came here that morning. I know the
circumstances are a bit out of the ordinary, but I hope any
obstacles will not prove insurmountable.”

Darcy had his rejoinder at the ready. “So …
you have decided to make your fortune by marrying an heiress after
all,” he said in measured tones.

Elizabeth gasped, but neither of the men took
the slightest notice of her. They were locked in a contest of wills
in which she had no part.

Taking no apparent umbrage at the charge
leveled against him, Fitzwilliam returned his accuser’s steady
gaze. “Since I have often joked about doing just that, it is a fair
question. However, if capturing a fortune by marriage were my
object, I would have done so long ago. Plenty of opportunities have
been thrown my way, I assure you. Now, Darcy, I know this comes as
quite a shock, and I am sorry for it. But you cannot really think
of me so meanly, can you?”

“I would never have believed you capable of
such a thing before, no. Yet now I wonder. It would be wrong of me
to take such a chance with my sister’s happiness,” said he,
scowling at his cousin.

A small chink appeared in Fitzwilliam’s
usually imperturbable exterior, and he pleaded his case all the
more strenuously. “I wish there were some way to prove my
disinterestedness to you. All I can say on that head is that you
may name any terms you like for the marriage settlement. If I am so
fortunate as to win Georgiana’s favor, I will make no objection to
whatever your lawyers propose. It is truly her heart, not her
fortune, which I hope to capture. And I promise you, dear friend,
her heart will be safe in my care.”

Leaving the colonel dangling uncomfortably,
Darcy deliberated aloud and at length over the questionable merits
of the suit before him. Even when he eventually agreed to the idea
in principle, he postured and held out several minutes more,
arguing for a postponement of any application to Georgiana until at
least her nineteenth birthday. Yet, in the end, Fitzwilliam won
begrudging permission to speak to her.

“Wish me luck!” he said as he quit the room
with nervous excitement.

Only after he was gone did Elizabeth let
loose the tight reign she had kept on her countenance, allowing her
merriment to pour out in a low peal of laughter. “Something tells
me Fitzwilliam will need very little luck to carry his point with
Georgiana. Oh, but you, Mr. Darcy! You are too cruel! How
could you torture the poor colonel so? As if he were not exactly
the sort of man you yourself would choose for Georgiana. Now admit
it; you intended to give your consent all along.”

“Of course.”

“Then I think you might, at the very least,
have shown him some mercy in the end – told him he need have no
misgivings about a favorable reception.”

“Certainly not! I could hardly allow
Fitzwilliam to claim his prize without a fight; he would not have
respected me if I had. And it will do him good to be kept in
suspense of his success a little longer.” Darcy’s face relaxed into
a satisfied grin, and there was an undeniable spark of amusement in
his eye. “Nothing good can come from overconfidence, you know,
especially when addressing a member of the fair sex. I say this
with wisdom born of painful experience, having once been sternly
set down by a worthy lady in a similar situation. I would not wish
that kind of mortification on my dear friend Fitzwilliam.”

Elizabeth laughed all the more. Her delight
in picturing Georgiana’s happiness, once she was assured of the
colonel’s affection, made her quite giddy. She could not have been
more pleased for them both. “So, my love, despite how it looked at
the outset, you have proved yourself a good brother and a good
friend too. Are you truly happy about this yourself, then?”

“Happy? That is a bit much to expect of me so
soon, Lizzy. Let us just say that I am willing to accept the
inevitable without too much consternation. I suppose I should have
felt some acrimony toward anyone who threatened to remove my
sister from my care after all these years. However, if she must
grow up and be married, I could not hope to relinquish her to a
better man.”

 


~*~

 


Whilst the contest for her future joy was
being waged in the library, Miss Darcy sat at her pianoforte and
played on, completely unaware that her whole world was about to
change. She noticed when Colonel Fitzwilliam entered the room, yet
she did not stop. She knew he liked to listen to her, and she was
more inclined to play for him than talk to him just then. With that
thought in mind, Georgiana felt her misfortune at being very nearly
to the end of the piece. She soon finished, accepted the colonel’s
praise without a word, and was about to begin again when he
prevented her. He took both her hands in his and gently turning her
toward himself. To her total astonishment, Fitzwilliam then dropped
to one knee beside her.

“Dear Georgiana,” he began, “I am now at
liberty to tell you that which has long been in my heart. Will you
hear me?”

Although too overcome to speak in any case,
Georgiana had not the slightest objection to hearing whatever the
colonel might wish to say to her on bended knee. She nodded her
acquiescence, and he was sufficiently encouraged to go on. He
commenced by describing the major revolution he had experienced in
his feelings toward her over the last several months. He concluded
with the fervent hope that she could in some measure return his
earnest affection and consent to becoming his wife.

To suddenly find herself the object of
Fitzwilliam’s love was so wholly unexpected that Georgiana
hesitated in her answer, not from indecision but from disbelief.
The long-cherished wish that had lived on against all probability
of realization seemed to be coming true before her eyes. Whilst her
heart told her to consent instantly before she awoke from the dream
in which she found herself, her mind called for a point of
clarification.

“You say you have been in love with me for
some time now, Fitzwilliam. If I am to believe you, you must
explain something. Why have I never seen any sign of it, any change
in your manner, any gesture or word of peculiar regard? You have
continued to behave toward me just as you always have – much more
like a brother than a suitor.”

“Oh, my dear girl, if you only knew how
difficult it has been for me to show so little when I felt so much.
But I was honor-bound to speak to your brother before giving you
any idea of my true affection. That is the urgent business
that took me from London into Derbyshire. Nothing less important
would ever have induced me to leave you. Now tell me, dearest
Georgiana, do you think in time you could learn to love me? Please
say that I have some chance of winning your heart.”

With her one and only reservation very
satisfactorily overcome, Georgiana gave the gentleman to understand
that her heart in fact already belonged to him and to him
alone.

Meanwhile, Darcy and Elizabeth were in no
doubt as to the outcome of the interview taking place in the music
room. The only surprise proceeded from the rapidity with which
everything was settled. For it was not long after they heard
Georgiana’s playing cease that the blissful couple returned through
the library doors, arm in arm, to demand their congratulations.
Elizabeth thought how extraordinary it was that, in the end, the
work of ten short minutes effectively dispatched all the hopes and
fears of so many months’ duration.



 



Chapter 42

 


Epilogue

 


For the next eight weeks, Colonel Fitzwilliam
remained as a continual guest at Pemberley, demonstrating the same
faithful devotion to Georgiana as before, only now in a different
role. He took himself away from her side only occasionally, and
with great reluctance, to pursue some improvement in his situation.
His prosperous love gave him new ambition to distinguish himself,
wishing to be found worthy of such an honor in the eyes of the
world. Though his personal income was not large, it was just
sufficient to enable him to stand for Parliament in his home
borough, and by such means he hoped to make a name for himself, for
his lady’s sake.

In truth, Georgiana cared nothing about the
size of her future husband’s fortune or his worldly status. That
she would soon be married to the man she loved and settled an easy
distance from Pemberley was more than enough to make her completely
content. She fairly danced about the house with a song always on
her lips. As far as she was concerned, Colonel Fitzwilliam could do
no wrong. The only man who could rival him for amiability and
perfection of character was her brother, who had, by giving his
consent to the marriage, once again proved his every virtue.

The wedding was to take place in October with
the approbation of all the relations on both the bride and groom’s
side. Even Lady Catherine de Bourgh condescended to write a
tolerably civil letter of congratulations containing only a gentle
hint concerning how things might have been done with more prudence
and taste had she been consulted. Far from alluding to any
resentment over Fitzwilliam marrying Georgiana instead of Anne, her
ladyship used the occasion to communicate her growing satisfaction
with her son-in-law. Dr. Essex’s education and profession, she was
now persuaded, afforded him a degree of respectability and prestige
as did not ultimately disgrace the family. She stated the
conviction, moreover, that with her guidance and patronage, the
young man would go far.

The news of the engagement was well received
at Heatheridge by Jane and Mr. Bingley, whose own generous natures
predisposed them to wish every person of their acquaintance the
same felicity in marriage that they themselves continued to enjoy.
Miss Bingley, however, could not entertain the idea with as much
pleasure. Although Caroline repeatedly professed delight at “dear
Georgiana” being so well married so young, her true sentiments
savored more of bitterness. At her age, to have yet another man who
had piqued her interest and excited her ambition slip through her
fingers and beyond reach was more than she could be expected to
endure with serenity.

The lovers and their wedding plans held the
primary position of attention at Pemberley for a full two weeks,
until another important personage claimed precedence. Whilst all
the focus had been on Elizabeth’s recovery and then on the
excitement of Georgiana’s engagement, another member of the family
had been waiting his turn to take center stage. Bennet Fitzwilliam
Darcy, upon his unceremonious arrival the first week of September,
instantly appropriated the chief place of honor and the total
adoration of all who met him.

It seemed only just and reasonable that
Elizabeth should be granted an uncomplicated delivery of her first
child after the trauma and pain she had so recently endured. And so
it was. Her pangs, while hardly trifling, were well within the
scope of what she could bear without desperation, and the memory of
which lasted only as long as she was in any doubt of the infant’s
safety and good health.

Mr. Darcy, who had been anxiously pacing the
hall, received the first information of his son’s arrival from the
child’s own lips. The robust cry suggested health and vigor, a hope
which was confirmed when Jane emerged to give the new father a
report. The fact that he had a healthy son and his wife was doing
well rendered Mr. Darcy completely speechless for some minutes. His
eyes alone expressed to his sister-in-law all he felt. After she
returned to Elizabeth’s side, Darcy offered his silent eloquence up
to his God in praise and thanksgiving.

Mr. Thornton and his little church in Kympton
hosted a flurry of special activity over the succeeding months.
First, and of foremost importance in the minds of those whose
prosperity depended on the Pemberley estates, the new son and heir
made his debut. He was christened with his mother’s maiden name, as
was his father before him, and generally touted as the very
reflection of Mr. Darcy, whose character and noble mien could
already be detected in the infant’s face by those who were
particularly perceptive.

One Sunday shortly thereafter, another
interesting, albeit less monumental, incident took place. Mr.
Sanditon created quite a stir that morning by bringing his two
young daughters with him to church for the first time. Few of those
present had ever seen the little girls before. So they, and by
association he, instantly became objects of fascination, especially
amongst the unmarried women in attendance. The gentleman, who had
often been viewed as proud and unsociable, appeared now in a more
sympathetic light. With his daughters easing the way, Mr. Sanditon
inspired and also admitted the kind attentions of a remarkably
suitable lady with whom he was to become very well acquainted over
the next few months.

A host of visitors came and went from
Pemberley that fall. Mrs. Darcy’s relations from Hertfordshire and
London arrived in September. Her father took particular pride in
seeing his new grandson who bore the Bennet name, especially
considering that he had no sons of his own to carry on the title.
Her mother never tired of basking in the splendor of such a fine
house and in the knowledge that her daughter was mistress there.
Aunt and Uncle Gardiner came as well, with their children, to renew
acquaintance with all their friends in Derbyshire. Since they had
much of the credit for uniting Darcy and Elizabeth in the first
place, they found a great deal of proprietary satisfaction in
seeing the first offspring of the match.

When these visitors were all gone away,
guests began arriving for Miss Darcy’s wedding. News soon spread
throughout the neighborhood that there would be nobility coming
amongst them, and the watch began for a very fine closed carriage –
a barouche with coat of arms it was rumored to be – which would
convey Lady Catherine de Bourgh to Pemberley. When the great lady
was assured that the place was free of riffraff, she did come,
bringing her daughter and son-in-law with her for the event. Her
previous visit having been long before the current Mrs. Darcy
presided, she keenly anticipated finding a serious decline in the
dignity and polish of the grand estate under the new management.
However, though she scrutinized the house and grounds down to the
minutest detail, all her efforts were frustrated; Pemberley was
just as fine as it had ever been when her own sister was its
mistress.

Mr. Thornton had the honor of officiating at
the wedding uniting Miss Georgiana Darcy to Colonel John
Fitzwilliam on a cool, crisp Tuesday morning in October. The bride
wore the same delicate silk gown as had her mother, Lady Anne
Darcy, on the occasion of her own marriage more than thirty years
prior. She was escorted down the aisle to be given away by her
distinguished elder brother, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, who stood thus
in place of his father. Although their parents had both been gone
for many years, the resemblance of this pair to that other couple
in the same place and dress evoked strong memories from three
decades earlier in the minds of those privileged to be present at
both ceremonies.

At the head of the aisle waited the colonel
in his red officers’ dress coat with epaulets and attendant finery.
Instead of his usual, easy smile, he wore a more solemn expression
in accordance with the import of the occasion and the honor
bestowed upon him. He gratefully received the hand of Miss Darcy
from his life-long friend and cherished it from that day
forward.

The words of guidance Mr. Thornton offered on
the subject of marriage did not fall upon deaf ears. The new
couple, and others gathered there, doubtless profited by attending
to them. Mr. Darcy, from his position beside the groom, gazed at
his own wife, standing up beside the bride, throughout the whole of
it, and she at him. He thought, and not for the first time, how
fortunate they were to have found each other and to share such a
close approximation to the marital ideal of which the rector spoke.
Mrs. Darcy’s mind was similarly engaged. Her heart swelled with
emotion; her eyes welled up with tears.

After the newlyweds departed on their wedding
trip and all the other guests had finally gone away, Pemberley
settled back into a quiet routine – at least as quiet as a house
can be when it contains a boisterous two-month-old child within its
walls. The young master was the delight of both his parents. His
mother had naturally expected to be enchanted. As to the father,
the fascination he felt for his progeny overtook him by surprise,
and he was forced to recant his former opinions on the subject of a
man’s limited role in rearing infants. Darcy held and coddled his
son every bit as much as did Elizabeth, and on occasion had to be
reprimanded by his wife for spoiling the child.

One afternoon in early November, Mr. and Mrs.
Darcy were sitting with their son in the drawing room when they
received a visit from Mr. Thornton, who did not come alone. To
their astonishment, Mrs. Sanditon accompanied him. The principal
purport of the visit turned out to be the unexpected announcement
of their engagement. Mr. Thornton proudly spoke of his good fortune
in having been accepted by such a fine lady, and all the while Ruth
blushed and demurred, unaccustomed as she was to so much praise.
She soon found relief from her embarrassment by being allowed to
hold the child, which did little to divert the focus of attention
from her. Mr. Thornton’s eyes followed her wherever she went, and
no one present could help but notice how well she looked with a
baby in her arms.

The couple received Mr. Darcy’s enthusiastic
approval, and Elizabeth added her sincere wish for their every
happiness. After a stay of about an hour, the couple went away
again, leaving the Darcys to ponder this new development.

“I am very happy for them both. An excellent
match,” said Elizabeth. “Yet it does leave Charlotte all alone and
probably looking for a new home. I doubt she will feel it proper to
remain at the cottage after Ruth is married and gone.”

“We could certainly have her to stay with
us,” said Darcy.

“Yes, I should enjoy that very much, and it
would at least be a temporary solution for her.”

After a few moments’ reflection, Darcy
suggested, “Why not make it permanent?”

“How do you mean? Much as I would love it,
Charlotte would never agree to being a perpetual guest here. She
would rather make her own way than accept our charity. Of that, I
am certain.”

“I do not speak of charity. I was thinking we
could offer her some employment … on very easy terms, of course.
This house is getting to be too much for Mrs. Reynolds, and she
deserves to have some help at her age. Perhaps Mrs. Collins could
assist her, train under her, and then take over as head housekeeper
when Mrs. Reynolds is ready to retire. The more I think of it,
there is no one better suited for the job – no one more organized,
capable, and efficient. You know her best, my love. Do you think
she would do it, or does she harbor the hope of marrying
again?”

“I think it is an inspired idea! Considering
how much Charlotte enjoyed managing the parsonage at Hunsford, I
warrant she would take great pleasure in the larger challenge of
superintending this house. She loves to be active and useful. As
for remarrying, I do not think that is her object. She never was a
romantic. She only married Mr. Collins as a means to support
herself.” Elizabeth laughed when she remembered what Charlotte had
said about that. “She told me then that all she really required was
a comfortable home. I think Pemberley qualifies, do not you,
Darcy?”

So Charlotte came to Pemberley as a friend
and as a partner to Elizabeth in directing the function of the
household. Mrs. Reynolds stayed on and lived out her life in the
great house that had been her home for nearly thirty years. Her
dearest wish – to see both Mr. Darcy and Miss Georgiana well
married and settled – had been granted, but she did not live long
beyond the fulfillment of that aspiration. Her loss was mourned and
her memory cherished the same as any other member of the
family.

As for Lydia, she returned to Longbourn to be
comforted by her mother and to await the birth of her child. She
saw herself as a rather tragic figure – like the heroine of a
gothic novel with cruel circumstances thrust upon her – and she
cultivated that caricature among her friends and relations in
Meryton by telling a much-amended version of events in Derbyshire.
Her narrative cast her dashing husband in the role of hero rather
than villain, making his loss and her sorrow all the more pitiable.
When seen in this altered light, bearing Wickham’s child took on an
almost noble quality, and she acquired a degree of sympathy and
distinction that gave her satisfaction.

Sister Mary, who had blossomed in the time
since her siblings left Longbourn, did not at first take kindly to
Lydia’s melodramatic return to home and hearth. However, she soon
discovered that the change worked to her material advantage. Mrs.
Bennet’s being so thoroughly occupied by her youngest daughter
liberated Mary to once again pursue her own interests. Thus, well
seasoned by time, practice, and renewed dedication, she made great
strides toward the standard of the truly accomplished young woman
she had always aspired to be.

Kitty, meanwhile, continued to divide her
time chiefly between Heatheridge and Pemberley according to which
house was hosting the more interesting social events. She fretted
over being already almost twenty with no prospects for marriage
immediately apparent. It was a happy day indeed, therefore, when
she was invited by the Darcys to accompany them on their next trip
to London, with the promise of being introduced to a wider segment
of their superior society. Kitty expressed particular interest in
furthering her acquaintance with the young man Henry Heywood, whom
she had met and danced with months before at Georgiana’s birthday
ball.

Mrs. Darcy continued to regain the last
vestiges of her lost memory and strength, and her headaches became
increasingly rare. It took nearly three months, but she did fully
recover from the accident.

When she could finally remember all the
events of that terrible day, she and her husband talked them
through together one last time. Elizabeth might have been tempted
to withhold some of the more sordid details, except that, after
their recent misunderstandings, they had both sworn to be always
entirely honest with each other in future. They agreed that no
secret could be worth the risk to their marriage, no matter how
reasonable it might seem at the time or how pure the motive for
concealment.

So, despite the fact that it was difficult
for her to tell and painful for him to hear, Elizabeth told Darcy
everything – what Wickham had said of his intentions, what he had
done, and how she had acted in response. Together they discussed,
they cried, and they commiserated. Then they determined to put the
whole of it behind them.

After a little more time had gone by, they
were able to look back over the year just past, seeing only the
good it had brought them and reasons to face the future with hope.
Their circle of friends had been increased and drawn into closer
bonds. Their family had been most joyously expanded by birth and by
marriage. And their love for each other had withstood every
test.

As they celebrated the second anniversary of
their marriage at Pemberley that November, Darcy and Elizabeth
could easily have been forgiven for thinking themselves blessed
above all other creatures in England.

 


 


THE END
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Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit such odious
subjects as soon as I can, impatient to restore everybody not
greatly in fault themselves to tolerable comfort, and to have done
with all the rest.

– Jane Austen,
Mansfield
Park
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