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In this daring reimagining of Jane Aus-
ten’s beloved classic, Passion and
Persistence renews the intricate dance of
love, pride, and misunderstanding be-
tween Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy.

What if Mr. Darcy didn’t give up after
the infamous Hunsford proposal?

In this enthralling novel, Darcy’s relent-
less pursuit of Elizabeth Bennet
challenges the boundaries of social
norms and personal pride. After a fate-
ful proposal is rejected with scathing
honesty, Darcy’s persistence ignites a
spark that cannot be quickly extin-
guished. As Elizabeth grapples with her
own conflicted feelings, the pair’s jour-
ney unfolds against the backdrop of
Regency England’s societal expecta-
tions and personal discovery.
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From witty banter to heartfelt revela-
tions, Passion and Persistence explores the
transformative power of love and the
courage required to embrace it. Will
Darcy’s determination win Elizabeth’s
heart, or will his past missteps prove in-
surmountable? Dive into this
captivating tale of romance, resilience,
and the relentless pursuit of true love.
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Dear Reader,

The author warmly invites you to ex-
plore a dedicated story website, rich

with additional content connected to
the novel. You will find detailed expla-
nations, images, illustrations, outtakes,
and links to Pride and Prejudice and the

Regency era.
This is where you find it:

passton-and-persistence.webnode.co.uk

A special thank you to Tish Holmes for
her invaluable editing suggestions,
which have made this novel a better
read.
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products of the author’s imagination or used in a ficti-
tious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
Most of the characters were created by Jane Austen.
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Character List of
Pride and Prejudice

Elizabeth Bennet is an intelligent and spirited
young woman with a keen wit who enjoys studying
people’s characters. Although she initially dislikes
Darcy, circumstances cause her to reassess her
negative impression of him, and she eventually
falls in love with him. She is 20 years old.
Fitzwilliam Darcy is a wealthy and proud man
who falls in love with Elizabeth, revealing a gener-
ous and thoughtful nature beneath his somewhat
stiff demeanour. 27 years old.

M:t. Bennet is Elizabeth’s ironic and often apa-
thetic father. Unhappily married, he has failed to
provide a secure financial future for his wife and
daughters.

Mrs. Bennet is Elizabeth’s foolish and unre-
strained mother, obsessed with finding husbands
for her daughters.

Jane Bennet is a gentle and kind-hearted young
woman who 1s Elizabeth’s confidant and the oldest
of the Bennet daughters. She falls in love with
Bingley but is cautious about revealing her feelings
for him, almost 23.
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Mary Bennet, the pretentious third Bennet
daughter, prefers reading to socialising. 18 years
old.

Catherine (Kitty) Bennet is the Bennets’ peevish
fourth daughter. At 17, she joins her sister Lydia in
flirting with soldiers.

Lydia Bennet, the Bennet’s immature and irre-
sponsible youngest daughter. Mrs. Bennet’s
tavourite, she shocks the family by running away
with Wickham. 15 years old.

Charles Bingley is a good-natured and wealthy
man who falls in love with Jane. He is easily influ-
enced by others, especially his close friend Darcy.
He is 23 years old.

Caroline Bingley, Bingley’s shallow and
haughty sister, befriends Jane and later snubs her.
She attempts to attract Darcy’s attention and is
jealous when Darcy is instead drawn to Elizabeth.
Older than Charles.

George Wickham is a handsome and personable
fortune hunter to whom Elizabeth is initially at-
tracted. He eventually runs off with her and is
forced by Darcy to marry Lydia. 28 years old.
Lady Catherine De Bourgh, Darcy’s arrogant
aunt, dominates Mr. Collins and entertains hopes
that her daughter will marry Darcy.
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Colonel Fitzwilliam Darcy’s well-mannered and
pleasant cousin 1s interested in Elizabeth but needs
to marry someone with money.

Georgiana Darcy, Darcy’s shy but warm-hearted
sister. 16 years old.

Other Characters

Mr. Collins, Mr. Bennet’s ridiculous cousin, will
inherit Longbourn after Mr. Bennet’s death. Upon
Lady Catherine De Bourgh’s recommendation, he
seeks a bride, first proposing to Elizabeth and then
to Charlotte Lucas. 25 years old.

Charlotte Lucas, Elizabeth’s sensible and intelli-
gent friend, disappoints Elizabeth by marrying Mr.
Collins for money and security. 27 years old.

Sir William and Lady Lucas are Charlotte’s par-
ents and the Bennets’ neighbours.

Mt. and Mrs. Gardiner, Mrs. Bennet’s intelligent
and cultivated brother and sister-in-law.

Mr. and Mrs. Phillips, a country attorney and his
vulgar wife, Mrs. Bennet’s sister.

Mtr. and Mrs. Hurst Bingley’s snobbish sister and
brother-in-law. Mrs. Hurst spends most of her
time gossiping with Caroline, while Mr. Hurst does
little more than play cards and sleep.

Miss De Bourgh, Lady Catherine’s sickly, bland
daughter.
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New Characters in this novel

Phillip Fitzwilliam, Viscount Matlock, Darcy’s
eldest cousin, Lady Matlock’s first son

Lord Fitzwilliam, Earl of Matlock, Darcy’s
mothet’s brother

Lady Matlock, Darcy’s aunt by marriage, Richard
Fitzwilliam’s mother
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Summary of

Pride and Prejudice

The novel opens with one of the most fa-
mous lines in English literature: “It’s a truth
universally acknowledged that a single man in
possession of a good fortune must be in want
of a wife.” The statement is seemingly what
Mrs. Bennet thinks as she sets her sights on
the newly arrived Bingley, who she is sure
will make a suitable husband for one of her
daughters. Bingley takes an immediate inter-
est in the beautiful and shy Jane at a ball. The
encounter between his friend Darcy and
Elizabeth is less cordial. Although Austen
shows them intrigued by each other, she re-
verses the convention of first impressions:
the pride of rank and fortune and prejudice
against the social inferiority of Elizabeth’s
family hold Darcy aloof, while the pride of
self-respect and prejudice against Darcy’s
snobbery hold Elizabeth equally aloof.
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The pompous Collins soon arrives, hoping to
marry one of the Bennet sisters. Mrs. Bennet
steers him toward Elizabeth, but the latter re-
fuses his offer of marriage. He 1nstead
becomes engaged to her friend, Charlotte.
During this time, Elizabeth encounters the
charming Wickham. The two have a mutual
attraction, and he informs her that Darcy has
denied him his inheritance.

After Bingley abruptly departs for London,
Elizabeth’s dislike of Darcy mounts as she
becomes convinced that he is discouraging
Bingley’s relationship with Jane. Darcy, how-
ever, has grown increasingly fond of
Elizabeth, admiring her intelligence and vital-
ity. While visiting the now-married Charlotte,
Elizabeth sees Darcy, who professes his love
for her and proposes. A surprised Elizabeth
refuses his offer, and when Darcy demands
an explanation, she accuses him of breaking
up Jane and Bingley and denying Wickham
his inheritance. Darcy subsequently writes
Elizabeth a letter explaining that he separated
the couple mainly because he did not believe

17
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Jane returned Bingley’s affection. He also
discloses that after squandering his inher-
itance, Wickham tried to marry Darcy’s then
15-year-old sister to gain possession of her
fortune. With these revelations, Elizabeth
begins to see Darcy in a new light.

Shortly after, the youngest Bennet sister,
Lydia, eloped with Wickham. Elizabeth i1s
alarmed by the news, as the scandalous affair,
which is unlikely to end in marriage, could
ruin the reputations of the other Bennet sis-
ters. When she tells Darcy, he persuades
Wickham to marry Lydia, offering him a sub-
stantial sum of money. Despite Darcy’s
attempt to keep his intervention a secret,
Elizabeth learns of his actions. With Darcy’s
encouragement, Bingley returns, and he and
Jane become engaged. Finally, Darcy pro-
poses again to Elizabeth, who, this time,
accepts.

18
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NEW PROPERTY

Prologue

The meadow glowed green, soft with the touch of
spring and speckled with the first buds of wild-
tflowers, which promised to turn the open land into
a colourful carpet soon. Above, a red kite glided
lazily across the sky, its eyes trained on the ground,
poised to swoop for any unwitting prey. Only a
lone rider and his horse disturbed the silence of the
landscape, moving with a steady, purposeful grace.

As he surveyed his new property, Darcy had to
shield his eyes from the intense rays of the spring
sun. The land stretched endlessly, its fertile fields
and promising vistas assuring him that he had
made the right decision. He perched high on his
taithful friend, Devil — a beautiful, high-spirited
stallion, sleek and black as midnight, standing over
sixteen hands' high. The animal had the cunning
ability to read Darcy’s moods, and this time was no

U A horse is measured in bands, as originally the height was determined by the
number of hand widths from the ground to the withers (the top of the shoulder,
where the neck meets the back). A hand equals four inches (ten centimetres),
roughly the width of a man’s hand.
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exception; he remained motionless, mirroring
Darcy’s solemn, reflective state as he gazed across
the vast land now under his care.

After a few moments, Darcy’s gloved hand
moved quietly, comfortingly, patting Devil’s neck.
He dismounted with a swift, practised move, land-
ing lightly on his feet, his boots pressing into the
damp earth. He took a few steps and knelt on the
ground. Letting his fingers trace the contours of
the soil, his touch reverent, almost meditative, he
caressed the earth with one of his hands, then ran
his fingers through the earth. Scooping up a hand-
tul, he raised it to his nose. Deeply, he inhaled the
thick, familiar, earthy aroma and examined the
sample. He made the soil crumble between his fin-
gers and nodded in satisfaction. The earth was
good, as he remembered.

Darcy stood, dusting off his gloves, and called
Devil, who went to him immediately. He nudged
him with his head, and Darcy reacted as always by
scratching behind his ears and stroking the animal
along his neck with a smile that reached his eyes as
his gaze drifted back over the meadow while he
stroked Devil’s neck.

“What say you, my friend?” he murmured.
“Shall this land suit your liking?”

Devil snorted in agreement, drawing a smile
from Darcy.
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His smile faded as he cast another glance
around the meadow and then turned his gaze west-
ward. Though the dense canopy of the treetops
obscured the view, he knew precisely what lay be-
yond those trees that framed the edge of the
property. His heart beat faster, a quickening he
both relished and resented for its lack of control.
Of course, he knew — he saw it with his mind’s eye
— her home was behind the treetops in that direc-
tion. He imagined the path winding from the
meadow, cutting through the woods, and emerging
at the grounds of the house. He could be there in
less than half an hour if he walked swiftly, a mere
quarter of an hour if he rode on Devil.

He remembered her as one remembers the sun-
light breaking through spring foliage: Cclear,
unexpected, and irrevocable. A single word, a sin-
gle glance had been enough to burn her image into
his memory forever.

The urge to see her, to be in her presence,
tugged at him, and he closed his eyes against the
longing. To ride there, unannounced, would be ab-
surdly impulsive and reckless — a stark contrast to
his character. Even unwise and indecent. Still, the
thought remained, tempting him.

He shook his head to push the impulse to visit
her aside.
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With a deep breath, he mounted Devil once
more, his hands sure on the reins. After a few
steps, he paused, eyes still fixed on the distant
treetops, his gaze lingering in the direction of Jer
home, feeling the invisible pull. While still looking
in that direction, he made his animal turn. He rode
with renewed energy, enjoying the soft breeze
sweeping across his face as if it carried a faint whis-
per of the promise before him.

As he rode on, only one thought occupied his
mind, pressing with a peculiar weight upon his
heart. The wind whispered as it brushed past, as
though bearing the echoes of what could be — a
future neither assured nor denied.

How might she react upon learning of his pres-
ence? So near? Would her face soften with
pleasure, or would that arched brow rise in disap-
proval? Would she understand what had brought
him so close or dismiss him as simply an uninvited
neighbour, a bad memory from the past?
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BROTHERLY TALK
Chapter 1

At Hunsford, Rosings Park

Darcy walked away in a hurry, his heart heavy with
the weight of her rejection. He walked away from
the woman who had scorned him; the pain of her
refusal was like a knife wedged in his chest. He still
saw the stubborn lift of her chin, the rigid set of
her mouth — so resolute, so unyielding. That ex-
pression had seared itself into his mind more than
the words that followed. He walked away before
he might lose all sense of pride; he had endured
enough humiliation. His steps were heavy with the
burden of his unrequited love, each footfall a tes-
tament to the emotional turmoil he was
experiencing.

Her indignant yet sweet countenance haunted
him, lingering in his mind’s eye with a torment he
could scarcely dispel. He knew he was the last per-
son she wished to see — #be last person whom she could
ever be prevailed on to marry... He could hardly utter
the words asking her to read his letter. His voice
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was deep and hoarse. He used her surprise to put
the letter in her hand, and he turned and left her,
knowing it might be the last time.

Possibly, 1 will never see her again.

The pain of this thought was so acute in his
breast, so final, that he had to make an effort not
to stop breathing and lean on his knees. She could
still possibly see him, and he would not show
weakness or glance back for a final look — he made
himself walk away.

By the time Darcy reached Rosings, he felt al-
most lifeless, as though a part of him had died.
Dead and hollow. His emotions were so tightly
suppressed that he mercifully felt nothing at all.
This numbness was a small blessing; he knew that
if he allowed himself to feel, the weight of what he
had just lost would crush him. Only a short while
ago, he had been filled with nervous determina-
tion, eager to claim her as his own. Now, he was
devastated, his thoughts unable to coalesce around
anything but the aching void her rejection had left
behind. It was a stark realisation of just how deeply
he desired her presence in his life.

He had not meant to write. What good could
possibly come of it now? And yet — if she never
knew the truth... If she went on believing Wick-
ham’s lies, believing he had ruined her sistet’s
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happiness... No. He could not bear it. The previ-
ous night, driven by a fervent need, he poured his
heart into his letter, driven by his need to make her
understand her mistake in his character. He wrote
and wrote until several pages were filled with his
role in persuading Bingley to abandon Miss Bennet
and the painful experience of his history with
Wickham. His heart had cried out in the solitude
of the night, insisting that he was a good man, but
his mind was clouded with the sharp sting of her
refusal.

Later, they paid their respects at the parsonage
at his cousin’s urging. Despite the inner turmoil
that made each step feel like a monumental effort,
he could not think of a plausible reason for not
saying goodbye to the people at Mr. Collins’ abode,
as he had visited them during his sojourn.

She was not there when they entered. Standing
in the very room where his proposal had been re-
jected, where his love had been casually thrown
away, was excruciating. His eyes fell on her em-
broidery on one of the chairs, and he had an errant
thought to take it as a token, and for a moment, his
hand twitched toward it. Would she miss it? Would
she think him a thief or a fool? He did not touch
it, but the urge lingered, shameful and oddly ten-
der. He was both disappointed and relieved by her
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absence, but he was eager to leave. When he ex-
cused himself to return to Rosings, he knew she
was out somewhere with /s letter.

As he climbed the stairs of Rosings for the last
time, he felt numb in his heart, as if part of him
had been extinguished. Without feeling, he bid
farewell to his aunt and cousin, each word hollow
and mechanical. He stood at the window, staring
into nothingness while his valet packed his belong-
ings. Below, rose bushes lined the eastern wall,
where she had once strolled with Mrs Collins. He
turned away before the memory could settle.

Even as he oversaw the final preparations of
his carriage, ensuring everything met his usual
standards, his mind remained a blank slate. He
went through the motions without letting himself
think about... Jer, not even for a moment.

The following day, everything seemed tasteless
and devoid of colour. The coffee, which on other
days stirred his senses with its pleasantly bitter vig-
our, now felt empty and dull; the toast, though
baked to a golden crispness, appeared stripped of
all salt, all enjoyment. Darcy sat at the table; his
gaze fixed blankly ahead as though searching
among the morning fare for something he had lost
— something no flavour nor scent could ever re-
store. A dull weight pressed upon his spirit; waking
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had brought no relief, only a quieter, more insidi-
ous form of sorrow. The silence of the room felt
stifling, and in every sip lingered the same thought:
without her, all was tasteless, all was meaningless.

They were ready to depart without delay.

On the way back to London in the carriage, he
gazed absently through the pane, unseeing, as the
beautiful countryside of Kent passed unnoticed, its
quiet charm quite lost to him. Would he ever ap-
preciate anything again? Would he ever find joy?
Call it drama if one must, but for a man so long
insulated by pride, the pain was novel, and no less
keen for that. He thought of losing his parents, but
their deaths were inevitable and expected when the
time came. But this — this rejection — had stripped
him of the possibility of a bright future with the
woman he loved.

Her rejection, he winced, was unexpected and
brutal. He felt it acutely: knowing she was lost to
him made him comprehend just how overwhelm-
ing his feelings were and how inadequate his
approach was — he had no idea she hated him so
much. The look of condemnation on her face had
been unmistakable.

How could he have misjudged things so com-
pletely?

He was wounded, yet a nagging thought per-
sisted: he could have done better. His lady had
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found him lacking, but Darcy did not feel ready to
face it all. He needed time. For the time being, he
was not in the right state of mind; he did not think
he could handle facing what happened in any
depth, the reality of his failure. For now, he pre-
terred to wallow in his misery.

He sat there facing his cousin, the colonel,
barely listening. Fortunately, his cousin never
struggled to converse and chatted away. He praised
the success of their visit, which Darcy received in
silence, for it revealed far too plainly his partiality
for Miss Elizabeth. Thankfully, Richard soon
found another topic to discuss: his new army as-
sighment. This time, Darcy did not even pretend
to be interested. His cousin’s voice was nothing
more than background noise — it came through
something akin to a waterfall.

Thankfully, Richard’s voice and the steady
rhythmic movement of his carriage soon rocked
Darcy to sleep. The effort of writing several pages
to her the previous day, stretching into the early
hours of dawn, had drained him. Having slept little
the night before, he had indulged in a morning
brandy before their departure, hoping to dull the
ache 1n his chest.

It worked — for a little while.

The brandy, combined with his exhaustion,
granted him a dreamless sleep, giving his weary
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body a brief reprieve before the full weight of his
heartache descended upon him again.

Hokok

His household was always happy to see him at
Darcy House in London. They were very much at-
tuned to him in their faithful service, so they
sensed something was wrong immediately after he
alighted from the carriage. Their master hardly said
a word, and his expression was grave. When he ar-
rived from somewhere, he usually engaged in
conversation happily enough with some of his up-
per staff. This time, however, Darcy was not in the
mood for small talk. He did not ask about their
health; he did not ask about the house. He did not
comment on his trip, nor did he mention the
weather.

His staff, ever proficient, instantly mirrored
their master’s mood and got on, although specula-
tion was rampant, especially after a few days. They
speculated wildly: a quarrel with his aunt, a sudden
business loss — until the butler delivered his valued
opinion: a man only got into such a state for one
reason, and that was a woman. Soon, the whole
household agreed and began to fear for their mas-
ter. What could be the problem for a gentleman
like their excellent employer?
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All this speculation was lost on Darcy — all he
wanted was to be left alone. Unfortunately, he
could not close himself completely, as Richard had
asked him to stay with him rather than go to his
apartment at the earl’s home, as he still had a few
days before he had to report back for duty at the
headquarters. He did not want his mother to fuss
about him, which would happen if he were under
her roof. Darcy had no good excuse to refuse him.

Darcy, as any discerning Reader is by now
keenly aware, was a taciturn fellow at the best of
times; now, he veritably grumbled. His present si-
lence plunged to such funereal depths that even
the most seasoned footmen or valet might have
tiptoed past it with trepidation. The strange thing
was that he could see himself from the outside but
was horrified inside that he could not control the
tact that he did not want to regulate his behaviour.

For three days, he said no to his valet’s every
gesture to help him in any way. The poor man was
beside himself. In his shirtsleeves, Darcy locked
himself in his study during the day. He tried to
work but soon gave up pretending and only stood
trom his chair to look out the window or pour an-
other drink. The staff did not know what to make
of him; even the housekeeper’s delicious meals
from Cook remained untouched on the tray. They
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wanted to help him in any way they could, but they
were at a loss for words. One of the maids even
asked the housekeeper whether she ought to pray
for him aloud. The housekeeper, though devout,
advised against it.

On Sunday, he did not go to church. He did
not go to breakfast, he did not go to lunch, and he
only showed up for dinner because by that time,
heartache or not, he was starving. A man had to
eat, and Darcy, after all, was a healthy young man;
eventually, his body demanded sustenance.

Richard did not know what to think either as
he watched his cousin struggle with himself.
Watching him, Richard wondered at the intensity
of Darcy’s feelings. He had seen men broken by
battle, but this — this was a different kind of war,
one waged within the heart. And from the look of
it, Darcy was losing. Richard wondered, not for the
first time, what sort of woman could bring his
cousin so low — and whether she might still undo
the damage.

First, he let him be, as, in his opinion, a man
had the right to be left alone; he understood his
need for privacy to sort out his troubles. He him-
self did not like to talk about the fact that he still
had nightmares from his time on the battletield.
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He wondered why this was happening all of a sud-
den, however.

As an army leader, he had to use his skills to
make his men open up if he was to help them in
any way. He learnt that men tended to bottle up
their feelings, thinking it a weakness to grumble.
Darcy was no different, and he was especially adept
at concealing his troubles. However, Richard had
had enough by the third evening and confronted
his younger cousin.

“Fitzwilliam.”

Darcy snapped his head toward his cousin, who
hardly ever called him Fitzwilliam — that was his
surname, Richard Fitzwilliam, so to avoid confu-
sion, Darcy was always Darcy to him.

“What plagues you, Darcy? You look as though
you’ve returned from battle and not the victorious
kind. I have never seen you in such a state... You
are sorely blue-devilled”. Well, not since I had to
rescue you from the Clementine debacle at univer-
sity. Even then, you were up and fencing on the
third day. What’s going onr”

Seated opposite Darcy, he at last understood
that his cousin was not merely disappointed — he
was all but undone by it.

The said incident involved a young woman.
Darcy lost his young head only to learn that she

2 Affected with the blue devils; depressed, melancholy, low-spirited.
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tavoured not only him but also Viscount Lancas-
ter, a rival of his. Rather, she chose him over
Darcy, although that relationship did not result in
marriage. (When she was disappointed in marrying
into a titled family, she thought of seeking Darcy’s
tavour again, but she thought wrong; Darcy was
not interested by then.)

He got awfully drunk when he found out about
her duplicity. It was the first time in his life he
wasted himself on drink, and it cost him the next
day and a half in bed with a terrible headache.
Richard was sent to talk some sense into him.
When he was himself again, Darcy swore that no
woman was worth getting sick over.

Darcy looked up for a moment but then re-
turned to looking at his plate; he shrugged. What
could he say? That he, Fitzwilliam Arthur George
Darcy, had been rejected? By a country lass, none-
theless! That he put his heart on a plate for the
lady, only to have it thrown back into his face? In
the cruellest way possible? That he misjudged the
situation terribly, and instead of expecting his ad-
dresses, Miss Elizabeth hated him with a
vengeancer Besides the humiliation, he had not yet
digested what had happened at Hunsford.

He looked up at his cousin and examined him.
Could he trust him with his troubles?
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Richard was his brother, he reflected. Of
course, he was his cousin in truth, but their rela-
tionship had long transcended that family tie.
Richard’s elder brother, Phillip, was some five
years older than him and three years older than
Richard, so he was off to school and university be-
fore them. That fact prompted the cousins to
spend a great deal of time together, but it was more
than that.

Matlock and Pemberley, their family estates,
were not far apart, so they often visited each other
when they were younger. At Pemberley, they fre-
quently shared their time with George Wickham,
the steward’s son, encouraged by Darcy’s father
(George being his godson). As both were older
than Darcy, even if George was older by one year
only and his cousin by two, they often conspired
against Darcy. Richard had switched his loyalties
to his younger cousin irrevocably by the time
Darcy turned fifteen, however, seeing the other’s
strange enjoyment of the increasingly cruel pranks
he came up with at Darcy’s expense. That was the
turning point in their relationship. That, and the
fact that Richard never lamented or felt cheated,
because Darcy was looking to inherit a considera-
ble estate while he had to work for a living,
although he received an allowance from his family.
Richard understood his position within his own
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tamily; he understood and accepted the way things
were. On the other hand, Wickham resented Darcy
and his lot more and more; by the time they went
to university, they were estranged.

Darcy admired his cousin for his integrity. He
knew Richard was also a proud fellow, making it
exceedingly difficult for Darcy to offer him any as-
sistance. And Darcy wanted to help him. When his
father died some five years earlier, he used the
guise of the will to bestow five thousand pounds
on him. Richard accepted that with gratitude, but
any further financial help was almost impossible —
he simply refused. The only avenue left was Rich-
ard’s birthday and Christmas, when he did accept
gifts.

Darcy shook his head. If he did not confide in
Richard, then whom? He would probably laugh at
him and make silly jokes at his expense, but he
would take his problem seriously.

For now, silence still seemed safer than pity and
heartbreak, and it was easier to nurse alone.

Maybe the next day, he thought.

Hokok

Breaking fast in the White Horse

36



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Well, the next day, as if the colonel had known it
was time, he barged into Darcy’s bedchamber and
rudely woke him. He ordered Wilkins, Darcy’s
valet, to clean him up because they were off to ride.
Darcy moaned but offered no resistance. He knew
it was time, and for once, he let his valet do as he
wished with him. He strangely welcomed Richard’s
interference. This was also good for poor Wilkins,
as a dishevelled master did nothing good to his
reputation as a valet. He was glad to be busy again.

Without a word, the cousins went downstairs,
mounted their horses, and started toward Hyde
Park, an enormous park at the edge’ of London.
The park was almost empty in the morning. They
gave their horses a good gallop on Rotten Row’
and headed toward the less-visited parts. They
even left the park to the west and rode into the
countryside, eventually arriving at an inn called the
White Horse. The establishment was busy, as all
inns were next to a main road. Due to its proximity
to London, this inn served as a resting place and
was a popular choice for accommodation, as it was
more affordable than city accommodations. With
a few coins to assure their hotrses were cared for,

3 Although today Hyde Park is in the centre of London, in Regency times, it was
at the edge of the city; there were empty fields to the north and west. See the story
website.

4 Go to the story website for information, link at the front.
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Darcy ordered them a large breakfast in the old es-
tablishment. They sat in one of the window
alcoves, which was strangely crooked — time and
the weight of the building had taken their toll on
that corner — and ate with good appetites. The un-
even floor made his teacup tilt slightly on the table
— or perhaps his world had already tipped of its
own accord.

The innkeeper’s wife served the distinguished
guests. She poured them good hot tea as Darcy had
asked. Since he had learnt how coffee should be
drunk in Ttaly on his grand tour’, he preferred to
drink tea at home.

“That was mighty good. There’s nothing better
than countryside food,” Richard remarked, push-
ing his plate away. “Now, speak.”

Darcy set down his teacup, nodded, and took a
moment to gather his thoughts. He gazed out the
window, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and de-
cided to be straightforward. “Miss Elizabeth
Bennet,” he began. “I asked her hand in marriage
and was soundly refused.” He turned to gauge his
cousin’s reaction.

> The Grand Tour was a period of foreign travel commonly undertaken by gen-
tlemen to finish off their education. It was popular from the mid-17th century
until the end of the 18th century when the outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars
stopped most foreign travel.
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Richard did not disappoint — his expression vis-
ibly went blank for a few seconds, cleatly caught
off guard. Although it had occurred to him that it
must be some woman, he had not expected this.
He raised his eyebrows. “Miss Elizabeth?”” Richard
blinked. “You proposed to her? Have you...have
you fallen for her?” he asked incredulously.

“Why i1s it such a surprise?” Darcy countered.
“Is she not ‘delightful’ as you praised her?”

“Well, I don’t really know. She’s...not one of
us. Darcy, she has nothing to offer.”

“What more do I need?”

“True, true... But you barely said two words to
her! I half expected you to marry someone from
our circles, maybe one of Mother’s protégés...
Good heavens, you must love her!”

“Keep your voice down.” Darcy looked around
uncomfortably. “What are you talking about? Of
course, I love her. What else would compel me to
marry her if not love?” He had not meant to say it
aloud. But now that it was out, he felt oddly hol-
low, no freer for the confession.

“It’s just...you never really...you never talked
about... I always thought you would end up in a
marriage of convenience.”

Darcy looked at him in dismay. “l a7 a man,
cousin.” He shrugged. “I have just never met any-
one who...moved me, anyone like her.”
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“Well, I... It’s just that you always seem to be
under good regulation... The only time I remem-
ber you losing your composure was back at
university.”

“Uh, that was not even funny. No, in my de-
tence, I was young and naive. I didn’t know what I
was about. She was so flattering, and I mistook it
tor love.”

“So, Miss Elizabeth appeals to you, huh? I
never saw it. So not Anne, then?” Richard pressed.

“Do you know me at all?”” Darcy scoffed.
“Anne is out of the question. Can you imag-
ine...you know...being with her?” He shuddered
involuntarily.

Richard grimaced in agreement. “No, I'm
sorry, I asked.” However, you never refute Aunt
Catherine!” Richard admonished Darcy.

“What would be the point?” He shrugged. “I
did at the beginning, but she just keeps at it. She
will have to understand eventually — it will never
happen.” Darcy broke off a piece of bread and
stuffed it in his mouth with a sip of tea.

“But cousin, you’ve grown adept at hiding
yourself. I had no ideal Wait, she refused your”
Richard’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“I am glad you got the gist of it.”” Darcy rolled
his eyes. The words still stung.
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“Incredible! But how could that be? You are
Fitzwilliam Darcy!” he exclaimed, half-laughing in
disbelief.

“Well, by the look of it, that was not enough.
She wants to marry for love, and it seems she does
not love me. Quite the opposite, in fact.” He
winced at the admission.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Women all around would
die for the opportunity to become your bride.”

“Well, it seems I have found the exception,”
Darcy said, looking away. The corner of his mouth
twitched — not quite a smile, but something re-
signed.

“Come on, even for Miss Elizabeth, that’s just
simply not done. One does not refuse an offer like
yours. What was she thinking? Or maybe you mis-
understood?” Richard speculated.

“Are you daft? How could anyone mistake a
yes for a no?”” Darcy bristled.

“Just thinking here...you must admit, it is really
out of the ordinary.”

Darcy turned back to the window, his mind
drifting to the memory of her at the pianoforte —
her face alight with some impertinent remark she
was about to make, her fingers gliding softly over
the keys, and that impish half-smile playing upon
her lips — a smile that held unconscious charm and
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a hint of defiance. And now, that smile haunted
him more than any scornful glance ever could.

“Yet she refused me. She is that woman.”

“Are you certain you understood her cor-
rectly?” Richard asked, still in disbelief.

Darcy’s jaw clenched. He looked away, as if
even meeting his cousin’s eyes might unman him.
He looked back at his cousin, his lips pressed
tightly together.

“Of course, I understood her! There was noth-
ing to misinterpret.” He shook his head. If Richard
had known with what vehemence she attacked his
character, arrogance, conceit, selfish disdain... He shut
his eyes to it to protect himself against her accusa-
tions, even in memory. Never in a thousand years
would he have thought she judged him in so de-
cidedly a negative way.

Richard watched his cousin’s pain play out on
his face. “Did she at least give you a reason? I
mean, a connection to you would’ve meant a lot to
her family.”

“I do not think she even gave it a thought. I
had to persuade her to tell me her reasons. Well, I
guess I asked for it because she lashed out in anger
so violently that she almost bewitched me.” He
gave a humourless laugh. “You should have seen
her! No one has ever talked to me that way... She
was magnificent!”
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He recalled the young lady’s stance as she stood
before him, her little fists clenched, and the fierce
power of her gaze upon him. Even now, thinking
back, her devastating words had a strange effect on
him; he shuddered. He was, of coutse, offended —
but another, more primal response overtook him
as she argued. His blood surged, his senses sharp-
ened: desire, swift and unmistakable. His body and
mind reacted to her challenge, making him feel
more alive than he had in a long time. He had to
tforce himself to keep his dignity and not pull her
into his arms and kiss her as he had in his dreams
so that they would both lose their selves. She had
no idea of the restraint he had to use to remain a
gentleman. Maybe he should not have bothered. She al-
ready thought he was no gentleman, and he would
now know how that defiant girl tasted.

He imagined kissing her. He imagined how she
would have felt in his arms as he drew her close,
the heat of her breath, how she would have tasted
and given in to his lips moving on hers... His body
reacted, and he had to shake himself. He bitterly
chuckled inwardly at what she would have thought
of him if he had given in to his desires.

He was not welcome; he sobered. Such
thoughts were futile now. She would never wel-
come his touch. Then, the pain came. That would
never happen; he would never know the touch of
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her lips. He would never know what it would feel
like to be loved by her. He suspected that lucky
would be the man upon whom she would bestow
her tender feelings.

Darcy put his hand to his heart to stop the
sharp pain.

“Darce!l” the colonel called, snapping him
back to the present. “Magnificent? You must be
lost!”

Darcy shook his head firmly. “I am telling you
as it is. I am serious. In her outrage, she did not
even stop to consider what my proposal could
mean for her. All she cared about were the per-
ceived wrongs I had done to people she wanted to
protect. Yes, she was amazing!” His voice faltered.
“But she was right. I approached her with arro-
gance, thinking my position alone would suffice. I
thought myself generous when, in truth, I was
blind to what she needed most — respect and un-
derstanding.”

Richard nodded slowly. “Who was so im-
portant to her?”

“Her sister, for one. Somehow, she had learnt
of my involvement in Bingley’s affair.”

“What? Bingley...her sister?” Richard’s eyes
widened in shock. “Oh, no! Was it ersister Bingley
was after?”’
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Darcy nodded slowly. “Was it—was it you? Did
you tell her? Why?” Darcy straightened up, a hint
of accusation in his tone. His chest tightened. Had
his own cousin handed Elizabeth the sword she
used to cut him down?

“Well, we were talking about you.” Richard
stammered.

“You were talking about me?” Darcy’s expres-
sion darkened with a thunderous look.

Richard flushed with embarrassment. “Well,
yes. She was quite harsh about... She misinter-
preted something about you...”

“Something? She does not know me at alll” He
scoffed.

“Yes, she thought you ordered me about.”

“Pardon, what exactly are you talking about?
Focus, Richard. Tell me everything.” Darcy de-
manded, his patience wearing thin.

Richard hesitated but saw the determined look
on Darcy’s face. “All right, all right. She seemed to
believe that you were...how do I put this...over-
bearing, controlling, perhaps?”

Darcy’s eyes narrowed. “Controlling? How
could she think that? I have never...”

So, the colonel tried his best to tell Darcy about
his unfortunate conversation with Miss Elizabeth
on his tour of the park. He just wanted to say
something positive to Miss Elizabeth about him
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after trying to disabuse her of the notion that he
was at his cousin’s beck and calling. He wanted her
to know that Darcy was a good friend, that he
could be one, and that he wanted to protect
Bingley from a fortune hunter.

Darcy exhaled sharply, trying to keep his tem-
per in check. “You idiot! You have less discretion
than a debutante. Did it not occur to you that I had
told you that in confidence? A fine pair of eyes
comes along, and you sing like a bird. What kind
of a soldier are you? You’re meant to guard secrets,
not spill them at the sight of a pair of fine eyes.”
He let out a sharp breath, pinching the bridge of
his nose. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?
And I never said she was a fortune hunter. What
must she have thought of me?” Darcy turned away,
looking out the window again. The memory of
Elizabeth’s fierce, passionate expression lingered
in his mind. He had known her to be spirited, but
this—this was something entirely different. “I un-
derestimated her,” he muttered, half to himself. “I
underestimated her greatly.” And now he feared he
might never be able to repair what he had so clum-
sily undone.

Richard squeezed his eyes shut and shook his
head. When he opened his eyes, they were full of
remorse. He watched his cousin closely, realising
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for the first time just how deep Darcy’s feelings for
Miss Elizabeth Bennet ran.

“That is why she did not come to dinner at
Rosings,” Darcy reflected aloud.

“Well, let me remind you that yox have fallen
for that pair of fine eyes. Did—did I lose you your
proposal?”’

“Well, it did not help, but no, she still had other
things to throw at my face.” Darcy looked down at
his lap. He hesitated, hating the taste of the words
before they even left his lips. “She thinks highly of
Wickham.”

“Whom? How could that be? I need a drink.”
He looked around for the matron. “My good
woman, fetch us two pints, will you?”

“Right. How does she know Wickham? That
son of a...!”

“He joined the militia, and they happened to be
stationed in Meryton, where she lives, of all places.
I saw him when he arrived, still dressed in civilian
clothes.”

“He 1s a pest! You never mentioned that you
had seen him, you know, not since...”

“This was in November, Richard.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, there was a ball soon after, and Miss
Elizabeth questioned me about him. She seemed
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quite protective of him. I tried to warn her, but I
could tell she was not ready to hear me about him.”

“He got to her?”

Darcy nodded.

“Then she 1s not as clever as I had thought.”

“That’s what I said to myself then, but since
then... She is a sheltered gentlewoman, and even
my father was fooled. He is skilled at telling a tale,
spinning a good one. You know how it is — puppy
eyes, flattery, half-truths — and people believe him.
It worked on Georgiana for a time. It worked on
my father. Why not her? I bet he made her feel
sorry for his lot by my evil hands. A victim always
gets sympathy.” Darcy reflected bitterly. “He told
her I refused him the promised living, and she ac-
cused me of pushing him into his state of relative
poverty. As if...” He snorted.

“So, he conveniently omitted the small detail of
receiving compensation,” Richard said dryly.

Darcy shook his head. “Of course, he did. She
seemed determined to provoke me; I'll give her
that much. She thought me a villain and was intent
on putting me in my place.” Darcy exhaled sharply.
“And the worst part? She believed every word he
said. That I was the villain of the tale, that I de-
stroyed him for sport. And all the while, I stood
there, accused in silence, unable to defend myself.
Unfortunately, her sense of righteousness barred
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her from hearing my warning. I tried to tell her that
Wickham makes friends easily and loses them just
as easily, but I could not say much more without
compromising my sister.”

Richard was dismayed.

Darcy was disappointed in Miss Elizabeth for
talling prey to Wickham’s lies, but he knew how
convincing he could be if he wanted to. At least,
that was what he told himself in her defence. At
the same time, he also used her favouritism to-
wards Wickham as one more excuse to leave
Hertfordshire. This weakness in her, not seeing
through his arch enemy’s guiles, showed her in a
poor light. Now, however, he found himself ap-
preciating her courage to stand up to him.

“I wish I had gone with you to Ramsgate,”
Richard said suddenly.

Darcy looked at him questioningly.

“I’d have broken the bastard’s nose.” He shook
his head. “I should have beaten him up so bad that
he could not make love to the gentle folk’s fancies.
I should have ruined his pretty face.” He said in-
dignantly, “You said he had joined the militia. Who
is his colonel? Maybe I could write to him. I could
make his life miserable. Is this why you asked me
to answer any questions of Miss Elizabeth’s?”

He gave a brief nod of agreement. They stood,
and Darcy left some coins on the table.
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“Well, I am sorry I could not wait any longer. I
should have told her the truth about her precious
favourite.”

Darcy winced. “I wrote her a letter. She
knows.”

Richard froze in his saddle. “You what? ...
Are—are you out of your mind? What possessed
you to put your sister’s story in writing? Hspecially
after she had refused you and, by that, showed a
lack of discernment! That was reckless, Darcy, I'm
telling you,” Richard called after Darcy as he
mounted Devil.

“I trust her. She may confide in her elder sister,
but Miss Bennet seems to have a good heart. She
will not gossip either.” It was madness, perhaps.
But it was done.

“I hope so. For all our sakes.”

When they arrived back and were going into
the house, Richard expressed his sympathy.

“For what it’s worth, I am very sorry for what
happened. But you know what they say — plenty
more in the ocean, there must be someone out
there.”

“I shall never find another like her,” Darcy said,
eyes fixed ahead. He did not say it for pity. He said
it as a fact.

Richard stopped.
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“If you lament her so much, why do you not go
after her?”
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REFLECTIONS AND INTERRUPTIONS
Chapter 2

"
| )
[

“Oh, I'm not good at this! Why is embroidery
deemed so essential for the fairer sex?” Elizabeth
huffed at her handiwork.

But even her annoyance with the needle could
not distract her for long.

She was sitting in the parlour, the very one,
with Charlotte and Maria. They occupied them-
selves as ladies should. Charlotte was reading aloud
trom a London newspaper, though it was at least a
tortnight old, as Lady Catherine graciously allowed
the parsonage to keep her newspapers...well, after
she finished only reading the headlines of most of
the articles. Her guests were listening to her read-
ing the next chapter of a novel while sewing or
embroidering — in Elizabeth’s case, attempting was
the better word.

For five days, Elizabeth’s mind had been
wholly occupied, rendering her unfit for all other
considerations. She was still in shock, still in disbe-
lief about what had happened, and the following
letter, which was incredible in itself, that Mr. Darcy
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would breach propriety that way. At first, she had
been too shocked to reflect on the impropriety, but
in the days that followed, her indignation grew.
The fact is that if people had known a letter from
a gentleman was in her pocket, they would have
found it most scandalous, and her reputation
would have been ruined. That flared her indigna-
tion at the gentleman.

The letter burnt a hole in her pocket as she had
it with her day and night. She had meant to destroy
it. Yet still it lay, folded and softening at the edges,
like a wound she refused to close. By now, she
could quote much of its content; so many times,
she had read it already, despite swearing, she would
not after her first perusal. She had a morbid fasci-
nation with the letter. She punished herself with
every new reading, as she disliked what she read.
Yet, there were so many things to consider, so
many things to decipher.

Her chief concern was Mr. Wickham and Mr.
Darcy’s account. Acknowledging and accepting his
description of their past was a slow and painful
process. Realising that she had been duped was like
a bucket of icy water. How could she have fallen
tor his lies? She called on her memories of their
conversation, and she had to admit that she hun-
grily drank his poisonous words then. Why?
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She knew the answer. She had wanted to be-
lieve Mr. Wickham, not despite Mr. Darcy’s insult,
but because of it. His tale had been a balm to her
wounded pride; she wanted confirmation that he
was an immoral man, jealous and hateful, so that
she could discredit his insult to her person as not
worth her bruised ego. It was not merely that
Wickham’s charm was intoxicating but that his tale
aligned so perfectly with her own prejudices. Now,
the cracks in that narrative widened, and with them
came a painful awareness of her own folly.

She had always considered herself intelligent
and took pride in it. One who could think for her-
self. Why did she not recognise the contradictions
in his tale? Did he not say that he was not afraid of
seeing Mr. Darcy, yet it was he who stayed away
from the ball? Then, she put all the blame at Mr.
Darcy’s door. She recalled that even Miss Bingley
warned her, but she dismissed her based on her
dislike of the lady. A strong aversion now stirred
within her at the recollection of her former credu-
lity.

Young ladies are sometimes inclined to be con-
tent with the sweetest version of the truth — at least
until a lengthy letter, a measure of wounded pride,
and much reflection persuade them otherwise.

A greater contradiction still was that, once Mr.
Darcy had left the neighbourhood, Mr. Wickham
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saw fit to recount his sorry tale to anyone willing
to listen. Elizabeth, who had once believed herself
the sole confidante of that unhappy story, now felt
both foolish and stung. Now, she realised she had
been only one of many — and perhaps not even the
most gullible.

Had he not declared he would never speak ill
of the son, for the sake of Mr. Darcy’s father? And
yet she had believed Wickham. How could she
have been so credulous? So eager to assume the
worst of a man she barely knew! Fury at herself
would rise, sudden and hot, only to cool into
something far more painful. Shame.

She had wanted Wickham’s story to be true.
That was the most humiliating part of it all.

Her disdain for Mr. Darcy only compounded
her folly. Wickham’s countenance, voice, and man-
ner had established him at once in possession of
every virtue® — not seeing through him made her
question her ability to discern character. How
much Mr. Darcy must have laughed at her proven
naivete!

She could not sleep well for many a night. She
was mortified. The image of Mr. Darcy’s face dur-
ing his proposal haunted her — the barely concealed
hopefulness, the quiet certainty that he would not
be refused. She had shattered it without a second

¢ Verbatim from Pride and Prejudice
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thought, and now she wondered: had she been
cruel in her indignation?

That image — his eyes searching hers, the pause
before the final words — returned with cruel preci-
sion.

To be so humbled in her own eyes — she, who
had once prided herself on her intelligence — was
agony indeed. Of neither Mr. Darcy nor Mr. Wick-
ham could she think without feeling she had been
blind, partial, prejudiced, absurd’.

She recalled one night at Netherfield when she
and Mr. Darcy bantered. How superior she felt
then when she accused him of wvanity and
pride...and hating everybody; oh, what did he say
in return? He said that her failing was to misunder-
stand people wilfully. That sad example proved
Mr. Darcy a better observer of men, she bitterly
admitted. She did not want to think well of him.
How embarrassing! If anything, this revealed her
own faulty judgement.

The shame she bore was acute, stirring within
her a quiet but undeniable resentment towards the
gentleman privy to her lapse in discernment.

Hokok

7 Verbatim from Pride and Prejudice
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“If you lament her so much, why do yon not go after her?”

Darcy first just stared at his cousin, unmoving and
unblinking, and then his eyes bulged. “Richard, are
you out of your mind? How could I?”

“You... Well, you said yourself, she doesn’t re-
ally know you. Her arguments against you were
mistaken. Give her a chance...pay her the proper
attentions.”

Pay her the proper attentions? Darcy was reeling.
Surely, this must be a most impossible course! De-
spite his incredulity, the possibility of trying again,
seeing her again, made him shiver traitorously. It
seized him with such force that it nearly took his
breath away.

Hope was a dangerous thing. And yet — there it
was, breathing again.

“Think about it, Darce. If it does not work out,
you can be satistied you tried.” His cousin patted
Darcy’s back as he went past him. “You know,
Cousin,” Richard added, pausing at the door,
“sometimes the greatest battles are fought not on
the field but within ourselves. And sometimes, the
bravest thing we can do is risk losing.”

“A gentleman does not ask twice,” argued
Darcy.
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Richard turned back. “Does he not? Do you
not remember my parents’ story? My father asked
my mother shree times! Father always said that his
persistence won her over.”

“But he was titled, why did she refuse? I cannot
remember.”

“My father had to give up his loose ways.”

“Oh.”

“Mother always gets what she wants. Think
about it, Darce. This could be your saving grace! It
could even work out well.” Richard winked and
turned to go to his room.

The first utterance of his suggestion was said
without thinking, but then it sounded like a clever
idea to him; what was more, it would considerably
ease his conscience if he really were 7ot the cause
of his cousin’s failure.

Darcy stood rooted at the entrance for a mo-
ment, then went straight to his study and told his
footman that he did not wish to be disturbed.
When he closed the door behind him, he sagged
against it.

Go after her? He could not possibly... Could he
do it? Or was it merely recklessness whispering
within him? What would she even think — to see
him again? To be pursued by the very man she had
rejected so completely? Could he open himself to
another possible humiliation? Should he try again?
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But was such a pursuit noble or selfish? Was he
seeking her forgiveness or his own redemption?

Ah, sweet temptation! It was so utterly outra-
geous, so divinely attractive an idea... He was of
two minds. He pushed himself from the door and
went to his desk. Without thinking, he checked his
correspondence, separating them into three piles,
as he was ever organised, but then left them on his
desk.

He went to one of the floor-to-ceiling windows
that let plenty of light into his study. He let the
sunlight warm his face. He supported himself
against it with his hands and looked out the win-
dow, unseeing. His mind was quickly turning
around his cousin’s suggestion.

Yes, it was obvious that Miss Elizabeth did not
know him despite her claiming to be an observer
of people. Indeed, for some reason, she refused to
see him correctly. He was not a villain, for heaven’s
sake! He was not an evil man... Why did she think
the worst of me? Then, he wondered if she had given
credit to his letter. Did she know now that she had
misjudged him? That her favourite was the worst
cheater and seducer? O, my, he thought, what if
she never read his letter? His throat constricted...
That letter had become his one defence, his final
plea. And what if she had never even seen it? It was
highly inappropriate of him to demand that she
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read it. He knew that. Of course, he did. At the
same time, what was he supposed to do?

He could not live with the knowledge that the
lady he most esteemed judged him wrongly.

Unless her hatred of him was more potent than
her curiosity, she must have read the letter... — he
decided.

At the time, at the parsonage, he berated his
tongue, which often failed him in her presence. At
Nethertfield in November, it had been simpler and
easier. He had been an observer then, content to
study her from a distance — the playful curve of her
smile, the fire in her eyes as she sparred with him.
He had held the upper hand, or thought he did.
Back then, she was merely intriguing. Now, she has
unsettled everything. She had become a torment-
ing delight, a living riddle that defied his reason.
Then, he was intrigued by her and wanted to en-
gage her in conversation. But at Rosings, when he
still fought his attraction, he tried to avoid her.
However, once he gave in and accepted his fate, he
suddenly found himself unsure of how to ap-
proach the lady. That fascination had deepened
into yearning, fierce and unbidden, and he was ut-
terly unprepared for the strength of his feelings.

At that most crucial moment — well, he was
quite distracted by the picture she made in her in-
dignation — he could not refute her accusations; he
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had to be satisfied that he could utter some words
of courtesy at the end. He could not leave her
quickly enough. In her absence, however, his
thoughts were flooding his mind. What should he
have said in his defence? After a few drinks, he
gave in to his need to communicate to her clearly
that she was wrong.

He committed his thoughts to paper. He did
not plan to give it to her per se; it was more like
letting his ire out, a private purge. However, it be-
came a confession, and as the letter took shape, the
original purpose of a letter to the intended recipi-
ent took hold of him, and he decided to make a
clear copy.

As he wrote and wrote, his need for justice and
recognition calmed, and he felt justified by the
means. In his mind, his accuser must have been in
need of the truth so that she might form a fair es-
timation of his character. A tiny part of him felt
hope that she would change her mind about him,
but then he quickly killed that idea and strived to
be satistied by her giving credit to his confessions.

What a mess! Why did Richard have to utter that idea?

Exhausted, he sank into his armchair and
closed his eyes, seeking reprieve from the turmoil
within.

She did not expect his proposal. How lamentably
vain he had been! Why did he think otherwise?
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He opened his eyes, as if struck by lightning.
The truth seared through him: he had never hon-
estly tried to know her; he only listened to his own
certainty.

It was not that he thought otherwise, but that
he assumed... He never really considered her! It
was all about him and what /e wanted. He wanted
her, and he thought she was there for the taking,
believing she would be gratetul for the offer. What
an arrogant fool! Painful as her rejection was, it was a
humbling experience.

A crashing voice tore through the hallway:
“Get out of my way, man!” The door flung open a
second later, as if jolted by command. “Darcy!
There you are.”

Darcy groaned at the interruption. His cousin
did not know the meaning of ‘no.” He dismissed
his footman with an obliging wave of the hand.

“Hello, Phillip. I should like to say welcome,
but you are, in fact, not welcome. I am busy.”

The viscount, apparently unimpressed by his
cousin’s mood, looked around. “Busy? No, you are
not. Is this a way to greet your favourite cousin?”
He smirked. “What is so important?”’

“None of your business, Cousin. And you are
not my favourite,” Darcy said petulantly, then
siched. “What do you want?”
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“It is not what [ want per se. You should imag-
ine I have better things to do than play a
messenger. Mother sent me to get you to join her
for tea.”

Darcy looked up at his cousin.

“She knows you are in town.” He shrugged.

Darcy groaned. Of course. When had he ever
been free of family interference for long?

“Richard paid her a visit yesterday. Where is he,
by the way? I also need to speak with him. I have
a new venture...but we can talk about that another
time.”

Darcy concurred. He stood and went to his
desk. “Can you not say that you did not find me?”

“You wish me to speak an untruth to my
mother? Have you gone mad? Surely you know
better! She would pry it out of me in a matter of
moments, as you very well know. And besides, 1
would not lie on your behalf — not even for you,
cousin. Look at you. You need to leave your study.
You appear quite fatigued.”

Darcy was about to reply, but the viscount in-
terrupted.

“Four o’clock. Do not disappoint Mother; she
would not appreciate it.” As he finished, he was
out the door, and Darcy heard him asking the foot-
man to direct him to his brother.
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Darcy sat in his chair and wondered how her
aunt did it — she, indeed, always got her way. If
Phillip was the hammer, LLady Matlock was the vel-
vet glove — and she was always more dangerous.

Richard and Phillip’s mother, Countess Mat-
lock, had adopted Darcy when his own mother,
her sister-in-law, died many years ago. She was a
treasure trove of memorties about his mother, as
they had been very close. They knew each other
trom finishing school, though not in the same year,
as the countess was two years older. She had always
liked the shy but clever little boy, so as Darcy and
his sister were orphaned, she appointed herself as
the surrogate mother of the Darcy siblings. She
loved them as she loved her own two boys.

The lady was a force to be reckoned with. Eve-
rybody knew that her word was law. The earl ruled
in his politics, but at home and in society, his dear
countess ruled the roost. The earl adored his gentle
but firm wife; unlike many upper-echelon mar-
riages, theirs was one of genuine affection, having
grown into it.

Hokok

Darcy heard the command behind the courtesy
even before arriving at Matlock House. His aunt
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had summoned him, and when LLady Matlock sum-
moned, men obeyed. She had ruled her household
and half of Mayfair with the same gentle iron for
over thirty years.

At precisely four o’clock, he presented his hat
and walking stick to a footman at Matlock House.
He was announced.

“William, welcome! Thank you for coming,” a
handsome, elegantly dressed woman greeted
Darcy. Though in her early fifties, her complexion
retained a startling youthfulness — thanks, she in-
sisted, to ‘those miraculous oils of the
Mediterranean,’ a belief she repeated often enough
to have made it true. Her eyes sparkled with life,
and her famous warm smile was now directed at
Darcy. She welcomingly opened her arms, and
Darcy kissed her offered cheek.

“It is not like I had a choice, but it’s good to
see you, Aunt.”

Her ladyship chuckled. “Watch your tongue,
young man. Who knows when you would have
shown yourself if I had left it to you.”

“Well, I am here.”

“Yes, come, sit. Tell me about Rosings. How is
my dear sister-in-law?” She poured tea as she was
speaking.

“Rosings is pleasant as always in the spring.
Aunt Catherine is very well, as ever.”
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“Did she cajole you this time around?”

“She did. That never changes.” Darcy
shrugged. “But I changed the subject, and once I
even left the room. I got a reproachful look, but
that was all, thankfully.”

“I think, deep down, she knows this marriage
with Anne will not happen; she just cannot let it
go. Stubborn to the core.”

“That she is.” He sighed. “Her estate is not in
good shape; she always believes she knows best.
The earl must make my suggestions happen; oth-
erwise, they will find themselves in dire straits
soon. I managed to accomplish a few things, but it
was not enough to bring about change. Nothing
lasting. Her pride 1s the soil her estate grows in, and
it bears poor fruit. When it is convenient for my
uncle, I would discuss them with him.”

“I am sad to hear she does not take your advice;
you are good at these things; she should know, too.
It is a great kindness on your part to take on the
burden of looking after her interests. I shall send a
note when your uncle is available to talk to you.
We plan to visit there sometime in June. To be
honest, I’'m not looking forward to it; she started
to criticise the way I dress, as if she were some
tashion expert.”

Darcy smirked. His aunt had no place to criti-
cise anyone with her wardrobe of over-decorated
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gowns, lace everywhere. Lady Matlock was ele-
gance herself, so she was rightly insulted.

“Richard said that he enjoyed his stay more
than usual. He said that you had company,” she
said nonchalantly, but she was looking at Darcy.

Darcy’s face straightened immediately.

Her ladyship was alert about the guests at the
parsonage because her son had praised one of
them, especially a Miss Elizabeth; what a ‘delight-
tul addition’ she was to their group. She wanted to
know if Darcy agreed. What she observed was a
surprise. His adopted son stiffened and looked
away uncomfortably. He was hardly fazed by any-
thing.

“Yes, Mrs. Collins, the parson’s wife at Huns-
ford, had visitors from home, her sister and friend.
We spent some time together.”

“And? I understand the sister was young, but
what about Miss Elizabeth? What did you think of
her?” Her voice was mild. Her eyes were not.

Darcy blinked. The sound of her name hit him
like a dropped pin in a silent room — small, but
sharp.

Her guest was affected, her ladyship marvelled.
Could it be? The countess had been urging Darcy to
settle; it was time, she had said. Her own children
were impervious to her in this, while she was eager
tor grandchildren. The viscount especially worried
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her, as he was now in his early thirties. When Darcy
cleared his throat, she was sure that Darcy had
found the lady delightful, too...and maybe more?

“Miss Elizabeth is a...lovely young lady.” That
pause did not escape Lady Matlock. Nor did the
sudden softness in his tone.

“What is she like?”” She pretended indifference.
Lady Matlock did not miss the flicker in his eyes
either. She had spent years reading men too proud
to admit they were caught. This one was no excep-
tion.

“She...is kind-hearted, clever, well-read, a
good conversationalist,” ...and maddening, he al-
most added, but caught himself. “She loves the
outdoors. She is unafraid to share her opinions —
even with Lady Catherine.”

So, these are the traits that attract you... No wonder

you have difficulty finding someone in the ton. “Even with

Lady Catherine?” Her ladyship’s eyebrows arched
high. She noted that one approvingly. Courage and
wit—her nephew had never gone for dull women.
“Good heavens, this Miss Elizabeth sounds like a
torce of nature, indeed. Even I mostly just let her
barbs stand and do not argue with her... And is
she good-looking?”

Darcy closed his eyes. Her face appeared at
once — unbidden, unwelcome, unforgettable.

Poor boy, be is lost, her ladyship thought.
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Her heart-shaped face, speaking eyes, and
those kissable lips appeared before him. “Yes, she
is very good-looking,” he answered in the end.

“Hmm. I think I would like to meet her.”

“That is unlikely,” he said, too quickly. “She
lives on a small estate in Hertfordshire; the family
does not come to town.”

“How do you know it is a small estater”

“Last autumn, when I was a guest at Bingley’s
leased estate, we neighboured theirs, Longbourn.”

“What a coincidence!”

“Yes, well, Aunt’s parson will inherit the estate.
Miss Elizabeth is his cousin and Mrs. Collins’s
friend.”

“I see.”

“Lady Catherine hinted that she was the par-
son’s first choice as she suggested Mr. Collins to
offer for one of his cousins; there are five of
them.”

“You do not say! Did she refuse him?”

“It seems so0.”

“That was not wise of her. Refusing security is
a luxury few can afford — unless she hoped for
something better?”

“What do you meanr”

“You said there were five daughters in the fam-
ily and that this parson would inherit their estate.
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She could have ensured that her family would be
safe.”

Darcy thought about this. “That may be, but
Aunt, the man is a sycophant. And unintelligent.
Miss Elizabeth deserves motre than such a hus-
band.” He gulped. He heard the words as he spoke
them and knew they revealed far too much.

“You seem to know Miss Elizabeth very well.”

Darcy visibly winced.

“We spent some days under one roof at Neth-
erfield when her sister fell ill after a visit; she was
caught in the rain. Miss Elizabeth came to take care
of her sister. There were also some soirees and a
ball...”

“You attended a ball in the country?”

“Yes, we danced.”

“You danced? With Miss Elizabeth? Of your
own volition?”

Darcy looked up, cornered but defiant. “Well,

b

yes.
“That is not like you.”

“Not like me? What of her?”” Darcy’s voice was
sharp, his pride pricked. “It took me asking her
three times!” He huffed. Looking at his aunt, he
realised he had said too much. Again. The room
went quiet. Even the ticking of the clock seemed
louder. Why did he have to confess that?

Her ladyship was speechless.
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“Are you-are you saying that she refused to
dance with your”

Darcy nodded sharply.

Her ladyship blinked — as if hearing the laws of
nature reversed.

“And you asked her several times?”

Lady Matlock stared at Darcy in silence for a
few more moments, then laughed an elegant but
startled laugh.

“I am glad you find this funny.” His lips
pinched together in a hard line.

“Oh, William! I never thought I would get to
see this. I thought I would have to rely on Divine
Providence to instil love into your heart — but it
seems Miss Elizabeth has accomplished the task in
its stead. You /ke this lady. You like this lady. More
than that — she’s your equal. Your match. And 1
dare say, your undoing!”

Darcy’s face was expressionless as he looked at
her.

“Oh, my boy! Heaven help you! Do you plan
to take this further?”

Darcy groaned. Suddenly, he looked at his aunt
with chagrin.

His aunt tried to figure out his motives. “Do
you think you cannot have her?”
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Darcy had known it was not a good idea to
meet his aunt. She had the cunning ability to make
people speak.

“I have asked her.”

The countess gasped. But then, she did not un-
derstand his morose expression.

“She refused.”

Her eyes widened at this travesty. Is she not right
in the mind? Maybe she is not suitable for him after all.
Refusing two offers? And one that'’s most sought after? She
suspected that even some wives and widows would
give half their teeth for it.

The countess was motionless, then set down
her teacup with deliberate care, as if she feared that
one sudden movement might shatter reality itself.
“I do not understand. No, I cannot fathom it,”” she
said, her voice low with incredulity. “You, refused?
What could possibly induce a young lady — any
young lady — to refuse your”

She stood, went to the cabinet and poured two
drinks. As she sat down again, she put one glass
into Darcy’s hands like a general issuing orders on
the battletield.

“Drink first, and then you shall tell me all. I
want to know everything!”
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NEW ENERGY
Chapter 3

“... What a tale! I am quite intrigued. I think I do
not have to tell you that you botched that pro-
posal.”

Darcy slowly nodded his head.

“Had I not raised you better than this?” she
added with a half-laugh. “Oh, my dear boy! The
ton has spoiled you. Being rich, clever and hand-
some did not do you much good, did it? You never
had to work for a maiden’s favour. You have al-
ways been admired, Fitzwilliam — but admiration is
not affection, as you well know... Fitzwilliam,
Richard is right. You cannot give up. Not if she
makes you feel like this. Life is too short to go
through it without some happiness.”

Darcy was about to protest.

“No, do not deny it. This feeling inside you is
so precious. Many people never find love, my dear;
they often do not recognise it, or if they do, they
often do not act on it because of society or ruin it
with greed and debauchery.” She took a sip of her
drink. “If she were not gently born, it may be a
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problem. But she is a gentlewoman, and you are a
gentleman. We will deal with the ton if it comes to
that. I shall relish the scandal. It shall do them good
to be scandalised by something worthy.”

“You would accept her?” He asked, half in-
credulous, half hoping. “You would approve of
her?”

“Yes.”

“Just like thatr”

“Just like that. Let us face it: you have wan-
dered the ton like a ghost for years, Fitzwilliam;
you have shied away from forming an attachment.
If this young woman makes you feel alive, that
alone is a miracle. If she is everything you want,
and you can convince her to accept you, I will sup-
port you. I want you to be happy, Fitzwilliam. Your
mother married for love; she was devoted to your
tather, and although her years on this earth were
cut short, she was happy while they lasted. She
would want that for you. Give your lady a chance
to know you and make her fall in love with you.”

“That is easy to say.” He sighed.

“If you wish to pursue this lady,” she paused,
tixing him with a pointed look, “then do so with
purpose. You are Fitzwilliam Darcy. The world
bends for men like you... It may be unjust — but
since it 1s so, you might as well use it wisely.”
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Seeing her nephew’s eyes widen, she continued
warmly. “Just be yourself, well, your better self.
Tell her about yourself and ask about her. Show
her that you care and are genuinely interested in
her. Some genuine compliments would also go a
long way. As you have learnt, her family is im-
portant to her, so treat them well. She cannot stay
aloof if you keep at it after being rejected.”

“If I am persistent?”’

“Yes, exactly.”

Darcy stood and went to the window. Looking
out the window when he was uncomfortable or
had a heavy mind had become second nature to
him. After a while, he turned back to his aunt and
said, “I do feel for her a passionate regard.” He had
never said the words aloud. Now that he had, they
rang with terrifying truth.

Her ladyship stood and went to him. “You are
blessed, Fitzwilliam. I hope this for my sons, too,”
she said after she hugged Darcy. “How are you go-
ing to do this?”

“I do not know. I have only just come to accept
that I must. There is the option of visiting her reg-
ularly from here, but that would put her under
pressure. It would be obvious to anyone what I am
doing there.”
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“Yes, if she 1s such an independent spirit, she
might just oppose just because she is pushed. Is
there any other way?”

Darcy walked back to his seat, lost in thought.

“She stays with her relatives sometimes, here in
London. However, I am unsure when that might
be. Her sister has just stayed here for months, so 1
do not think it would be soon.”

“Then you may have just to pay her a visit.”

“Hmm. Bingley’s estate is still leased... If I had
a reason...” He trailed off, the idea crystallising
mid-thought.

A reason. A venture. A future.

He thought of the possibility. He could take the
lease from Bingley. Better yet, he did believe in the
autumn that the land and the house could be a
worthwhile investment; however, Bingley was not
interested and did not want to invest in case a bet-
ter property came along.

“Maybe I could invest in buying the estate... I
need to perform some calculations, but if my
hunch proves to be valid... I might start a new
venture there!” His face lit up.

“Really, would it be a good investment?”

“Yes, I think so. At present, the land may yield
maybe two thousand a year, if that, including the
rental income from the house. It could be pur-
chased for a good price. On the other hand, I could
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make it much more profitable, and then if I were
to sell it, it would yield a decent return. Let me
work this out.” By the time he had said this, his
eyes brightened.

“Well, if you could do this, you could work on
your side project without being obvious... If this
happens, I shall visit you.”

His fingers steepled under his chin. If he went
to her, it would not be to grovel. He would go not
as a supplicant, but as a man transformed—be-
cause of her, for her. It would be to show her who
he indeed was — a man of integrity, a man worthy
of her esteem. But was he ready to face her again?
The thought of standing before her, meeting her
eyes, and risking her rejection once more... It was
both terrifying and strangely invigorating.

Hokok

Darcy walked home with a spring in his step. A
force radiated throughout his body; he felt it over-
take him. He had a purpose, one of the most
sacred. He, Fitzwilliam Darcy, was going to woo
his lady.

I shall behold her again!

For the first time in days, a sense of clarity re-
placed the turmoil in his mind. Where despair had
gripped him, purpose now took root, steady and
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unyielding. If her rejection had humbled him, he
was now invigorated by the challenge before him
— a chance to become the man she could respect,
not merely the one he thought himself to be.

And just like that, he knew it was the right thing
to do. He felt it in his bones that they would make
a great match if only she could see the possibilities.
He felt drawn to her passion for life...as he real-
ised, he always surrounded himself with people like
Richard and Bingley. Richard had his bravery, hon-
esty, and enjoyment of life, and Bingley had his
tresh naivete, positive outlook on life, and easy
manners.

His nature more restrained, levity was more
elusive to Darcy yet desired. He was friendly and
easy enough with close acquaintances, whose man-
nerisms and characters he was familiar with;
however, in company, he preferred to observe ra-
ther than take part. Miss Elizabeth’s joyful nature
would blend with his gravitas, allowing them to
help each other — he could offer her consequence,
knowledge, and a mature perspective. In contrast,
she could help him navigate social settings and
help him take life less seriously. And now he ached
to be loved as his mother loved his father. Steadily,
tiercely, without condition.
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Yet, he knew better than to try to mould her
into something she was not. Her vibrancy and can-
dour were not flaws to be tempered but treasures
to be cherished. He must tread carefully, allowing
her to remain herself, not just in spirit, but in voice,
in wit, in her quicksilver glances, while showing her
the man he could be for her.

As he considered the practicalities, he thought
her kind heart and cleverness would make her a
good mistress of his houses and his tenants. Even
if she had grown up on a minor estate, he was sure
she could quickly learn the complexities of his es-
tate. His aunt would teach her how to navigate in
the ton. She, with her velvet command and effort-
less social mastery, would know just how to
prepare her. He did not want her to lose her au-
thentic joie de vivre, only to learn to handle herself
with more control. That made his thoughts go to
his aunt.

He was somewhat mortified that he had con-
tessed it all — all his feelings, his turmoil, his
heartache — to his aunt. He was even more sur-
prised that she had given her blessing in such an
easy manner. This had been one of his arguments
in his head not to proceed. He should have known
better. Her sentiment touched him, that she would
rather see him happy with a country girl than un-
happy with a bride the ton considered proper.
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As he walked, the sun came out from its hiding
place. He looked up and basked in its warmth on
his face. He removed his hat to enjoy better what
the sun had to offer. Only then did he think to look
around to see if anyone had caught him in this
small rebellion. He grinned.

At Darcy House, the word spread like fire that
the Master had come home smiling. The cook took
it to put a more elaborate menu on the table, and
the maids sang again as they worked.

With a new purpose, Darcy took up residence
in his study for the next few days. He sat and
wrote; he wrote and calculated; he calculated and
planned. There were papers everywhere. Charts,
letters, maps, ledgers — Darcy had made a kingdom
of his desk, and he ruled it with ink-stained fingers.
Messengers took and brought letters all day.

Richard gave up on talking to him as, even at
dinner, he could see that Darcy’s mind was else-
where. Richard muttered something about ‘lunatic
devotion’ and retreated to his camp without pro-
test. Darcy did not even notice when he moved
back to his camp.

He sent out messages with his card to several
places. He contacted his banker. His valet, Wilkins,
was tasked with locating three reputable builders

80



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

who could begin immediately. Preferably yester-
day.

His first letter was to Bingley at Scarborough,
his friend, who had leased Netherfield. He gave up
on it when his sisters insisted that he stay in Lon-
don. When he heard Darcy’s judgement on his
latest love interest, Miss Bennet, that he did not
think that her heart was easily touched, he forgot
why he had leased the estate in the first place,
which was to see how he could fare as a landlord,
and he abandoned the place altogether. He sent the
letter with his messenger; unfortunately, it would
take a week to get back and forth.

Next, he requested an appointment with
Bingley’s attorney to discuss his offer to assume
the lease and a meeting with the owner to negotiate
a takeover.

He wrote to Pemberley about his intentions
and whether Georgiana would join him in L.ondon
and possibly settle in Hertfordshire for a while. He
asked if she could bring Hussar, his dog, with her.

He wrote to his steward explaining the new ad-
venture and asked him to be ready to join him for
two weeks with the house gardener, a knowledge-
able lad from the stables, and three more willing
hands interested in working for him there.

He examined the family jewellery catalogue, a
beautiful hand-drawn book, and chose several old
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items that were valuable but either too elaborate or
simply old-fashioned for use. Some of them were
at Pemberley; they would be sent for so the jewel-
lers could look at the items and bid on them.

He started to get excited at the prospect of a
new adventure, a big one besides his courting mis-
sion. His mind switled with different ideas on how
to make the most of the land there.

HKokok

When he took a break, he sat on the terrace with a
hot drink and a biscuit and considered Miss Eliza-
beth. How would she take his presence in the
neighbourhood? He presumed... No, he admon-
ished himself. He could not presume anything,
especially where she was concerned. Pride had
failed him before. He would not make the same
assumption error again.

He Joped she had read his letter. Did what he
wrote make a difference? Did she believe him? Did
she think better of him? The worst thing was to
imagine her thinking ill of him. Then, he imagined
standing before her. What would, what should he
say?

These and other questions occupied his mind.

How does a man court a woman?
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He had never had to practise such an endeav-
our. Until now. He did not see himself as the
moon-eyed, lovesick fool who gives empty ges-
tures of romance. Nevertheless, images of giving
her flowers came to mind. He imagined as she took
the bouquet and inhaled the scent of the flowers.
She would close her eyes and smile.

But then he realised he did not know her fa-
vourite flower, or what if he gave her some flowers
with the wrong meaning®? He racked his brain with
what he knew about the subject of flowers... A red
rose meant love and passion... What about yellow?
Or pink? Some long-forgotten comedy floated
back to him — something about pink roses and first
affections. He would have to acquire a book on the
topic. Oh, how embarrassing! He saw himself blushing
to the roots of his hair as the shopkeeper smiled
upon seeing the book. He could also imagine how
the gossip would spread — that Mr. Darcy was pre-
paring to court someone. All of a sudden, he
knowingly smiled to himself. The solution was to
send his valet to buy one.

In the next minute, he realised that giving flow-
ers would give away his intentions to the whole
tamily and the neighbourhood. He stifled a sigh.

8 Link to article on the meaning of flowers in the Regency Era can be found on
the story website, see in the front.
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He reasoned that Miss Elizabeth would not appre-
ciate such a gesture, not at the beginning, at least.
Maybe offer it to the ladies of the house?

Subtlety. That was the key with Miss Elizabeth
Bennet.

HKokok

His household could not be happier for their mas-
ter. He seemed to be on high ropes’. The whole
house felt something was afoot; he appeared to be
very busy in his study. His cook offered delicious
food on a tray to their busy master. Everything
changed, and having a purpose brought on his ap-
petite.

As he contemplated the prospect of Nether-
tield, Darcy became more and more ambitious in
his plans. At Pemberley, he inherited a quite effi-
cient working system that almost worked
independently. He only changed things that could
make a significant difference, yet the changes were
more technological. Now, he rubbed his hands to-
gether in excitement; he had a clean slate to work
with!

Pemberley had taught him stewardship. Neth-
erfield could teach him vision.

9 In great mood (Regency expression)
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He took the notebooks he had used over the
years and consulted them for ideas — ideas that he
had learnt on his grand tour, reading all kinds of
books, visiting other estates, and talking to other
farmers, tradesmen, and so on.

The house itself was a handsome building.
With an investment of effort in the surrounding
gardens, they would present a lovely sight. He did
not wish to live there permanently, so the house
could be used for lease, or a better idea formed in
his head — renting out rooms with service for pros-
perous tradesmen and families. This could offer
them a taste of the good life they were so after, to
live like gentlemen. Their wealth increased by the
year, and so too did their appetite for the refine-
ments of the upper classes. But this was for maybe
next year. He would have to hire a builder to in-
spect the building and identify any easy changes
that could be made to better suit a hotel-like ser-
vice.

He found the idea increasingly appealing, espe-
cially when he calculated that the return could
potentially be double that of a regular lease, alt-
hough it was too early for exact figures.
Netherfield’s proximity to London was a signifi-
cant advantage, making it easily accessible for
those seeking respite from the city. Additionally,
the estate boasted a forest ideal for shooting and a
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lake well-suited for fishing. These amenities would
cater to their desires for both leisure and sport.

His plans to use the land were based on its ex-
cellent climate and proximity to London. He
planned to grow vegetables and raise poultry, pigs,
and cows to supply the wealthy households of
London with select deliveries. Darcy House could
serve as a hub for requests, at least initially. Food
was a good commodity as it was quite expensive
compared to labour.

Already, visions of transformation filled his
mind — a thriving estate, its lands yielding not only
profit but purpose. This would be more than a fi-
nancial venture, he thought; it would be a legacy,
shaped by his hand and reflective of his ideals. Per-
haps, in time, even she might see the value of his
efforts here.

As he considered the possibilities, especially
since few tenants were on the land, he began to
think of something new. He felt that more signifi-
cant profits could be achieved if he employed
people to do his bidding rather than quarrel with
the tenants. He was considering bringing in some
expert farmers who could establish an area and
teach labourers in the meantime. He thought that
instead of tenants working his land, he and the
steward or stewards would plan and direct the
work, and he would entice good workers from the
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orphanage he sponsored or young people from the
streets of London. He would not call it charity; it
was good business. But if it mended lives along the
way, so much the better.

Many tried their luck in big cities, but few be-
came successful. For many, it was a daily struggle
to make ends meet. Having given up on country
life, it was difficult for them to return; often,
simply paying for the travel was beyond their
means. He wanted to offer decent, better-than-av-
erage wages, accommodation, food, and clothing,
significantly improving their quality of life. They
could even marry and have families of their own
on the estate.

Hokok

“Wilkins, I think I want some new clothes for
Netherfield.” Darcy addressed his valet while he
dressed him. “I shall need several new items for
working around the estate. Work with a tailor for
that. Find someone new. I want them to be com-
tortable; please don’t have those tickly materials. I
shall need some work gloves and new boots. Have
two, no, make it three habits for riding. How many
would I need for visits?” He cleared his throat. “I
need to look my best. You may order some of the
waistcoats you have been nagging me about. Please
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arrange a visit to my regular tailor. Also, maybe
three outfits for the evenings. Order some under-
garments as well. I hardly want to take anything
from here. Create a new wardrobe. Order new
things for yourself, too. Oh, and buy new supplies.
I do not want to pack every time I travel.”

Wilkins, Darcy’s valet, blinked, froze for a mo-
ment in sheer delight. He very nearly dropped the
cravat he had been balancing upon his arm. The
man who once thought beige daring had just or-
dered an entire new wardrobe. It appeared that Mr.
Darcy, after long years of patient effort, had at last
begun to show some genuine interest in his ward-
robe. What a blessed moment! Conld it be that the young
master had finally come to see that appearance was not
merely a necessity but an art? He was almost moved to
tears.

He swiftly retrieved his notebook — a small,
well-worn volume in cracked leather binding that
he carried everywhere — and began to review the
items they had just discussed.

“Well, sir, if you have decided to become a
proper beau, I stand ready to assist in every way,”
he said with solemn composure.

“What? No! Ah, you’re amusing yourself at my
expense, I see. No, I merely wish to look respecta-
ble. For heaven’s sake, Wilkins, I almost believed
you were serious.” He shook his head at the man.
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“Good God, I have not got four or six hours a day
to dedicate to dressing. At most, you may persuade
me into a cravat of a different colour if you are so
set on something new.”

Darcy had always taken a practical view of at-
tire; he saw no sense in spending more time on it
than absolutely required. The very thought of re-
sembling one of those London dandies, who spent
hours preparing each curl with meticulous care,
made him recoil.

“Sir,” Wilkins intoned with ceremonial gravity,
launching into vigorous note-taking, “I am ready,
do instruct me! Three riding habits, two pairs of
boots, waistcoats, undergarments...and at long
last, a new cravat! This day shall be entered into the
annals of history, sir — may you never live to regret
it!”

Darcy cast him a weary glance, which Wilkins
received with something akin to rapture.

“And if I might be so bold,” he continued with
cheerful enthusiasm, “should you truly be ventur-
ing into new colours, I might suggest a pale green
silk cravat to pair with your dark brown coat. It
quite brings out the complexion!”

Darcy was about to object, but upon seeing the
hopeful expression on his valet’s face, he gave a
resigned nod.
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Wilkins blinked at such unheard-of indulgence.
Then, as though renewed with fresh purpose, he
resumed his notes with renewed vigour. His mind
already raced with considerations of what colours
and cuts best suited the ideal of rustic elegance —
and if the master was not watchful, an embroi-
dered waistcoat might well find its way into the
order, strictly for country afternoons, ot course.

“Also, arrange for one of the footmen to buy
lengths of material for the labourers, good quality,
mind you. For undergarments, shirts, trousers, and
the rest. Suppose you want to be involved, by all
means. Perhaps consider buying several ready-
made clothes for the start. Then, hire two women
who would move there to make clothes for the
staff and do other household chores. Promise a
quarter more than the going rate. No, hold on to
that. Perhaps we could hire some locals upon our
arrival. Yes, let’s wait with this.”

His mind was in planning mode. No detail was
too small. He had a notebook with him all the time
now to scribble anything in it that needed to be
sorted out. He had it with him when he went out
to stretch his legs; he had it with him when he went
to bed. He quickly took it out and wrote about his
ideas of supplying the statf with clothes and boots.
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What a difference a sense of purpose made in
a man’s life! It was not love alone that revived him,
but love had lit the path. Only days ago, he had
believed his world on the verge of collapse — and
now, he found himself invigorated, alight with en-
ergy for two distinct reasons.

Foremost among them was Miss Elizabeth.

He needed only to close his eyes, and she was
there. My bellibone". You are a diamond of the first wa-
ter''. He tested the complimentary phrases silently,
trying their cadence. Then, he groaned. Flattery did
not suit him. He would rather show his heart than
sing it—but would that be enough for her? Why
must women require such constant flattery? He felt
utterly inadequate in the face of it.

The other cause of his renewed spirits was far
less daunting than courtship. The prospect of es-
tablishing a new enterprise stirred within him a
quiet excitement, tempered, of course, by the un-
shakeable restraint befitting a gentleman.

10°A delightful term for a lady rich in personality as well as physical beauty
11" A beautiful woman, a sparkler among society, both from the Regency Era
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ATTEMPTING NEW THINGS
Chapter 4

L

It was time to consider finances. His first thought
was of the Viscount Matlock, his cousin. He was
Darcy’s senior by five years, but the age difference
started to mean less and less as they aged. They de-
veloped a healthy respect for each other, even if
they often moved in different circles. Phillip, as
Darcy called him, was at home in the upper eche-
lons. The eatl, his father, was in good shape, so the
viscount had many years to wait, not that he la-
mented it.

Phillip presented himself as something of a
dandy, yet Darcy knew well that beneath the sur-
face, he held little affection for the beau monde'.
Beneath his jovial personality, although restrained
as befitted a viscount, was an intelligent, well-read,
even philosophical character with a quiet disdain
for the very world he so gracefully adorned. He

12 Bean monde — a French exptession meaning “beautiful world,” commonly used
in Regency and earlier periods to refer to high society or the fashionable elite. It
typically encompassed aristocrats and wealthy socialites known for their extrava-
gant lifestyles and prominence in society.
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could have fallen to the illness of first sons — he
could have led an idle life squandering the family
wealth in trifles, but his cousin proved shrewd in
his dealings.

From an early age, when he started receiving an
allowance, he frugally saved most of it. During his
university years, he began investing his money. He
had no regular expenses as he lived under his fa-
ther’s roof in London and at their estate, so he
always had sufficient funds. Nevertheless, he never
gambled with large sums, and he did not live to
spend, which made him somewhat of an oddity.
However, as a scion of one of the aristocratic fam-
ilies, most thought of his habits as eccentricity.

What many did not know or care to know was
that he understood his world very well, and as he
was not supposed to have a profession, he still
found a way to occupy himself. He made invest-
ments and made money. Indeed, his cultivated air
of frivolity might well have been a deliberate fa-
cade, crafted to disguise the shrewd businessman
beneath. Those who knew him, whom he let in on
his business, regarded him highly, and over the
years, he had become a sort of broker, an advisor
— unofficially, of course. He always knew of busi-
nesses to invest in and men of means who were in
need of profitable ventures. He helped them find
each other for a gratuity. Oh, he was good. Very
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good. To be sure, such dexterity was not embla-
zoned on the family crest — but it proved vastly
more profitable.

“Oh, now I am welcome in your home,
Darcy?” The lord’s tall figure appeared at the door
of his study.

“Forgive me, Phillip, but that was not the best
time.” Darcy stood.

“You were brooding like a Greek statue... You
seem to feel better.” His guest observed.

“Yes, I have been very busy over the last few
days. I have asked you to come because...”

“Ah, straight to business, I see. How refresh-
ing.” The viscount sat in the chair before Darcy’s
desk without invitation.

“Yes, I am planning to start an enterprise, and
I need you to raise some money for it.”

His lordship took his lorgnette off his eye. This
sounded like serious business. “Is that so? I am all
ears.”

“There’s an estate called Netherfield...” Darcy
explained his plans, the circumstances, and the
prospect.

Phillip’s straight face hid a man intrigued.

“I hope to buy the estate for forty-five thou-
sand pounds and raise a further fifteen for
improvement and the initial yeat’s outlay. The lease
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expires at Michaelmas"”. T intend to have half of
the business, which is thirty thousand. I need in-
vestors to cover the rest. I believe the idea of
supplying affluent households in London with
high-quality food, including prepared or semi-pre-
pared meals later, 1s sound. I estimate that the land
could yield between four and five thousand annu-
ally, and if we also let the house, then around
£5,000 or even more. I should say about a 7-7.5
per cent return after expenses and labour. Perhaps
even eight per cent, but it is too early to say. Once
it has run for some years, the place could be sold
for at least double the investment'*. Small inves-
tors would have to wait until the big ones decide
to sell; otherwise, if they leave, they lose on the sale
of the business. They could leave at any time,
though.”

The Viscount, who had been lounging with an
air of indolent amusement, straightened at once.
He folded his hands, resting his elbows upon the
arms of the chair.

“Well, well,” he murmured with raised brows,
“this is no modest undertaking. You’ve thought
this through with the precision of a banker. Seven
per cent return, reliable investors, and the potential

13 29t September, it signifies the end of the harvest, the start of autumn and the
beginning of the shorter days.

14 An estate with an annual income of five thousand pounds was worth about
150.000, thirty thousand for every thousand income.
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for double the capital in a few years — My dear
Darcy, I must say, I am rather impressed.”

He leaned forward, his voice low and thought-
tul. “And the house, you say, may be turned to
turther profit? That is not often accounted for in
such schemes. You intend to attract both landed
men and the newly affluent?”

Darcy gave a firm nod.

Phillip chuckled softly. “Then I should be a
fool not to give this due consideration. Pray, con-
tinue.”

“I seek a partner — another principal investor —
who might contribute, say, twenty thousand. If
needed, we would have to take over the rest of the
investment, but when sold, we would get back
what we invested, plus at least another such
amount.”

“Do you have some figures?”

“Yes. Let me see. Based on the income, the es-
tate will be worth between /130,000 and £140,000.
If sold for only £130,000, I should receive another
£35,000; the other would receive an extra £23,000.
The surplus would be proportionally divided.

“Now, that seems a most promising venture,
particularly considering the eventual outcome.
Would you run the enterprise?”
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“Yes and no. Once established, I shall leave it
to capable hands, though naturally, I shall oversee
its progress.”

“Good, good. Seven per cent yearly, you say?”

Darcy nodded. “In the worst case.”

“Hmm, that would be between twelve and fif-
teen hundred for a twenty thousand pounds
investment.” He withdrew a folded chart from his
leather pocketbook and ran a gloved finger across
the numbers.

“That is about right.”

“Well, I find myself intrigued. May I ask how
you plan to raise your share of thirty thousand?”

“I have yet to invest money from last yeat’s in-
come; I shall use ten thousand from savings at the
bank. The rest will come from the sale of some
tamily jewellery.”

“I see, so you are entirely invested in this to
make it a success.”

“Yes, the more I think about it, the more viable
it looks.”

“All right. Give me till tomorrow to chew it
over. I am thinking of putting in the twenty thou-
sand share myself.”

“Really? You are interested?” Darcy’s eyes lit
up with quiet satisfaction. Phillip had always been
astute in matters of business. His endorsement re-
assured him that his thinking was sound.
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“Yes, if you can get the estate for the money
you want. I tell you what — I shall go with you to
negotiate. Maybe we could get the owner to invest
himself with the promise of earning more money
with his estate.”

“That is not bad thinking. Maybe we can push
the price down more...” Darcy considered the
idea.

“When do you meet him?”

“I have received word that it will be tomorrow
at two.”

“All right. I will be here at noon; let’s have
lunch and discuss the negotiation strategy. I shall
see myself out. Shall I expect to see you at the
ball?”

Darcy sighed and inclined his head in resigna-
tion.

Darcy, as he tidied the papers upon his desk,
paused for a moment. This venture promised not
merely financial profit — it marked a new begin-
ning. Something of his own making, of his own
choosing, and perhaps a step closer to becoming
the man he had longed to be ever since Elizabeth’s
words.

Hokok
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The other half of the conversation with Lady Matlock a few
days ago

Lady Matlock glanced at Darcy with a knowing
smile as they sipped their tea. “You will attend my
season opening ball, Darcy. I am well aware of
your reservations about such events.”

Before Darcy could respond, his aunt raised a
hand to silence him. “I promise not to push any
introductions upon you, but there may be in-
stances where they are necessary. The nature of
soclety requires some degree of visibility, and I
trust you understand this.”

Darcy regarded her with a mixture of reluc-
tance and resignation. “I do not relish the prospect
of the ton’s scrutiny, but I concede the necessity of
social engagement.”

Lady Matlock’s eyes softened with understand-
ing. “Indeed, I know you find such gatherings
tiresome. However, you must show yourself a little
among the ton. It is crucial, particularly if you will
be away for a significant part of the season. People
must be given a chance to see and know you, lest
they question your absence.”

Darcy sighed, conceding the point. “I suppose
there is some truth in that. It is as you say — one
cannot remain in seclusion and expect to be re-
membered favourably.”

99



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“Exactly,” Lady Matlock agreed, nodding with
satisfaction. “A brief but noticeable presence will
suffice. Engage in conversation, make the neces-
sary polite gestures, and then you may retreat to
your private mission. It is a delicate balance, but
one that must be managed.”

Darcy took a thoughtful sip of his tea, consid-
ering her words. “I understand the need for
compromise. I shall attend, though I shall limit my
participation to what is strictly necessary.”

Lady Matlock’s expression brightened. “Splen-
did! I assure you, it will not be as dreadful as you
anticipate. And who knows? You may find yourself
pleasantly surprised by the company and the at-
mosphere.”

Darcy gave a half-smile, his resolve settling.
“Very well. I shall make the effort. I appreciate
your understanding and for not pushing me too
hard.”

“Of course, my dear,” Lady Matlock said with
a warm smile. “And remember, the ball is as much
an opportunity for you as it is for me. It is a chance
to make connections and, perhaps, to find a touch
of enjoyment amidst the social obligations.”

Darcy nodded, a slight hint of a smile on his
lips. “I shall keep that in mind.”
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Lady Matlock raised her cup in a gesture of en-
couragement. ““T'o making the most of the season,
then.”

Darcy raised his own cup in return. ““T'o making
the most of the season.”

HKokok

Monday, 20. April, Matlock House

You will attend. .. repeated Darcy inwardly. His aunt
did not ask him or demand that he attend; she
simply stated it as a matter of fact. What mastery she
possesses! Darcy thought as he waited in line to greet
his family — they welcomed all the guests at the
door. Darcy had learned how Lady Matlock ma-
nipulated him, yet he could not resist her, or
perhaps he did not want to, out of respect for her.

The countess, naturally, would take offence at
the suggestion that she employed such artifice.
Things had simply unfolded exactly as she had en-
visioned—quite on their own, of course.

Balls were, perhaps, Darcy’s Achilles” heel”. He
was always his most uncomfortable at such events.
First, there were too many people to his taste,
which inevitably led to chance encounters that dis-
comfited him. Second, one could not propetly

15 weakness
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converse in a ballroom, and he found small talk ut-
terly tedious and beyond his skill. The noise of the
people around him and the music did not lend to
conversations either, and he specifically did not
like it when people leaned toward him to hear bet-
ter.

In London, he was known, so many found him
and wanted something from him. He was really not
interested in most of these people’s concerns. He
had enough of his own. And third, the ladies. He
bore no ill will towards the fairer sex — indeed, like
any man, he appreciated their grace and elegance.
It was the pursuit, however, that compelled his re-
treat. Since he appeared on the scene, and
especially since he became his own master, the la-
dies and their parents had become relentless in
trying to gain his favour, just like Lord Farringham,
who was now advancing with the unmistakable ur-
gency of a man about to offer his daughter. He
could already see that his family was not far be-
hind.

“Mzr. Darcy, what a pleasure it is to see you. We
had been wondering whether you might make an
appearance this season. But, of course, you could
not avoid your dear aunt’s ball, I see. I know what
it’s like for young men; I was one once.” He
winked at Darcy and slapped his left arm in cama-
raderie.
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Darcy took a deep breath to keep his reaction
to the unwelcome greeting to a minimum. His
Lordship, a short and quite round man in his for-
ties, was one of those peers who incurred
considerable debt due to bad business decisions.
His estate was in need of an infusion, which he
tried to secure by selling his daughter to the highest
bidder.

“You must surely remember my daughter, Eve-
lyn. She has blossomed into a most charming
young lady, would you not agree? Come, my dear,”
he turned to his child. “You must remember Mr.
Darcy. We met him last year in the park. He was
with his sister.”

Lady Farringham was in her second or third
year, not a debutante, and it showed in the way she
carried herself. She held her head high and looked
straight into his eyes. She curtsied with grace and
was the first to speak. “Of course, I remember the
gentleman, Papa. We met him at the theatre, too.
Good evening, Mr. Darcy. How is your sister? Is
she coming out soon? You are in our debt for a
dinner, you know. Mother sent you several invita-
tions last season. I hope we will see you soon this
year.”

“Good evening, Lady Farringham.” He nod-
ded to her parents as well. When she mentioned
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the invitations, he decided to ignore the lady’s for-
ward speech. With his eyes, he was searching for
his aunt.

There was no need; she was coming from be-
hind him. When Lady Matlock noticed Lord
Farringham speaking to her nephew, she knew she
had to intervene on his behalf. After she freed him,
Darcy thanked her with a nod when she looked
back at him as she led the family away to meet
someone else.

Not long after this encounter, however, Mr.
Hainley from his club greeted him and introduced
his wife and daughter. Mrs. Hainley used the con-
versation to recommend her debutante daughter to
him.

The young lady was handsome enough. Her
hair was a dark shade of blonde, coiffed with ring-
lets at the sides of her face. He knew from
Georgiana that such an arrangement would take at
least an hour. His sister simply refused such tor-
ture, and together with her maid, she had used and
created hairstyles that were much easier to make.
The young lady wore a white dress that was too
tight at the top, as it looked like it would burst at
any moment. He knew mothers made their daugh-
ters wear dresses like that with thoughts of drawing
men’s eyes to their bosoms. He found the tactic
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vulgar in its calculation and unbecoming of those
who claimed refinement. The only thing worse
than this was when mothers made their daughters’
dresses slightly wet so they would show their forms
better. He shook his head at the errand thought.
Men appreciated the spectacle but shied away from
pursuing ladies with such cheap stratagems.

The poor girl hardly dared blink as she looked
at him like a scared doe. He recalled Miss Eliza-
beth’s scorn for hollow compliments and false airs.
That echo made him pause — and look again at the
nervous young woman before him. With Miss
Elizabeth’s words echoing in his mind, Darcy felt
a sudden pang of sympathy and sought to temper
his reserve. He stepped aside, subtly encouraging
her to shift her gaze away from her mother’s
watchful eyes.

“Miss Hailey,” he said gently, “I assure you I do
not bite... I am merely somewhat out of my ele-
ment in a ballroom.” He found himself admitting.

The young lady blinked once, then gave a soft,
slightly uncertain laugh — not the polished mirth
expected of good breeding, but a genuine, light,
teminine gleam of amusement. Something within
her had eased, and the change surprised even
Darcy.

“Sir, thank you for saying that. I am sorry, but
my mother insisted you talk to me.”
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“Ah, but 1s it not a mother’s duty to promote
her daughtet’s prospects?”

A spark of amusement lit up the debutante’s
eyes.

Darcy, encouraged by her reaction, leaned in
slightly and lowered his voice. “If you promise to
keep my secret, I shall ask you to dance.”

Miss Hainley gasped, her eyes widening in sur-
prise. “But — surely — you do not dance!”

“Is my reputation truly that dreadful?” Darcy
asked, his tone light but tinged with self-depreca-
tion.

The girl’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment.
“I-I am sorry. I did not mean to imply...”

“Not at all,” Darcy interrupted, his smile reas-
suring. “I did not mean censure, Miss Hainley. I
merely meant that I know my behaviour can some-
times be less than amiable. I am working to
improve it.”

Her eyes softened with admiration. “Indeed?
That is — that’s very commendable, sir.”

“Thank you,” Darcy said, feeling a warm sense
of satisfaction. “So, will you keep my secretr”

She nodded, her lips curving into a genuine
smile. “I promise.”

“Splendid,” Darcy replied, bowing with a flour-
ish. “May I have the honour of your next available
dancer”
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His reward was a radiant, broad smile that
seemed to light up her face. What an ogre I must have
become! And worse, scarcely twenty-eight, he had
descended to such folly! Darcy could not help but
reflect on how a few kind words could transform
his interaction with others. He felt a pang of regret
for his previous aloofness and recognised the truth
in Miss Elizabeth’s observation about his ‘selfish
disdain for the feelings of others.” Even in her ab-
sence, she proved to be his tutor.

The mask, which had shielded him for so long,
had now become his curse: it had cost him the ad-
miration of a respectable young lady. The memory
surfaced unbidden — how she had turned away,
laughing at some witticism of her friend during
their visit to the Lucases. That laugh had been so
natural, so sincere that Darcy had been left simply
to gaze at her. Was this not what he had always
sought? A moment such as that — a touch of such
lightness? He sighed softly and returned Miss
Hainley’s smile.

During their dance, he became aware of more
than one pair of eyes observing them. He sighed
once more — he knew this small scene would soon
become the subject of much discussion. It seemed
that nothing could escape the notice of the ton.
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As the evening drew to a close, Darcy made a
point of seeking out Miss Hainley before they de-
parted.

She turned to him, her expression brightening.
“Mr. Darcy! Did you...enjoy yourself this even-
ing?”’

Darcy chuckled, a genuine warmth in his voice.
“Well, let me say, I have made an effort, but I must
confess, I thoroughly enjoyed our dance.”

“Oh, thank you, sir,” she said, her cheeks glow-
ing with pleasure. “I should not despair. These
things do come with practice.”

“That sounds wise,” Darcy replied with an en-
couraging nod.

“That is because it is true: ‘repetitio est mater
studiorum, ' she added with a hint of mischief.

Darcy could not speak for a moment. “You
speak Latin?” he asked with rounded eyes.

Miss Hainley’s face flushed as she looked
down, then she straightened and met his gaze with
a touch of embarrassment. “Just a few phrases my
brother taught me — I cannot claim to be a true
scholar, only a performer.”

Darcy veritably laughed, and those around
them did not know what to think. But that had

16 Repetition is the mother of study/learning
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never yet prevented them from forming an opin-
on.
“Well, you certainly did that; you shocked me
to silence. I am definitely impressed, Miss Hain-
ley.”

She released a soft, delighted laugh and once
more spoke in a conspiratorial undertone. “I must
confess, Mr. Darcy, that my dance card filled rather
quickly after you danced with me, and I think this
little exchange has not gone unnoticed either.” She
cast a swift glance about the room, a nervous little
laugh escaping her lips.

“Indeed?” Darcy said, a glimmer of amusement
in his eyes. “Then I am pleased to have been of
some small service.” He gave a formal bow. “It was
a great pleasure to meet you, Miss Hainley. I wish
you all the best for the remainder of the season.”

As she followed him with her eyes, Miss Hain-
ley wondered at her luck that such a gentleman was
kind enough to dance with her, knowing what that
gesture would mean for her. When Mr. Darcy
danced with somebody, it was noticed, talked
about, and often written about in the gossip col-
umns. The incident instilled in her a quiet
confidence — one which would sustain her through
the uncertain, often perilous, course of the season.
Which, it must be added, was worth more than any
string of peatrls or letter of recommendation.
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Her mother told the tale of Mr. Darcy singling
her daughter out, but she just smiled and made a
great match with the second son of a respectable
titled family. When she met Darcy at a dinner party
the following year, she happily introduced her hus-
band to him.

HKokok

When his valet at last left him alone, Darcy sank
into an armchair before the fire. He turned his
thoughts to the evening’s encounters, weighing
them with unexpected satisfaction. He was quietly
pleased with himself for having braved the ball-
room a while longer than his custom, ere retreating
to the comparative sanctuary of the card room.
Little had he imagined that his conduct might
render such service to the young lady’s social pro-
spects. Of course, he was not ignorant that his
dance partners were frequently the subject of spec-
ulation. Yet now, with a flicker of triumph, he
recognised that, for once, he had not considered
the effect of his actions upon himself. What had
mattered most was the quiet assurance that he
could attend to anothet’s comfort, and the realisa-
tion had pleased him more than he had anticipated.
He had actually enjoyed his time with Miss
Hainley. He concluded that once he realised she
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was not in pursuit of him, not in that common way
anyway, he shared an intimate piece of information
about himself with her to help her relax. One step
at a time, he reminded himself.

Until this evening, he had always resisted re-
calling his disastrous proposal; he had shied away
from examining and confronting his words, his
tone, his conduct. Yet now, he could no longer
deny that for Miss Elizabeth to have spoken with
such unforgiving finality — that he was the last man
she would marry — his own conduct must have
warranted it. And yet, even then, he could not just
retreat and lick his wounds. No. He had com-
pounded the offence by saying something foolish,
that he was ashamed of his feelings for her. What
a travesty that was!

For in truth, he was not ashamed. Never before
had he been so exposed, so undone: for the first
time in his life, he was vulnerable. He had known
admiration, trifling infatuations perhaps, but none
had ever stirred in him the wish to offer his name.
Only this slip of a girl from the countryside had
brought him to his knees. For the first time in his
life, he felt alive. No, she was deserving of his feel-
ings...only he arrogantly thought she would be his
once he brought himself to ask. What a wretched foo!
he had been!
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She had claimed he insulted her with his pro-
posall And how could such sentiments injure
someone? For days, he did not want to see things
from her perspective. But then his very words
came to the fore in his mind as he explained to her
that her inferiority had stopped him from declaring
himself sooner...and did he say that her connec-
tions would be a...degradation? He paled. What
possessed him to utter such wounding truths? Did
he think she did not know her place in the world?
That she needed reminding?

Rising in sudden agitation, he commenced to
pace the chamber, unable to contain the tumult
within. He could hear himself as he told her how
his family would oppose his choice. And all these
things were true... He righteously tried to defend
himself by telling himself that he just wanted her
to understand his strong feelings toward her and
that he would go against all that. He cast himself
onto the bed and shielded his eyes with his arm.
Only it was no use; for the first time, he considered
her. Would he happily accept someone’s proposal
when they claimed what he already knew — that he
was inferior in station and money — and would he
have rejoiced in being called a degradation? And
yet he had expected her to smile.
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Had he not always been disgusted by the sense
of entitlement among the ton? The way Aunt Cath-
erine thought she could arrange the world to suit
her fancy? How did he not notice that he behaved
just like them? Had he, indeed, become like them?
Heavens! He had always prided himself on being
better — and now realised he had only been subtler.

She had called him ungentlemanly. In truth, he
had earned her disapproval — not with the Bingley
debacle, not with Wickham; it was Az words, his
reprehensible behaviour. And if that was not
enough, he had to have the last word after her re-
jection, and he attacked her, questioning her
integrity by challenging her vanity. Why did he do
that? Could he not just take his leave in dignity?
Wounded in pride as much as in affection, he had
lashed out in a manner wholly unworthy of the
gentleman he aspired to be. He had affronted the
very woman whose regard he professed to value
above all things.

He rose with the reluctance of a man bearing
twice his usual weight — whether from shame or
sorrow, he could not say. He was so occupied with
his station, his riches and what he was entitled to
that he was almost angry at Miss Elizabeth for the
teelings she generated in him that he assumed
what...that she would love him? He could hardly
believe his thinking. What conceit!
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It struck him with painful clarity that he had
never once considered whether she might love him
in return. Had she, in truth, flirted with him — or
had he only imagined it? He could no longer dis-
cern. The fire in her eyes as she rebuked him, the
chilling composure with which she pronounced
that final, damning sentence of him being the last
man... He shuddered at the recollection. Heaven
help him — he understood nothing of women!

He thought back to their encounters, and those
instances when he felt he was paying too much at-
tention to her, all fell apart in his realisation that he
never said anything complimentary to her and
never really showed himself to her out of fear that
he was showing too much. He allowed himself a
rueful chuckle. How misguided he had been!

Had he imagined it all? As hard as it was to ad-
mit it, he did not think she was flirting with him
anymore. Her sharp comments — but why? Why was
she antagonistic?

Why did he not consider her feelings before,
and now that he knew them, why did he still want
her love? He was thinking about trying again in the
afterglow of her brutal rejection! He believed gain-
ing such a woman’s love would be a royal prize.

He recalled, with vivid clarity, those rare mo-
ments when she laughed without restraint. Maybe
he was jaded, but it was a rare occasion a woman
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would give in to the urge to laugh — he wished to
laugh with her. He thought back to when she
turned away in her mirth, hardly restrained — he
wanted to join her in her inside joke. He thought
back to when her eyes would flash, and she would
straighten before issuing a subtle rebuke — he
wanted to hear it and support and defend her.

He instinctively knew what he was missing.

He had everything one could wish for. He had
an enviable status; his family enjoyed a certain level
of independence, as his ancestors had refused any
titles they were offered; this also brought them a
certain level of respect from the crown. He inher-
ited extensive land and property and had
considerable wealth from his ancestors, who man-
aged their estates with care. In the years since he
took over, Darcy had also proved to be an efficient
and effective landlord. He had a good standing
among the ton; he was considered an honourable
gentleman of great understanding. And, as the
Reader well knows, he was a target of most ton
mamas as a marriage prospect for their offspring.
In summary, he had it all...except for one thing.
He instinctively knew what it was.

The love of a good woman.

It was too bad that his epiphany came all too
late.
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Hokok

“... when she considered how unjustly she had con-
demmed and wupbraided him, her anger was turned
against herself, and bis disappointed feelings became
the object of compassion. His attachment excited grat-
itude, his general character respect; but she could not
approve himy; nor could she for a moment repent her
refusal, or feel the slightest inclination ever to see him
again.”"’

Elizabeth arrived at the Gardiners’ on Saturday,
the 18" day of April, from Hunsford. She was glad
to see her family, especially Jane. How she had
missed her sister! For the next two weeks, they en-
joyed the many activities her aunt had prepared for
them. It was not until the beginning of May that
they finally left for Hertfordshire.

Elizabeth used the time in London to come to
terms with what happened at Hunsford and how
she felt about it. She vacillated about what to share
with Jane. Jane was happy enough during their
time in London, but every now and then, Elizabeth
would catch a glimpse of her melancholy. She
siched, put her sewing work down, and stared out-
side the window. Her heart ached for her sister. At

17 Quote from Pride and Prejudice
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the same time, her resentment toward Mr. Darcy
appeared again — well, sharing her resentment be-
tween him and the Bingley sisters. Whether Mr.
Darcy believed her indifference did not matter
much, as the result was her sister’s broken heart.
However, she did not broach the subject with her,
as she was afraid to open the slowly healing
wounds.

Wanting to protect her sister’s sensibilities, she
did not tell Jane about Mr. Darcy’s interference;
she only shared his proposal and Wickham’s du-
plicity. She shared her tale on the day after their
arrival home.

Poor Jane listened to her sister in alarm as she
revealed Mr. Darcy’s proposal. She could not help
but feel compassion for his disappointment. “I
agree that he should not have been so sure of your
acceptance, but Lizzy, can you not see the extent
of his feelings that drove him to proposer? His dis-
appointment must have also been great.”

Jane was incredulous that such a high-society
man as Mr. Darcy would offer for her sister, a
country nobody, even if he danced with her at the
Nethertfield Ball. She was of two minds about her
sister’s refusal. Such a marriage could have meant
a great deal to their family, and Elizabeth did not
even consider it. Jane never thought Mr. Darcy un-
worthy, nor did she consider him too arrogant. His
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friendship with Mr. Bingley, who was from trade,
proved that in her eyes.

Still, the idea of such a man offering for her sis-
ter struck her as extraordinary. She could not help
but wonder: what had Elizabeth done to inspire
such devotion? She knew her sister’s charm, her
quick mind, and her lively spirit, but to elicit an of-
fer from a man so far above their station... It
spoke of a depth of feeling Jane could scarcely
comprehend. And yet, that same depth made his
disappointment all the more poignant.

She thought he would have been a good hus-
band to her sister, but when Elizabeth asked her if
she blamed her for saying no, she saw that Lizzy
wanted reassurance in her choice, and as a good
sister, she gave it.

Her face was truly stricken afterwards as she
listened to Mr. Darcy’s account of Mr. Wickham.
It was another blow to her worldview after learn-
ing about the Bingley sisters’ fickleness in how they
treated her. Initially, she tried to find some redeem-
ing qualities in him, but she needed Elizabeth’s
perspective to accept their lack. Even then, she
dearly hoped that now that he had joined the mili-
tia, a worthy occupation, he would want to change
his ways.

It also occurred to her in passing that she had
mentioned to her sister that Mr. Darcy was not

118



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

evil. However, she thought better of bringing that
up at present.

Hokok

“Well, Lizzy,” said Mrs. Bennet as she sat heavily
in an armchair, “what do you say about this unfor-
tunate business of Jane’s?”” She lamented about the
‘undeserving’ Mr. Bingley and how ill he used her
daughter.

Elizabeth felt the injustice of her situation all
over again. What could she say to her mother that
would give any consolation? Fortunately, Mrs.
Bennet kept talking, never noticing her daughtet’s
lack of answers. “I have tried to learn when or if
he returns to Netherfield, but nobody knows any-
thing. The only news I found out about was that
unpleasant man, you know, his friend, is having a
great time, that Mr. Darcy.”

“Mzt. Darcy?” Surprise stole the air from Eliza-
beth’s lungs. “What did you learn about him?”

Her mother pointed to the corner table, where
a pile of newspapers lay. “He was mentioned in the
paper attending a ball and dancing. Apparently,
Meryton was the only place where he didn’t have a
taste for dancing with the locals. Come to think of
it, at least he asked yox at the Netherfield ball. Mr.
Bingley was not mentioned, but he must have been
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with him. I imagine he is not important enough.”
That was new ammunition for Mrs. Bennet to
complain about the young man — that he enjoyed
himself around London while her daughter pined
away.

Elizabeth pressed her lips together and turned
away, yet the thought echoed within her, and a bit-
ter flush crept across her cheeks. No! Nonsense.
What concern was it of hers? Why should she care
with whom Mzr. Darcy had danced in London?

And yet, when her mother fell asleep in the
armchair, her gaze strayed repeatedly to the side
table where the newspapers lay in a tidy stack. She
hesitated for a moment, as though uncertain of her
own intentions — then, as though betrayed by her
own hand, she stepped towards them. The paper
beckoned. Her fingers trembled as she leafed
through the society pages.

And there it was: Mr. Darcy, present at the
Countess of Matlock’s ball, was observed convers-
ing and dancing at length with a Miss Hainley,
described in the column as ‘charming.’ So, Mr.
Darey has moved on. Elizabeth froze. Well, that was
swiftly done. She had no right to feel wounded, and
yet the sting was real. She bristled at that. So, he
enjoyed himself. And already... in the company of
another. A Dbitterness she had no wish to
acknowledge surged within her. Why should it
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wound her so? She had not expected him to mourn
her absence. She had not wished for him to miss
her — indeed, she ought to rejoice if he had indeed
forgotten her.

And yet. What kind of young lady had so cap-
tured Mr. Darcy’s notice? Was she beautiful?
Clever? Or — and here Elizabeth thought with al-
most defiant bitterness — did she possess a
considerable dowry? The idea struck like a blade,
and she knew even as she felt it that she was being
unfair, for Mr. Darcy had made his offer to her,
who had little to bring to any union. He had not
been drawn by wealth.

She did not know how she was supposed to feel
about this knowledge, and she became angry with
herself for wanting to find out about him. Yet, the
image of him dancing, engaging so quickly with an-
other, unsettled her. She had not expected to
occupy his thoughts after Hunsford, but neither
had she imagined him so unaffected.

She pushed the thought aside, reminding her-
self firmly that she had no claim on his attentions.

He is free to act as he wishes.
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NEW NEIGHBOUR
Chapter 5

R —

“My dear Mr. Bennet,” said his lady as soon as she
arrived home from visiting her neighbours, “Have
you heard that Netherfield Park has a new owner
at last?”

Mr. Bennet, who was reading the newspaper
seated comfortably, replied that he had not.

“But there is,” returned she, “for Mrs. Long has
just told me about it. Her cook got it from Mrs.
Nicholls, the housekeeper of Netherfield.”

Mzr. Bennet made no answer.

“It would seem that Mr. Bingley has, at last, re-
linquished all thought of it. What a man! “He did
not even take the trouble to bid a proper farewell
to the local society,” she said with lingering hurt in
her voice.

“Pray, what do you mean, Mother? Does Neth-
erfield have a new owner? I wasn’t aware that it
was for sale. Were you, Father?” Elizabeth in-
quired as she glanced at Jane worryingly.

Again, Mr. Bennet confirmed that no, he did
not know about it at all.
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“And do we know who the new owner is?”
Jane joined the conversation. Her voice did not
tremble, and for that, she was grateful.

Elizabeth looked at her mother, too, to hear
her answer.

“That is just it. I should love to inform you as
I am curious myself, but the housekeeper didn’t
say,” their mother lamented.

“That 1s curious indeed. Father, are you going
to visit him when he arrives?”” Elizabeth asked with
a mirthful tone in her voice.

Mzr. Bennet lowered his newspaper and looked
meaningfully at his favourite daughter. “I am afraid
I shall be obliged to, unless I wish to endure, for
weeks on end, that particularly artful variety of re-
proach which only my wife is capable of
performing.”

“Of course, you must visit him, my dear! We’re
one of the leading families in the neighbourhood.
What would people say if we neglected our duty to
the community, I ask you. Of course, your father
will visit the new owner, whoever he is.” She said
the last, turning to Elizabeth.

With a sigh, Mr. Bennet continued, “Yes, I shall
visit him when he shows himself, although he’s
possibly married with children.”

To this, his wife had the following to say: “Oh,
my dear Mr. Bennet! Although he may be married,
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indeed, such men can have single acquaintances
whom they could invite. But I know on good au-
thority that the new owner is without family.”
Jane and Elizabeth exchanged a meaningful
glance, their unspoken thoughts echoing in the air.

The only person, other than Mrs. Nicholls,
who was aware of the new landlord of Nether-
tield’s identity was Mr. Phillips, the local attorney.
They were sufficiently shocked at that develop-
ment. Alas, he was obligated not to say a word due
to his confidentiality agreement, although the fact
nearly drove him to despair. His wife and others
kept nagging him to share this vital information. It
seemed people would veritably die if they did not
learn the identity of their new neighbour soon. He
had sent messengers to and fro, finalising the deal
on the previous owner’s behalf.

Hokok

It was a profound relief to be home, Elizabeth
mused as she stepped out into the fresh May air.
She had been away for a long time, and her wish
for excitement before the trip was more than ful-
filled with everything that happened. Her recent
experiences, brimming with unexpected encoun-
ters and unresolved sentiments, seemed to dissolve
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into the serenity of her surroundings. She stepped
out with a resolute smile and was determined to
enjoy her walk, not thinking of undeserving hand-
some gentlemen, letters, or sentiments that stirred
her emotions.

She adored the month of May. The world
seemed to awaken in a riot of colours and fra-
grances as if nature itself were celebrating the end
of winter’s restraint. The air was neither too chill
nor overly warm, creating an ideal setting for lei-
surely strolls. Elizabeth delighted in the familiar
sights of her home and let the bushes and trees
comfort her. She revelled in the sight of blossom-
ing tflowers and the gentle rustle of leaves in the
breeze. Each step along the well-worn paths of
Longbourn brought her a sense of tranquillity, as
if the land itself were embracing her with its reas-
suring familiarity. There, on the well-trodden
paths, she was home; she was safe, and nothing un-
toward could affect her.

As she ascended Oakham Mount, a modest hill
that offered a sweeping view of the surrounding
countryside, Elizabeth let her eyes wander over the
picturesque landscape. The vibrant greens of the
meadows and the distant outline of Netherfield,
newly acquired, seemed to blend harmoniously
with the azure sky.

125



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Suddenly, her reverie was interrupted by the
distant, rhythmic pounding of hooves against the
soft earth. Elizabeth turned her gaze toward the
sound, her curiosity piqued. Across the field at the
base of the hill, she discerned the sight of two rid-
ers, their figures silhouetted against the backdrop
of the meadow. Their horses, magnificent and
powerful, moved with a grace and speed that spoke
of both their training and the riders’ skill.

The sight was unusual and captivating. The rid-
ers were approaching Netherfield at a brisk pace,
and Elizabeth’s mind immediately leapt to the pos-
sibility that these were the new owners of the
estate. The new owner’s apparent enthusiasm and
the impressive manner of their arrival hinted at a
man of considerable presence and means. The gen-
tlemen exhibited such a display of vitality and
purpose that a tremor ran through her. She could
not help but admire their grace and skill.

Elizabeth’s mind was jolted back to last No-
vember, a time when the sight of Mr. Darcy and
Mr. Bingley racing across the fields had filled her
with a mixture of admiration and envy. She had
been captivated by the sight of Mr. Darcy on his
magnificent horse, their powerful forms and the
effortless grace with which they moved. At that
time, before Mr. Darcy had so dramatically altered
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her opinion of him, she had admired both the
horse and its rider with a deep-seated longing.

The memory of that day was still vivid in her
mind. She wished she could experience the exhila-
ration of riding such a fine animal, feeling the wind
rush past her as she rode with unrestrained free-
dom. But, alas, her family had not considered it
necessary to teach their daughters the art of riding.
The horses they owned were practical, suited for
work in the fields or pulling carriages. Nelly, their
taithful but ancient mare, was a gentle creature but
hardly the kind to indulge in spirited gallops. Gentle
Nelly, bless her, would not have galloped even for her supper.
Harnessing her for a slow trot was a far cry from
the thrill Elizabeth yearned for.

Elizabeth had always maintained that she pre-
terred walking, a preference she had long
professed to conceal the sting of disappointment.
The truth was, she had envied the gentlemen who
roamed the countryside on horseback, their spirits
as free as the wind. The challenge and excitement
of controlling a spirited horse were experiences she
could only dream of. Her father had promised a
few times but never took any action to buy a horse
suitable for his daughters. It was not that she did
not like walking, but she would have liked the op-
tion. In her pride, she convinced even herself that
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walking was her true preference. But it had only
ever been her only option.

As she stood on the hill, her gaze fixed on the
two riders, she watched in awe as the dark-col-
oured horse moved smoothly from a trot to a
gallop. Its sleek, almost black coat shimmered un-
der the sunlight, and the rider appeared to merge
seamlessly with his mount, leaning forward and
embracing the horse’s neck with a natural ease.
The sight was mesmerising, and Elizabeth felt a
rush of warmth that contrasted sharply with the
coolness of the spring air. Her heart quickened as
she watched, enraptured by the scene before her.

Suddenly, the rider’s head turned toward her,
as if sensing her gaze. Elizabeth’s breath caught in
her throat, her body frozen in place. Her eyes
locked onto the ridet’s face, and she could scarcely
believe what she saw. The recognition was imme-
diate and shocking.

“Mzt. Darcy!” she exclaimed in a stunned whis-
per. The name left her lips before she could stop
it. It felt like a spell broken — and cast again. Her
mind raced as she struggled to process the impos-
sible revelation. There was no mistaking it — this
was indeed Mr. Darcy, and that horse was unmis-
takably his. The very same majestic creature she
had admired so long ago. The shock of recognition
was immediate and overwhelming.
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This is impossible! She screamed inwardly as she
gasped. The man looked straight at her for a few
long seconds, then turned back to catch up to the
other rider.

Mr. Darey! Mr. Darcy? Her eyes must be playing
tricks on her! Her chest heaved with thoughts of
what this might mean. Oh, my lord! Could he be the
new owner of Netherfield? But why? Her pulse raced
with a mixture of disbelief and anxiety. The idea of
Mzr. Darcy being the new owner of Netherfield was
inconceivable, yet the evidence before her was un-
deniable.

No, no! He wouldn’t come here; no man would. .. Not
after all that had passed between them. Not to this
house, this village, this life.

Elizabeth’s hands trembled as she tried to grasp
the enormity of the situation. Her feelings of ad-
miration were now intertwined with a deep sense
of confusion and turmoil. The familiar landscape
of her home had suddenly been invaded by the
very man who had once so profoundly affected
her, as though Mr. Darcy’s appearance had not
only unsettled the accustomed order but shaken
the very foundations of her inner peace.

As Mr. Darcy and his companion disappeared
into the distance, Elizabeth remained rooted to the

spot, her mind reeling with the implications of his

129



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

presence. She shook her head to dispel the strange,
disorienting sensation that had overtaken her.
“No, this cannot be happening,” she muttered, try-
ing to steady her breathing.

The sight of Mr. Darcy, so unexpectedly close
and so dramatically different from her memories,
left Elizabeth in a state of bewildered agitation.
The quietude of the countryside seemed to mock
her turmoil, and she was left to grapple with the
overwhelming realisation that her life, once again,
was on the brink of unexpected change.

Hokok

The viscount reached Netherfield first, his hotse’s
hooves echoing on the gravel as he dismounted
with practised ease. Darcy followed a moment
later, his mind preoccupied with the startling en-
counter he had just had. He had lost his edge in the
race, distracted by an unexpected sight.

“It is not like you to get sidetracked by a skirt,
Darce,” Phillip remarked, his tone light but laced
with amusement as they got off the horses and
started toward the entrance.

Darcy cast him a dry look, his expression a mix
of annoyance and embarrassment. He cleared his
throat, still slightly breathless.

“It was a lady I know. Our neighbour.”
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Phillip looked back at Darcy dubiously.

“And does she have a name?”

Darcy looked away and cleared his throat.
“Miss Elizabeth Bennet.” What was it with the Mat-
locks? He felt a familiar stir of irritation at how
easily the Matlocks seemed to pry into his affairs.
His cousin, like his mother, had a knack for inter-
rogation that could be quite vexing.

Darcy’s thoughts were still consumed by the
brief but intense moment when he had seen Miss
Elizabeth. His heart raced uncontrollably when he
saw her on the hill. It was as if an invisible thread
had tugged at his chest, drawing his gaze irresistibly
toward her. He looked — as if her gaze had sum-
moned him. The sight of her had affected him
more profoundly than he had anticipated. Her fig-
ure, silhouetted against the landscape, had elicited
a visceral reaction from him, leaving him breath-
less and momentarily disoriented.

As they approached the grand entrance of
Netherfield, Darcy’s mind churned with questions.
Had she recognised him? What had she thought
upon seeing him? He had tried to gauge her reac-
tion from a distance, but it was not easy to
decipher her expression. All he could discern was
that she had been looking at him, seemingly un-
moved by the sight of him.
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The realisation that she now knew he was here
— at Netherfield — sent a ripple of anxiety through
him. The knowledge that she was aware of his
presence left him unsettled. He could not help but
wonder what she made of it all. Did she see his
arrival as an intrusion? Did it change her percep-
tion of him? He would find out soon enough. And
this time, he would not hide behind silence.

Well, the cat is out of the bag. She knows I'n here.

He wished she would welcome him with open
arms, but he knew that was wishful thinking. He
hoped, though, that if she had read his letter, at
least she would not look at him with hatred in her
eyes — that maybe she would be open for him to
prove himself. As the image of her standing on that
hill, her gaze fixed on him, lingered in his mind, he
prepared to see her again, more composed.

Hokok

A few days before

Georgiana arrived in London promptly. She did
not hesitate to pack when she received her
brother’s letter. The siblings, as always, were happy
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to be reunited. Once she arrived, they found them-
selves in Hyde Park with Hussar, where they fed
the ducks and the elegant swans. Darcy’s dog did
not understand the concept of feeding them; he
thought his master made the birds come to gather
for his pleasure, and not once did he invade the
shallow waters.

On their way home, they made a detour to
Gunter’s for ices. This establishment was their fa-
vourite place; well, to be truthful; all of London
seemed to agree. The almond-sweet aroma lin-
gered in the street, a scent that had drawn half of
London into indulgence. Few things in London
could rival the pleasure of the owner’s creations —
except perhaps a second helping. And indulge they
often did whenever in the capital.

In the days before travelling to Hertfordshire,
the brother and sister were often seen in the shops,
and Wilkins and the footman frequently accompa-
nied her to make last-minute runs for her brother.
They placed orders for lengths of cloth and shoes
of every measure.

Georgiana caught her brother’s enthusiasm
about his venture. She had seen him absorbed be-
tore — but never alight with this kind of purpose.
At dinner, the topic was mainly their plans, some-
times joined by their cousin. Sometimes, however,
she saw Darcy looking distracted, gazing out the
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window or ahead, ignoring a letter. Sometimes, he
had a hidden smile on his face that only she saw.
She was curious about what he was thinking at
such times. Whatever it was about, she had not
seen her brother so alive, which made her forget
her own troubles.

Darcy and all his company arrived on Thurs-
day, at the end of the first week of May, just a few
days after Elizabeth and Jane’s arrival'®. The last
fortnight had been hectic for him and the viscount.

The Reader may wonder about Darcy’s cousin,
but as things happened, he became quite involved
in this new enterprise. He caught Darcy’s enthusi-
asm, too, and he joined his cousin for several
dinners, and they talked in detail about the plans.
Phillip had some ideas of his own that he shared
with Darcy excitedly — one, namely, to produce
speciality cheeses for the upper class. As a connois-
seur'” himself, he knew a fellow whose business he
had financed during his university years in Cam-
bridge, and he still regularly bought from the man.

18 In Pride and Prejudice, they arrive home in the second week of May, but I made
them arrive about a week eatrlier to have some time for things to happen before
Lydia and the regiment left.

19 An expert judge in matters of taste

134



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Darce, I have given further thought to our plan
regarding Netherfield. How do you feel about in-
troducing a line of speciality cheeses? I have a
contact who could be invaluable.”

Darcy looked up from his plate, intrigued.
“Cheeses? You mean to cater to the upper class?”

“Yes,” Phillip replied with a nod, already pic-
turing elegant hampers and seasonal fairs.

Darcy raised an eyebrow. “You intend to tempt
the ton with Stilton?”

Phillip smirked. “You scoff, but wait until Lady
Jersey starts demanding a monthly delivery.” He
leaned forward, his tone shifting. “I financed a
cheese maker during my time at Cambridge. He
still produces excellent quality, and I am certain
he’d be willing to join us. It would set us apart from
the competition.”

The viscount himself had knowledge of farm-
ing; it was his future, after all, and he was intrigued
by Darcy’s plans. He decided to divide his time be-
tween Netherfield and London for the time being.
It was his mother’s condition that he still attend
significant events of the season.

After the ball, the two cousins indeed met the
owner of Netherfield, an older gentleman who had
purchased the estate primarily for entertainment
and hunting, as well as to establish a foothold in
the gentry. The man was a wealthy tradesman who
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owned several grand inns in the country and two
new taverns” in London. Country living and mak-
ing money from the land proved more than the
man could handle, and after a few years of trying,
he gave up the endeavour. He used the money
from the lease and the reduced land income to ex-
pand the business with which he was familiar.

When Darcy and the viscount offered to buy
the estate off him and offered the opportunity of
turther income and doubling his money in five
years or so if he invested, he could not resist. His
wife had a new summer residence in mind; she
wished for the seaside. With this offer, he could
tulfil her desire.

The cousins decided to make an offer of thirty-
eight thousand, explaining that they needed sub-
stantial capital to make the developments. When
the man understood that there was more to come
if he invested ten thousand, they reached an agree-
ment of forty thousand after a few days (he used
to learn about the gentlemen through a profes-
sional). Then, a separate contract was drawn up for
the investment. The gentleman became the first in-
vestor in the enterprise.

20 Taverns sold wine, and since wine was far more expensive than ale or beer,
taverns catered to richer patrons who could afford it. At the time they were being
replaced by or converted into coffee houses as social centres for the wealthier
classes.
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Bingley’s surprised agreement to Darcy’s re-
quest to take over the rest of the lease arrived, and
things could proceed. He mentioned in his letter
that Miss Bingley thought it must be a mistake that,
surely, Mr. Darcy would not be interested in such
a provincial estate.

Still, if that was the case, she insisted that
Bingley convey her message, urging Mr. Darcy to
reconsider his move. Bingley also wanted to know
if he intended to be in town for the season. Darcy
knew immediately that he was asking for his sister
because it was Darcy who could obtain invitations
to ton events for him and his sister. However, he
did not mind doing this favour for his friend;
Bingley’s constant requests to include his sister, the
older sister, and her husband grated on him. It was
one thing to enjoy Bingley’s company and another
to tolerate his relatives at every event. He also in-
quired whether they were still invited to Pemberley
in August.

Darcy groaned. He had almost forgotten about
that invitation. No matter: he would have to go to
Pembertley for the harvest regardless, so he could
still do that. He was, quite rightly, annoyed by Miss
Bingley’s presumption that he would be interested
in her opinion on the matter of business — but he
was also, truth be told, rather pleased. Miss
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Bingley’s confusion was a fine reward for his dis-
cretion.

Additionally, he felt a quiet satisfaction at hav-
ing thwarted Miss Bingley’s plans for the season,
however ungentlemanly that sentiment might be.
Still, he suspected that Miss Elizabeth would not
take offence. Indeed, she might even smile, with
just the sort of mischief that had undone him from
the first, at such ungentlemanly thoughts.
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FIRST MEETING
Chapter 6
atats
L ~ ::

It was the morning of Sunday, the 10™ of May,
when the church at the edge of Longbourn and
Meryton seemed to await its congregation in quiet
solemnity. It was a modest but handsome stone
building, crowned with an old, flat tower. Though
not grand, but dear to the people who lived around
it. The parson walked around inside, checking if
everything was in order before his parishioners
started to arrive.

Darcy, seated next to his sister in the carriage,
was consumed with thoughts of the impending
meeting. He patted her hand in encouragement, his
mind several miles away. He was determined to
make a favourable impression upon Miss Eliza-
beth’s family, to demonstrate his ability to behave
civilly towards her relations and neighbours. His
request to his valet to make him look more ap-
proachable was a testament to his eagerness. Darcy
wore a simple, dark blue waistcoat, and instead of
a tailcoat, he wore a long, light brown coat. He
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wore his new high boots and chose a pale blue cra-
vat, which complemented his eyes and looked
rather well on him, contrasting with his white shirt.
His cousin had no such motivation and looked
every inch the aristocrat.

“I understand why Georgiana looks nervous,
but why do you, Darce?”

“I am not nervous,” he grunted.

“Nonsense. You were fidgeting; you have ad-
justed your attire several times.”

Darcy shrugged. “It’s all new. I feel a bit un-
comfortable in it.” Demonstrating this sentiment,
he adjusted his cravat.

“Oh, I see.” He turned to Georgiana. “Little
dove, don’t worry; these are country folk, just like
at Pemberley. They do not bite.”

She took a deep breath and nodded to her
cousin.

“Yes, these are country folk. Could you behave
in a2 more... restrained manner?”

“Are you asking me to curb my tongue? Your”
The viscount snorted.

“We need to make a good impression if we’re
to be successful here. I do not think these people
have ever met a peer.”

The viscount smiled smugly but answered
Darcy’s reproachful look, “You’re right, of course.
I shall aim to earn the goodwill of the parishioners.
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And you, my dear cousin, you need to relax. After
all, you already know them. There is no reason to
tret.”

Darcy nodded sharply in acknowledgement but
inwardly worried about his reception. Miss Eliza-
beth had just reprimanded him, among other
things, for being condescending to the locals, he
sighed.

As they arrived at the church, Darcy took a
deep breath and entered.

The church was already full. They did not wish
to parade to the front in front of everybody, so
they sat in the back. He knew he would be ex-
pected to sit at the front next time. They were
among the first people to be out when the service
tinished. They stood away from the entrance to
meet the neighbours officially.

The parson was the first out and, with pomp,
officially met the neighbours himself. He gasped
when he learnt that a peer had just listened to his
preaching. He welcomed them to the neighbour-
hood and assured them a front pew would be
reserved for them each Sunday. Darcy asked if he
could meet with him in the next few days — he
wanted to let the parson know what they were
planning at Netherfield and, as he knew the neigh-
bourhood, to ask him to send people their way for
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work who needed it. By this time, most of the pa-
rishioners were outside.

At that moment, Sir Lucas’s stout figure ap-
peared on the church steps; his brow furrowed
slightly as he recognised one of the gentlemen of
the waiting party. A look of puzzled curiosity set-
tled on his face — clearly, he had not expected to
see Mr. Darcy again.

“Mr. Darcy? Is it truly your” he exclaimed, has-
tening forward. “What a surprise, sit! I confess, 1
never imagined we would see you again in this
neighbourhood. Might I ask — where are you stay-
ing?”’

“Sir Lucas, it 7s a pleasure to see you again as
well. I am staying at Netherfield.”

“At Netherfield? Has Mr. Bingley returned?”
He frowned.

“No. We are the new owners of the place.” He
gestured to his cousin. “Cousin, this is Sir Lucas,
one of the prominent members of the neighbour-
hood.”

The older man, taken aback at being introduced
tirst, bowed in response.

“This 1s my cousin, Phillip Fitzwilliam, the
Right Honourable Viscount of Matlock, Derby-
shire.”

“Oh, 1t—it 1s an honour to welcome you to the
neighbourhood, my lord.” Sir Lucas was quite
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speechless and confused. A peer here in Meryton! Did
Mr. Darey say they bought Netherfield?

Sir Lucas appeared at a loss for words — noble-
men of high rank seldom deemed Meryton worthy
of their notice.

“I had the honour to be a guest of his when I
was here in the autumn,” Darcy explained to his
cousin. Then, his attention was arrested by the
heavenly sight of the church’s entrance.

It was her.

Elizabeth’s breath faltered the instant her eyes
alighted upon Mr. Darcy. His presence in that
place, so unexpected yet inevitable, sent a jolt
through her chest. She had fortified herself against
this moment, yet her carefully rehearsed indiffer-
ence faltered when faced with the reality of his
calm, composed figure. What could have brought him
here? And why did the mere sight of him unsettle
her so?

He beheld Miss Elizabeth standing near the
church entrance, her figure gracefully framed
against the backdrop of the ancient stone edifice.
As their eyes met, she averted her gaze at once, her
movement a swift and instinctive withdrawal from
the long-anticipated encounter. Darcy did not be-
grudge her reaction; he understood that meeting
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again was destined to be fraught with unease after
all that had passed between them.

He observed her from afar as she descended
the shallow steps leading from the church’s en-
trance, her carriage elegant yet subtly marked by
the unease of their shared past. Darcy’s heart ached
with a mixture of regret and longing. This encoun-
ter, so long anticipated and so heavy with memory,
was threaded with unspoken words and unre-
solved feelings.

Darcy stood still, a knot of quiet trepidation
and restless hope tightening his chest. As Miss
Elizabeth moved further away, Darcy’s gaze lin-
gered upon her retreating figure, his thoughts a
whirlwind of restless contemplation. The promise
of a new beginning at Netherfield seemed inextri-
cably linked to the possibility of mending the past.
With a heart buoyed by cautious optimism, he
watched her go, hoping that this decision — this de-
liberate step into an unwritten chapter — would not
only prove to be a sound investment but also offer
a way forward in their personal li

Mrs. Bennet, ever the tireless architect of social
advancement, nudged her husband forward with a
decisive gesture to join the newcomers. As Mr.
Bennet began approaching the newcomers, her
own gaze was drawn to the tall, impeccably attired
young man accompanying Mr. Darcy. A look of
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curiosity and mild disapproval flickered across her
tace before she could even purse her lips at the
sight of Mr. Darcy. Determined to make the best
of the situation, she followed her husband, usher-
ing her daughters into an orderly procession,
including the reluctant Elizabeth.

Darcy’s hand grew uncomfortably warm and
damp at the prospect of meeting the Bennets, a
stark reminder of the lingering tension between
them that still stretched, taut and unresolved. His
past words echoed faintly — proud, wounding, ill-
judged. As Mrs. Bennet approached with her
daughters in tow, he drew himself up, determined
to maintain his composure.

“Mr. Darcy, 1s it? How fortunate we are!l” Mr.
Bennet’s voice rang out; his tone tinged with a
cheerfulness more practised than sincere. “Wel-
come back to Meryton, sir. And may I ask who
your companions arer”’

Darcy bowed with deliberate formality.

“Mr. Bennet, I am obliged to you for your kind
reception.” He turned to his cousin, presenting
him with a matching ceremony. “May I introduce
the Right Honourable Viscount Phillip Fitzwilliam
of Matlock, Derbyshire — my cousin on my
mother’s side.”

Upon hearing the title of the other young gen-
tleman, Mr. Bennet could not help but note that,
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contrary to the usual dictates of etiquette, it was
the nobleman who had been introduced to him —
a curious reversal, to be sure.

Phillip blinked once, then allowed a slow smile
to curve his lips. So, Darcy was breaking the rules
of precedence? Perhaps Hertfordshire had more
wonders in store than expected.

“He, too, hails from Derbyshire. Phillip, this is
Mzr. Bennet of Longbourn, a respected neighbour
and one of the more prominent gentlemen in the
area.”

As Mrs. Bennet joined them with her daugh-
ters, she listened with surprise as Mr. Darcy spoke
of her husband.

Darcy continued, “And the lady beside him is
his wife, Mrs. Bennet. Madam, it is a pleasure to
see you again,” he addressed the matron with cour-
teous formality. And these are their charming
daughters, Miss Bennet, Miss Elizabeth, Miss Mary
and...”

“Miss Catherine and Miss Lydia, my lord.” Mrs.
Bennet interjected with unmistakable maternal
pride, executing a modest curtsy. “Mr. Darcy.”
What conrtesy! She thought.

Darcy returned her gesture with a courteous
bow, extending it to each of the daughters. He was
careful not to allow his gaze to rest too long upon
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Miss Elizabeth, though he could not entirely sup-
press the quiet hope that she might offer him a
glance. “Miss Bennet, Miss Elizabeth, it is a pleas-
ure to see you both once more. I trust you well?”
he said, his voice measured and composed as he
addressed the elder sisters. Inwardly, he hoped —
perhaps against reason — that Miss Elizabeth
would look at him, though he dared not expect
much.

Elizabeth offered a curt nod, her gaze unread-
able. Darcy could not tell whether it was
indifference or defence.

Jane, ever gracious, was the first to speak after
a glance at her sister. “Mr. Darcy, welcome to the
neighbourhood again. We are quite well. And you?
What brings you back to Hertfordshire?”

“My cousin and I have recently purchased
Nethertield...” Darcy began, his gaze briefly drift-
ing to Elizabeth when her head lifted sharply at the
mention of Netherfield, a clear sign of her surprise.

Darcy met her eyes and offered a slight bow.
Then he turned back to Jane. “Yes, Miss Bennet.
We acquired it as an investment and hope to make
significant improvements there.”

“Are you indeed the new owner of Netherfield,
sir?” Mrs. Bennet asked in wonder.
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“Yes, madam. We are very hopeful about the
potential there and look forward to becoming part
of the community.”

“Indeed?” Mr. Bennet was also taken aback by
the news of the purchase of Netherfield. “That is
indeed a considerable undertaking.”

“Yes, sir. We also look forward to enjoying the
company here,” Darcy added, glancing back at
Jane and then at Elizabeth, who was still observing
him with a curious, if guarded, expression.

Mrs. Bennet found her opinion of Mr. Darcy
shifting with surprising swiftness — indeed, in a
matter of mere moments. He must have taken quite a
liking to the neighbonrhood after all, she mused to her-
self with growing satisfaction.

Phillip had been observing the Bennet daugh-
ters with the discerning eye of a gentleman well-
versed in society’s expectations, paying particular
attention to the two eldest, who, by virtue of their
age and demeanour, might naturally draw interest.
Yet it was not mere propriety or eligibility that held
his gaze. No — something altogether different had
arrested his attention. For standing before him
was, quite simply, the loveliest woman he had ever
beheld.

There was a quiet elegance about her, an un-
studied grace that needed no adornment. Her
teatures, though turned away from him, conveyed
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a serenity that was somehow all the more captivat-
ing for its lack of artifice. That she was not looking
his way seemed, to him, a grievous oversight of
fate — one he felt compelled to amend. With a re-
solve born of sudden and unaccountable
fascination, he stepped forward, unwilling to let
the moment pass unnoticed.

“Darcy, would you introduce me to these
lovely ladies? I do not think they heard the intro-
duction,” Lord Fitzwilliam called out, his tone
both warm and inviting.

“Of course,” Darcy replied, his voice tinged
with relief. “Misses Bennet, allow me to introduce
His Lordship, the Viscount of Matlock. Phillip
Fitzwilliam. Miss Elizabeth, he’s Colonel Fitzwill-
iam’s older brother.”

The three of them exchanged polite greetings,
the formality of the introductions momentarily
easing the tension. The young ladies, however,
composed in manner, could not entirely conceal
their surprise at finding themselves in the presence
of a titled gentleman; the Viscount’s appearance
had introduced a degree of gravity and distinction
to the encounter they had not anticipated.

The viscount observed Miss Bennet’s reserved,
almost shy demeanour as she rose gracefully from
her curtsy. Her head remained bowed for a mo-
ment, and a quiet sigh escaped her lips — a breath
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of hesitation, perhaps, or composure reclaimed.
Then, with a soft and deliberate motion, she lifted
her gaze to meet his. There was nothing coquettish
in her manner, no artifice to her expression — only
a quiet dignity and an unguarded sincerity that
struck him with unexpected force. He found him-
self blinking, as though to steady his thoughts,
caught off guard not only by her beauty, but also
by the gentle fortitude that shone through her
modesty. He had seen beauty often. But never, un-
til now, something that seemed so quietly
invincible. For a fleeting moment, Darcy’s words
faded into a distant murmur, so entirely had she
captured his attention.

“You are acquainted with my brother, Colonel
Fitzwilliam, Miss Elizabeth?” Lord Fitzwilliam in-
quired, clearly intrigued.

“Yes, my lord,” Elizabeth responded, her
cheeks flushing slightly as she met his gaze.

“Colonel, who, pray?” Mrs. Bennet asked,
blinking in confusion. “How do you know him?”

Elizabeth hesitated, searching for the right
words. “I-I...” She faltered, unsure of how to nav-
igate the unexpected question.

“We were also in Kent when Miss Elizabeth
visited her friend, Mrs. Collins,” Darcy offered, his
tone measured, stepping in gently to spare her the
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awkwardness of explanation. He turned slightly to-
ward her, offering a brief smile — one that bore
more humility than triumph and which he hoped
would not betray the unease coiling in his chest.

That she had not spoken of him was hardly un-
expected. She had every reason to wish his name
unspoken. But that she had kept silent even about
Richard — his affable, good-humoured cousin —
was something else entirely. It could not have been
forgetfulness. No, Miss Elizabeth’s mind was far
too exacting for that. It was a choice — one made
deliberately, perhaps even painfully.

It was difficult for him to read her expressions.
He was afraid to see things there that were not
meant, only desired.

He inclined his head with quiet grace. “Colonel
Fitzwilliam asked me to convey his warm regards
to you, Miss Elizabeth.”

There it was — a simple courtesy on the surface,
but beneath it, a tentative offering. Not an apology,
not yet. But perhaps a bridge. And if her eyes lin-
gered on his a moment longer than civility
required, he dared believe — for the space of a
breath — that forgiveness, while not yet spoken,
was not beyond reach.

“Oh...thank you, Mr. Darcy. I remember him
affectionately.”
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Darcy’s lips curved into the faintest suggestion
of a smile.

“And...and of course, I am glad to see you
again,” Elizabeth added quickly. “Are you well? 1
must confess, I was surprised to hear you intend to
settle here...”

The viscount, while others conversed around
him, took the moment to steady himself, quietly
regaining composure after the unexpected impres-
sion left by the woman before him. His gaze,
unbidden yet unwavering, was drawn once mote to
Jane’s willowy figure, her elegance understated and
sincere. It struck him that Darcy had made no
mention of the elder sister — an omission he now
found decidedly curious.

He had not expected to be affected. Yet some-
thing in her manner — the quiet fortitude with
which she met the moment — moved him in a way
that unsettled his usual detachment. The way she
gathered herself to look at him, to meet his eyes
with composed sincerity, left an imprint. He could
only hope he appeared approachable enough,
aware as he was that his title often inspired more
trepidation than ease. He wished her to feel neither
daunted nor deferential.

And then, as though in silent answer to that
hope, she glanced his way. To his astonishment,
she did not look away. Instead, she offered a small,
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unembellished smile — not one of those practised,
coquettish expressions so familiar in London
drawing rooms but a genuine one, gentle and un-
forced. It was a smile that felt like a gift.

“And who 1s this young lady?” inquired Mrs.
Bennet, gesturing with polite curiosity toward
Georgiana.

Darcy shut his eyes for a brief moment of in-
ward mortification — he could scarcely believe he
had committed such an egregious lapse in deco-
rum. “Oh, my manners! Do forgive me, dearest.”
He turned back to the assembled company. “Mr.
and Mrs. Bennet, ladies, allow me to present my
beloved sister, Miss Georgiana Darcy. She is not
yet out but is expected to make her debut in society
within the next two years. And this is her compan-
ion, Mrs. Annesley.”

“Your sister? How utterly delightfull” cried
Mrs. Bennet with effusive warmth. “A brother and
sister together — how utterly charming! Welcome,
my dear! You shall find no shortage of young ladies
here — as you may observe, I have five myself. We
shall take excellent care of you, never fear. Mrs.
Annesley, welcome to the neighbourhood.”

Phillip, meanwhile, had taken quiet note of the
exchange. He observed that Miss Bennet’s atten-
tions were directed chiefly toward Darcy and that
the smile she offered Georgiana held not only
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courtesy but a kind of quiet relief. His eyes then
shifted to Miss Elizabeth, who had, with a sister’s
tenderness, reached for her sibling’s hand. The
simple gesture, so full of feeling and mutual under-
standing, intrigued him — it was a glimpse into the
deeper currents that flowed between them, and it
held his attention far more than any forced display
of gaiety ever could.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bennet,” Georgiana said, her
voice trembling slightly. “My—my brother sent sev-
eral long letters from here in the autumn, and when
he told me he would be returning, I could not resist
joining him. I wanted to meet the people myself.”
Her voice trembled slightly, but she hoped she
made her brother proud.

“Indeed, how very kind of Mr. Darcy to men-
tion some of us.” Mr. Bennet quipped.

Darcy glanced toward Elizabeth, and their eyes
met.

Elizabeth wondered if Miss Darcy was merely
being polite or if her brother had really written to
her about them. If he did, and favourably, then that
would be another proof of her misunderstanding
of the man. She could not welcome the infor-
mation.

“Yes, I specifically remember your family. Fitz-
william mentioned your hospitality, and I
remember him saying how he had enjoyed Miss

154



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Elizabeth’s playing on the piano. I practice that art,
too, you see.” Georgiana braved to say.

Elizabeth felt speechless. Gratitude and confu-
sion warred within her. She was thankful for her
mothet’s response.

“Mr. Darcy honours us with his attention to
us.” Mrs. Bennet thought she was right to have
reevaluated her opinion of him. If he wrote about
the family to his sister, he could hardly believe they
were so beneath him.

Meanwhile, Sir Lucas left the group and re-
turned with his wife and younger daughter.
“Gentlemen, my wife wishes to welcome you, too.
May I present Lady Lucas and my daughter, Miss
Maria Lucas?”

“A pleasure to meet you, madam, Miss Lucas.
Lord Fitzwilliam, at your service.” The viscount
bowed gracefully.

“Madam. Miss Lucas, it is a pleasure to see you
again so soon.” Darcy added, mirroring the vis-
count’s respectful gesture.

“Oh, that’s right. You visited my daughter in
Kent. What an honour! Thank you.” LLady Lucas
said warmly.

“Not at all, madam. We enjoyed our time there.
Your daughter and her husband were gracious
hosts.” Darcy replied sincerely.

155



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Elizabeth watched on with wide eyes. Eliza-
beth’s eyes widened. Mr. Darcy’s civility toward
the Collinses was nothing short of astonishing. She
cleared her throat, uncertain whether to laugh or
object.

“Well, this has been pleasant. My lord, Mz.
Darcy, would tomorrow be convenient for you to
accept my visit? I am interested in how this venture
of yours came about.” Mr. Bennet was hungry and
wished to leave.

“Yes, Mr. Bennet. It would be our pleasure.”
Darcy responded, relieved to have the opportunity
for a more formal discussion.

Elizabeth looked back at the two gentlemen be-
tfore she stepped into their carriage. Darcy’s heart
skipped a beat that at least he had captured her at-
tention.

After saying goodbye, all the participants left.
In the carriages, they all reflected on their meeting.
In the Lucas carriage, Sir Lucas and his wife agreed
that the newcomers would be an excellent addition
to the neighbourhood and marvelled that a peer
was now among them.

“I shall call on Miss Darcy with Maria.” Lady
Lucas declared. “If Mr. Bennet is visiting them to-
morrow, why don’t you follow his example the day
after?” Her husband nodded solemnly.
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In the Bennet carriage, which was now mighty
crowded, conversation erupted, and almost every-
body spoke at the same time, so it was difficult to
hear what was said amid the cheerful din.

Concerned for Elizabeth, Jane had eyes only
for her sister, forgetting momentarily about Mr.
Bingley’s absence. She watched closely, searching
her countenance for signs of unease.

Elizabeth, for her part, scarcely heard the chat-
ter around her. She was doing her utmost to block
out the clamour, both within and without, while
grappling with the startling truth of Mr. Darcy’s re-
turn. So, it was indeed he, and he had taken Netherfield!
When she had not seen him in the church, she
wondered if he had departed once more. Not that
it mattered to her, she reminded herself with quiet
defiance. Or so she wished to believe.

Then, she had seen him in the churchyard,
standing among the gravestones and late spring
shadows. She had only followed her mama with
the greatest reluctance — she did not feel ready to
tace him. Before that strange, charged meeting on
Oakham Mount, she could never have imagined
setting eyes on him again, much less so soon.

Well, it was done now. They had met. She even
conversed briefly with him without dissembling.
They could meet again now as indifferent acquaint-
ances.
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In the carriage bound for Netherfield, silence
reigned. Each passenger gazed pensively out the
window, their thoughts as veiled as the soft coun-
tryside passing by.

“I daresay our introduction to the neighbour-
hood went rather well,” Phillip remarked at length,
his voice cutting through the quiet.

“They were most welcoming,” Georgiana
added softly; she was cautiously optimistic.

Darcy, however, remained inwardly preoccu-
pied. Though the conversation stirred around him,
his thoughts lingered elsewhere — on a certain fig-
ure whose presence had not left him since their
meeting outside the church. He reminded himself:
he had no claim. Barely a month had passed — the
wound was still too fresh, the feelings still taking
shape.

Yet his resolve had not wavered. If anything, it
had deepened upon seeing her again. He recalled
the passion in her voice, the fire in her eyes when
she confronted him at Hunsford. He had never
met a woman who challenged him, who forced
him to look inward and confront the flaws in his
character. Elizabeth Bennet was unlike anyone he
had ever known, and he was determined to prove
himself worthy of her regard. If that required pa-
tience, humility, and perseverance — so be it.
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For her, he would become a better man. He
wished to be deserving of her.

“Yes,” he said at last, drawing a breath. “It went
quite well.” Then, glancing affectionately at his sis-
ter, he added, “Pumpkin, I am sorry again for my
clumsy introduction. In all the commotion, my
manners deserted me.”

“Darce, pray tell me about Miss Bennet.” Phil-
lip inquired, his curiosity evident. ““You have never
mentioned her.”

“Pardon? Oh, no! Not you as well,” Darcy mut-
tered, a hint of frustration in his voice.

Phillip raised an eyebrow. “Not me, too? What
on earth do you mean?”

“She is not a woman to be trifled with,” Darcy
insisted firmly, his voice edged with protective-
ness.

Phillip’s lips pinched together in a hard line.
“Are you questioning my honour, cousin?”

Darcy exhaled, quickly softening. “No, of
course not. Forgive me,” he glanced toward his sis-
ter. “Let us speak of it after we have eaten.”

Phillip inclined his head in concession, though
his curiosity clearly lingered.

“I assure you, I do not trifle with ladies, Pump-
kin,” he said with a roguish smile. “Your brother
does me a disservice — though I confess, I have
been known to inspire a flutter or two.”
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Georgiana gave a light, genuine laugh — the first
sound of ease since they’d stepped into the carriage
— and in its gentle echo, the atmosphere thawed
just a little.

Kokok

“So,” Phillip began, settling more comfortably into
his chair, a glass in hand, ““what was that accusation
in the carriage?r Have I unwittingly encroached
upon sacred ground?”

“What? No! Certainly not,” Darcy replied, a
flicker of confusion crossing his features.

“You speak as if it is an impossibility for a man
to admire her beauty.”

At that moment, Hussar padded over, nudging
Darcy’s leg for attention. With a quiet command,
Darcy called the dog to lie down at his feet beside
the armchair. He shook his head.

“Then what, pray, was the meaning of it?” the
viscount pressed, studying him with mild curiosity
and expectation.

Darcy leaned back slightly, his expression turn-
ing grave. “Itis a delicate matter,” he began quietly.
“When we were last here in the autumn, Bingley
became infatuated with Miss Bennet, and of
course, he singled her out. You know his nature;
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he is rather enthusiastic and unwittingly created ex-
pectations, not only within the Bennet family but
apparently in the entire neighbourhood, too.”

“And where is he now?” Phillip asked, his curi-
osity piqued.

“In Scarborough. He hosted a ball here but
then departed for London the next day, having
promised to return in a few days. His sister closed
Nethertfield in his absence, so his family and I fol-
lowed. His sisters were eager to keep him in town,
away from entanglements. Temptation, if you
will.”

Phillip raised an eyebrow. “And why such ur-
gency?”’

“They did not wish him to pursue Miss Bennet
any further,” Darcy answered plainly. “He con-
sulted me on the subject as well, and at the time, I
did not believe she was genuinely affected by him.
I did not think she was attached. Given her family’s
situation, I thought she might accept him out of
obligation despite her own feelings. Consequently,
Bingley withdrew from her and from Netherfield.
From the perspective of the local society, he van-
ished without a word after the ball. He never
returned — neither to the house, nor to Miss Ben-
net.”

Phillip stared at him.
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“He left everything behind?”” he asked, disbelief
evident in his voice.

Darcy nodded solemnly. “Yes, the decision was
made for him; he just acquiesced, without protest.
The house has stood empty ever since.”

He moved to the fireplace, his dog following
closely. As he adjusted the logs, his gaze lingered
in the flames, and the flickering light danced over
the features of a man caught in the grip of self-
reproach.

His cousin observed him, shaking his head in
disapproval. “A disgrace, frankly. To abandon a
lady in such a fashion... That is not the act of an
honourable man.”

Darcy’s gaze remained fixed on the fire as he
continued, “When I later saw Miss Elizabeth at
Rosings, I came to understand Miss Bennet had in-
deed formed an attachment. She retreated to
London, seeking refuge among her relations. She
fled not only heartache but the cruel pity of a soci-
ety that had already labelled her jilted. Or so I
surmise. That’s why I am so concerned about re-
peating such a scenario.”

Phillip’s expression darkened. “I would never
play with a lady’s affections!

Darcy nodded. “Yes, I know that. I just reacted
without thought.”
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“An honourable man does not engage a
woman’s affections only to vanish the moment un-
certainty arises. To abandon her, regardless of her
teelings, is cowardly.”

He remembered how Miss Bennet braved
looking at him...so that was why. She does not want
to get hurt again. Fool, he thought bitterly of Bingley.

“Yes, that is exactly what I have come to un-
derstand. Bingley’s actions were thoughtless.
Unfortunately, there is more...” Darcy admitted, a
note of regret in his voice. “I am not proud of it,
but I learnt that she was in town — this was before
I learnt that she had feelings for him...”

“Deep feelings? I see. And Miss Elizabeth told
you. Curious.”

Darcy gave a brief nod. “Yes, and as I was say-
ing, she had been in London, but I agreed with his
sisters not to tell Bingley.”

Phillip’s gaze sharpened. “You did what?”

“It seemed the right thing to do at the time,”
Darcy explained, the words tasting of regret.
“Bingley appeared out of sorts, and I did not want
him to enter a marriage of unequal attachment. I
believed it was for the best.”

Phillip was silent for some time. Then, with a
slow shake of his head, he said, “You overstepped
the role of a friend there, cousin. He is a grown
man. You took the choice from him to proceed or
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not. You had no right. Well, hindsight makes wise
men of us all. You were not malicious, but you did
a disservice to your friend. Not to mention Miss
Bennet. It could have meant everything to her and
her family. Most marriages are not about love, yet
many couples find happiness — or at least content-
ment.”

He paused, picturing Miss Jane Bennet stand-
ing among the gravestones, sunlight catching in
her fair hair, her composure like a veil drawn over
quiet strength. There had been sorrow in her eyes
but not bitterness — only the dignified endurance
of one who had learned to carry disappointment
without complaint. Bingley was too young, too
careless, too easily led. She deserved more than
charm and half-promises. She deserved someone
who would see her fully, and value not only her
beauty but the constancy beneath it — someone
who would cherish her worth, not simply admire it
from a distance.

Phillip had found himself drawn to Jane’s quiet
dignity, her serene beauty masking an underlying
strength. There was something captivating about
her, something he could not quite place. It had
been years since anything — or anyone — stirred
such interest in him. He resolved to learn more
about her during their stay in Hertfordshire.
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“You are right,” Darcy admitted, his voice
heavy with regret. “I do not know what possessed
me. I intend to apologise.”

Phillip took a thoughtful sip of his drink.
“Does she know of your role in separating her
from him?”

“She must. Miss Elizabeth must have told her.”

“I do not understand; how does she know?”

“That is a long story. Suffice to say, we argued,
and the truth came out.”

“Arguing? When, pray, did it become fashion-
able for a gentleman to quarrel with a lady?” Phillip
asked, incredulous.

Darcy’s lips curled into a rueful smile. “Don’t
ask.”

Phillip chuckled dryly. “Perhaps another time
then.” He rose from his seat. “I shall be in my
room. I think I shall retire. We have a lot to do next
week.”

Darcy just looked into the fire, but before his
cousin left, he called to him. “Phillip, before you
go — there is something else you should know.”

Phillip paused mid-step. “Yes?”

Darcy turned to him, his voice low. “It is only
tair to tell you that I am also here because I am
interested in Miss Elizabeth.”

That made the viscount stop in his tracks, his
expression a mixture of surprise and curiosity. “I

165



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

beg your pardon?” He looked at Darcy. “You are
not jestingr”

“I am not,” Darcy said simply.

“This is that long story.” A hint of amusement
coloured Phillip’s tone.

Darcy sighed deeply. “Yes.”

“What happened?”

Darcy took a deep breath and closed his eyes.
“In Kent... She refused me.”

“You mean... You mean you have offered for
her?” Phillip’s eyes widened in astonishment.

Darcy nodded, feeling the weight of his admis-
sion.

“And you have come after her?”

Another nod.

Phillip did not know what to think. He was
taken aback, struggling to reconcile the idea of
Miss Elizabeth refusing someone as respectable as
Darcy. He was among the most respectable men
he had ever known. He was wealthy and quite
handsome, did not drink to excess, did not gamble
much, and was clever. What did that woman want?
What could she possibly have found wanting? ...
His cousin must have had it bad if he did all this
tor her.

His heart thudded with astonishment.
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“So,” he began slowly, “do you mean to pursue
her still? Or do you merely intend to suffer nobly
in her presence?”

Darcy gave a faint, self-mocking smile. “I want
her to see me clearly, free of false impressions. And
to know that I heard her.”

“A rare thing — that a woman makes a man
want to better himself.”

Darcy nodded.

Phillip studied him for a long moment, “And
she was the one on the hill that distracted you.”

Darcy looked up, meeting his gaze. “Yes, she

2

was.
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A HEARTFELT APOLOGY
Chapter 7

The next day, Mr. Bennet arrived for his morning
call at about eleven, just as the hosts finished their
breakfast. The gentlemen went into the library,
which was now more amply supplied, as Darcy had
brought two crates of books, including several vol-
umes on farming, crop production and animal
husbandry — Darcy’s idea of light reading. Mr. Ben-
net perused the books with a discerning eye before
sitting.

The author will not bore the Reader with busi-
ness talk among the men, but it should be noted
that even Mr. Bennet was impressed with the plans
and felt outdone by these young men.

“Hmm, cheese, you say, I daresay I should not
mind becoming a customer myself.” Mr. Bennet
leaned back in his chair, a faint smile playing on his
lips. “It seems I am being outdone by the next gen-
eration. I only hope my tenants will forgive me for
not having considered such ventures myself.”
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As they continued discussing the matter, Mr.
Bennet suggested that they inquire about other es-
tates to see if there were young people who would
otherwise move away or to town. Families would
likely appreciate the opportunity for their children
to stay nearby, rather than having to relocate.
Darcy acknowledged the idea and said they were
planning to do so.

Additionally, if they were to establish a clientele
in London, they could collect products from the
neighbouring estates and farms, as they often had
a surplus. It would initially help them, as they did
not have much of their own, and they could pro-
vide some income to the locals. Darcy thought it
an excellent idea, especially since they had many
mouths to feed. They could do much good for the
neighbourhood. Darcy and the Viscount discussed
this idea in detail later.

Phillip and Darcy began the day early, accom-
panied by the steward. The man was briefed on the
plans and hired on a trial basis. The prospect
greatly pleased him, for it offered increased earn-
ings and the chance to make a tangible difference,
rather than just maintaining the estate.

One of the things they had to do immediately
was to establish sleeping arrangements for the
men, both theirs and the builders’. Womenfolk
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would stay at the house, and some men even had
to be accommodated in the guest wing. Feeding so
many people required organisation, too, and peo-
ple needed to be hired. Several were expected to
arrive in the coming days. In the afternoon, they
surveyed the land with the estate manager’s ani-
mated guidance, and options were drawn for the
construction of the new buildings and the land par-
cels. Animals had to be bought...well, they would
be busy.

The day’s work and the country air had ex-
hausted them. Both men went straight to bed, tired
after their evening meal. Even Georgiana followed
their example, as she too was exhausted, having
spent the day sorting through the materials, clothes
and shoes they had brought from London, and
with Wilkins calculating what else she would need.

Hokok

On Tuesday morning, the two gentlemen arrived
at Longbourn. Their appearance caused consider-
able discomposure among the ladies of the house,
for Mr. Bennet had neglected to mention that vis-
itors were expected — this despite his family’s eager
attempts to elicit every detail of what had tran-
spired at Netherfield and his repeated insistence
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that the matter had concerned business alone. Per-
haps the old gentleman deliberately did not share
that information with his dear wife, as he was
known to enjoy causing her vexation on occasion.

Had the visitors arrived but half a minute ear-
lier, they would have been met with a scene
somewhat less composed. Kitty was still kneeling
upon the carpet, desperately attempting to scrub a
muddy stain from Lydia’s shoe — an unfortunate
blemish discovered at the very last moment. Mary,
arms full of books, was dragging a chair back into
its proper place beside the pianoforte, stumbling
with every other step as she struggled to maintain
her balance. Jane was adjusting the picture above
the fireplace in the hope that it might finally hang
straight, while Elizabeth searched for her embroi-
dery — the one not left half-unravelled. Meanwhile,
Mrs. Bennet was endeavouring to place a sprig of
tragrant rosemary into a vase with all the ease of
someone who wished it to appear it had always
been there, all the while calling instructions to a
maid and straightening the bow of her cap with a
hand that trembled just slightly.

Thus, before tranquillity reigned, the drawing
room had been in a state of mild chaos — but by
the time the door-handle turned, all was miracu-
lously in order. The ladies of the Bennet household
received their distinguished guests with an air of
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serenity, as if they had been seated thus the entire
morning.

A somewhat awkward silence prevailed after
the formalities were completed, and everyone took
their seats. Even Mrs. Bennet, whose tongue was
seldom still, appeared momentarily bereft of
words. The heir of an earl was sitting in her par-
lour. Elizabeth studiously concentrated on her
sewing, so it was left to Jane to carry the conversa-
tion.

“Our father told us some of what you plan to
do with Netherfield. It was fascinating to hear.”

“Thank you, Miss Bennet,” the viscount replied
with a smile, glad he had a chance to talk to her.
“We are very excited about it. Darcy, here is the
mastermind behind it all, though I must say, he
makes it look deceptively easy. I am just as enthu-
siastic. It is a challenge to determine how to
implement his ideas. Yesterday was only our first
day, but after everything, I slept soundly. There is
so much to consider, and yet, I find it invigorat-
ing,” shared the viscount with a broad and genuine
grin.

“Indeed? Now that is good, I think,” Jane
smiled back at him. “Tomorrow, Mother and 1
plan to visit our tenants. If you’d like, we could in-
quire if anyone among them or someone they
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know would be interested in working for you. An-
yone who has worked on farms would have
valuable skills and knowledge.”

“Would you? That is very kind of you,” the vis-
count said, clearly pleased.

“Not at all. This would be of great assistance to
some families. Mama mentioned the Farlings and
the Thompsons, who have many children and
struggle somewhat.”

Mrs. Bennet nodded enthusiastically in agree-
ment.

“Mrs. Bennet, we would indeed appreciate your
help. You may tell them we offer decent accom-
modation, generous wages, clothing, regular meals,
and the care of a doctor. We are also considering
profit-sharing for the workers.” Darcy addressed
Elizabeth’s mother.

Elizabeth’s needle paused mid-stitch as her
eyes flicked toward him. His words were so far re-
moved from the proud man she thought she knew
that she found herself at a loss. Her gaze lingered
on his face, searching for traces of insincerity, but
she found none. There was no condescension in
his tone — only quiet resolve. And something else.
Something almost...kind. Elizabeth felt her heart
quicken, the corners of her mouth softened into
something dangerously close to a smile, though
she quickly bent her head again, lest he notice.
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“That is most generous of you, Mr. Darcy. Your
whole enterprise is quite unusual, almost revolu-
tionary.”

“The potential of this concept is considerable,”
Darcy said, his tone thoughtful. “I have been mull-
ing over this concept for some time. Because of
the high expected profits, I can afford to be gener-
ous in my approach, Miss Elizabeth. It is also
beneficial to us if the people working with us are
content.”

She nodded but then turned back to her work.

“And how—how do you find Netherfield, my
lord?” Mrs. Bennet ventured to ask.

“It is a handsome property, and Darcy assures
me that the land is fertile.”

“It sounds like you are invested in quite a ven-
ture. Do you plan to stay long?”

“We will establish everything, but then our men
will take over. Darcy, here is the primary decision-
maker; I am merely here to lend my support.”

“Do you not fear the possibility of failure?
What if this new venture does not succeed? Many
new businesses fail, I am told.” Elizabeth intet-
jected. She did not want to examine why she
wanted to prolong their conversation.

“You must not know Mr. Darcy well enough to
suppose he might fail,” the viscount said, with a
touch of admiration in his voice.
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Elizabeth felt a flush of heat rise to her cheeks.

“Darcy has never failed in any endeavour to
which he has truly applied himself. I have seen him
weather challenges that would have undone men
of lesser resolve. When Darcy sets his mind to
something, he does so with meticulous intent and
unwavering determination. You may rest assured,
Miss Elizabeth, that the Netherfield venture will
not only succeed, it will flourish under his guid-
ance.”

Darcy, seated just to the side, gave a slight in-
clination of his head in acknowledgement, though
a faint colour rose to his cheeks. Compliments,
particularly of such directness, rarely sat comforta-
bly with him, and for a moment, he seemed more
intent on studying the teacup in his hand as though
the pattern on the porcelain required the closest
inspection than returning the viscount’s gaze.

“You are too generous,” he said at last, his
voice low. “I only do what I must.

The viscount nodded toward Darcy, then his
gaze lingered on Elizabeth for a moment. What
was this lady about? She really must have no un-
derstanding of his cousin. She was handsome
enough to make his cousin lose his head over her,
but...was it her impertinence? If she crossed
swords with Darcy, it may well have been the very
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thing he found irresistible after the insipid atten-
tions of society ladies.

She glanced at Darcy. It was true, she did not
really understand this man. There was a quiet force
about him — a strength of conviction that unsettled
her. She felt keenly the weight of his power to
prove her in the wrong. Elizabeth, unable to sum-
mon a suitable reply, was momentarily rescued by
the arrival of refreshments.

As tea and biscuits were served, Darcy cleared
his throat. “Mrs. Bennet, may I request the pleas-
ure of Miss Bennet’s company for a turn in the
garden? There are some matters I should like to
discuss with her.”

All the ladies looked at him as if he had grown
a second head. Elizabeth, in particular, was entirely
at a loss to understand his request. What did he
want with her sister?

“Cer—certainly, sir. Jane, dear, get your shawl.
Lizzy, would you walk out with them?”

“I should not dream of imposing upon Miss
Elizabeth, madam. A servant will do. We shall not
stray far from the house.”

Jane rose and glanced at Elizabeth, their eyes
meeting for the briefest moment. It was a silent
question and answer all in one — sisterly trust min-
gled with quiet curiosity.
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Elizabeth felt a surge of frustration. What could
be his intent? Her mother might get the wrong im-
pression and think he was interested in Jane. Or
did he? For a moment, the absurd thought oc-
curred to her that he might want revenge. But no
— she dismissed it at once. Then what does he want with
Jane? What does he think of dismissing me so pointedly?

Elizabeth remained seated, her mind racing as
she tried to make sense of Darcy’s intentions. A
dozen conjectures jostled for prominence, none
wholly satisfying. Was it Jane who had captured his
interest after all? Or was it something else entirely
— something to do with the past they had both
tried, and failed, to forget?

Her needlework forgotten in her lap, Elizabeth
struggled to regain her composure. She told herself
it did not matter — that it could not matter — but
the strange twist in her chest told a different story.
Why should his preference trouble her now when
she had already resolved to think no more of him?

“Darce, while you are talking, I shall visit with
Mzt. Bennet. Thank you for the tea, madam.” The
viscount bowed to the ladies and left the room.

Elizabeth remained seated, her mind racing as
she tried to make sense of Darcy’s intentions.

Hokok
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“Miss Bennet, thank you for granting me a few
moments.” Darcy began, his voice slightly hesitant.
“I hope I am not causing any problems for you
with your mother.”

“Well, my mother can easily jump to conclu-
sions, but I'll do my best to dissuade her from any
misunderstandings. I would have thought, if any-
body, you would want to speak with my sister,”
Jane remarked, her tone edged with curiosity.

Darcy’s expression tightened slightly. “Miss
Elizabeth? No, I do not think my request would be
welcomed at this time.”

Jane tilted her head, intrigued. “You may be
right.”

“So, you know.”

Jane looked at him with feeling. “Yes, sir.”

Darcy nodded.

“I am curious what it is that you would like to
discuss with me, sit.”

Darcy took a deep breath. “Yes, well, this is not
easy for me to bring up, but... Has Miss Elizabeth
acquainted you with...”

Jane nodded. “I am aware of some of it.”

Darcy sighed. “I suspected as much. Not that I
blame her for it,” He said quickly. “Anyways, it is
easier to address these matters that you know. I
asked to talk to you because I wanted to apologise
for my role in your situation with Mr. Bingley. It
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has caused me considerable distress — and not only
because of its consequences, but because I regret
my part in it deeply.”

“Your part? Mr. Bingley? I am not sure I un-
derstand,” Jane said, confusion evident in her
voice.

Darcy stopped and turned to Jane, his expres-
sion troubled. “You do not know what I am
referring tor”

She shook her head.

Darcy tried to gather his thoughts. “Well,
maybe your sister did not share everything with
you after all. You do know about my proposal to
her, I assume.

“Yes.”

“And...” Darcy prompted.

“And the things you told her about Mr. Wick-
ham.”

“I see. Please keep what you have learnt about
my sister strictly confidential. It could harm her.”

“Of course, though, if you let me, I would like
to express how devastated I was to hear such con-
demning news about him. He acted with all
sweetness and politeness in our company. With
hindsight, I should say he was overly polite, even
ingratiating to the ladies.”

“Yes, that is his way. Few can withstand his
charms only to be sorry later... I think your sister
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did not want to cause pain...and now I must. How
ironic,” he looked away. “She did what I did. She
tried to spare pain. And now I must cause it.”

“Sir?”

“I feel I must be honest with you. I fear I am
partly to blame for your heartache.” Darcy blurted
out.

Jane stood unblinking, her face pale as she tried
to absorb the gravity of his words.

“I am very sorry for being indelicate. During
the ball at Netherfield, Sir William let it slip that
there was a general expectation for Bingley to offer
for you. I found the notion premature as we had
been in the neighbourhood only for a short time,
and to my knowledge, he never even called on you.
I observed you to see if you had feelings for my
triend, but, and please forgive me for saying this, I
didn’t see any particular sentiment on your side...
I am beginning to understand that maybe that’s
just your disposition; you are kind to everyone.”
He took his handkerchief to pat his face with it.

During Darcy’s speech, Jane’s face started
burning. It was incredible that others were aware
of her feelings — feelings she had tried so hard to
conceal.

“After we followed him to LLondon, his sisters
worked on him to stay in London, bringing up sev-
eral arguments against you and your family. I regret
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to say that I advised him against pursuing you
when he sought my opinion.”

“Are you suggesting that he thought I was...in-
different towards him?” Jane’s voice quivered, her
emotions laid bare.

“Yes,” Darcy admitted, his gaze downcast. “Or
at least he became uncertain enough to abandon
his pursuit.”

“That is why he never returned.”

“Yes.”

Jane’s face fell, and her hands trembled slightly
as she clutched her shawl tighter around her shoul-
ders as if it might shield her from what she had just
learnt. The truth, so plainly spoken, was not easy
to bear. Her heart ached with the memory of his
attentions. “I spent several months in London af-
ter the new year and visited his sisters. They
returned my visit very reluctantly. I suppose they
neglected to inform him of my presence.”

“No, they did not. However, they told me. I
agreed that it was best not to tell him.”

“You? Why? You—you did not want him to call
on me either?”

“With hindsight, I do not know what I was
thinking. He did not seem as jovial of late. I just
wanted to protect him from...from what I per-
ceived as potential trouble. At the time, I thought
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I was protecting him...from uncertainty, from dis-
appointment...”

“You believed I might still marry him. Did I
appear mercenary to your” Jane’s face was ashen.

“No, no, you conducted yourself with all the
propriety one might expect of a true lady.”

“Then what?”

Darcy was in agony, and he did not want to
hurt her feelings further. “I feared your mother
would compel you to accept him, whether you
truly wanted to or not,” he said in the end.

“Sir!” She gasped, her lips trembling. She
turned around, taking a deep breath to calm her-
self.

Darcy felt a deep pang of guilt. He hurt a kind,
unassuming lady. “How can I make amends?

“Amends, sir?” Jane turned back to him.

“I have wronged you. Would you like me to
write to him?”

“Sir, you assume too much responsibility. You
acted in service to a friend, however misguided.”
She looked away; her expression was conflicted.
“It was wrong of you to keep my presence a secret
tfrom him. In that, you owe more to your friend
than to me... Oh, my God! Was this all discussed
when you proposed?”

Darcy nodded reluctantly.
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“That 1s how you know about my heartache.
Was it Elizabeth who conveyed it to your”

“Well, we argued and...”

“And Lizzy fought for me like a lion. Bless her!
That is her. She guards those she loves with a lion-
ess’s heart. But how—how did it come up?”

“My cousin brought it up to her in my defence
as a good friend that I saved Bingley from a for-
tune hunter.

Jane drew in a soft breath.

“I never said you were one.” Darcy hurried to
reassure her. “My foolish cousin made that as-
sumption. Then Miss Elizabeth quickly figured out
that it must be you and confronted me about trying
to separate you and my friend.”

“Oh, my! Surely you realise that, had there been
any hope with her, injuring me in her eyes would
have sealed your fate. I should do the same for
her.” She nodded to herself. She sighed. “Shall we
continue our walk? I need a moment to compose
myself.”

Darcy bowed and gestured for her to lead the
way. They walked in silence for a while.

“Your words are indeed true.” Jane eventually
spoke up. “Mr. Bingley did pay me much attention,
but that was the extent of it. His attentions were
obvious to anyone as he did it publicly, in front of
our neighbours. Unfortunately, I was swept away
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with it all, too... Mr. Darcy, we have been speaking
candidly. May I?”

“By all means. Please speak freely, Miss Ben-
net.”

“Am I correct in thinking that you were...at-
tracted to Lizzy in the autumn?”

Darcy’s mouth fell open. He nodded.

“And you left because...”

“I did not think I could have her,” Darcy ad-
mitted.

“Because of her station.”

“Yes.”

“And yet you surmounted that and made her
an offer. She refused you in no uncertain terms,
and you had a terrible argument.”

Darcy inclined his head, his expression pained.

“It must have hurt you deeply... For that, I am
sorry.”

Darcy’s wounded eyes were looking at her now.

“And yet you are here...for herr”

Darcy looked away in embarrassment. “Do 1
have your confidence?”

Jane nodded.

Darcy sighed and nodded back. “May 1 ask
what these questions portend?”

“Your presence here puts things in a different
light for me.”

“How so?”
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“Do you not see, sir? You were so cruelly re-
buffed but a month past, and yet you are here now,
resolved to try again. Mr. Bingley had many of my
smiles, enough that he should have known that I
welcomed his attentions. Yet, a conversation was
enough to deter him from his course.”

“Mr. Bingley, well, he may rely too heavily on
my advice. In his eyes, I am never wrong.”

“Sir, that is even worse. He believed your ob-
servations, not his experience with me. It was
ultimately his decision. Even if he thought me in-
different, he did not think me worthy of the
pursuit. I do not suppose you locked him in his
chambers.”

“Well, no.” He chuckled.

“As a gentleman, after the way he behaved here
publicly, he should have returned even if he
thought my heart was not touched as deeply. No,
I do not think I want you to reassure him of my
feelings. At this moment, I do not believe it would
be true. I believe I prefer a man who would fight
for me. Perhaps I...err, but it seems to me that
happy manners are not sufficient, not anymore.”

“You humble me, Miss Bennet.”

Her voice grew steadier as she spoke, her eyes
meeting Darcy’s with quiet determination. “I am
beginning to see that respect and admiration must
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accompany affection, else it falters. Without them,
even the warmest smiles can grow cold.”

“You are wise, Miss Bennet. My friend still has
lessons to learn. Are you sure? For me not to con-
tact Mr. Bingley.”

“Yes. Lizzy often laughs at me because I like to
think well of everyone, but I am learning that peo-
ple are not perfect. Not perfect, and some act
maliciously. Learning that high-society ladies, his
sisters, would act callously was a blow. Learning
about Mr. Wickham shook my worldview. I did
not consider Mr. Bingley’s character fully either.
Lizzy mentioned a conversation where he boasted
about how easily he could change his mind about
things. At the time, I found it beneficial that he
made quick decisions. But I was wrong. His char-
acter is simply not mature enough... I can no
longer close my eyes to the truth. However painful,
I must see things as they truly are. I am glad you
decided to talk to me, sit.”

Darcy, deeply moved, could only manage a
quiet, “I-I do not know what to say. You are a lady
worthy of admiration. You humble me.” Darcy
swallowed hard, his throat tight with emotion. He
had underestimated Miss Bennet’s silent resolve.
That she could forgive him and speak so candidly
after all he had done filled him with both shame
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and a renewed sense of purpose. He bowed his
head deeply, feeling unworthy of her generosity.

Jane smiled at him. “I wish you success in your
endeavour, Mr. Darcy. Please do not give up on
her easily.” Jane’s expression softened as she
added, “You are a man of integrity, Mr. Darcy.
Elizabeth may not admit it easily, but she will see
it in time. Trust her heart and be patient. She will
resist you at first to protect her pride, but you must
persist. She is worth it.”

“I know. That is why I am here.”

From the parlour window at Longbourn, Eliz-
abeth happened to catch sight of Jane and Mr.
Darcy returning from the garden. At first, she saw
only a stirring among the garden trees, and then,
by degrees, two figures emerged from the shelter
of the foliage. The afternoon light bathed them in
a soft, golden glow as they made their way back
along the gravelled path, side by side, yet without
drawing close. The distance that lingered between
them was enough to tell Elizabeth that some deep,
perhaps painful, conversation had passed between
them. Mr. Darcy walked with a heaviness of step,
as though burdened by thought, while Jane’s coun-
tenance, though composed, bore the traces of
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solemn reflection. As they passed near the rose ar-
bour, Elizabeth found herself drawn nearer to the
window, almost in spite of herself.

They did not speak as they approached the
house, and yet something in their manner sug-
gested a conversation of weight had just passed
between them. Elizabeth tilted her head slightly,
watching. Her sister was composed, Mr. Darcy
sombre. Whatever had transpired, it had not been
trivial.

Elizabeth turned away from the window, her
heart troubled by questions she dared not yet
name, nor fully understand.

Hokok

The sun had silently begun its descent, casting long
shadows over the grounds of Netherfield. Darcy
sat in the drawing room, staring pensively at the
swirling amber in his glass of brandy. Phillip en-
tered, his casual stride belying the sharp curiosity
in his eyes.

“You look like a man returning from the gal-
lows,” Phillip quipped, pouring himself a glass of
brandy before joining Darcy by the fireplace.
“How did it go with Miss Bennet?”

Darcy sighed, leaning back into his chair. “Bet-
ter than I deserved.”
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Phillip raised a brow, intrigued. “Do tell.”

Darcy hesitated, switling the liquid in his glass.
“I owed her an apology. For Bingley. For my role
in — no, my interference with their courtship.”

Phillip’s brows lifted in surprise. “You admit-
ted to it?”

Darcy nodded. “I did. She deserved the truth,
and I could not, in good conscience, withhold it
any longer.”

“And how did she take it?”

Darcy’s lips twitched into a faint, wry smile.
“With far more grace than I expected. She was
hurt, of course. Who wouldn’t be? But she bore it
with a quiet strength that was...humbling.”

Phillip leaned forward, resting his elbows on
his knees. “Miss Bennet strikes me as the sort who
would value honesty over pretence. Still, it could
not have been easy for her to hear.”

“It was not,” Darcy admitted, his voice heavy.
“But she forgave me, or so she said.”

Phillip studied his cousin, his expression sof-
tening. “Grace, strength, and forgiveness? She
sounds like a remarkable woman.”

“She is,” Darcy replied simply, his voice carry-
ing an unusual note of reverence. “Her composure
in light of such revelations was truly admirable. I
expected anger, perhaps even disdain, but instead,
she showed understanding.”
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Phillip leaned back, considering Darcy’s words.
“I must admit, you have surprised me, Darce. I did
not think you capable of such humility.”

Darcy shot him a sidelong glance. “Do not mis-
take it for virtue. My actions were misguided, and
the consequences hurt not only her but also my
friend. I cannot undo what I have done, but I can
try to be better.”

Phillip smiled faintly, raising his glass in a mock
toast. “To self-improvement, then. You have cer-
tainly set a high bar for the rest of us.”

Darcy snorted softly but did not reply. After a
moment, Phillip tilted his head, a glint of mischief
in his eyes. “And? Did she say anything else of in-
terestr”

Darcy hesitated, then admitted, “She spoke
with clarity about her expectations in a partner. She
wants a man who would fight for her, who would
not yield at the first obstacle.”

Phillip raised a brow, his interest piqued. “She
said that, did she?”

Darcy inclined his head. “Yes. It was a quiet but
tirm declaration. She places respect and esteem
even above affection, I daresay.”

Phillip’s lips curved into a thoughtful smile.
“Wise words. A woman who knows her worth and
will not settle for less. Admirable.”
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Darcy studied his cousin’s expression. “I
thought you might think so.”

Phillip leaned back, switling his brandy. “I do.
The more I hear of Miss Bennet, the more 1 see
that she 1s no ordinary woman. Beneath her serene
exterior lies a depth of character that many would
overlook. Bingley was a fool not to see it.”

Darcy inclined his head. “You are not wrong.
She 1s all those things and more. I was blind to it
myself.”

“And now?” Phillip asked, his tone casual,
though his curiosity was evident.

“Now, I see clearly. She is no less remarkable
than her sister, albeit in a quieter fashion. Both
Bennet sisters have qualities that command re-
spect. She has figured me out; she knows my
intentions for coming here.

“Did she?” Phillip nodded slowly, his gaze dis-
tant. “She deserves a man who sees her, truly sees
her clearly, and cherishes her not for what she
seems, but for who she truly is.”

Darcy raised a brow, his tone turning lighter.
“A man like you, perhapsr”

Phillip laughed, though the sound carried a
touch of awkwardness. “Now, now, Darce. Let’s
not get ahead of ourselves. I only meant she de-
serves better than what Bingley offered.”
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Darcy chuckled softly. “Of course. I did offer
to write to Bingley, but she declined.”

The conversation soon returned to the plans
concerning Nethertfield, yet Phillip’s thoughts con-
tinued to circle Miss Jane Bennet. The dignity and
quiet strength evoked by Darcy’s words had left a
profound impression upon him. He had scarcely
met her more than twice, and yet, on both occa-
sions, a curious shiver had passed through him
whenever their eyes had met as though the young
lady had answered a question he had not dared to
voice. In his mind’s eye, he saw again her gentle
smile and the delicate elegance of her manner, and
he found himself longing for the next occasion on
which he might speak with her once more.
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CONFRONTATIONS —
THE AFTERMATH OF PRIDE

Chapter 8

—~
S

o/

“Oh, I knew you were so beautiful for a reason!
Mzt. Darcy! Who would have imagined such a no-
tion? Might he have orchestrated his friend’s
departure solely to pursue you?”

Jane closed her eyes, taking a deep breath be-
fore meeting her mother’s eyes. “Mother, Mr.
Darcy didn’t ask me for this walk for any such rea-
son. He simply sought my advice about his sister,
as I have four of my own. That is all. Please do not
make more of it than it was.” Jane surprised even
herself with the smoothness of the falsehood. The
truth, however, lodged heavily in her chest.

“Are you sure, Janer” her mother asked, a note
of scepticism in her voice. “What if this is his way
of making his intentions known?”’

“No, Mother. I can recognise when a gentle-
man’s attentions extend beyond mere civility. Mr.
Darcy was only concerned about his sister. He is
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her guardian, and he finds his duties sometimes
challenging.”

“Oh, that i1s too bad. He would be a good
match. Maybe...”

“Mother, please leave it,” Jane interrupted
tirmly.

Mrs. Bennet had always been prone to weaving
grand futures out of the flimsiest threads, scarcely
pausing to consider reality. Jane, therefore, well
knew that, despite her own intentions, it would not
be easy to rid herself of her mother’s wishful
thoughts. To do so required far more courage than
she generally displayed — for she had not only to
contend with her own emotions but also with her
mother’s clever conjectures.

Jane was astonished by her ability to lie so eas-
lly. She had always felt uncomfortable with
dishonesty, especially since it was a sin according
to God’s law. Yet now, she found it necessary, and
her voice did not tremble a bit.

Elizabeth was looking at her with her eyebrows
raised in astonishment, forming a high arch.
“Jane?” Elizabeth whispered.

“Not now, Lizzy,” Jane said tersely. “I'm too
unsettled for a conversation at present.” Without
looking at her sister, she took her embroidery and
retreated to the window bay seat alone.
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Elizabeth endured several tense hours, her
mind teeming with questions, before Jane would
allow her to ask them.

Kokok

“How could you, Lizzy? How could you keep this
from me?” Jane demanded without greeting when
she let Elizabeth into her room.

“Keep what from you?” Elizabeth was afraid to
be correct. She followed her sister to the bed.

“About Mr. Bingley. Why did I have to hear it
trom Mr. Darcy?” Jane asked, her voice tight with
frustration.

Elizabeth halted. The words, though spoken
without raised voice, struck her like a sudden
storm. She had not expected that Jane, ever so gen-
tle, ever so forgiving, would look upon her with
such reproach. A tightness seized her throat, and
for a moment, she could not think how to defend
herself.

“He... told you?” The words burst from Eliz-
abeth’s lips, and for a moment, it felt as though her
stomach had twisted into a knot. This was what
she was afraid of deep down.

“Yes, he showed me more kindness than my
sistet!” Jane said, her voice sharp.

195



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“How can you say that, Jane?” Elizabeth asked,
her voice trembling. “The reason I kept that to my-
self was to protect you.”

“Protect me?” Jane said incredulously. “You
mean like Mr. Darcy not telling his friend I was in
town? Congratulations.”

Elizabeth’s voice faltered, her throat tightened
with something that could perhaps be called re-
morse — and yet it seemed to rise from a place even
deeper. ““That is not quite the same,” she said qui-
etly.

“Not quite the same? It was very much the
same. You both wanted to protect, not to cause
pain. What you both didn’t consider was that we
are responsible for ourselves, and at the very least,
I would have appreciated being told the truth.
However painful. I am not a child, Lizzy.” Jane’s
voice was heavy with disappointment.

Elizabeth drew a deep breath, but the tightness
in her chest would not let her exhale fully — Jane’s
words had struck precisely where she was most
vulnerable. How similar she and Mr. Darcy had
been in their misguided attempts to shield others
tfrom pain. The realisation stung, as did the
knowledge that she had underestimated her sistet’s
resilience. “I am so sorry, Jane.”

“How can I trust you now? We have always
been truthful to each other. I believed there were
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no secrets between us. Yet you withheld the most
significant event in your life for weeks and then
decided for me by not sharing what you knew
about Mr. Bingley.”

“I know; it is just that even [ hardly believed
what had happened. I needed time to come to
terms with it. I really thought I did the right thing,
not telling you...”

“It was embarrassing to learn it from Mr.
Darcy,” Jane said, her voice laden with hurt.

“I never considered he would tell you. Alt-
hough I never even thought we would see him
again.”

“Well, it looks like he is a better man than you
thought. He was sure you had told me and wanted
to apologise.”

“Apologise? He apologised to your”

“Yes, he wanted to make amends.”

“How could he make amends?

“He offered to write to him.”

“Really?” Elizabeth asked, her eyes widening.

Jane nodded.

“Oh, Jane! I'm so happy for you!” Elizabeth
clasped her hands.

“I told him no.”

“Pardon? Why?” Elizabeth asked, taken aback.

“I have thought about it, Lizzy. We have both
sworn to marry for love. I am uncertain whether I
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hold any love for him still.” As Jane spoke, her
own words took her aback — she felt the strange
clarity of a wound closing. How could love so fer-
vent fade so quickly? But when she thought of Mz.
Bingley’s absence, his silence, the way he had not
fought for her, a hollowness filled the space where
affection once resided. She yearned for a love that
remained steadfast, even in the face of adversity.

“How can you say that?” Elizabeth asked, dis-
believing.

“But it is true. I see everything differently now
—as if  had stepped out of a thick fog. The outlines
of my hopes are still there, but their colours have
changed. And I cannot deny what I see. I want a
man who will fight for me, or at least one who
doesn’t give up on me at the first hurdle. For too
long, I have placed others’ expectations above my
desires. I have learnt that a love worth having must
be earned, not merely given. Also, I am not wel-
come in that family. Caroline and Louisa made that
abundantly clear.”

“You would not be marrying them,” Elizabeth
pointed out.

“I know that. Only I should have to watch their
sour faces for the rest of my life. Anyway, I also
thought about our oath. The reality is that we have
nothing to offer other than ourselves. If we want
to marry, I do not think I can hold onto that oath.”
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“What are you saying, Jane?” Elizabeth asked,
confusion in her voice.

“Nothing. I am in a dark mood. But it is true:
Our father did not add to our dowries, even as he
had time, so our chances of making good matches
are slim, especially here.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Well, you can still dream. You are younger
than 1.” Jane said with a sad smile.

“I retuse to acknowledge that we are hopeless.”
Elizabeth declared.

“As you should, sister.” Jane, for the first time,
telt their age difference. “I wish to be alone, Lizzy.
I do not want to speak of this anymore tonight.”

She sat in front of her table mirror, undid her
hair and absentmindedly combed her hair.

It was a sweet thing to dream, but their circum-
stances determined what they could afford to
dream about. She had nothing to her name, and
her beauty, no matter how her mother believed
that would be their saving grace, turned out to be
useless. Practicalities demanded to be considered.
She was deemed unworthy because her parents,
her father in particular, did less than they could,
less than they should have. Their father had ne-
glected his duty to his daughters. There was
nothing to it. She felt the reality of their situation
more and more acutely.
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Then, there was her sister, Lizzy, who had a
man follow her after her cruel rejection...to try
again, to give her another chance to see him clearly.
She never thought Mr. Darcy was as bad as her sis-
ter considered him to be. Even in the face of his
interference, she could not find it in her heart to
condemn him. This time, though, she did not do
so blindly; she believed Mr. Bingley’s sisters would
have had the same success without his contribu-
tion. The way Caroline closed the house and left to
follow her brother showed how independently
they could act without the fear of their brothet’s
wrath —if ever he could express his displeasure that
way. The act showed a total disregard for their
brothet’s wishes.

Nevertheless, the fact that Mr. Darcy, a wealthy
landowner, had returned to the neighbourhood in
the hope of changing Elizabeth’s mind, and in do-
ing so, his purchase of Netherfield was everything
astonishing. To have the love of such a man, who
not only had disregarded their lack of dowry as not
important when he could have her, but then to
come after her like this was the height of romance.

Compared to this, Mr. Bingley had proven lack-
ing. He showed disrespect to the neighbourhood
by not returning as he said he would and not taking
his leave. Not to mention leaving Netherfield to be
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neglected during his lease showed a lack of respon-
sibility. And, after the way he acted, so publicly no
less, his total lack of consideration for what situa-
tion he had placed her in showed him not a
gentleman of honour. Well, he was not a gentle-
man after all.

She considered writing to her aunt to see if they
could mention her to Mr. Hogarty, to whom she
had been introduced during her time in London.
He was a new business associate for her uncle. He
visited there several times, and Jane knew that he
liked her, but then she was not in the right frame
to entertain any man other than Mr. Bingley. He
seemed pleasant, and Uncle Edward told her he
was quite successful despite being relatively young.

Hokok

It was not until Friday that the two parties met
again. The gentlemen were received with civility by
the ladies. After the customary exchange of pleas-
antries, they expressed a wish to speak with Mr.
Bennet, to the general surprise of the household.
Nevertheless, they were conducted to his book
room without delay. Elizabeth did the honours.
Mr. Darcy maintained a composed, if some-
what reserved, demeanour, yet beneath that
studied calm, there lurked a quiet intensity, not of
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pride but of hope restrained. He offered little more
than a courteous inclination of the head when ad-
dressed. Yet beneath that studied calm, there
lurked a quiet intensity — a vigilance directed not
toward the general company but toward one par-
ticular pair of eyes. He had come not merely to
discuss business with Mr. Bennet, but to allow
Elizabeth, by degrees and without imposition, to
witness the substance of his character in more ot-
dinary light. Elizabeth, though outwardly calm,
could not entirely conceal the flicker of curiosity
that animated her gaze, following the gentlemen
until the door closed behind them. Something in
his manner — the restraint, the steadiness — touched
a chord she had not expected.

Meanwhile, the viscount, ever attuned to the at-
mosphere of a room, cast a brief, sidelong glance
toward Jane, who, on catching it, permitted herself
the faintest smile — so fleeting and delicate, it might
have seemed no more than a trick of the light. The
memory returned to him then — of Jane calmly re-
tusing Darcy’s offer to intercede with Bingley.
Such quiet resolve was not commonly found in
young ladies of her rank. It intrigued him more
than he cared to admit.

Before taking their seats, the gentlemen ex-
changed a few remarks concerning the progress of
their enterprise, Mr. Bennet listening with a raised
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brow and faint amusement as Darcy outlined re-
cent arrangements with characteristic precision.

“...Thank you for suggesting it. During the
week, we visited all the principal estates and farms.
We can expect several people from the neighbour-
hood. We also arranged to send around a cart to
collect produce from our neighbours once a week.
Would you like to participate in that?”

“Talk to my steward; he can speak to our ten-
ants. I shall give you his direction.” Even Mr.
Bennet could not deny that this new enterprise
could boost his own. Easy money, he thought to
himself.

Mzr. Bennet and Mr. Darcy soon settled before
the chessboard — a game proposed by the younger
gentleman, following the elder’s admiring remark
upon a finely carved set displayed in the drawing
room during his last visit.

The two became so involved with the game
that the viscount found himself entirely excluded.
He did not mind. He knew how he wanted to
spend his free time. He quietly stood and left the
gentlemen to themselves.

“Madam, I find myself quite forsaken. Might I
presume to intrude upon your company for a
while?r”
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To this, the answer was much enthusiasm from
the matron, but before she could direct him where
to sit, he took himself to the big round table where
Jane was sorting out her sewing basket.

“May 1?7

Jane nodded with a smile. “How is your ven-
ture, milord?”

“We are only at the beginning, but it looks
good. 1 appreciate your help. The two lads ap-
peared yesterday, along with a third from Meryton,
I think the butcher’s second son. They liked our
offer, and we hired them for a trial period.”

“Oh, that is so good to hear. But what can they
do at this time?”

“Well, they will work in the construction,
smaller jobs as they learn. When we left, they were
learning how to ride horses. That will come in
handy in the future. We are purchasing horses for
the staff to enable them to quickly navigate the es-
tate and the surrounding area. Darcy insists they
are taught their letters and numbers in the morn-
ings. Some know more than others, but Darcy’s
mission is to teach them to care for themselves in
the coming years.”

Jane looked at Elizabeth, who sat reading at the
table.

“Mr. Darcy gives them an education?” Eliza-

beth spoke up.

204



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“Well, there is not so much for them to do
now, so preparing them makes sense. They will
also learn about different farming techniques.”

“Kitty, my child, tell Hill we would like tea and
cake. Make her send some refreshments to Mrt.
Bennet’s room. He is with a guest.” Mrs. Bennet
directed her daughter.

“You are very kind, madam,” the viscount
bowed his head. He looked around.

“And you, ladies, how do you occupy your
timer I already know that you visit tenants with
your mother, which is admirable.”

Elizabeth returned to her book.

“Let me see. I think we do all those things that
ladies do — read, embroider, as you can see, she
gestured, and we try different arts. We have been
experimenting with preparing scents, doing some
gardening...”

“Jane, dear, don’t forget to mention that you
have been setting menus and calculating purchases.
And what about the herbs?”

The viscount looked at Jane with interest.

“Yes, I do all that,” she said quietly.

“Herbs?”

“We have taken over the herb garden with
Lizzy and Mary. When it’s time, we dry them and
prepare them for storage. Some we share with the
tenants in the Christmas basket.”
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“And you bake,” added Lizzy.

Jane flushed; working in the kitchen was not
something ladies typically did.

“Yes, I sometimes bake, and Lizzy reads a lot.”

“What about your”

“I read, but Lizzy always has a book in her
hand. I like it when she reads to the family in the
evening.”

“I see. So, you bake. Indeed? That is somewhat
unexpected in a lady such as yourself. Might I ask
— do you excel at it?”” He considered Jane with a
glint in his eyes.

Just then, the tea arrived. His lordship was
served. He enjoyed Jane’s graceful movements.

“Would you like some cheesecake?”

“Did you make this?”

Jane nodded shyly. “It is made of blanched*" al-
monds pounded down with a spoonful of orange
tlower water.”

“Orange flower water, you say? I should love
to have some.” There was a light in his eyes that
betrayed a growing admiration for the composed
young lady seated beside him.

21 Whole Blanched Almonds have undergone a process of boiling and then rapid
cooling to produce this product. The action taken removes the natural coating on
the Shelled Almonds, leaving you with a white nut product, which is quite literally
the meaning of “blanching”. See the cake on the story website, the link is on page
2.
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“Oh-ho, this is very good, Miss Bennet! Well,
I say, more ladies should learn how to bake.” He
said with a grin.

Elizabeth, without looking up from her book,
remarked dryly, “A notion that would no doubt de-
light many a gentleman.”

Mrs. Bennet looked as though she would burst
with pride.

Jane, on the other hand, demurred. “You are
too kind, milord.” She had never imagined a com-
pliment about cheesecake could warm her more
than poetry ever had.

“Nonsense. I speak as I find.”

“Then I accept your compliment.”

The viscount happily finished his cake.

“Do you ride, Miss Bennet?”

Jane, smiling, answered. “I should say I caz ride,
but we do not ride as such.”

“You do not enjoy...”

Jane shook her head. “No, that is not it. There
are no horses for us. There is Nelly, but she is old
and no longer much fun. The rest of the horses are
used on the land mostly.”

Elizabeth fidgeted in her seat.

“That’s a pity. Riding is one of my favourite ac-
tivities while in the country. We could have gone...
We will have some horses in the stable...maybe we
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could put together a riding company. Let me think
about it.”

“That would be nice, even the thought.”

Phillip nodded.

At that moment, the door opened forcibly, and
in charged Lydia, followed by a wailing Kitty. Mrs.
Bennet was about to tell Kitty to let Lydia have
what she wanted when she saw a severe disapprov-
ing frown on his lordship’s face, looking at Lydia
in horrot. She swallowed and turned scarlet, look-
ing at her two daughters. She stood and took the
ribbon from Lydia. She was so surprised by her
mother’s actions that she let it go without a word.

“Lydia, this is unseemly. Go to your room and
stay there until I come to see you.” Her voice was
uncharacteristically firm. “Kitty, here is your rib-
bon.”

“But Mama...”

“Hmm, thank—thank you.” Kitty reeled in
astonishment.

“Now, child. Don’t make me say it twice.”

Jane and Elizabeth watched the scene before
them in awe. They were preparing themselves for
teeling mortified at their guest’s censure. Instead,
they saw their mother look toward the viscount,
and he nodding in approval. When the young girls
left, he turned to her.
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“Mrs. Bennet, I would like to invite your
daughters for a short walk in the garden. After this
wonderful cake, I need some exercise.”

So, the three of them — Jane, Elizabeth, and the
viscount — went outside.

“Are you not joining us, Miss Elizabeth?” The
viscount asked when he saw her sit on a bench at
the wall near the entrance with her book.

“You two go ahead; I shall be here reading my
book.” She arched her eyebrow meaningfully and
gave an impertinent smile.

She wanted to be close to the house to catch
Mzt. Darcy when he finished with his father. What
was he about? Acting all so neighboutly all of a
sudden. Was he so over his feelings that it did not
bother him a bit that she lived here? As if they did
not have a past? Why this place? Must she watch
him now, getting on with his life... without her?

“Well, shall we, Miss Bennet?”

After walking in comfortable silence for a
while, Jane addressed the viscount. “It is your turn
to talk about yourself, my lord.”

“Is that so?” He rested his eyes on her face.
“You do not seem to be cowed by my presence.”

“What do you mean?

“Me being a member of the peerage.”
Jane looked up at him. “Should I?”
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“I do not know; most are.” He shrugged.

“Do you want me to cower?”

“Oh, no. You misunderstand me. I am just ac-
customed to people reacting in a certain way. Some
people forget how to speak. It becomes very tiring.
Your and your sistet’s stance is quite refreshing.”

“Your Lordship can be assured that we under-
stand your status, and we are honoured by the
distinction. I do not think I have ever met an aris-
tocrat. At least, I have never spoken to one, not
like this. Maybe I do not know how we showuld be-
have.”

The lord laughed. Jane chuckled, too.

“I do not think that’s it.”

“No, it is not. I treat others as I would like to
be treated. Oh, my grandmother used to say this!
She would say that a gentlewoman is such not be-
cause she treats her betters well but because she is
kind to a// folks.”

“You mean you behave the same way to a peas-
ant and a lord?

“In essence, yes. Peasants work hard to put
food on our table, and lords deal with country mat-
ters so we can live in peace.”

Phillip stopped and looked at Jane. Her words
caught him off guard — not in their boldness but in
their clarity. A strange warmth stirred in his chest.
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Jane, mistaking his expression, reflected on
what she had said. “Oh, I apologise. I did not mean
to say that a peasant is equal to you!”

Phillip shook his head dismissively. “I am
amazed by your sentiment, Miss Bennet.”

Jane bit her lip, embarrassed. “I am afraid I
sound like a preacher.”

“Not at all. You are very...refreshing.”

In the evening, Jane reread her letter to her un-
cle about mentioning her to Mr. Hogarty. After
some hesitation, she decided to putitin her drawer
for the time being. She wanted to dream a little
longer.

Hokok

Elizabeth endeavoured to read whilst sitting on the
bench, but her thoughts shifted to her fathet’s
book room. What is he doing there? What is his business
with my father? This is not to be borne! Must I be constantly
reminded of what has happened between us?

The very gentleman appeared from the house.
He looked around and was about to approach his
cousin when he heard his name called.

“Mr. Darcy. Mr. Darcy!” She rose and beck-
oned for him to follow. She led him away from her
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sister at an angle to a place without windows facing
them.

“Miss Elizabeth.” Darcy smiled at her.

She was momentarily affected by the unusual
sight, but then she shook herself. “Mr. Darcy, what
were you thinking, confiding in my sister? She was
not supposed to know. Now she is all melancholy
again and... Have you not done quite enough al-
ready?”

Darcy’s smile faded, replaced by a deep frown.
“I had to apologise to her. That was the honoura-
ble thing to do,” he said, his voice carrying a weight
of regret.

Elizabeth faltered, her anger wavering. She had
always thought of Darcy as proud and self-serving,
yet here he was, admitting fault and seeking to
make amends. It unsettled her to see him in such a
different light. Her frustration flared. “Now you
want to behave honourably!” Her words were
sharp, but the pain in Darcy’s eyes gave her pause.
She turned away briefly, unable to contain the bit-
terness that surged. She softened her approach,
trying a different tactic. “But she did not know! She
was in the dark about everything!”

Darcy’s expression remained troubled. “Yes, it
was not comfortable to discover. You did exactly
what I did to Bingley. You took away her choice.”

Elizabeth gasped, stunned by the comparison.
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“I wanted to protect her from the heartache
that you caused!”

“Your sister graciously forgave me because she
realised it was not maliciously intended,” Darcy re-
plied, his tone laced with chagrin.

Elizabeth’s eyes flashed. “But now she says she
does not love him anymore.”

Darcy had to bite his tongue to stop himself
from revealing the painful truth — that Miss Ben-
net’s change of heart might be rooted in Bingley’s
lack of resolve, his inability to fight for her in con-
trast to himself. Instead, he remained silent, his
face a mask of conflicted emotions.

When Darcy did not react, Elizabeth pressed
on. “Well, what do you have to say to that?”

Darcy, ever a man of few words, looked down,
his voice low yet resolute. “I have come to under-
stand her reasons well.”

“Why are you even here?” Elizabeth’s voice
wavered with a mix of anger and confusion. “You
were not meant to return and unsettle everything
again.”

“But I am here,” Darcy replied simply.

“Yes, but why? Why are you here, Mr. Darcy?”
she demanded, her voice rising. “Surely, you must
have known that if you moved here, we would
meet again!”
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Darcy looked away for a moment, gathering his
thoughts before he spoke. “Yes, I knew... You
must hate me very much still.”

Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat. She had
not expected this turn. “I-I do not hate you,” she
stammered, the admission surprising even herself.

“You do not?” Darcy’s voice was softer now,
almost vulnerable.

She shook her head, her emotions in turmoil.

“Is it so awful that I am here?” Darcy deliber-
ately softened his voice.

“You misconstrue my meaning, sit!” she re-
proached, though her tone faltered slightly.

Darcy stepped closer, his gaze never leaving
hers. “Can you not imagine why I am here?” He
searched her eyes. “You know how I feel.”

Elizabeth’s heart pounded in her chest, her
mind racing. “What? No, I do not know. I would
have thought you must hate me now after... you
know.”

Darcy’s eyes softened as he recited, “Love is not
love/ Which alters when it alteration finds.”

The line rang out — a sonnet, yes — but spoken
not with affectation, rather with startling simplic-
ity. Elizabeth stared at him, the words sinking in.
Darcy’s gaze held hers, and for a fleeting moment,
his expression was stripped of its guarded pride,

22 Shakespeare, Sonnet 116

214



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

leaving only a raw sincerity. Elizabeth felt her
heartbeat quicken, a strange warmth stirring within
her. This was no hollow declaration but rather a
vulnerable confession that he laid at her feet. The
words between them hung in the air, thick and
charged, as they stood there, each grappling with
their emotions, both unsure of what would come
next. She struggled to match his intensity, to re-
main unfazed, but she chose to be impertinent.

After what felt like an eternity, she gathered
herself, mustering a touch of levity. “Did you truly
just quote poetry to me?” she asked, her tone play-
tul but betraying the faintest quiver.

Darcy sighed. “Miss Elizabeth, you know my
sentiments. It is you who must now examine your
heart to see if you should grant me a second
chance, if you should let me in. I wish you would,”
he added.

Elizabeth wanted to reply, but Darcy lifted his
hand and, with scarcely more than a breath of con-
tact, laid a finger upon her lips. That silenced her.
It was the lightest touch — yet it silenced not only
her voice but her thoughts. She could neither
speak nor breathe. She clenched her hands at her
sides, torn between frustration and intrigue.

Darcy’s words, his very presence, so near, unset-
tled her.
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“No, not now. You are upset, and I do not
want you to say something you might regret. I want
you to know: I have heard you, at Hunsford. I am
trying to be better; I am trying to make amends.
Think about it. That is all I ask.” He lingered for a
tew seconds, his eyes on her lips where his finger
still hovered. Then, he turned away and stepped
out of their cover. He unconsciously raised his fin-
ger to his lips.

He called out to Phillip that it was time for
them to leave.

Elizabeth remained rooted to the spot, her lips
still tingling from where his finger had touched.
Her heart raced, her thoughts a chaotic jumble. She
wanted to call after him, to demand answers, but
her voice failed her. Instead, she watched him walk
away, his broad shoulders disappearing into the
sunlight, leaving her with only questions — of him,

of herself...
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PRIDE AND PERSISTENCE
Chapter 9
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“I have been meaning to ask,” the viscount began,
breaking the comfortable silence as their horses
trotted toward the planned construction site the
tollowing day. “Did I see correctly that you had a
private téte-a-téte” with Miss Elizabeth?”

Darcy remained silent for a moment, his gaze
tixed on the horizon. The question seemed to hang
in the air before he finally nodded, his expression
unreadable.

“And? Come on, man, do not leave me in sus-
pense.” The viscount pressed, a hint of amusement
in his tone.

Darcy exhaled, his voice steady but edged with
something unspoken. “She questioned me about
apologising to her sister. She was not happy that I
told her what happened. She said I had made Miss
Bennet melancholy.”

Phillip raised an eyebrow. “Melancholy? She
did not seem so to me yesterday.”

23 One on one convetsation (French) [tet u tet]
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Darcy turned to look at him, curiosity flickering
in his eyes.

Phillip cleared his throat. “We had a pleasant
conversation. Darcy, when you were here in the
autumn... did you have any discussions with Miss
Bennet?”

Darcy’s brow furrowed slightly as he thought.
“No, I cannot say I had. No, a few words in com-
pany at most. Why do you ask?”

“If you think your Miss Elizabeth is unique and
a treasure, then her sister is one also. She rendered
me speechless yesterday — not with beauty, though
she possesses it, but with a kind of calm assurance
I have rarely seen.”

Darcy’s mouth twitched in surprise, a flicker of
amusement creeping in. “She made you unable to
speak?”’

“Yes, and she gave me pause. Made me re-
flect.”

Darcy’s eyes narrowed, though not in suspicion
but in curiosity. “Are you serious?”

The lord nodded thoughtfully. “And she spoke
with no intention to impress me; she is unassum-
ing. No wonder Bingley fell for her. Mind you, I
think he liked her for the wrong reason. He has no
idea that he let go of a diamond.”

“A diamond?” Darcy’s tone was sceptical. “No,
are you lost to her, too?”
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Phillip rolled his eyes. “I am telling you, Darce,
she has something about her.”

Darcy’s expression softened, his thoughts
briefly elsewhere. “When I apologised to her, she
did show an admirable character... She was gra-
cious... I thought at the time that she smiled too
much.”

Phillip seemed to turn that over in his head. “I
think that is for her what 1s arrogance for you. De-
tence.”

“What are you talking about?” Darcy’s head
snapped toward him, fists unconsciously clenching
as he tensed.

Phillip gave him a sidelong glance, amusement
still evident in his eyes. “You use arrogance as a
shield, my friend. She smiles; you growl.”

Darcy’s gaze drifted ahead, his jaw tightening
imperceptibly.

Then, the vikomt added, “She also believes that
everybody deserves kindness, no matter their
standing or past actions.” He smiled to himself.

Darcy’s tension eased, but his mind raced, pro-
cessing his friend’s words. Then, almost as an
afterthought, he asked,

“I am not arrogant... am I?”

The words escaped before he had quite meant
to speak them, and at once he felt the heat of self-
consclousness rise.
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Phillip grinned broadly, shaking his head in
mock exasperation. “I have seen you act arro-
gantly.  Maybe...maybe, you are simply
misunderstood.”

But Darcy was not entirely convinced, and the
look in his eyes showed that Phillip’s words had
struck deeper than he had expected.

HKokok

Sunday came about quickly. After the service, sev-
eral people greeted the newcomers. As the most
prestigious individuals in the neighbourhood, they
were approached by neighbouring families to show
their respect, and some welcomed them to the
area. In contrast, others extended invitations to
their homes. The news of Mr. Darcy’s return and
that there was a peer in their midst circulated rap-
idly. Darcy did his best to present a friendly face
this time around. After exchanging polite greet-
ings, our gentlemen approached the Bennet family,
who felt the honour of such a show of preference.
Mrs. Bennet looked around to see if they were ob-
served by the other parishioners.

“Miss Bennet, it is lovely to see you on this fine
day,” the viscount said as he greeted Jane.

220



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“My lord, it’s indeed a beautiful day. It is nice
to see you, too.” Jane beamed at the man.

Phillip sucked in a breath at the picture she
made. Her smile was infectious, and he found him-
self smiling of his own accord, not that smile he
used to put others at ease. This smile was for him-
self. He felt as though the heavens had opened up
with their blessings, not in triumph but in peace.

Unaware of her effect on the lord, Jane happily
chatted away. ... that we planted several young
herb plants outside. This weather is perfect for
making them strong.”

Phillip only caught part of what she said; he
hoped it would go unnoticed. “That sounds...nice.
Maybe you could show them to me next time.”

“Miss Elizabeth.” Darcy bowed before her. His
resolution to seem friendly failed miserably when
he stood in front of her. He felt oddly parched, as
if words had dried in his throat.

“Mr. Darcy.” She curtsied prettily.

“... Do you fare well?”

“Yes, and your”

He nodded. He was angry with himself for not
being able to greet her as his cousin had greeted
Miss Bennet. And now, she looked at him with an
arched eyebrow and that cheeky, small smile.
Darcy prepared himself for a challenging remark.

221



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

She could not resist the urge to challenge him
— not after he had unsettled her so thoroughly the
day before.

“Mr. Darcy, I could not help noticing that you
have yet to bring your sister to Longbourn.” She
gestured toward his sister, who stood a few yards
away with Mrs. Annesley, her companion and Ma-
ria Lucas chatting. “I wonder why that is. What
could be your reason?”

“That sounded like you already have a reason
in mind, and you find it offensive. So, what possi-
ble ungentlemanly reason do you think is behind
my delay in bringing Georgiana around?”

She shrugged. “Perhaps you do not wish her to
mix with #he likes of us.”’

“The likes of your” Darcy gawked in disbelief,
but then his words when he proposed intruded.
“Maybe I deserve that. I said some terrible things
to you. I do apologise if I made you think that is
the reason.”

Something in his voice made her pause. She
had not expected such quick — or such sincere —
contrition.

“Then what is it?”” she asked, her tone softened
almost in spite of herself.

He looked down and away. “Tell me, Miss Eliz-
abeth, is Mr. Wickham welcome in your home?”
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Elizabeth snapped her head up to look at him.
Her mouth opened, then shut again, stunned by
the sharpness of the question. She crimsoned in
the next moment.

“Miss Elizabeth, I would appreciate it if, in fu-
ture, you would refrain from assigning the worst
motives to my actions. If ever in doubt, I beg you
to ask me. I hope you might judge me not by sus-
picion, but by inquiry, and allow that I am capable

of improvement.”
24

Hokok

As though fate favoured Mr. Darcy, three militia
officers, including Wickham, appeared at Long-
bourn the following day. They had had a series of
military exercises over the previous ten days. They
were happy to be able to socialise with the ladies
again and perhaps eat better than they had in the
camp.

Elizabeth felt sick at the sight of her previous
tavourite. He had an expression of pleasant inno-
cence — an illusion, she now recognised, greatly
aided by his handsome features. Knowing that be-
hind that mask was an immoral, indolent person

2+ On the story website, the conversation between Darcy and Elizabeth contin-
ues, as a thought experiment.
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who was willing to seduce an innocent child for
mercenary reasons made her eyes flash with resent-
ment and anger. She was disgusted that he had
fooled her and that he was too selfish even to no-
tice her disdain. He would have ruined Miss Darcy
for her money... Now that she had met Miss
Darcy in person, his scheme against that young
lady became more real. Her sense of justice de-
manded that he be publicly shamed. She fumed
that her family save Jane...well, and Mary wel-
comed him with such enthusiasm.

Actually, she noticed with surprise that her
mother was distracted. She sat down with her.

“What are we going to do, Lizzy?” She whis-
pered to her daughter. “Mr. Darcy and probably
his cousin wouldn’t be happy to know that we
hosted Mr. Wickham.” Her hands were torturing
her poor handkerchief.

“Why, Mother, why the change of heart about
him? You always liked him, did you not?”

“Oh, dear! If I must choose between him and
the gentlemen from Netherfield, I shall choose the
latter. They carry more consequence. They have
more consequence. Maybe Mr. Wickham is partly
responsible for his fate. He should have remained
friends with Mr. Darcy.”
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Elizabeth marvelled at her mother’s ability to
justify anything that suited her aims. “Do you like
Mzt. Darcy now?”

“We cannot afford not to like him.” Her words
might have been pragmatic, but her tone betrayed
genuine admiration. “Now that I think of it, he’s
been everything polite since returning. Your father
is impressed with him. They said at the church they
would call today. They cannot find the officers
here. Right, I shall not serve refreshments; if I do,
they’ll never leave.”

Elizabeth could only look at her mother in
astonishment.

“It’s true that we only know his side of the
story,” she tried to help her mother with her new
sentiments. “He told me he would not defame the
son because of his warm feelings for his godfather,
yet when Mr. Darcy left the neighbourhood, he
told his tale to everyone who would listen.”

“Indeed. That 1s...”

They both turned their heads as they heard
Lydia’s loud voice.

“Wickham, have you heard who is back in the
neighbourhood? You will never guess, so I’d better
tell you...”

“Mzr. Darcy. Mr. Darcy is back.” Kitty inter-
rupted. Then, seeing Lydia’s anger, she enjoyed her
triumph.
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“Kitty! How could you? [ wanted to share!”

“Dar — Mr. Darcy is back?” He asked with a
shocked face.

And that was when Elizabeth saw it. Wickham
paled exactly as he had when she had first wit-
nessed them together in Meryton. She recalled the
memory as if it had happened the day before. She
witnessed as Mr. Darcy became aware of his pres-
ence. He reddened in anger or maybe even outrage,
now Elizabeth thought. All the while, Wickham
stood there, and he visibly became whiter. How
did she not give that any significance? That mo-
ment should have told her everything.

“What is he doing back here?” Wickham asked.

“He is the new owner of Netherfield!” Lydia
supplied.

“What?”

“With his cousin, Liddy,” Kitty corrected.

“Cousin?”

“A real viscount.” Lydia shared. “And he
brought his sister. Wickham, you must know her.”

Both Elizabeth and Jane straightened and
looked at each other in alarm.

“Miss Darcy? Are you saying Miss Darcy is
here, at Netherfield?”

“Yes, we met her at church. She looks like a
tine lady. I would not have minded taking a closer
look at her bonnet...”
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“Lydia, would you please fetch my white shawl
from my room? I feel a bit chilly.” Jane interrupted.

“But I am busy.”

“Do as you’re asked, Lydia. Jane’s your elder
sister.” Their mother surprised them all.

Lydia huffed but complied and left the room.

Mrs. Bennet stood, and so the officers had to
stand, too.

“Gentlemen, it was very nice to have you here.
It was good to see that you are all in good health
after the exercises. You must excuse us; we have a
prior engagement for which we must prepare.”

The three soldiers were awkwardly looking at
each other at the sudden dismissal. They had to
tollow through and say goodbye.

“Erm, that was abrupt; we weren’t even offered
anything to eat or drink!” Denny complained as
they left the house.

Wickham forgot that he did not even have a
chance to propetly greet Miss Elizabeth after her
absence. All his thoughts were occupied with the
young lady at Netherfield. That Darcy should be
so imprudent as to bring her here — it was scarcely
believable. Could this mean something to him, af-
ter all? Wickham did not have much time...

Hokok
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Not long after the officers left, the matron was told
that the two gentlemen from Netherfield were ap-
proaching on horseback. She had one of the
servants watch the road; this time, she did not want
to be caught unawares. By the time the gentlemen
were announced, they were all very composed. Af-
ter everybody sat down, Mrs. Bennet expressed
what an honour it was that they were visiting again
and told Mary to call for refreshments.

Still fuming over the abrupt dismissal of their
guests, Lydia spoke up with defiance.

“We just had Mr. Wickham visiting,” she an-
nounced, directing a challenging gaze at Darcy.

Several gasps were heard.

Darcy fixed Lydia with a steady look. “Oh, did
you mention that for my benefit?” he asked coolly.
“Why would I be interested in knowing that, Miss
Lydia?”

“You’ve known each other for ages,” Lydia
persisted, her tone insistent. “You are friends,
aren’t your”

Darcy’s expression grew colder. “We are no
longer friends.”

“And why is that?”

The viscount, growing weary of the exchange,
interjected sharply, “Child, you should observe and
listen, not question adults.”
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The room fell quiet. Lydia opened her mouth,
but for once, thought better of it. Mrs. Bennet, fan-
ning herself in agitation, muttered something
vague about taking her impertinent daughter to
task. She then turned to Darcy, attempting to sal-
vage the situation.

“It is all right. Miss Lydia, I take it you heard
Mr. Wickham’s tale of his sorry fate from my
hands.”

Lydia opened her mouth to respond but found
herself at a loss for words.

“It’s admirable that you seek justice for a — may
I say, friend?” Darcy continued, his tone measured.
“Only if it were true. You must be vigilant about
what you believe and what you do not.”

“Why would he lie?” Kitty asked, her tone
tinged with confusion.

“That is for him to know. People lie either for
gain or out of fear.” He shrugged.

Lydia seemed poised to argue further when
Elizabeth stepped in, her face flushed with embar-
rassment. “That’s enough, Lydia.” Elizabeth
admonished. She was mortified — Mr. Darcy had
just proven that she was as silly as her youngest
sister. She did not care for that.

“Yes, Lydia, it’s not your place to question Mr.
Darcy. I apologise in her stead, sir.” Mrs. Bennet
tried to save the situation.
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“Thank you, madam. But if I may, Miss Lydia
should ask him what he did with the three thou-
sand pounds he received in lieu of the living that
he declined.”

“Three thousand pounds! He said you had de-
nied him the living!” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed.

Darcy shook his head with the ghost of a smile.
“He said he wished to study the law.”

Lydia’s eyes blinked with disbelief, even if she
could only imagine the money’s worth as how
many dresses she could have.

“And a thousand was left to him in my father’s
will.”

“Four... That — that’s a fortune! Did you hear
that, my dearsr”

“Anyway, to accept the living, he would have
had to take orders, which he did not. And perhaps
it 1s just as well. Do you not agree, madam, that Mr.
Wickham’s perhaps too worldly for a clergyman?”

Mrs. Bennet could not speak; instead, she nod-
ded her head.

In the days following, the news of Mr. Wick-
ham’s duplicity in the neighbourhood would
spread like ripples from a stone cast into a still

pond.

When the refreshments arrived, Mrs. Bennet
invited the guests to sit around the big round table
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in the corner. She felt gratified that she had sent
Mr. Wickham away. What a two-faced. .. She sat back
in her armchair and let the conversation flow
among the young people. She sent Lydia and Kitty
to occupy themselves upstairs. She did not want
any repetition of inappropriate behaviour in front
of her highly regarded guests.

They discussed the arts and the ones they had
attempted to learn. Elizabeth’s poor drawing skills
came up.

“I do not know why I keep trying. I just cannot
seem to put to paper what is in my head. And be-
lieve me, I have the most beautiful images in here,”
she pointed to her head, “but somehow, it never
turns out as I want it.”

Everybody laughed.

“Determination that blinds one to realise when
they should give up is foolish.” Elizabeth finally
stated.

“Surely, persistence must be a virtue. Do you
not think?” Darcy remarked as he took a short-
bread from the plate Jane had offered.

“Do you?” Elizabeth’s eyes flashed.

“Any person would. You cannot think other-
wise, Miss Elizabeth. Nothing would be achieved
in this world if not for persistence. There would be
no change, no progress. Nothing would be
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achieved if one gave up on every hurdle and obsta-
cle. Why, even learning any new skill requires
persistence.”

“Have you any idea how much paper I have
wasted? I concede that in most of these cases, one
needs to persevere. But when does one know when
it is futile to continue? When does perseverance
become destructive? One could ask why persist
when...everything is against succeeding.”

Darcy felt she was now speaking about a differ-
ent topic. He frowned inwardly. What is she saying?

“Your argument seems very weak, Miss Eliza-
beth. I side with Darcy. A gentleman does not give
up easily, and they should not if it is worth it.” The
viscount joined. “Would you know, my father, the
earl, had asked my mother three times to marry
him before she accepted him. True story. I should
not be here now if he had given up, which most
men would have.”

“Oh, he must have loved her very much!” Jane
exclaimed. She looked at her sister with meaning.

The viscount caught that. “One would think so,
but my father told me that although he was very
taken with her, love came later.”

“Then why?”

“He said he knew my mother would be the
making of him, Miss Bennet. My father always says
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that a man needs a good woman to direct and sup-
port him.”

“What a clever man!” Mrs. Bennet could not
help gushing.

“That perspective is intriguing. It gives a wife’s
role intrinsic importance.” Jane reflected.

The lord smiled at Jane and nodded.

Darcy looked at Elizabeth to see how she took
his cousin’s tale.

She glanced at him. She had not intended to
imply that Mr. Darcy should give up on her, yet
she found her present sentiments would not allow
her to yield to his wishes. She did not understand
why he insisted on pursuing her.

“Do you suggest, Miss Elizabeth, that if I had
not succeeded in my endeavour immediately, I
should give it up?”

Elizabeth looked him in the eye and cleared her
throat. “I'm just saying that some endeavours, es-
pecially ones that have already failed, may not be
worth the effort.”

Darcy sat frozen, his thoughts in turmoil. So
this was her answer — she would not allow him to
try again. Is that it then? But why? Darcy found it hard
to focus on the rest of the conversation. He was
left feeling numb and bewildered.
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Elizabeth did not understand herself. She kept
glancing his way. It was only natural, she told her-
self, that she would feel compassion for one’s
misery.

“Do you give up things so easily, Miss Eliza-
beth? Tell me, are there many things at which you
have failed to become a true proficient for lack of
effort or resolve, for lack of persistencer”

“His lordship has got you there, Lizzy. She has
given up on several things. Let me see...You have
oft lamented your lack of diligence with the piano-
forte, and as for embroidery...well, there lie
several abandoned pieces in your basket.” Jane
thought her sister needed to be put in her place.
Her heart bled for Mr. Darcy. How could her sister
be so clueless, what’s more, cruel?

Elizabeth crimsoned and fidgeted with her em-
broidery. “Well, my hands are just not cut out for
the delicacy of movement and coordination it de-
mands.”

“Not if you don’t stick to it,” Jane replied.

“Do you truly not give credit for trying?
Fighting for what one wants?” The viscount was
dismayed by Elizabeth’s viewpoint. He worriedly
glanced at Darcy.

“Oh, my lord, Mr. Darcy will tell you that I of-
ten share opinions that are not mine.” She laughed.

“Why would you do that?”
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“For argument’s sake, for fun, what else?”

“I cannot say. It is a strange habit. I value sin-
cerity.” The viscount questioned Miss Elizabeth’s
suitability. If she could not appreciate Darcy, she
was not worthy of him. Phillip’s brow furrowed as
he considered Miss Elizabeth’s words. Could she
truly not see Darcy’s worth, or was her stubborn-
ness born of something deeper? He was tempted
to dismiss her entirely, yet there was a spark in her
— a defiance that, while vexing, was intriguing. Per-
haps she was testing Darcy’s resolve, or
perhaps...she was testing her own feelings.

“I am sorry; I did not mean anything by it.”

“Not at all.” The viscount let it be. “Miss Ben-
net, would you care for a short walk in the garden?
I have sat enough.”

Elizabeth and Darcy were left alone, the silence
between them thick with unspoken words and the
weight of his lordship’s disapproval. She now felt
silly for standing her ground about persistence as a
tault — her father’s way of creating debate had
backfired. Elizabeth’s mind was in turmoil, her
thoughts racing as she avoided Darcy’s gaze. She
telt a sharp pang of discomfort, unsure of where
to look or what to say.

Finally, Darcy spoke, his voice low and meas-
ured,
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“Miss Elizabeth, if your argument was a mes-
sage for me...” He paused, giving her an
opportunity to protest.

But she remained silent, her gaze fixed on the
floor. The stillness in her response confirmed what
he feared.

Darcy looked at her with a mixture of longing
and resignation. Every fibre of his being ached to
reach out to her, to beg her to reconsider. He
wanted to shake her to see how great they could be
together. But pride and dignity demanded other-
wise; he forced himself to maintain composure,
even as her rejection cut him deeply once again.

“Well, then, this is it,”” he said, his voice
strained. “Let me say that I understand your mean-
ing. I shall importune you no longer.” He rose
from his seat, the finality of his words hanging
heavily in the air. “Thank you for the tea. I think I
shall take my leave now.” He bowed stiffly, first to
Elizabeth and then to Mrs. Bennet, who looked on
in bewilderment. Without another word, Darcy
turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing in
the silence.

Elizabeth watched him go, a strange feeling of
detachment washing over her. Throughout the en-
tire scene, she felt as though she was observing it

from the outside and had no effect on the events.
She chewed on her bottom lip, a bad habit she had
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worked long to abandon. Her satisfaction with be-
ing very clever in expressing her sentiments was
lacking. As she sat there, left to her own thoughts,
a creeping emptiness settled within her, leaving be-
hind a bitter taste.

Was this truly what she wanted? To push Mr.
Darcy away and have him leave her alone? She told
herself that her resolve was firm, yet the quiet
warmth in his voice had unsettled her in ways she
could not quite understand. This is what I wanted, is
it not? she asked herself. But the expected sense of
relief never came. Instead, a nagging doubt began
to form in her mind. Have I made a mistake?

Elizabeth’s thoughts were a chaotic swirl of in-
dignation, guilt, and something she could not
name. How could a man like Darcy elicit such con-
tradictory emotions? He was proud, overbearing,
yet... genuine in his affection. She straightened in
her seat. Perhaps it was his sincerity that unnerved
her most. She had convinced herself of his faults,
yet his unwavering determination to make amends
stirred an unsettling warmth in her heart. Am I be-
ing unfair?

Her hands began to tremble, a visible sign of
the turmoil inside her. She placed them on her
stomach, trying to steady herself, then took a few
deep breaths in an attempt to calm her racing heart.
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I shall not be made unbhappy by Mr. Darcy! She
thought fiercely. Only a month ago, she had never
dreamt that he would have tender feelings toward
her. Only a month ago, I loathed him — heartily. How
could he think she would change her mind so eas-
ily, as if her emotions were so fickle? He is nobody to
me, she insisted to herself, trying to reaffirm her re-
solve.

Desperate to distract herself, she picked up her
embroidery and focused on the delicate stitches.
But her hands were unsteady, and her thoughts
were elsewhere. “Ouch!” she exclaimed as the nee-
dle pricked her finger, drawing a tiny bead of
blood. She stared at the crimson dot, feeling the
sting of the wound, but it was nothing compared
to the turmoil in her heart.

Frustrated and flustered, Elizabeth cast her
embroidery aside, unable to find comfort in her
usual pursuits. She could no longer sit still, the op-
pressive weight of her emotions too much to bear.
Rising to her feet, she strode out of the room with
a righteous air, as if walking away from the scene
could also banish the confusion and doubt swirling
within her.

But as she left, a single, unwelcome thought
lingered in her mind: What if I'm wrong?
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Darcy maintained his composure as he left the
Bennet house, his mind reeling from the uncom-
tfortable encounter. Once he stepped outside, he
telt an overwhelming wave of fatigue and despair
wash over him. He leaned heavily against the stone
wall by the entrance, his breaths coming in shallow,
uneven gasps. Shutting his eyes tightly, he pressed
his right hand firmly against his chest, willing his
heart to steady its frantic beating.

The weight of it all pressed against his ribs,
making breath itself a battle. He should not have
come. What had possessed him? It was a foolish
idea, and now he was left to grapple with the real-
isation of his own vulnerability. Who was he
tooling? Oh, heartless creature... Was I speaking of ber,
or myself? he thought, feeling the sting of his own
tolly. He felt like crying. Has it come to this? Am 1
going to cry over a woman?

Darcy’s fists clenched at his sides as he forced
himself to breathe deeply, his chest aching with
pent-up emotion. He had never felt so powerless,
so undone by a single individual. Her rejection,
spoken with such conviction, echoed in his mind,
threatening to unravel him entirely. He cursed
himself for his persistence, for daring to hope that
she might soften. How foolish I am! Y ou cannot compel
the heart of one who does not want you, the bitter realisa-
tion flashed through his mind. But more than
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anything, he cursed the weight of his feelings for
her — a love that seemed determined to consume
him despite her unwillingness to share it.

His chest felt like it was tightening with every
breath he took, and he struggled to fend off the
rising tide of distress. He pinched the bridge of his
nose, trying to dispel the tears that threatened to
spill. Opening his eyes, he saw the leaden sky
above him, a stark contrast to the turmoil within.
With a heavy sigh, he pushed himself away from
the wall, the motion more forceful than necessary;
then, he made his way toward the stables.
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SISTERS AND SUITORS
Chapter 10
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“What was your sister about, Miss Bennet?”” The
viscount asked as they strolled through the garden,
surrounded by vibrant tulips and fragrant hya-
cinths.

Jane sighed and glanced at the neatly tended
flowerbeds.

“Lizzy? She does that sometimes.” Jane smiled
taintly, though with an air of apology. “She really
does not mean anything by it, but she enjoys the
reactions she gets... I do not think she does it on
purpose. She is accustomed to it, often engaging in
conversations like that with our father. The only
unfortunate... My lord, may I ask — are you aware
of the reason Mr. Darcy has returned to the neigh-
bourhood?”

The viscount’s expression tightened slightly.
“Are you?” he asked, his breath sharp with curios-
ity, although Darcy had revealed that Miss
Elizabeth understood his intentions.

Jane nodded. “I am worried how Lizzy’s argu-
ments must have sounded to him.”
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“Does your sister understand?”

“Yes, Mr. Darcy spoke to her the other day.”

The viscount shook his head, his voice laced
with frustration. “To be honest, I am baffled by
her refusal to my cousin. He’s one of the best men
I know. For whom does your sister wait, a prince?
... I am sorry for being blunt.”

Jane was grateful for his frankness. “No, I am
glad we can talk without pretence. When she re-
fused him, she was furious at him. I do not think
she thought it through. I do not think it even oc-
curred to her what this marriage could mean to her
or her family. They met under unfortunate circum-
stances, and my sister formed a lasting impression
of him but based on unfortunate beginnings.”

“How so?” the viscount inquired, leaning in
with interest.

Phillip watched Jane, noting the soft yet firm
conviction in her tone. She possessed a quiet dig-
nity that commanded respect without needing to
seck it. Her gentle nature was disarming, and yet
there was a strength beneath it — a determination
to protect her family and uphold her principles.

Jane hesitated before speaking.

“Please, I would like to help Darcy. I would un-
derstand what had happened between them.”
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“They met at an assembly. It did not seem like
Mzr. Darcy wanted to be there. Mr. Bingley sug-
gested asking Lizzy to dance, but he declined in no
uncertain terms. He made a derogatory comment
that my sister heard, and she was deeply offended.”

The viscount’s eyes widened in disbelief. “No!”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Jane confirmed.

“I wonder if Darcy knows this,” the viscount
mused aloud.

“I do not know. Anyway, it is unpleasant for
anyone to be told that she is merely “tolerable” by
a handsome and wealthy man. She was deeply hurt
that she was not handsome enough to even dance
with. She denies it, of course, but I know my sister.
Her poor opinion was formed after that, as well as
how he behaved at the assembly. Your cousin was
quite...standoffish. ... Affection matters. Espe-
cially in marriage. We must at least like the men we
wed, must we not?”

Phillip raised an eyebrow, his expression a mix-
ture of curiosity and amusement. “And you feel
that men do not also wish for affection in mar-
riage? 1 assure you, Miss Bennet, we are quite
particular about that ourselves. Darcy would not
have proposed without feeling.”

Faint flush coloured her cheeks, caught off
guard by his response. “Of course, sir, I did not
mean to suggest otherwise...”
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Phillip held up a hand, a teasing glint in his eyes.
“No need to defend yourself. I find your sentiment
quite admirable, actually. Many marry without kind
teelings. It’s just... What a pity it would be to
marry someone and feel nothing for her.”

He paused, his gaze softening as he studied her.
“I cannot imagine enduring a life without affec-
tion. It would be like a fine estate with no sunlight,
no warmth. Such a place could never thrive.”

Jane’s blush deepened. The sunlight, perhaps,
had reached her, too. “I suppose we agree on that,
then.” She managed a small smile.

“Indeed, we do,” Phillip said, his voice quieter
now, as though the weight of the conversation had
settled over him. “Affection and admiration, Miss
Bennet — without them, no union, no matter how
advantageous, could ever be truly happy.”

“Lately, well, I have come to a view that love
cannot be the only consideration.”

The viscount looked at her questioningly.

“l mean, circumstances could make one con-
sider practicalities. Not everybody can afford...”
Suddenly realising that the conversation had
turned too personal, she tried to change the sub-
ject. “Well, that 1s, I also question Mr. Darcy’s
beliefs on my sistet’s sentiments. It was not as if he
had courted her properly. My sister had no idea
that he felt strongly for her.”
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Phillip, smart as he was, caught Jane’s meaning
and understood why she suddenly withdrew. He
appreciated the fact that she felt so comfortable
sharing her thoughts and worries aloud with him.

“I see. Well, now he definitely desires her affec-
tions. I wonder if his being constantly pursued
made him think no woman would ever refuse him.
Her previous rejection might have served a pur-
pose. If they ever resolve their issues, it would be
a more equal marriage of sentiments.”

They walked in silence for a while, thinking
about what they had just discussed. It had been
years since a conversation unsettled him in such a
pleasant way.

“Before 1 distracted you, you said something
curious. What do you mean by the way he be-
haved...at this assembly?”

Jane wrinkled her brow. “Oh, I hate to speak
badly of others!”

“Please, Miss Bennet,” the viscount urged.

“He was not...friendly,” Jane said hesitantly.
“To be honest, he was quite dismissive. The people
here wanted to welcome the Nethertfield party, but
he kept to himself and only danced with the ladies
who came with them. Our small community felt
slighted. He seemed as though the people around
here were not pleasing enough for him.”
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The viscount raised an eyebrow. “You mean he
was arrogant and acted as if better than anyone
else?”

“Well, I wouldn’t put it quite so harshly.”

The viscount nodded thoughtfully. “Knowing
my cousin, there may have been some truth in that,
but you just described him at any assembly when
he is in London.”

“Really?” Jane asked, surprised.

“Indeed. Darcy is reserved by nature and strug-
gles to fit in among strangers, even in London
society. He 1s not for chit-chat. He tries if he must,
and you would not know that he struggles in social
settings, but he would much rather be at home
with a good book.”

“Oh, poor man. He must be misunderstood all
the time!” Jane said sympathetically.

“Indeed,” the viscount agreed. “Also, do not
tforget that Darcy is much sought after. He is rich,
owns a vast estate, and he is single, so even in the
ton, people would give anything for a connection
to him. He is pursued by women and men of busi-
ness.

“Oh, no!” Jane exclaimed. “I have not realised
it was this bad. Are — are you, too?”

“Yes, after the initial feeling of grandeur, it be-
comes rather tedious,” the viscount admitted. “But
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we were talking about what happened; please con-
tinue.”

Jane hesitated, then said thoughtfully, “Hmm.
Then she heard some condemning tales about him,
and just before he asked her to marry him, she
learnt that...well, she...”

“I know,” the viscount interrupted.

“Pardon?” Jane asked, her eyes wide with
shock. “What do... You know about me? How?”
She clutched her chest, feeling her heart race.

“I enquired about you,” the viscount said
simply, his gaze steady.

Jane did not have time to crimson as they saw
Darcy just then. “Forgive me, Your Lordship. I
must say something to Mr. Darcy.”

“Mr. Darcy!” Jane called after him as he was
mounting his horse. “Are you leaving already?”

“Yes, I think I must.” He looked away.

“Please do not abandon your pursuit of her
lightly. She—she needs time.”

Darcy gave a small nod to her. “Phillip, you
may stay if you wish. I shall see you back at Neth-
erfield.”

“Mzt. Darcy, I called you back because, as you
know, Mr. Wickham visited earlier. For some rea-
son, our mother did not invite them to stay long;
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she soon sent them away, but not before Lydia

blurted out that your sister was here.”

“Pardon? Does Wickham know that she is
here?” He looked around as if he would find Wick-
ham in one of the bushes.

“I am afraid so.”

“Then I really have to leave.” He nodded to
Jane and his cousin. “Thank you, Miss Bennet.”
He mounted his horse and galloped away.

They both looked on as Darcy and his horse
disappeared at the turn of the road.

“Is there something I don’t know? Wickham.
Is that George Wickham, my uncle’s godson?”” His
tone was incredulous. “Surely not #hat Wickham?”

“Yes, he is. He is stationed here.”

“In the militia? I would have never thought.”

Jane looked at him questioningly.

“I do not know him well but rather know of
him. He lived in London and was known in the
gambling establishments. Not a lucky fellow. I
know that Darcy completely cut ties with him,
which to me means that he lacks good morals.
Well, you seem to know what is going on. Are you
going to tell me?”

“It is not my story to tell, my lord. You will
have to ask Mr. Darcy. I can tell you, though, that
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he was the one spreading falsehoods about Mr.
Darcy to Lizzy.”

“I see. Would you say you are discreet in the
matter of confidences, Miss Bennet?” The vis-
count asked playfully.

“I never had the urge to gossip.”

“Another admirable quality.”

Jane demurred. “I have been the subject of gos-
sip and have seen others singled out. I know how
harmful it can be. It is one of the reasons why
Lizzy would not have Mr. Darcy; she thought him
a dishonourable man. People with half knowledge
claim to know it all, and some do not consider
what they cause with their thoughtless remarks.”

“Yes, you must be right. I would also add that
some enjoy when another is brought down by their
comments. Like Wickham. I have also seen it
done.”

Jane was silent for a while. “It is difficult for me
to acknowledge that people could behave so badly,
but I concede it happens.”

“That is because you have a kind heart.”

Jane’s breath hitched.

The viscount looked into her eyes, losing him-
self in their depths, then cleared his throat. “Shall
we continue our discussion? There is a question
lingering in my mind. When we met at the church,
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that is when you saw Miss Darcy for the first time,
am I right?”

“Yes.” She looked at the viscount to elaborate.

“You were considering her person.”

“Oh, yes, I guess I was. It’s nothing im-
portant.”

“Tell me.” He looked into her eyes. He wanted
to understand her.

Jane trembled at his forcefulness. “When Mr.
Bingley left, his sister sent me a note, and in it, she
callously implied that his brother was interested in
Miss Darcy and that they hoped for a formal con-
nection of their families.”

“No! She is still a child! How dare she?”

“Well, seeing her, that is exactly what I
thought.”

The viscount nodded. “On a more pleasant
note, your sister is very attractive, but that alone
does not explain Darcy’s fascination. I would love
to hear your insights about the two of them.”

Hokok

“I was perfectly fine without him here. How dare
he come to disturb my life? Why can’t he just move
on? Why can’t he take no for an answer? He re-
sembles Mr. Collins in more ways than one!”
Elizabeth indignantly exclaimed later in the day.
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But even as she said it, a part of her felt oddly
shaken by his quiet persistence.

“How so?” Jane turned away from her sister
and rolled her eyes.

“Mr. Collins did not accept that I knew my
mind and that I knew what I was doing when I re-
fused him. Now, Mr. Darcy thinks he can come
here and prove I was unreasonable to refuse him.
Yes, I read his letter and am ashamed of how I
railed against him. I accept that he is not the evil
man I’d thought him to be, but that does not mean
I have changed my mind. He will just have to ac-
cept it.” She had hardly accepted that she was
somewhat wrong about Mr. Darcy when he ap-
peared in her life again. Learning that he wished
for a second chance was a shock to her.

Her sister just stared at Elizabeth and shook
her head. “Oh, Lizzy! You disappoint me. Where
you profess indignation that he came after you,
every maiden out there would see romance, love.
To be loved by a man who persists despite obsta-
cles, one who gives me another chance to rethink
my mistaken judgements. One who thinks I am
worth it to try again...”

“Oh, Jane!”

Jane waved her sister’s sentiment away. “Mr.
Bingley did not keep his word, Lizzy! He did not
even bother to say goodbye; he simply stayed away.
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You keep saying you believe he is in love with me,
but what manner of love can his be? Your Mz.
Darcy, after being soundly rejected,” she looked at
Elizabeth admonishingly, “bothered to write a letter,
went to the parsonage to say goodbye. Now he is
here to see if you can change your mind if you give
him another chance, and he has gone through great
trouble. Are you so heartless that you cannot im-
agine what it must have cost him to take this risk
again? You have no idea how lucky you are. If he
is really here for you, you must be a simpleton to
refuse him outright. That would mean he has
grown more than you; he 1s trying to make amends
while you, Lizzy, are stuck in your first impression.
Think about that.” She turned and left Elizabeth
standing by the May bushes, speechless.

Elizabeth walked to the edge of the garden, her
hands clutching her shawl. Her words echoed
stubbornly in her own ears. Could she really justify
her persistent rejection?

Hokok

In the evening, when everybody retired, Elizabeth
knocked on Jane’s door. “Do you truly regard me
a simpleton if I...”

“Yes.” Her sister looked at her sharply. “Look,
I understand that you were more than hurt when
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he insulted you. Oh—ho, do not dare say that you
were not affected. Your blind hatred of him stems
trom there. I tried telling you he was not a villain,
but you didn’t want to listen. You liked Mr.
Bingley; well, Mr. Darcy is his best friend. That
should have told you something. You liked the
Colonel, did you not?”

Elizabeth nodded reluctantly.

“Well, he admired his cousin. He tried to de-
tend Mr. Darcy in your eyes, did he not? And do
you know what the viscount had said about him?
He remarked that he esteemed him as the best of
men! The best of men.

“Lizzy, 1 think sometimes you are your own
worst enemy.” She sighed. “You were so hurt that
you did not want to see anything good in him. I
trust you agree that he has since altered his opinion
of you; he must have been very attracted to you to
propose and now follow you here. I don’t even
think he spoke seriously at the assembly; I would
much rather believe that he just wanted to be left
alone. So, cease, Lizzy.”

“But he hurt you!”

“Really? Did he? Was it not Mr. Bingley? Was
he not the one who let others convince him that I
didn’t care for him? Against his own eyes, his own
experience? When we were alone, we talked inti-
mately; he should have known that I had all but
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sald my feelings aloud. Mr. Darcy apologised,
Lizzy. Mr. Darcy of Pemberley requested to speak
with me, Miss Jane Bennet of Longbourn, and
apologised. I asked him what was said. And you
know what, it didn’t take ten minutes for Mr.
Bingley to abandon the idea of me; however, he
may have been pining over me. He did not act as a
gentleman should. It was Mr. Bingley who hurt me,
not Mr. Darcy. Can you begrudge him the role of
a good friend, which I might say you tried to be to
Charlotte?r”

Elizabeth gasped.

“Yes, Lizzy.”

“Well, I admit his thoughtless comment rather
hurt me.”

Jane nodded. “I know it did. And it was badly
done. Is there a chance you were attracted to Mr.
Darcy at the assembly, and that’s why his comment
hurt so much?”

“What are you saying? That’s going too far. He
was most disagreeable to all; do you not remem-
ber?”

“Before that, Lizzy, before that. Before we saw
his behaviour, I remember finding him most hand-
some, but Mr. Bingley seemed more approachable;
he was already smiling. I did, however, have an er-
rand thought that Mr. Darcy would appeal to you.”

“You did?”
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“Aye. He 1s an exceptionally good-looking
man.”

“I-I cannot remember.” She averted her eyes.

“Well, do you know what I do remember?”

Elizabeth looked at her sister questioningly.

“I remember the only time we heard Mr. Darcy
compliment you. Quite remarkable it was. I needed
to fan myself at his remark that he wouldn’t join
you because he could admire your figures best
from his seat!”

Elizabeth crimsoned on cue. “I thought he was
provoking me.”

“Oh, he was, but not out of malice, quite the
opposite. His actions seem quite different now, do
they not? Now that we know he admires your”

“I thought him always looking my way to find
fault.”

Jane looked at her. She reeled in astonishment.
“Are you truly a simpleton? Why would a man look
at a woman merely to find fault? Do you spend
your time looking at people you don’t like? I am
no longer surprised by your failure to notice his at-
traction to you. Even ever practical Charlotte
noticed it. Miss Bingley, on the other hand, I
hadn’t seen them much together; well, the poor
gentleman made every effort to disregard her.
Now, that is how one behaves with one they do
not care for.”
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“Must you be so clever to see my faults so
clearly? Have I lost my intelligencer”

Jane shook her head. “Come on, sister, did his
asking you #hree times to dance not clue you in?
You say that I am the most beautiful woman, and
he never looked my way twice, and he certainly did
not ask me to dance.”

Quirking her eyebrows, Elizabeth observed,

“How unfortunate for my equanimity for you
to bring up such reasonable arguments!

“Lizzy,” Jane sighed. “His persistence is not an
insult to your independence but a testament to
how deeply he values you. How many men would
go to such lengths to prove their worth after such
a rejection? You told me once that you admired
constancy and resolve in a person. Is that not pre-
cisely what Mr. Darcy has shown you? Perhaps—
perhaps, the question is not what you want from
him — but what you fear in wanting it... All right,
go to bed. I'm pretty tired. We can talk more to-
morrow if you wish.”

Hokok

The same evening, the viscount knocked with one
hand while he balanced a whisky bottle and two
glasses in the other. He did not wait for the per-
mission; he opened the door. “I’'ve come to check
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on you. It seems you find your dog’s company
more agreeable than ours. It’s not like you to mope
to the extent of disregarding the cook’s excellent
efforts. Is this a new habit? I had to eat two por-
tions so that it would not go to waste.” He put the
decanter and the glasses on the small table between
two armchairs in front of the fireplace. “Come,
drink with me.” He called his cousin, who stared
out the window.

Darcy did not move, but Phillip did not let him
sulk. He went to him with the drinks.

“Here. Drink.” Phillip offered Darcy the
golden liquid.

Darcy took it. With his next move, he let the
tiery drink burn his throat.

Phillip followed him. As a connoisseur, he
shook his head at Darcy for not appreciating its
colour or smell before he gulped his down. Phillip
admired the deep golden colour of the summer
barley and enjoyed the scent of the woody pear and
cinnamon as they hit his nostrils. He had the per-
tect notion of how to bring his cousin out of his
defeated state. “You won’t believe what I heard to-
day from Miss Bennet.”

Darcy did not even look his way.

“When Bingley left the neighbourhood, his sis-
ter wrote to her suggesting that his brother was
expected to propose to Georgiana.”
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“Pardon? What are you talking about?” Darcy
did turn his way then.

“As I said. This Miss Bingley is quite the ma-
nipulator, is she not?” the viscount continued,
taking a sip of his drink.

Darcy swore under his breath. “It is one thing
for her to use my name to get into places, but it’s
quite another to claim such a connection.”

“Yes, quite reprehensible.” He took another
sip. “So, what happened after we left you two
aloner”

Darcy shrugged, moving to a small table to
pour himself another drink.

The viscount joined him, pouring a drink for
himself as well.

“She does not want me to pursue her.”

His cousin figured as much. “Are you thinking
of giving up on her?

“I do not know. There is nothing else left for
me to do. I have exhausted every honourable
path.”

“I disagree,” the viscount said firmly.

“Pardon?” Darcy looked at him, puzzled.

“You heard my meaning. It would be a mistake
to give up now.”

“It was a mistake in the first place to think I
had a chance with her.”
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“Can you not imagine what a shock it was for
her for you to reappear again less than a month
after you proposed? Since then, she’s learnt that
she was mistaken in her accusations.”

“How do you...?”

“Miss Bennet told me.” The viscount replied
with a shrug.

Darcy’s expression grew tight. “I am glad I am
fodder for your conversations.”

“Oh, come now,” the viscount said with a
slight smile. “Surely, cousin, you do not imagine I
would 1dly pass my time speaking of you, even to
a lady of uncommon charm?” He shook his head.
“You’re mistaken, Darce. We discussed you two so
that we could assist you. To be honest, I did not
care for Miss Elizabeth’s performance in our con-
versation at the table. As a result, I wanted to
dismiss her entirely. It was Miss Bennet who made
me rethink it.””

“How sor” Darcy asked, leaning forward with
interest.

“Let me just say that I am beginning to under-
stand why you admire her. Even I can see that she
is full of life. You are attracted to that quality.”

“Well, that is all a moot point now,” Darcy said,
his tone tinged with resignation, leaning back in his
chair.
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“Darcy, Miss Bennet wanted me to remind you
that she had said you needed to be patient. It has
only been a few weeks. It took Miss Elizabeth over
two weeks to share what happened between you
with Miss Bennet. She thought you hated her as
she hated you, no matter how misguided that was.
I learnt from Miss Bennet that her sistet’s clever-
ness has two disadvantages; for one, she thinks she
is mostly right and is stubborn in her beliefs. Im-
agine the blow to her ego. She told you Miss
Elizabeth needed time, time to acknowledge that
she might be wrong. Then, she has to accept it, and
only then can you expect her to start to change her
mind about you. It is much easier to dismiss you
than to realise most of her beliefs were wrong
about you and that you are, in fact, an excellent
man.”

Darcy listened intently. “This is your conjec-
ture?”’

“Indeed,” his cousin said. “Do not get discoutr-
aged because once she lets you in her loving circle,
she’ll love you fiercely.”

“Miss Bennet said that?” Darcy asked, raising
an eyebrow. His treacherous heart beat faster at the
sound of that.

Phillip nodded. “Yes, she said that. She cannot
stay indifferent — merely caught in the tangle of
pride and uncertainty. Just remain steadfast in your
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purpose — to make her change her mind. Give her
time. Show Miss Elizabeth your preference; show
her who you are.”

“That is what your mother said.”

“My mother? She knows?” Phillip seemed sur-
prised. “Of course, she knows. She made you sing
like a canary, did she not? What did she think of all
this?”

“Surprisingly, she encouraged me to pursue
her.”

A faraway look appeared on Phillip’s face. He
shook his head. “What? Even if she is not of the
ton?”

Darcy nodded and stared into the fire, the flick-
ering flames mirroring the turmoil in his chest. “I
cannot shake her words, Phillip. She accused me
of arrogance, of selfishness...and perhaps she was
right. Yet, I cannot give up — not when every part
of me is convinced that she is the one person who
could make me better, who could challenge me to
become a man truly worthy of her.”

“All right. That sounds like a plan.” He stood.
“We had better turn in; tomorrow, the construc-
tion starts,” Phillip concluded.

Hokok
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Phillip, his head full of restless thoughts, closed the
door behind him. He paced the room; his noble
face turned serious, and he looked intensely fo-
cused on some inner matter. He stopped suddenly
and looked around, as though seeking an answer.
Then, he lit several candles and sat down at his
desk. Still with a solemn look on his face, he took
out a sheet of paper and placed his pen in the ink-
well.

Dear Mama,

We are well in Hertfordshire. Darcy and I have been worfk-

ing very hard, and things are starting to take shape.

Construction will begin tomorrow. 1 must say that my cousin

has an excellent mind, and his ideas are truly unigue. They
spur me on, and together, we are a pretty good match. 1t is
still in its early days, but I think we will mafke a success of
it. We are currently discussing hiring a secretary to develop

a $ystem for tracking finances.

I thonght this venture with Darcy would offer me a fun dis-
traction, but I must say 1 am enjoying myself immensely.

I should think you would like to hear about Darcy’s other
mission. Y ou have surprised me, Mother. The lady is a little
spit of fire. I can see why Darcy is attracted to her. She is a
brunette and possesses handsome  features. On  second
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thonght, maybe I am not being fair to her; she is rather
lovely. Darcy is in love with her eyes, and yes, they are her
face’s best features.

She frustrated me today with her flippant manner of speak-
ing about a subject today. 1t also turned out that she argued
thonghts not her own, for fun, she said. Unfortunately, the
topic was persistence, and she used it to tell Darcy that he
should not pursue her. Understandably, Darcy did not take
it well. I suggested to him that he should just be patient, as
she needed to reconcile her former notions of him being wrong
and see him for who he really was.

Miss Elizabeth has an elder sister, Miss Jane Bennet.
Mother, 1 mention her to you because I find that I am at-
tracted to her. She is beantiful, both within and without. 1
know that you would like me to settle, and yes, I adpit, it
is time to think about family, my family. I am, of course,
aware that the Countess of Matlock is a position that I must
consider closely.

I like her, Mother. I never thought I would be in this posi-
tion when we arrived here, but this lady takes my breath
away. She is quietly intelligent, offers thoughtful insights,
and is kind to everyone. When she smiles, the sun shines. 1
find it increasingly difficult to maintain self-regulation and
avoid raising expectations. Please, Mother, come to meet her.
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Your loving son,

Phillip
ek

Lady Matlock stilled when she read the last two
paragraphs from her son at breakfast the following
day. (The express rider left with the message for
London at dawn.) She stopped breathing as she
read. Then, she hungrily reread them.

“Oh, sweet Lotrd!” she exclaimed. “Could it
ber”

She blessed Darcy in her thoughts for returning
to Hertfordshire and for taking her son with him.

She reread his lines. Her heart yearned to ex-
pand beyond its confines. Always to the point, she
thought.

At almost three and thirty, her son was a steady
bachelor. He had had a few dalliances over the
years, and those were the worst, as he then refused
to even talk about settling down. He had two seri-
ous affairs, one with a Covent Garden actress that
lasted three years when he was five and twenty, and
the widow Countess Selby, admittedly a beautiful
woman, for two years around when he turned
thirty. In the last year or so, she had not heard any
gossip about her son, so she started to push him
again, although without much success.
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She could hardly believe that his son had found
someone and actively sought her permission to
pursue her. She thought he would have to be
coaxed into courting anyone. She pondered upon
the nature of a woman who could inspire such fer-
vour in her son...zntelligent, kind, she must be beantiful
then, she thought.

As Miss Elizabeth’s sister, Miss Bennet was ba-
sically penniless, though a gentleman’s daughter.
What else did she know about the family? Five
danghters, no son, and the estate was entailed to Catherine’s
pastor— a dire combination in society’s eyes. Ob, my... Ob,
the mother was the daughter of a local lawyer and had rela-
tions in trade. Well, not ideal, not in the least. If William
manages to woo his lady and wins her hand, Miss Bennet
will become his sister. Marrying the sister of Fitzwilliam
Darcy of Pemberley, now that sounds more acceptable. 1f
this Miss Bennet could indeed inspire such deep
teelings in her son, Lady Matlock vowed she would
not stand in the way. If she could love her son...

She folded the letter and pressed it to her heart.
Oh yes, she would go to Hertfordshire herself.
And soon.
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TORTUROUS THOUGHTS
Chapter 11

Tuesday morning found Elizabeth the same way as
when she finally fell asleep the previous night — in
deep thought.

Old and new images flashed through her mind.
Although she did not show great interest in the
newcomers, she was curious about them back
then, as it was not every day that new people vis-
ited or joined their restricted community. She let
her mind drift back to that first time she saw him
in Meryton, before the insult, before the resent-
ment, when Mr. Darcy was merely a handsome
stranger with unreadable eyes.

Of course, she considered him handsome and
hoped he would notice her... Who wouldn’t think
such thoughts in the presence of an important gentleman?
But then he was rude to her mother... She recalled
how she felt when she was dismissed as only Zo/er-
able. Coming from that gentleman, its bite was
sharp and painful. The man did not want to know

266



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

her. She knew she was not as handsome as her el-
der sister, but she still considered herself pretty
enough. Her mother, of course, did not help with
her unfortunate remarks about how she was only
half as beautiful. She was hurt. Could anyone
blame her for developing uncharitable thoughts to-
ward him?

How was she supposed to notice his interest?
He always looked at her with his penetrating, stern
manner. She honestly thought he was looking at
her to find fault. After being deemed only ‘tolera-
ble,” she perceived him as antagonistic toward her,
or at least contemptuous, just like she felt toward
him. It was incredible to her to think that he was
developing an admiration for her.

Elizabeth had no experience with the opposite
sex other than polite, innocent compliments. She
had not experienced a burning desire for anyone.
Interest, yes, naturally, but nothing more. In her
rural environment, most of the men she met were
married or significantly older. Suitable gentlemen
were scarce. Her few London sojourns so far had
been fruitless, especially as her uncle was from
trade. A few gentlemen called after the few assem-
blies their relatives took them to attend, but calls
ceased when they learnt that either Jane or Eliza-
beth had only a thousand pounds to their name,
especially since that amount was only to be paid

267



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

upon their mother’s death. At the time, neither girl
lamented, though it gave them pause more and
more. They learnt that a pretty face or a happy
countenance would not be enough. Their pledge
to marry for the deepest love seemed out of reach.

She recalled the events at Netherfield and the
ball. She was so annoyed with the gentleman, so
busy winning their arguments, that she never reg-
istered his interest in her. On top of that, Miss
Bingley targeted her with her barbs for some rea-
son. Mr. Darcy asked her to dance three times,
indeed, which she interpreted as a mocking ges-
ture. She shook her head at how silly that notion
now appeared.

An idea gave her pause. If he developed feel-
ings for her or at least interest, in the end, he
decided she was not worth it. He left, just like Mr.
Bingley. Her spirits fell when she recalled his letter
about her family’s behaviour. They and she were
wanting in his eyes. She left her bed and sat in her
armchair before the fireplace. She stared into the
ashes and thought of Mr. Darcy again in the neigh-
bourhood.

Now that he was back, he still looked at her
with that intense, demanding look. Her first reac-
tion was still defence. It was the strangest feeling
to have him there and know it was for her. Strange
and startling.
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After Mr. Darcy plainly told her about his in-
tentions and silenced her with a forefinger,
Elizabeth felt overcome and a little intimidated, if
she were honest with herself. At their next meet-
ing, it was easier to fall back on the familiar, her
impertinent self. Questioning him about his sister,
she chastised herself for not thinking it through
and immediately suspecting the worst of him.
Then, on Monday, she argued for the sake of it.
When it created the opportunity to give a response
to Mr. Darcy’s question, she lost her courage and
thoughtlessly hurt the man, again. Although she
then felt his misery and disappointment, when he
asked her again, she became still. She impatiently
left her favourite armchair and collapsed back on
the bed. She looked up at the ceiling of her four-
poster bed.

After thinking the worst about him, how was
she supposed to forget it all? As she reflected on
her feelings of righteousness, she felt a sense of
shame. She never gave him the benefit of the
doubt. Jane was right. She did not want to see him
in an advantageous light. She was so sure she had
good reasons to loathe him that she did not listen
to any advice. Now that she knew the truth about
all her accusations, it was difficult to admit that he
seemed to be an excellent marriage partner once
these were taken into account.
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The realisation that she had misunderstood
him so profoundly made her heart ache with an
unfamiliar pang of guilt. Could it be that her pride
had prevented her from seeing the truth of his
character? And if so, what did that say about her
own judgment?

Now that she knew she was held in the highest
regard, Elizabeth could not help but feel that Mr.
Darcy overlooked her many faults. She did not
consider herself a paragon. Her beauty could never
rival Jane’s serenity; her sense of duty was no
match for Mary’s constancy. And Lydia — well,
Lydia at least had the enviable talent of never
doubting herself. Elizabeth had only her wit, and
even that had lately proved unreliable. Her sole re-
deeming qualities, she supposed, were her quick
mind, her love of the written word, and her curi-
osity about the world — traits hardly ideal in a
young woman meant for admiration.

What she could not comprehend was how he
could still feel anything for her, least of all affec-
tion, after all that had passed between them, after
the way she had spoken to him at Hunsford. That
he might still love her seemed almost inconceiva-
ble. Though she no longer felt what she had felt
during that ill-fated proposal, she remained, at
heart, a reasonable creature. Yet reason alone
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could not persuade her to surrender. She acknowl-
edged her many misjudgements of him but to
allow herself such vulnerability — to admit that she
might welcome his addresses — would demand a
relinquishing of the last, stubborn vestiges of
pride.

The problem was that if she let Mr. Darcy con-
vince her he was a good man... Yes, Mr. Bingley,
the colonel, and the viscount all had high opinions
of him. Even Wickham, she recalled, said he was a
good brother. If that was all true, she had refused
a worthy gentleman who could offer her much,
who could change her life.

Elizabeth was not mercenary, not by any
means. Of course, as any gentle maiden, she imag-
ined living in relative comfort but not more than
that. No. She had a vague idea that love would find
her and imagined it overpowering her... The man
she had always imagined would appeal to her was
a sociable, full-of-life character, somebody like
Wickham (at least on first impression) or a better
version of him, the colonel. With a gasp, she real-
ised that her heart was not really touched by either
of the men. She sat up. None of those men made
her heart beat faster other than enjoying their at-
tentions.

Something was missing — something she had
perhaps never dared to name until now.
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In comparison stood Mr. Darcy. Although
Wickham was handsome, neither he not the colo-
nel came close to the impressive physique of Mr.
Darcy. His presence demanded attention from
women and men. He was tall, taller than most. His
tace was angular, with aristocratic features, includ-
ing his nose and lips; his expressive eyes and unruly
dark hair gave his expressions the power to silence
anyone. He was well-built, lean and muscular. To
all this, he was always impeccably dressed without
becoming a dandy. Elizabeth had forgotten or sup-
pressed, she comprehended, what an attractive
man Mr. Darcy was because of her animosity. She
thought of Charlotte, who had to endure her odi-
ous husband’s attentions. Now, she closed her eyes
and imagined him standing before her, stepping
closer and touching her lips. Her breath caught,
and she shivered, so she pulled on the cover.

His presence compelled her to consider Mr.
Darcy. She instinctively knew that he also had
power. None of the men of her acquaintance
wielded as much power as he, and she suspected
she was not close to understanding his actual cir-
cumstances. She tound the notion
strangely...exciting. She knew that he was respon-
sible for the livelihoods of many people.
According to Miss Bingley, he was an avid corre-
spondent, unlike her father, whose
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correspondence often waited in his tray for weeks.
That suggested that he was aware of his duties and
fulfilled them.

Ten thousand a year meant that his estate
brought in at least five times as much as Long-
bourn. She wondered with a chuckle if his house
was also five times the size of theirs. What does one
do with so many rooms?

Being a wife of such a man must be something
— her consequence would grow substantially; she
would have much power herself... She could
hardly imagine the life he must live. The only ex-
istence she knew was her own insignificant life as
the second daughter of a minor estate owner in a
community of perhaps twenty families.

Elizabeth got out of her bed. She sat in front
of her mirror. She observed herself. Her dark eyes
looked back at her with wonder that she could gen-
erate such tender feelings unknowingly in a man,
in such a man. What did he say...an ardent admi-
ration and love. He said he ardently loved her. She
crossed her arms protectively. Until this morning,
she had not considered deeply what those words
meant. In her indignation and other self-castiga-
tions and self-discoveties, his sentiment, not
understood, was not appreciated. The most feeling
she allowed herself was compassion. Now, how-
ever, maybe for the first time, she considered the
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man. A man educated and well-read, at home in
high society, wanted her. What does he see in me? A
man who had access to the most sophisticated,
beautiful ladies of the ton...what did he want with
her?

A knock interrupted her torturous thoughts
about Mr. Darcy.

“Enter.” She called out with one last look at
herself in the mirror.

Jane’s face appeared framed by her dishevelled
blond braided hair. No matter the time of day, her
sister was a beautiful sight.

“I thought we could do each other’s hair. I
knew you would be up already.”

“That was not a difficult conclusion, Jane; I'm
an eatly riser, but why are yox up so early?”

Jane took Elizabeth’s brush from her toilette
table and loosened her hair so that she could brush
it out. She looked at her sister in the mirror.
“Lydia.”

“Oh, forgot about that.”

Jane looked at her questioningly.

“My mind has been otherwise occupied.” She
shrugged.

“I see. We can talk about that later if you wish.
Now, what shall we do about Liddy?”

“Do?” blinked Elizabeth.
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Jane nodded with a stern look. “Lydia’s con-
duct grows increasingly unruly. Just recall how she
behaved when the gentlemen were visiting. She
isn’t fit for polite company. The viscount called her
out on it. Heavens! I felt so ashamed. We have
hardly anything to offer. I shall not allow Lydia to
jeopardise what little chance we have at stability —
at a future. If she behaves this way in our company,
how will she perform when there are no re-
strictions at all? Mrs. Forster may not be the. . .ideal
chaperone for her.”

“Oh, Jane, so unkind,” Elizabeth teased.

“This 1sn’t a joke, Lizzy. All she sees are the of-
ticers!”

“Jane, I don’t recognise you! Do you want to
stop Lydia’s fun? That sounds rather uncharitable
trom you.”

“Joke as you wish.” Jane sighed. Having the es-
teemed gentlemen witness her sister’s spoiled
behaviour indeed troubled her. For some reason,
it was important for her what the viscount thought.

“No, no. I am sorry. It is not that I disagree
with you, but you usually leave such prudence to
me,” Elizabeth said with a wry smile. “Now I
hardly recognise you.”

“Well, many things happened; a lot has
changed. I spent a night thinking about the danger
Lydia in Brighton would mean.”
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Elizabeth nodded. “We should talk to Father. I
do not know about Mother. She was not as enthu-
siastic as I would have thought when Lydia
brought the news. Maybe she could be worked on,
too

b

“All right. You talk to Father; maybe he’ll listen
to you, and 1 shall talk to Mother...maybe not to-
day. She’ll be busy getting all of us ready for the
evening at Lucas’s.”

Elizabeth nodded. She looked at Jane over her
shoulder.

“Jane? The viscount. Am I right to...”

“No, stop, Lizzy. I know what you were going
to say. Please, let it go.”

“But why? Do you like him?”

“What is there not to like? I enjoy his company,
and it seems he enjoys mine. That is all.”

“But...”

“But he is the heir of an earldom. I have learnt
my lesson; I am guarding my heart.”

“Guarding your heart?”

“Well, I'm trying to.” She blushed. “I must say
it’s a nice feeling that he takes me seriously... He
knows about Mr. Bingley.”

“What? How?”

“He said he had asked about me from your Mr.
Darcy.”
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“He—he’s not my Mr. Darcy.” She looked
down.

“Well, he could be.

Elizabeth’s heart skipped a beat as she involun-
tarily recalled the moment Darcy had lifted his
tinger to her lips — and the pained expression in his
eyes as he looked at her before departing the pre-
vious day. Could he? The very idea made her chest
tighten.

HKokok

At Netherfield, Darcy and Phillip rose early. They
wanted to be there as the buildings were marked
on the land. The planning on paper was different
from the actual measures. Several buildings were
planned for construction in the first phase. One
wing of the greenhouse system would be con-
structed to test its functionality. They planned a
cross-shaped greenhouse with a heating system at
its centre. The stable for carts and horses was to be
built next.

The staff needed accommodation, which they
wanted to make comfortable and somewhat spa-
cious so that it would invite employees to their
estate. There would be a mix of single and double
bedrooms if couples joined their enterprise or if
someone wanted to get married.
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Darcy wanted running water available in all
rooms and had the builder design a heating system
with copper pipes running in a shallow ditch in the
tfloor at the outer walls, covered with punctured
metal sheets that allowed warmth to permeate the
rooms. For this, a central fireplace would be built
separately where water in the pipe would be heated
and circulated in the rooms. A small woodstove
would be added to each room if the weather turned
too cold for the system to heat the rooms. A room
for bathing and washing clothes would be built at
the end of the building.

The viscount also had an idea for making things
even better. He suggested using a double layer of
glass for the windows. He said he had seen it in
Scotland and was told that the trapped air served
as insulation.

“If it makes a difference here, I shall introduce
it at Pemberley,” Darcy thoughtfully said about the
double-glazing idea.

The builder nodded that he had heard about
the solution. It would initially raise the cost but
would require less wood for heating.

Both were most excited to replace the neces-
saries™ with water closets indoors. Several would
be built on the farm, too.

25 Necessary used to be the name for the outhouse with a toilet.
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They also decided to build a connecting, cov-
ered corridor to the rooms that would be open on
one side. If they built it wide enough, it could serve
as a terrace for sitting outside on a nice day.

The builders caught the gentlemen’s excite-
ment. As soon as they saw the opportunities while
discussing the plans, they agreed to call in their net-
work for skilled professionals to join them,
including an expert in water systems to utilise the
land’s water and rain. There would be a great need
for water on the estate for people and plants, and
animals. They appreciated the challenges. And they
all marvelled as the gentlemen came to the site, and
after half an hour of spectating the work, they un-
dressed to their shirtsleeves and asked what they
could do.

They had been working hard for several hours
when they heard a cart approaching. Only then did
they realise it must have been around two in the
afternoon, and lunch was coming. As they looked
up, they saw that the barouche Darcy had sent for
so that Georgina could enjoy the countryside was
tollowing. As the vehicle approached, they saw
Georgiana with Lady Matlock. The cousins ex-
changed looks, stopped working, and stepped

toward them.
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“Phillip, William! What is the meaning of this?”
she asked, pointing at their appearance. “You both
look like you have been... working!”

“Good day to you, too, Mother! Thank you for
coming.”

“Do not play games with me, son! Answer me!”

“Aunt, it is nice to see you at Netherfield. Wel-
come. As you see, indeed, we have been working.”

“But—but why?”

“This 1s not a mystery, Mother. It’s our venture,
and we want to be part of it. William started it, and
I followed. I’'m enjoying myself. I did some labour
on our land when I was young, but I forgot how
satistying it can be.”

“Well, I have never heard such a thing!” She
huffed. “If you must, but at least wear gloves next
time. I do not want your hands to show hard work;
what would people say?”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Yes, Aunt.”

Everybody stopped working and gathered
around the cart that brought fresh water. The la-
bourers washed their faces and hands; some even
washed their upper bodies. Bread®, cheese, fatty
bacon, onions, and radishes were offered.

26 Read an interesting article about the state of bread at the beginning of the
1800s, link on story website.
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After the men had eaten at tables and benches
set up, Lady Matlock alighted from the barouche.

“Oh, do not let this dog jump on me. It would
ruin my dress! Now, if you have eaten enough,
show us around. What have you been working
on?”

Her ladyship was proud of her son and Darcy
as she listened to them recount their plans. She had
always known Phillip to possess a sharp mind and
adventurous spirit, but to see him collaborate so
seamlessly with Darcy, whose methodical nature
balanced Phillip’s boldness, was a revelation. To-
gether, they were a formidable team — visionaries
in their own right.

They interrupted each other so as not to miss
anything in their enthusiasm, she smiled to herself.
She could tell the young men were in their element
here, and if they had found their life partner in this
little haven, too, she would thank the Lord every
day for the rest of her life.

“What do you think, Georgier”

“It sounds like a big undertaking.” She said as
she looked around. “If you are involved, it could
only be a success.”

Darcy beamed at his sister.
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“What do you think you are doing?” Her lady-
ship demanded as the cousins approached, clearly
intending to join them in the carriage.

“We need to go back to the house,” Darcy re-
plied, trying to maintain a polite tone despite the
tension.

Her ladyship raised her brow, unimpressed.
“Well, then, go back as you came. You will not soil
this beautiful carriage with those muddy boots.
You may walk back, gentlemen, with honour in-
tact.”

“Yes, Mother,” Phillip answered dutifully, sti-
fling a sigh.

“Yes, Aunt,” Darcy echoed, equally resigned,
bowing slightly before stepping back.

With a huff of approval, her ladyship turned
away as they watched the door shut. The cousins
exchanged a knowing glance, resigning themselves
to the ride back and suppressing their amusement
at her ladyship’s fierce protectiveness over Darcy’s
tine vehicle.

Hokok

At the house, they met with the steward, who
brought his suggestions on where they should ob-
tain their livestock at bargain prices. Additionally,
they met with the remaining tenants, offering them
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the option to stay in their houses but work their
lands cooperatively. They could contribute their
knowledge and experience, with the additional sat-
isfaction of leading and training other workers.
Ultimately, this would bring in more revenue and
provide their families with more opportunities.

Both gentlemen took a much-needed bath and
relaxed in their rooms until dinner.

Dinner was accompanied by quiet conversation
and the delicate chime of silver cutlery. Lady Mat-
lock observed the two young men with keen eyes
— Darcy’s expression was guarded, though his
voice betrayed the faintest trace of uncertainty.
Phillip, on the other hand, seemed to overcompen-
sate with cheerful humour, as if trying a bit too
hard to dispel the tension.

Darcy contemplated the possibility of going to
Lucas’s. “You go, Phillip. I think I shall skip this
one. Please, make up an excuse for me.”

“That will not do, cousin.”

“I cannot face another evening in her company
so soon. It may undo what little resolve I have
left.”

“You will persevere.”

“It is not indifference or reluctance — it is fear.
Fear that I may falter again, that I may betray the
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depth of my feelings when she has made her posi-
tion so clear.” And what if she rejects me again? What
if, once more, 1 see only pity in her eyes, not affection? The
very thought. . .is unbearable. “Give me time, cousin, to
steel myself. Why not take Aunt?”

“A lady does not just appear at someone’s soi-
ree, Fitzwilliam. But, by all means, invite the elder
Misses Bennets with their mother for tomorrow. I
should like to meet them.” Lady Matlock sug-
gested.

Darcy swallowed at the prospect.

“Do not worry. I shall not say anything, for
now.” She reassured Darcy by putting her hand on
his, then added with the faintest hint of a smile,
“But do not expect this state of affairs to last long.”

“You see, you must come.” Phillip insisted.

“I do not think I can.”

“Remember, you want to show your constancy.
You need to demonstrate that you can be civil.”

“Brother?”

“Itis nothing, Georgie. I was not at my best last
time I was here.”

“Oh, I see. Or rather, I do not,” Georgiana
said. “But did you not tell me last summer that a
Darcy never retreats when things get difficultr”
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Darcy opened his mouth to reply — to explain
that this was not the same — but, seeing the chal-
lenge in his beloved sister’s eyes, not a single sound

escaped his lips.
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DOUBTS AND GILANCES
Chapter 12

“Kitty and Lydia, I want you to behave yourselves.
We’ll have elevated company, so I cannot have you
behave in an undignified manner.”

Mzr. Bennet opened his mouth to speak at his
wife’s comment, then seemed to think better of it
and said nothing.

“But Mamal”

“Don’t but mama me, child! I'll remove you if
you cannot behave as a young lady should.”

Both Kitty and Lydia blinked at the harsh
threat. Their shock all but lasted until the officers
arrived.

Hokok

Darcy wiped his gloved hand across his lips. He
cast a furtive glance toward the Bennets’ party, his
gaze lingering for a moment on Miss Elizabeth. A
pang of longing struck him, mingled with the sharp
ache of uncertainty. How often had he imagined
her as his partner in life, her sparkling wit and fiery
spirit matching his own intensity? Yet here he was,
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torn between his vow to honour her wishes and
the insistent pull of his own heart.

He uncharacteristically fidgeted, which doubly
irritated him as he was usually very composed. This
woman will be the death of me! He both wished and
teared that the Bennets, or perhaps Miss Elizabeth,
would stay away. Still, he questioned if it was the
right thing to do for him to make his appearance,
as it was only the previous day that he promised
her he would abide by her wishes — that he would
not pursue her. His stomach constricted at the
thought. Why did he want her so much? To ques-
tion why he desired her so was as fruitless as
pondering the colour of the sky or the hue of grass;
his inward chuckle was slightly bitter. She had be-
come necessary for him. He took a deep breath
and looked at their company again.

She stood next to her sister. Although Miss
Bennet was a strikingly beautiful lady, in his eyes,
she paled in comparison to Miss Elizabeth. How
could he have ever thought that she was only ordi-
nary? Maybe he had already been denying his
attraction. Even then, he had been captivated by
her beautiful laughing eyes and the way she inter-
acted with people around her — with ease, with
grace, with humour.

He started to understand himself, why he was
so powerfully affected by her, and why he wanted
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her as a life partner. He instinctively knew that
Miss Elizabeth could love him with the intensity
with which she lived. She radiated life. Her intelli-
gence matched his own — they would not get bored
with each other. She was genuine; she did not ask
for pardon. He remembered when she appeared at
Netherfield, breathless and dishevelled after her
long walk to see her sister. He remembered the
jealous thought, how he wished someone would
walk three miles to see him and that she would do
that for him. She did not apologise for her scan-
dalous appearance.

As the Bingley sisters put it, she looked them in
the eye and dared them to criticise her for not plac-
ing propriety over her caring feelings for her sister.
And those sparkling eyes! They penetrated his de-
tences and reached his hungry soul. Miss
Elizabeth, now he knew, was everything. She was
worth fighting for — he would let her know him.
With one last longing look in her direction, he
turned to Sir Lucas.

They greeted the hosts. Phillip signalled to him
to smile. He groaned but tried to look more
triendly. Next, they stopped to greet two gentle-
men, a Mr. Harris and a Mr. Thorn; who had
visited them to welcome them to the neighbour-
hood and to learn more about their adventure.
Among others, they had offered wood for the
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building. They agreed to meet again to discuss a
possible collaboration.

Phillip glanced in Jane’s direction several times
while talking with the gentlemen. As they finished,
he moved to greet the Bennets. Darcy followed re-
luctantly. After the greetings, he moved to speak
to Mr. Bennet. He congratulated himself for avoid-
ing looking at her...well, except when he greeted
her with a bow.

“Darcy, could you join the ladies and mer”
Phillip had drawn Jane and Elizabeth to the side as
both ladies seemed tense. “The ladies just told me
that their youngest sister, Miss Lydia, had been in-
vited to Brighton by the colonel’s wife. We were
exchanging our opinions on the subject. Miss Eliz-
abeth said she was unsuccessful with Mr. Bennet
when she tried to share her reservations about the
trip with him. What do you think?”

Darcy’s mind was flooded with images of Jis
sister in Ramsgate, and he imagined Miss Lydia in
her place, laughing and crimson at Wickham’s flat-
tery. Brighton also had the reputation of being a
mixed society and a place of frivolity. He looked at
Miss Elizabeth.

She hesitated and lowered her gaze to her
hands. She had protested that the viscount would
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call his cousin. She felt ashamed of this new evi-
dence of her father’s improper neglect.

“Did you try to warn your father?”

She looked up at him with evident pain in her
eyes. She nodded.

“You did very well, Miss Elizabeth. Brighton is
not for young ladies, especially not without paren-
tal supervision. I know the dangers.” He looked at
Elizabeth with meaning. “May I ask what your fa-
thet’s objections werer”

Elizabeth shut her eyes.

“I am not trying to judge; I just want to under-
stand.”

“He—he thought we, Jane and I, were jealous of
the invitation, and he did not want to listen to her
tantrum if he didn’t let her go. He did not think
there was a real danger of her... doing...”

“I understand. Say no more.” He thought for a
while. “Your mother, does she wield power over
what happens?”

Jane and Elizabeth looked at each other and
both nodded. “I was going to speak to her tomor-
row.”

“In that case, would you allow me to try to talk
to her? Maybe I can impress on her how dangerous
this place 1s.”

“You wish to talk to my mother? You—you
would do that?” Elizabeth asked in open wonder.
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Darcy bowed. “There is very little I would #7o?
do for you, Miss Elizabeth.”

Her lips parted in silent surprise. Elizabeth’s
chest tightened as his words sank in. She had never
heard anyone speak with such quiet sincerity,
much less directed at her. For 2 moment, she felt
exposed, as though he could see past her defences
to the conflicted emotions she kept buried. She
struggled to compose herself under the weight of
his steady gaze. She looked into his eyes and saw,
for the first time, a heart laid bare.

“May I have a word with you, Mrs. Bennet?”
Darcy asked, standing before her.

The matron was struck speechless at the re-
quest. “By—by all means, Mr. Darcy.”

Darcy just kept looking at her standing.

It occurred to her that he wanted to speak pri-
vately. She became flustered at the thought but
stood and led him to one of the window nooks.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bennet, for indulging me.
I’ve been talking to your excellent daughters, Miss
Bennet and Miss Elizabeth. They mentioned that
your youngest had been invited to Brighton with
the Forsters.”

Mrs. Bennet wondered why Mr. Darcy would
be interested in that. “Yes, Mrs. Forster and my
Lydia have become great friends.”
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“Am I to understand you plan to let Miss Lydia
go to Brighton alone?”

“Oh, that 1s, yes, well, why could she not?”

Mrs. Bennet started to doubt herself. Lately,
she had noticed things about her youngest daugh-
ters that gave her pause. When Lydia’s news came,
she was of two minds about it.

Darcy gave a slight nod.

“Mrs. Bennet, I understand you only want the
best for your girls.”

“Oh, yes, yes, only the best.”” She agreed.

“But do you agree that a child of fifteen doesn’t
always know what is best for them?”

She searched his face, seeing not the aloof, dis-
dainful gentleman she had once suspected but a
man deeply troubled by a sense of duty and pro-
tection. Mrs. Bennet sighed.

He nodded to her in encouragement.

“Well, yes.”

“And you would be indeed in your right to de-
cide what is best and what would be detrimental to
your daughter.”

“De — detrimental?” Her hand flew to her
mouth, muffling an involuntary gasp.

“I do not wish to speak out of turn, Mrs. Ben-
net, but I have come to value your family. I only
address this out of respect.”

Mrs. Bennet straightened at the praise.
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“Oh, please, sir, tell me what is on your mind.”

“I implore you to talk to your husband and re-
think your permission to Miss Lydia. I've been to
Brighton, and let me warn you, it is not a place for
a child without proper supervision.”

“But the colonel’s wife...”

Darcy shook his head. “No, she is only very
young herself. Mrs. Bennet, I saw it happen. May I
speak plainly, madam?”

Mrs. Bennet nodded repeatedly.

He lowered his voice as if wanting to share a
secret.

“Brighton 1s a place where all kinds of people
go. It is a place of fun and frivolity. People relax
their moral standards. A young lady like your
daughter has no defences against the wickedness
of men. She does not know who is genuine and
who has an evil intent. And they will take ad-
vantage of her. The result is a child ruined before
her life can really begin. She may be safe here, but
tor all good purposes, she should not be out. She
is too young.”

“What? You really think she would be in dan-
ger?”

Darcy solemnly nodded. “And if anything like
that happens, your whole family will be ruined.
There is too much at stake. You have four other
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daughters.” He knew this argument would make
an impression.

“Oh, no! That cannot be! Oh, my precious
girlsl What would happen to all of us? You are
right, Mr. Darcy. One wrong step...”

“I do not mean to frighten you, but it happened
to someone I know. At the age of fifteen. She had
no chance against the flattery which she thought
love.”

“Oh, poor child!”

Just then, they heard Lydia laugh out loud with
one of the officers. Their eyes met in a shared and
silent understanding.

“Ofticers cannot keep a wife but will take what
they can.”

She gasped. She remembered her youth and
how naive she had been, too. Thankfully, she es-
caped the unfortunate situation.

“As soon as we get home, I'll speak to Mr. Ben-
net. I appreciate your care, sir.”

“I am honoured to be of assistance.”

Mrs. Bennet collected herself and looked
around for her youngest child.

“Lydia, come and sit by me.”

As Darcy finished his mission with Mrs. Ben-
net, he turned around. To his surprise, he saw Miss

Elizabeth approaching him. His heart beat faster.
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On second glance, though, he could not read her
expression. “I have talked...”

“You need to leave.” She interrupted.

“Pardon?” Darcy paled.

“You need to leave, Mr. Darcy.” In a hushed
tone, she continued, “I have just had some words
with the officers, and as you can see, Mr. Wickham
is not here. They said he left with them but then
excused himself when they arrived. He told them
that he would meet an old friend of his. They were
snickering, so I’'m sure they meant a woman.”

“You mean...you mean he went to see herr”
he asked with panic.

“It is only a hunch, but you cannot risk it. If he
knows you are here, and Miss Darcy is left unpro-
tected... Where else would he have goner Old
acquaintance?”

“Your sister warned me yesterday that he had
learnt of her being here. I ordered two of my
trusted footmen to watch her. Nevertheless, you
are right. I should go.” His facial expression sof-
tened. “Thank you for your care... Before I go,
today, my aunt, my cousin’s mother, L.ady Matlock,
joined us at Netherfield. She asked for your
mother’s and your company, with Miss Bennet and
maybe Miss Mary. If you have no other engage-
ment, would you wvisit her and my sister
tomorrow?”
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“You wish my mother to meet a relation of
yours...a countess?” She clutched her arms to her
chest. “How does she even know about us?”

“Surely, your family is among the most es-
teemed in the neighbourhood?” Darcy was
grateful for the quick thought.

“Oh.”

“Well, that is to say, she has heard about you-r
tamily.” He cleared his throat and straightened.”
On second thought, Darcy wanted her to know. “I
must leave now. I shall speak to Sir William. Could
you tell my cousin that I had to leave? I'll send the
carriage back for him.”

Darcy bowed with a lingering look and turned
to leave.

Elizabeth called after him. “Be careful, sir.”

Darcy turned back and looked at her. He saw
that Miss Elizabeth surprised herself with her sen-
timent. Darcy smiled faintly, as though touched by
her words more than he dared admit.

“Darce, wait. I am coming, too.” Phillip
reached Darcy in front of the assembly building. “I
hope you appreciate it; I have just left a beautiful
woman behind.”

Darcy shook his head at Phillip. “There’s no
need. Why don’t you enjoy the evening?”
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“Miss Elizabeth has sent me after you. She
thought you might need me. Now, which is it?”
asked Phillip, perplexed.

“Miss Elizabeth wanted you to come with mer”
Darcy blinked.

“Yes.”

Darcy’s grin spread, irrepressible and sudden.

“What?”

“She 1s worried about me.”

Darcy’s heart felt a renewed warmth at Eliza-
beth’s unexpected sentiment. The moment
lingered in his mind, a fragile thread of hope that
he dared not pull too tightly for fear it would snap.
Her concern for him, however fleeting, was a balm
to the wounds of her earlier rejection. It was a
small thing, yet to Darcy, it meant everything. It
filled him with a hope he scarcely dared
acknowledge.

He had paused, allowing himself one more lin-
gering look at her before he inclined his head, his
voice quiet yet resolute. “I shall, Miss Elizabeth.
Thank you.”

kkk
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“Jane, I hope you don’t mind it very much that I
sent the viscount after Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth said,
her voice filled with anxiety and determination.

“No, of course not. It’s safer together.” She
tilted her head slightly. ““Are you concerned for Mr.
Darcy?”

“Me? Well, no. Why would I?” Elizabeth an-
swered, attempting to sound nonchalant.

“Indeed. Why would you; you hate the man.”
Jane remarked, a hint of teasing in her tone.

“I do not hate him.” Elizabeth snapped at her
sister indignantly.

“Do you not?” Jane raised an eyebrow, her cu-
riosity piqued.

Elizabeth looked away, hutfing.

“There is nothing wrong about worrying about
him,” Jane said warmly but added, “After all, he is
going to face his archenemy, who used to be a fa-
vourite of yours... Oh, I’'m not being fair. I am
sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. He was not my
tavourite, but I thought, too, he was an amiable
man... I hope they get there in time. What that
man did is beyond words! And now he is trying
again. Are you surer”

Elizabeth sighed. “I cannot know for sure, but
the way the officers spoke gave me pause. He must
have uttered some coarse remark about his inten-
tions. He told the others he would meet an ‘old
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friend’; he does not have ‘old friends’ here. It must
be her.”

“Thank goodness for your quick wit,” Jane said
with relief.

Elizabeth demurred, acknowledging the com-
pliment with a slight nod. “Before Mr. Darcy left,
he asked if Mama, you, me, and maybe Mary could
visit Netherfield tomorrow. The viscount’s
mother, Lady Matlock, arrived today. Apparently,
she would like to meet us.”

“She has asked us to visit?” Jane’s eyes widened
as she clutched her arms to her chest. “A—a coun-
tess?”

“That is what he said.”

Jane was deep in thought. “He must have told
her about you.”

Elizabeth was gratified that her sister had the
same thought.

“Or perhaps the viscount wrote to her about
the most beautiful woman he had ever met.”

“Lizzy, be serious,” Jane chided gently but
blushed crimson. Could it be? She asked inwardly.
Her unassuming nature did not let her entertain the
idea for long.

“I’'ve never met a countess. Do you think one
can tell?”

Jane chuckled in amusement but then turned
serious. “He honours us by introducing us to his
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aunt. Do you think he is trying to show that he
doesn’t think of our family as when he...” — she
looked around to see if they could be overheard —
“... proposed?”

“Maybe,” Elizabeth replied, her tone thought-
ful.

“Does that make a difference to you?” Jane
asked.

Elizabeth groaned. “Jane, when you left us
alone yesterday, I told him not to hope,” she ad-
mitted, looking down in regret.

“Oh, Lizzy! No! Did you really? Is that what
you want?”’ Jane’s eyes were wide with concern.

Elizabeth turned to the drinks table, her mood
heavy. “Let us have a drink,” she suggested, hop-
ing to ease the tension.

A glass of refreshment is at times the perfect
deflection in any argument, particularly when one
is fleeing from one’s own emotions.
And all the more so when one cannot quite decide
whether to fall in love with one’s former greatest
enemy.

Jane followed with a frown on her face.

“I was up all night after we talked. I-1 ... don’t
know what I want.”

Jane tried to understand her sister’s turmoil.
“At times, I believe I know what I want...and then
the viscount smiles at me, and all my certainties
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dissolve. But your case is different. It is high time
you made peace with your heart, Lizzy. You’d bet-
ter figure it out and soon. You cannot keep
rejecting him. He wi// give up. But he is still here.
He still hopes,” Jane murmured, her tone soft yet
firm. “He does not seem to hold a grudge. He
could have just left, you know. Instead, he’s just
told you he would do anything for you. If someone
said that to me, I would possibly melt.” She looked
at her sister, shaking her head. “He sees you — truly
sees you — and still believes you are worth the ef-
fort.”

Elizabeth felt a pang at Jane’s words. She had
the same strong reaction as when he told Jer. It was
not just the disbelief, but she marvelled that she
meant so much to him that he could utter some-
thing so profound, even after her behaviour
toward him the day before. She frowned. The way
he looked into her eyes, so earnestly, shook her.
Moreover, after that, he went and spoke to her
mother about a delicate and embarrassing topic to
help her. She would have to be made of iron not
to be affected by those words.

And she was affected.

Such strong sentiment, such conviction to do
well by her even after being rejected now twice,
could not be ignored. Elizabeth’s defences were
crumbling, piece by piece, under the weight of
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Darcy’s steadfast devotion. The memory of his
earnest eyes and resolute words stayed with her,
haunting her thoughts as she wrestled with the un-
tamiliar stirrings in her heart. For the first time, she
allowed herself to consider what it might mean to
let him in. And should she allow herself to
yield...she might not only accept him but discover
a happiness she had never dared to hope for.

A growing compassion stirred within her, and
with it, an emerging sense of regard. When she re-
called that silent yet fervent gaze with which Mr.
Darcy had taken his leave, a warm shiver ran along
her arm — a sensation that left her at once flustered
and strangely thrilled. She found herself blushing
as she confessed,

After a long silence, Elizabeth murmured, “I
can admit...his sentiment was...gratifying.”

And now, for the first time, she dared to admit
it to herself: it had not merely pleased her — it had
moved her to the core.
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WICKHAM — NO MORE
MERCY

Chapter 13

EN

“We’d better take the horses. It will be quicker.”

“Without a saddle? Darcy, I am not dressed to
play the brute!” Phillip huffed.

Darcy ignored him. “Carter, I shall send you
horses. Watch out for them. Now, I need you to
unhook yours. I'm in a hurry.”

Carter did not even blink at his master’s strange
request. And the two cousins were quickly on their
way. To the viscount’s relief, Carter gave them two
fleece blankets to put on the horses; it was better
than nothing.

“Darce, wait! Why such haste?”

Darcy was already cantering. “Wickham! He’s
after Georgiana. I am certain of it!”

“Wha — how? ...the rascall What kind of a
snake would...” Phillip made his horse go faster,
too. “I should’ve asked about him yesterday.”

“He tried it before, last year.”
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“The rogue!” Phillip, having no sister of his
own, had a strong brotherly attachment to Geor-
giana. To think that someone was out there, bent
on harming her, boiled his emotions. He urged his
horse to go faster.

They were soon galloping in the twilight. The
horses must have enjoyed the gift of being ridden
and being able to run freely. As if they understood
what was at stake, the two horses spurred each
other on. Their hooves hardly touched the ground.

As the cousins arrived at the main entrance of
their new estate, the house seemed eerily lifeless
and quiet. Only the faint sound of horses shifting
in the stable and the distant chirp of a night bird
reached their ears. Darcy’s breath quickened, his
chest tight as he scanned for movement, his mind
racing with grim possibilities. They exchanged
worried glances, scanning their surroundings for
any sign of disturbance, anything unusual, but eve-
rything appeared in order. Without wasting a
moment, they dismounted their horses and hurried
up the stairs.

The hall was silent and empty, the stillness am-
plifying their growing anxiety. They listened to
hear any noise. Darcy dashed up the stairs, his
heart pounding in his chest, and headed straight
for his sister’s room. There was no footman! His
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pulse quickened at the absence of the footman sta-
tioned at the door. He tore the door open, but the
room was deserted. His heart almost gave out.
“She’s not here!” Darcy exclaimed to the arriving
viscount, his voice filled with desperation, as Phil-
lip arrived beside him. The lack of any immediate
solution fuelled his anger, his nostrils flaring as his
breathing grew heavy with frustration and worry.
His mind raced with a single, grim thought: I sha//
kill him this time!

The viscount, seeing the distress in Darcy’s
eyes, quickly suggested, “Let’s try my mother’s
quarters. Perhaps they are together. I should also
go to my room to retrieve my walking stick. It has
a concealed sword that could be useful.”

Grateful for his cousin’s logical suggestion,
Darcy nodded and then approached the guest
wing. Turning in the corridor, he saw his trusted
tootman, Johnson. Thank the Lord! But his aunt
stormed out of her room before he could address
his man.

“What kind of a place is this? Somebody is
throwing pebbles at my window!” She raised her
voice at nobody in particular, but then she saw
Darcy.

“Is Georgiana with your” Darcy asked eagerly.

“Yes. We tried to read by the fire, but we were
disturbed. What are you doing back so ear...?”
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But Darcy hurried into the room and hugged
his surprised sister. Hussar was at attention.

Her ladyship huffed at being ignored. She fol-
lowed Darcy. The conversation and the strong
emotions confused her.

“Georgie, are you all right?”

“Yes, brother. What is going on? There is
some...”

“It’s Wickham.”

Georgiana gasped; her eyes looked into Darcy’s
with horror. She gripped her brother’s arm, and
her fingers dug painfully into it. “Here? Is that him
outside?”

Darcy nodded.

“Why — what does he want? I swear I have
no...”

“I know, Georgie, I know. He just cannot help
himself. He saw an opportunity when he learnt you
were here. It looks like our precautions were justi-
tied. I did the right thing telling you about him, did
I not?”

“Yes, William. Thank you for confiding in me.
I-I never imagined he would come here. Does he
think I shall fall for his lies again?”

Her ladyship gasped. Georgiana shut her eyes
in shame. Phillip arrived just then with his stick.
He sighed in relief when he saw Georgiana.
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“He thought me a foolish child, but I am no
longer the girl he deceived. I will not let him ma-
nipulate me.”

Darcy felt a swell of pride at her words but also
a pang of guilt for not protecting her more fiercely
before. “It’s all right, Georgie. Well said. Listen.
Do you think you are up to showing yourself in the
window? Just so that he sees you, to make sure he
stays there. It would give me time to go down to
catch him.”

“You—you want me to stand in the windowr”

“Just if you are up to it.”

“Who is this Wickham?” asked the countess,
perplexed.

“A friend turned enemy. He is trying to get
back at me for some imagined injury by compro-
mising Georgie and getting access to her dowry,”
Darcy answered his aunt.

His aunt was a countess through and through.
Her anger rushed in the moment the shock faded.
“Are you telling me that a man is here to ruin my
niece?”

Darcy and his aunt stopped and watched as
Georgiana went to the window.

“Hurry.” She plainly said.

Darcy kept his features deceptively composed.

“Go, William. Phillip, go with him. You teach
this man that nobody can try something like this
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without being punished! How dare he!” She went
to stand next to her niece, out of sight.

“Wickham is outside in the back. I go from the
right; you find the back door from the left.” Darcy
instructed. Phillip nodded, and they hurried down-
stairs. Hussar followed his master, feeling his
anger.

HKokok

Wickham did not have an exact plan in mind.
When he saw Darcy inside Lucas’s, it occurred to
him that Georgiana was left alone at Netherfield.
He rubbed his hands together and laughed at
Darcy for making it so easy for him. He was giddy
with the prospect of seeing Darcy broken. He took
someone’s horse from the back of the building and
left to find the estate without thinking it through.
Once he got there, he looked around until he saw
some light in one of the upstairs rooms in the back.
He figured it must be Georgiana’s. He had to per-
suade Georgiana to come down and see him. He
had to persuade her. He could say he wanted to
apologise and that he still had feelings for her... If
he managed to beg her down, he could grab her,
make a scene, and wake up the house. Darcy would
have no chance of quieting everybody.
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There she is. He recognised her delicate form in
the window. She looked more mature than a year
ago, rather lovely in the candlelight. O, she is smiling
at me. Naive little girl. Not so mature after all. He put a
broad smile on his face and gestured to her to go
down to see him. He rubbed his hands when she
nodded and disappeared from the window.

“That was easy,” Wickham muttered to himself
with a self-satisfied grin, adjusting his position be-
hind a thick bush that concealed him from view.

After a short wait, he heard a door creak open
and close some distance away on his left. He
peered around the bush and started toward the
source of the noise, his anticipation growing. “My
blossom, you have come!” Wickham spoke before
seeing her, his voice full of false tenderness. “You
cannot possibly know how I missed...” He
stopped abruptly, his face falling as he saw Darcy
standing before him. “Darcy!”

“Wickham,” Darcy said with a cold, measured
tone.

“Wha — what are you doing here?” Wickham
stammered, taking a step back in surprise.

“What? No greetings? What am I doing herer”
Darcy’s eyes flashed with anger. “I think it is you
who should be asked that question. You have no
business here.”
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“But...” Wickham glanced around, his face
growing pale as he looked up at the window in-
credulously.

“She is not coming.” The smirk on Darcy’s face
was chilling, his eyes hard as steel. “You underes-
timate her intelligence, Wickham,” he said, his tone
laced with quiet menace. “You thought she would
tall for your lies again? You thought wrong.”

Wickham’s bravado faltered for a moment, the
shadows on his face deepening as he realised his
miscalculation.

He stepped closer. The faint scent of sweat and
stale tobacco reached him, Wickham’s dishevelled
tigure half-hidden in the shadow, yet every hostile
movement accentuated in the moonlight.

“Wha... You’ll see. Even after a year, she
smiled at me!”

“I was in the room with her. I told her to stand
in the window.”

“No!” His face twisted as he looked up again
and saw only darkness at the window. He had been
outplayed.

Darcy just smirked at him. “It’s quite astonish-
ing that you think you could come here, and she
would do your bidding after all you have put her
through. Do you think I stayed silent about your
misdeeds?”
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Wickham’s face contorted with rage. “Why do
you have to ruin everything?”

Darcy’s laughter was sharp and bitter. “You
mean, why don’t I just stand aside and let you ruin
my sister?”’

Wickham’s lip curled in frustration, his voice
rising as he shouted, “You’ve always stood in my
way! You, with your estate and your name, handed
everything on a silver platter, while I’ve had to claw
tfor every scrap!”

Darcy’s eyes narrowed, his anger icy and con-
trolled. “And whose fault is that, Wickham? You
were given every opportunity and squandered
them all.”

“It’s all your fault! You owe me, Darcy! You
have ruined my life!

Hussar, Darcy’s loyal dog, growled menacingly
and positioned himself before his master, eyes
tixed on Wickham.

“I?” Darcy’s tone was incredulous.

“Hold back your hound! Yes, you and your fa-
ther!” He spat, and his mouth contorted
grotesquely.

“I am very sorry to hear that, considering that
you had a privileged upbringing, you had the good-
will of the master of a great estate. You could have
had a friend in me. You even got substantial capital
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to start your life with, even if not deserving.”
Darcy retorted, his voice dripping with contempt.

“I deserved it!” Wickham spat, his venomous
eyes narrowing. “After all my attentions, I
should’ve gotten more!”

Phillip arrived quietly and stopped a few steps
behind Wickham.

“Your sense of entitlement is astonishing.”

“Your father loved me!”

“Or liked to be entertained by you.”

“You’re just jealous. You could never stand
that he loved me more than you.” Wickham re-
torted, his voice trembling with a mix of anger and
desperation.

“You’re delusional, Wickham,” Darcy said,
shaking his head. “The fact is, he was 7y father.
And he did a lot for you. He tried to provide you
with a future, but all you did was squander it.”

Phillip was agitated. Darcy carelessly angered
the man.

“He didn’t do enough. Here I am, penniless.”

“Why am I not surprised? Nothing would be
enough for you. You haven’t learnt that the world
does not owe you anything. e don’t owe you an-
ything. Face it, Wickham, you are entitled to
nothing.”

Phillip’s eyes bulged at the sight of Darcy actu-
ally seeking to provoke Wickham.

2
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Darcy subtly quieted his dog with a small ges-
ture, keeping his eyes on Wickham. Hussar was
getting very nervous for his master.

“How dare you! Not everybody is born into
money,” Wickham sneered.

“I wager I would have done well with what you
had.”

“You think yourself above me, as always. But
now [ have the advantage.” Wickham’s face dark-
ened with a menacing cloud of warning.

“How so?” Darcy asked, his voice steely.

“I have a sword.” Wickham pulled out his
weapon, his body trembling with rage.

Hussar, ready to jump, started barking furi-
ously.

“Please, George. Do not make it worse than it
has to be,” Darcy said, his voice steady. “You are
a manipulator but ultimately a coward.”

Darcy’s eyes flicked once to the sword in Wick-
ham’s hand. Unarmed, yet unafraid, he stepped
torward.

“m no coward, you son of a bitch!” He
launched forward, sword raised. The metallic
scrape of Wickham’s sword cutting air clashed
with Darcy’s steady breathing, his muscles tensing
instinctively. The dog’s fierce bark was a heartbeat
of warning, a sharp reminder of the threat Wick-
ham posed.
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With the agility of a skilled fencer, Darcy side-
stepped the attack, the sword slicing only into the
tabric of the outer garment on his arm. Darcy
quickly lurched forward and grabbed Wickham’s
hand that held the sword. They engaged in a fierce
struggle. Hussar leapt at Wickham’s leg, biting
down hard in defence of his master.

Phillip, delayed by the shock of Wickham’s at-
tack, jumped from behind Wickham and pulled
him into a headlock with his arms. “Drop your
weapon, you scoundrel!” Phillip hissed into his ear.

Wickham staggered and dropped his sword on
the grass, which Darcy kicked away from him.

“Wickham, Wickham. Always the fool.” Darcy
taunted, patting his dog’s head. The dog remained
on high alert, reluctant to release its hold.

“Hussar, enough!” Darcy commanded, his
voice firm.

“What shall we do with him?” Phillip asked,
still holding Wickham firmly.

Wickham struggled against Phillip, but he tight-
ened his arms around his neck.

Darcy’s expression hardened. “That’s just it. I
take care of his mess; I let him go every time. But
then he keeps coming at me.”

“Well, now we have trespassing and assaulting
a gentleman against him.”

314



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“Come on, Darcy. Let me go. It was only a
joke.” Wickham pleaded, his voice muffled with
desperation. He had realised his case was not a
good one.

Darcy looked at him in contempt.

“If you don’t let me go, I shall tell everyone
how I seduced your sister. Her reputation will be
in tatters!”

“Wrong move, man. You shouldn’t have said
that.” Phillip fidgeted with one hand. “Oh, look,
what have I found in his pocket? My silver watch!”

“What? No!” Wickham protested.

“Oh, yes. How did it get there? Stealing from a
peer, Wickham?” Phillip continued, holding up the
watch.

“Phillip,” warned Darcy.

“You devil. I've done nothing wrong!” Wick-
ham spat.

Phillip ignored his prisoner. His grip on Wick-
ham tightened, his voice low and fierce. “You dare
to threaten our family? Our Georgiana? You have
no shame.” He turned to Darcy, his eyes blazing.
“This ends tonight, William.”

Darcy hesitated, the weight of his cousin’s
words pressing heavily on him. He knew Phillip
was right, yet the thought of sentencing anyone —
even Wickham — to such a fate stirred unease
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within him. Still, he steeled himself, his resolve
hardening.

“Darce, think about why he is here. This wasn’t
a social call. He would have ruined her without re-
morse if he had gotten his way. As you said, if you
let him go, he’ll keep coming back.”

“Stealing is a hanging offence,” Darcy said with
doubt in his voice.

“Exactly! The earth doesn’t need vermin like
him,” Phillip declared.

“I will do what must be done,” Darcy said qui-
etly, more to himself than anyone else.

“Darcy! We were friends at one time. Don’t lis-
ten to him.” Wickham croaked, his voice filled
now with fear.

Darcy looked at his cousin, who nodded to
him. He slowly turned back to Wickham. “You
never learn, Wickham. Phillip is right. You keep
creating havoc. I am done with this.” He straight-
ened. “As I see it, you have three options. I can call
in your debts that you left behind in Derbyshire,
and you go to debtors’ prison. You hang...or you
go to Australia as a convict and never step on Eng-
land soil again.”

Wickham gasped, his struggles intensifying as
he realised the gravity of his situation. He gurgled
in protest, but Phillip’s grip remained unyielding.
“You weasell Would you do this to your fathet’s
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godson? What would he say? Huh?” Wickham’s
voice was filled with false bravado.

Darcy’s jaw clenched. The invocation of his fa-
ther felt like a final betrayal.

“I think, Wickham, he would applaud us. You
lost all the mercy I had in me when I learnt what
you tried to do with my cousin.” Phillip barked at
him.

Two footmen appeared on the scene. “Her la-
dyship sent us. Can we be of assistance?” one of
the footmen inquired.

“Yes, thank you. Take this man and lock him
up. He trespassed on my property, even got into
the house and stole my cousin’s watch.” Darcy in-
structed.

The footman looked at his master for a long
time and then nodded. He knew the man was
never in the house. Darcy acknowledged his man’s
silent agreement in their scheme.

Wickham struggled, but the viscount kicked his
knees from behind, causing him to buckle. Phillip
tightened his hold on Wickham’s neck and whis-
pered menacingly, “If you say even a single word,
I shall ensure you hang for your crimes. The next
word out of your mouth will be a confession of
guilt to the magistrate. If you comply, I'll request
that your sentence be commuted to transportation.
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That’s the only leniency you can expect. Do I make
myself clear? Nod if you understand.”

Wickham, feeling the pressure, nodded weakly
against Phillip’s arms.

Phillip released and shoved him toward the
footmen. “He’s all yours. First thing in the morn-
ing, someone should go to fetch the magistrate.”

The gravel crunched as Darcy stepped back, re-
leasing a slow breath he had not realised he had
been holding. The cold night air seemed sharper,
clearer now that Wickham’s threat had been sub-
dued.

“Hussar, guard!” Darcy commanded, and the
loyal dog followed the footmen, barking intermit-
tently at Wickham to ensure he stayed in line.

Wickham, dazed and disoriented, struggled
against the footmen as they led him away. How did
this all happen? One minute, he was waiting for
Georgiana to go down, and now he would be
shipped to Australial As he realised the full extent
of his predicament, he fought desperately, but a
punch to the stomach from one of the footmen
subdued him. They shoved a dirty handkerchief
into his mouth to keep him silent and prevent any
disturbance to the household.

“It’s a damn good thing that you are an excel-
lent fencer, cousin! You almost gave me a heart
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attack. He could’ve killed you.” He examined
Darcy’s arm.

Darcy shrugged. “He had no chance. He
must’ve been really angry with me. I didn’t think
he would actually come at me as I had no weapon,
but he 7zs a coward at heart. He always finds the
weak to work on.”

“Well, this time, you were the weaker one with
no weapon.”

“But he did not know that you were behind
him. I knew.” Darcy looked around and sighed.

Do you not regret what we decided? You
should’ve dealt with him the first time he at-
tempted to force your hand.”

“I was afraid for Georgie’s reputation. She had
agreed to elope with him.”

“Pardon? Did she not know any better?”

“She was on her own at Ramsgate with a gov-
erness, who was Wickham’s accomplice, as it
turned out. She was only fifteen, and she remem-
bered only good things about him from her
childhood.”

“So that’s why she had become so reserved.”

“She 1s improving.”

“Still, I think you should have taken care of
him. Anything could’ve been arranged. Richard
knows people; even I could have helped. That’s
what family is for.”
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“Thank you, Phillip, but you are talking about
murder.”

“Oh, not necessarily. I think a good beating
would have done the trick. You know, decorate his
pretty face.” He shook his head. “What did your
father see in him?”

“That is a good question. I think he made him
laugh.”

“Do you think...you know.”

“I do not know, but it is hard to imagine as my
parents loved each other.”

“True. I caught them kissing more than once,
you know.”

“Really?”

Phillip nodded.

“Well, we must get our stories straight before
the magistrate arrives. We could say that my valet
caught him in the act and called out for yours to
handle him. One of them went to notify you...and
that’s why we left so abruptly. He has to be taken
into my room so that he knows where it is with a
reminder not to go against me, a peer.”

“God, I hate this.”

“Let me do this for you. We must protect the
tamily. Who knows what he will do next if he gets
desperate? He can still make a life for himself
down there if he puts himself to it.”
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When they returned to her ladyship’s room,
they found Georgiana in her embrace. She nodded
to Darcy’s silent question. Lady Matlock was satis-
tied with Phillip’s suggestion.

“Now that I know what this scoundrel did, he
deserves what he gets. He will rue the day he
thought of harming Georgiana. He forgets: we
protect our own.”
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VISITING NETHERFIELD
Chapter 14
< AN p
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Two significant events occurred the next day be-
fore the Longbourn ladies visited Netherfield.
They deserve mentioning, but this author does not
wish to burden her readers with the details, as both
events were unpleasant to the extreme.

One such event, of course, was Wickham’s
case. The magistrate came in the morning in the
person of Sir William, and as Wickham begrudg-
ingly confessed, his trial in London was quick. He
was also charged with stealing a horse. After his
arrest, it quickly became known that he had left
considerable debt among the officers and the local
establishments, especially the inn. The populace of
Meryton then promptly concluded that the officer
was desperate for funds, which was why he tried to
steal. Colonel Forster had to meet almost all local
tradesmen, who demanded payment. He was also
encouraged by the gentlemen of the neighbour-
hood to pay Wickham’s substantial debt to the
local tradesmen, as they considered it partially the
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regiment’s fault for letting their officers act so im-
morally. All debts to other officers were
subsequently called in.

The local militia’s disgraced officer rued what
happened but believed it was all the Darcys’ fault.
Such reasoning was not uncommon among men
whose vanity outweighed their virtues. Why had he
been raised as a gentleman if they did not provide
the funds to support him as one? He asked himself
for the hundredth time. It was rather remarkable
how he could blame Darcy for all his misfortune.
This crooked blindness to his own decisions would
bitter the rest of his life in Australia, and many men
(and women) would have to listen to his tales of
misfortune. As he leaves our story, that is all we
need to know. As compassion is lost on him, let us
leave him be. How he lived or died is not our con-
cern.

The other event took place at Longbourn. Af-
ter Mrs. Bennet invited her husband into her
bedchamber the previous night, where she im-
pressed upon him what a mistake it would be for
him to let their youngest daughter go to Brighton
(to Mr. Bennet’s greatest surprise), one might im-
agine what calamity followed the next day. Well,
Lydia was called into Mr. Bennet’s book room,
where both her parents waited for her. She was
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then told that, as kind as it was from the Forsters
to invite one of their daughters to visit them in
Brighton, they could not oblige, as Lydia was their
youngest. It would be unseemly to ignore their
older daughters. Mr. Bennet did not reach his sec-
ond point, that she was too young to attend social
events in an unknown place, especially since
Brighton was not a suitable destination for young
ladies without parental supervision. What followed
was heard outside the walls of the house.

Lydia jumped from her seat and looked from
one parent to the other. First, she could not speak
as shocked as she was that she would be denied all
the fun that Harriet, Mrs. Forster, had promised
sank in. Then she accused them of being the most
awful parents and insisted that they change their
minds. She claimed that it was most unfair that she
would be treated as a child. When this did not pro-
duce any result, she changed tactics and started
begging. Her tantrum was a spectacle if tiring to
the limit. She begged, she accused, she threatened,
she bribed, she shed tears, she cried her eyes out
and did that with an ever-rising voice that, by the
end of it, became a high-pitched sound that, to Mr.
Bennet’s ears, was most unbearable. He almost
cursed the interfering Mr. Darcy for talking to his
wife. However, seeing his daughter’s more or less
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expected reaction displayed before him, he be-
grudgingly acknowledged that she was still a child,
an uncontrolled one at that. God knows what trou-
ble she could have ended up in!

Lydia tried every stratagem, which meant more
and more accusations, tears, and begging. This
went on for half an hour. Mrs. Bennet constantly
shook her head and rolled her eyes occasionally.
She was increasingly mortified that she needed Mz.
Darcy and the viscount to point out that her
youngest, her little treasure, was a spoilt child. She
was not about to let her behave inappropriately
and disgrace the family. Amid Lydia’s shrill prom-
ises of defiance that she would go against their will,
Mrs. Bennet sighed, stood and called to her hus-
band to follow her. He did, confused. Mts. Bennet
ordered their footman to stand before the door
and not let Lydia out.

Lydia stopped her tirade for a moment, but
when it occurred to her that she was trapped in the
room, she renewed her screeching two-fold. The
house seemed to reverberate with her cties, each
plea and accusation a reminder of their failings as
parents.

“Thomas, what are we going to do? We have
raised a monstrous child! Oh, my little girl! She
could disgrace this family.” How many times she
ignored her elder daughters’ warnings! It took an
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aristocrat’s disapproving look to open her eyes to
her neglect and her husband’s neglect.

Her husband just stood there, thoroughly be-
wildered. Bewildered because his wife, this time,
showed more sense than he. He had mocked his
Lizzy for warning him. He ignored all her argu-
ments and accused her of being jealous of her
sister. He would have let Lydia, a fifteen-year-old
child, go to a place of debauchery alone just to
have peace in the house. He winced at his own be-
haviour. He did not think about the possible
consequences; he probably did not want to.

He felt ashamed.

What they had just witnessed shocked him to
the core. His daughter wept, wailed, and whined as
if they were giving her a beating. She shouted and
screeched as if going to Brighton was a question of
life and death. He let his daughter down. The way
she fought their decision showed that she did not
have much respect for her parents. For the first
time, he truly saw his youngest for what she was:
indulged, naive, and dangerously unprepared for
the world beyond her immediate surroundings. His
wife was right — something needed to be done
about her.

Mzr. Bennet led his wife upstairs and closed the
door behind them. He ordered tea. They settled on
his bed and consoled each other. There was no
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mocking or ridiculing; he talked to his wife as an
equal.

Hokok

“Mama, what will happen to Lydia?” Jane asked as
they were in the carriage toward Netherfield later
in the day.

When her daughters told her at the breakfast
table that they had been invited to visit with a
countess, Mrs. Bennet needed her salts. After they
left the table, she personally chose the dresses for
her daughters to wear. Kitty and Lydia, in vain,
begged to be included. Their wailing at the injustice
of not being allowed to join the party was another
incident in her eyes that began to open her to the
inappropriateness of her younger children. She ad-
monished herself that, as their mother, she had let
her daughters down.

She sighed. They had agreed with her husband
that they would both think about what they could
do, and they would decide on the morrow.

“Lydia, as you know, was invited to Brighton.
With your father, we decided it would be impru-
dent to send her alone to that place.”

Jane and Elizabeth looked at each other. Mr.
Darcy succeeded, it seemed.
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“What we witnessed today, as we told her our
decision, was...monstrous. Maybe it was a mistake
to let her come out. You,” she looked at all her
daughters in the carriage, “have always behaved
with decorum, but she...she was not ready. We
concluded that what Lydia requires above all is ed-
ucation, not just in books but in sense. This, to an
extent, will affect Kitty as well.” She looked out the
window.

“In earnest, Mamar”’ Elizabeth asked.

She nodded. “It will be difficult; she’ll resist us
at every turn.”

“Are you prepared to do this?”

“Well, let us hope our resolution will last.”

“We shall assist,” offered Jane.

The ladies were announced, and LLady Matlock
welcomed her guests. Elizabeth appreciated that
her ladyship acted without pomp and immediately
greeted them as friends. She mentioned that both
Mzr. Darcy and her son mentioned them to her. Cu-
rious, she observed the lady and found that she
radiated elegance; even her speech sounded musi-
cal. Her dress and jewellery were remarkable,
indeed, but it was the way she held herself that im-
plied that she was used to being listened to. She,
unaware of the fact, also straightened.

They were invited to sit.
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“Mrs. Bennet, why do you not sit here with me?
You ladies may sit there.” She gestured to the other
settee. “Georgiana, darling, would you like to sit
with our guestsr”

Georgiana shyly sat on a chair closest to where
the sisters sat.

Lady Matlock was a social person; part of it was
reading people well. Her sons and husband often
lamented the fact. While she served the ladies with
Georgiana’s help, she had already drawn her first
conclusions.

The Bennet ladies were a pretty bunch. Mrs.
Bennet still retained her beauty. She was clearly af-
tected by being in her presence; she smiled
inwardly. Her priority, Miss Bennet... Well, she
was lovely. Her son wrote that she was beautiful,
but she was still surprised how her beauty appeared
entirely natural, unadorned by artifice. It warmed
one’s heart to look at her, maybe because she also
had this serenity about her; she could imagine her
son adoring her. The combination made her look
almost angelic. It did not escape her that she was
quite the opposite of his previous liaisons. Could it
be that his son instinctively knew she was wife ma-
terial? What Lady Matlock was most intrigued by
as she observed her was that she did not seem to
be aware of how stunning she was, or, better to
say, she did not put her beauty on display.
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She was also more than curious about William’s
lady. So, this is the lady to whom Darcy lost bis heart! She
noticed that she herself was also the object of Jer
observation. Inquisitive. Miss Elizabeth did not
seem intimidated by her, but her posture was rigid
and defensive. She smiled at her. Lady Matlock
thought her features to be almost just as attractive.
Her intelligent eyes made her quite stunning.

Miss Mary...seemed uncomfortable; she
looked everywhere except at her. Her features, alt-
hough not as stunning, were unfortunately
overshadowed by those of her elder sisters. Lady
Matlock imagined what it must be like to grow up
beside two such striking sisters. She wondered
what the other two girls looked like, although still
young.

“Mrs. Bennet, you have lovely daughters.”

“Thank you, Milady. I have two more at
home.”

“Indeed? How lucky you are, even if your
hands must be fulll I have only two sons. I have
always wished for a daughter, but I must be satis-
tied to get one when one of my sons finally
marries.”

Mrs. Bennet nodded. She was unsure of what
to say.

“Well, three daughters out; that is quite some-
thing. Do you go to town?”
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“My husband does not care for town, Lady
Matlock, but I have a brother in London who hosts
my two elder daughters every year.”

“And how do you like town, Miss Bennet?”

Jane was startled by being addressed. “I-I enjoy
my time there. My aunt and uncle always organise
some outings for us. Lately, including the theatre
and a few assemblies and dinners.”

“I see. Your dress is exquisite. Was it made in
London?”

Jane looked down at her dress and caressed the
silk outer layer.

“The material is from London, but I cut it and
stitched it with Elizabeth.”

Her ladyship could not mask her surprise.
“That’s marvellous! And the embroidery? It looks
very fine.”

“That is also my work.” She crimsoned under
the scrutiny.

“And you designed it, did you not?” Elizabeth
added.

“My Jane 1s very skilled with her hands.” Mrs.
Bennet boasted.

Her ladyship acknowledged her with a nod.

“Tell me, Miss Bennet, do you sew all your
clothes?”

“No. My aunt has treated me a few times by
ordering a gown or a dress for me in London.
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Sometimes, I purchase excellent materials in Lon-
don and have them made here. Our local
seamstress is very competent.

“Clever.” On the one hand, LLady Matlock was
mortified that they made their own clothes, but she
was also impressed that the young lady used econ-
omy, and her ability to make a dress was
remarkable. “My niece, Georgiana, enjoys embroi-
dery. Perhaps you could show her some new
stitches or help her design a new pattern while she
is here. Would you like that, Georgiana?”

“Yes, it would be nice.”

“I should be most pleased to display some of
my work for your selection.”

Georgiana nodded.

Lady Matlock asked about the young ladies’ ac-
complishments. She was taken aback that they
never had a governess. When she inquired about
the other two girls, she was unimpressed.

“Well, Mrs. Bennet, you have put a great bur-
den on yourself having all your daughters out. In
London, it would not do. One or maybe two
daughters would be allowed to be out at the same
time. This way, the money spent on them allows
the mother to show her daughter in the best light,
and all the effort to find a suitable partner can fo-
cus on one at a time. What made you decide to let
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even your youngest daughters out? At fifteen and
seventeen, are they not too young?”

Mrs. Bennet felt all the censure of a peer, even
if she was very polite about it. Did she make a mis-
take? Lydia and, to some extent, silly Kitty were
proof. She was mortified that she could hardly
mention anything their two younger children ex-
celled at. The fact that her ladyship’s first questions
about the girls were about their accomplishments
is likely significant. Did she let her daughters down
in this as well?

“I-I thought... Well, I thought it could do no
harm if they enjoy themselves.” She looked down.
“Lately, I have been faced with some proof that
you are right, milady; my younger children still
need some education.” She fidgeted in her seat.
She did not dare share that her main reason for let-
ting her daughters out was her desire to see them
married. This constant fear of what would happen
to the family if her husband died preyed on her
mind.

The conversation turned to Netherfield and the
gentlemen.

“... I was unsure what I would find here when
I arrived, but I am amazed at how much Mr. Darcy
and the viscount have already done. Mr. Darcy is
an industrious young man. I was there when this
idea occurred to him.” She glanced at Elizabeth.
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She had to school her features not to react. Is
this meant for me?

“... he worked relentlessly to make this venture
happen. I can only bless him for it, as it seems that
it has been beneficial for my son, too. He enjoys
their sojourn here, although it takes both away
trom the season.

“You may imagine, Mrs. Bennet, 1 have been
trying to find good matches for them, but they are
challenging.” She shook her head. “It is high time
that they marry. As you are aware, my son is the
heir of the earldom, so it is imperative that he set-
tles soon, and he needs to weigh his options as the
position of the mistress of the earldom is no small
task.” She observed Jane as she spoke. She saw her
posture straighten, and she fidgeted a little. Was
that a sign of her interest in her son? Does she think
she is not good enough? “My nephew 1s younger, but I
have noticed he seems lonely. He needs a good
wife. Only a woman can see that. Am I right, Mrs.
Bennet?”

She nodded repeatedly.

“Nevertheless, so far, he has not found an ap-
propriate mate. Although not titled, he is one of
the most sought-after bachelors in the ton, and as
such, he is pursued relentlessly. He is not hand-
some for nothing.” She laughed. She saw Elizabeth
steadfastly looking elsewhere; was she trying to
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hide her interest? Her ladyship decided to speak
more about him. As she spoke, her gaze lingered
on Elizabeth, gauging her reactions with the preci-
sion of a hawk. Was that the faintest blush she
detected, the slightest shift in posture? Beside her,
Jane sat poised yet fidgeting subtly, her hands
clasped tightly in her lap. The countess’s lips
curved into the hint of a smile; she had found her
answers without asking any direct questions.

“The poor boy hates any gatherings for a rea-
son. I must persuade him to make him attend a
ball...” She noticed that Jane looked at her sister
with meaning. She wondered about the reason. “I
think he is not looking for a marriage of conven-
ience. These young men strive to be happy these
days, but I understand him; I do. His parents loved
each other despite having little time on this earth.
He needs the love of a good woman, I say. I have
tried to help him over the years; I offered him the
best that the ton can offer but to no avail — he has
not found the one. Partly, I have come to make
them join me in attending an important event of
the season. Who knows, they may find someone
there. I have several ladies in mind to introduce to
them.” She sighed dramatically. “It is difficult to
watch our children still to find happiness. My heart
breaks for him. He is such a good man, not perfect,
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but he did not have an easy life. He deserves to be
happy.”

Jane looked at Elizabeth to see how she was
taking it all.

The gesture did not escape her ladyship.

Elizabeth refused to show any reaction. She
looked at her feet.

“Ladies, do not mind us. You may converse
among yourselves.”

So, the ladies did with Elizabeth addressing
Georgiana. After a few minutes, Georgiana asked
if she could show the ladies her music sheets.

“By all means. Go, enjoy yourselves.”

She left with Mary and Elizabeth.

Her ladyship appreciated that Jane stayed. She
smiled at her.

“His lordship told me of what they were doing
here. Indeed, it is very impressive. What is more,
their venture will also benefit the neighbourhood.”
Jane braved to speak up.

“How so?”

“They have already employed people from the
area, which keeps these men and women here. We
also gave them some contacts at Mother’s sugges-
tion. They purchase materials for the building, as
well as food and various goods, from the estates
and farms in the area. His lordship also told me
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they would act as middlemen for produce from the
estates around here to sell in London.”

“You talked about these? Not many ladies
would be interested.”

“Why yes, I find it fascinating. His lordship also
learnt that I grew herbs in our garden, asked for
some plants, and asked me to explain how we grow
them so they could start their own herb garden. 1
already cut some and put them in the glasshouse to
root.”

Her ladyship no longer questioned his son’s
fascination with the lady. She was studious and ac-
tive in her quiet way, and she got things done. She
had a good understanding of her world, which
boded well for the future.

“I hope he offered something in return.” Her
ladyship laughed.

“There 1s no need for that. It makes me happy
that I can help.”

“Very admirable, Miss Bennet.”

When Georgiana and the others returned, Lady
Matlock suggested they take the barouche and visit
the gentlemen.

“I am sure they would welcome the interrup-
tion. You may learn more about what they are
doing, Miss Bennet. I have asked the kitchen to
prepare some bottles of cooled lemonade. Offer it
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to the gentlemen and the other workers. While you
are away, Mrs. Bennet, would you like to see the
house? I have not seen it. We could ask the house-
keeper to show us around.”

“Oh, it would be lovely! Yes, I would like to see
the house.”

It was then settled. The barouche was miracu-
lously already waiting for them. Elizabeth shook
her head. She was good, she thought. Did this
mean that she approved? If yes, whom — herself or
Jane? But then she recalled wanting the gentlemen
to attend a ball in London. As her stomach reacted,
she allowed that she did not appreciate that pro-
spect.

So, the four ladies found themselves travelling
in a luxurious vehicle to see Darcy and his lordship.
From afar, they could hear the men working.

Phillip was the first to notice the vehicle and, in
them, the ladies. He called to Darcy with triumph.
“Darce, we have company! We do not need to go
after all.” He had been badgering Darcy to go back
to the house. He wanted to be there when Miss
Bennet was introduced to his mother.

Darcy argued that it was best to leave the ladies
to their own devices. He looked up...and there she
was in a pretty hat. His heart jumped at the sight
of her. He wondered if it would always be so.
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Elizabeth looked around, and soon, she identi-
tied Darcy’s tall figure. She tried to tell herself that
it was not like she was looking for Az, but even
she did not believe herself. It was easy to find him
— there was no question that he stood out from all
others.

Her gaze was arrested on its own volition; she
gasped at what she saw. Scandalously, he was not
properly attired as she expected, but same as the
labourers, he was in his shirtsleeves, hard at work.
His shirt clung to his broad shoulders, damp with
effort, and his brow glistened under the sun. There
was a rawness to him she had never seen before, a
stark contrast to the polished gentleman she
thought she knew. Her heart quickened against her
will, each breath shallow as she struggled to recon-
cile this image with the Darcy of her imagination,
all so proper.

He was placing a big cornerstone in place with
alabourer! He looked up, and it looked like his eyes
found hers immediately. A flash of energy ran
through her. It was the strangest feeling to have
Mzr. Darcy’s undivided attention and know she was
loved. Her understanding of his feelings came to
her late, but it was more overwhelming for it.

Darcy immediately tried to make himself de-
cent, but other than wiping his hands, he could not
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do much as his garments were with his horse some
distance away. They approached the ladies.

“What a pleasant surprise! Ladies, Georgie.”
Phillip helped Jane and Georgiana down from the
carriage with a cheerful smile.

Darcy then stepped forward to assist Elizabeth
and Mary, his hands brushing against Elizabeth’s
as she descended. The last time he touched her
hand was at the ball the previous November. His
hand tingled afterwards, though a thin layer of
leather covered her hand, just like then, and the
memory of that contact still sent a thrill through
him.

“Itis a nice surprise, indeed,” Darcy said, grate-
tul to address Miss Elizabeth directly. ““Thank you
for seeking us out. As you can see, we have been
at work. I-I apologise for our attire.” By the time
he finished, Darcy was glad he could utter all that
at all, as Miss Elizabeth, instead of demurring, was
looking at him with interest. The feeling of being
the object of her scrutiny was unexpected, unset-
tling, and exciting for him in equal measure. He
involuntarily shivered under her observations.

Fashion and polite society covered the male
body from top to toe. Ladies never saw more of a
man than their face and maybe their hands. Seeing
any more was almost scandalous and, therefore,
exciting. On the other hand, men were allowed to
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see much more of the female form — some of the
arms and a low neckline were allowed.

Therefore, Elizabeth, caught unaware, could
not help but notice his hand and lower arm, free
of layers of clothing. She covertly observed his
flesh, which was strong and muscular. The most
intriguing was his neck, though, without the re-
stricting cravat. The contrast between his neck’s
robust, solid nature and her delicate one left her
crimson with embarrassment.

Darcy swallowed, feeling both flattered as he
watched Elizabeth, trying not to look at his neck.
Bless Aunt for sending them our way!

Elizabeth’s blush deepened, but she managed a
smile. “Not at all. We cannot expect you to labour
in your best. Well, I did not expect to see you doing
labour in the first place.”

“Surprised?” Darcy asked, his voice betraying a
mix of amusement and nervousness.

Elizabeth nodded bashfully, her eyes sparkling
with curiosity. “You offer me opportunities to
overturn many a misconception about you.”

Darcy blinked, momentarily at a loss for words.
“I am glad to hear that.” He responded slowly. “I
can only hope to continue proving myself to you,
Miss Elizabeth,” he said softly, his voice rich with
sincerity.
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Elizabeth’s cheeks flushed anew, her heart war-
ring with her pride.

Jane, noticing the moment’s awkwardness,
stepped in with a gesture. “We have brought some
refreshing lemonade. Lady Matlock had charged us
to serve it to you.” She gestured toward the bottles
at the rider’s seat. She did not fare any better than
Elizabeth. She tried not to look openly. “My lord,
could you help with 1t?”

Phillip noticed the awkward looks, the red face.
All the ladies tried to cover their embarrassment.
He stepped up to get the bottles down while Darcy
and Phillip exchanged knowing glances. He hoped
Miss Bennet liked what she saw. A part of him
wanted to tease her about it, but he was no cad.

“If you’ll excuse me, I shall return shortly.” He
started toward his horse. It looked like Darcy had
the same idea. They both hurried and put on their
waistcoats, then ineptly tied their cravats with a
simple knot. Their valets would probably faint at
the sight of them.

When they got back to the carriage, Elizabeth
offered Darcy a drink. He gratefully took it from
her, but not before their fingers, now without
gloves, brushed together. Their eyes snapped to
look at each other. Darcy lingered; he did not want
to give up the unexpected gift.
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Elizabeth’s breath caught, her fingers tingling
from the brief contact. Darcy’s intense gaze
seemed to pull her in, a silent declaration of his
feelings that she could no longer ignore. For a
fleeting moment, the world around them faded,
the clinking of glasses and soft chatter of others
nothing more than a distant hum. Both were
acutely aware of the sensations their touch created.
Hardly breathing, Elizabeth then watched Darcy
drink, the strong curve of his jaw emphasised in
profile, and her own pulse quickened.

“Thank you.” Darcy’s voice croaked. He gave
back the cup. Elizabeth stepped away to offer
drinks to others, still barely breathing. When she
turned away, Darcy closed his eyes and relived the
moment. She did not pull away... Maybe it was a sur-
prise, but she did not pull away.

Elizabeth gave the bottle to her sister to dis-
tribute. She hesitated but then straightened and
called to Darcy.

“Mzt. Darcy, would you show me around?”

Darcy turned around and just stared at her.

“Your aunt said that she was quite impressed
with the work you were doing here.”

“Work?” His mind went blank.

“What are you doing here?” She gestured. She
wanted to know more — about the plans, about his
vision, about the man behind them.
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“Oh, of course, by all means.” What is she doing?

Darcy did not understand what was happening.
What did she mean by this? Two days ago, she re-
jected him again and now sought his company. He
did not let himself analyse it much. Any interest in
him or his work would be treasured. He gestured
to Elizabeth, and they started walking around the
site. He explained what they were building and out-
lined their immediate plans. At least it was a neutral
subject he could talk about for hours. As they
walked around, the workers stopped one by one
and bowed to Elizabeth. She graciously, but with a
bit of embarrassment, acknowledged the greetings.

“... I understand all this, and it is indeed im-
pressive, but why did you join the labourersr”

“Does it seem out of character to your”

“Well, I never considered, but yes, I would not
associate hard labour with a gentleman like you.”
She looked away. Each word he spoke added depth
to the image she had once painted of him, shatter-
ing misconceptions she had clung to. She could
not help but feel an inexplicable pride in his ac-
complishments, as if his success reflected on her in
some small way.

“I see. Then, you would be even more sut-
prised to know that I have done extensive manual
labour at Pemberley, especially when 1 was
younger. I think a good landlord must know what
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work his men do. Even now, sometimes, I care for
my horse in the stable. I regularly participate in
sheep shearing, and I might say I am quite good at
it. At the yearly competition, I usually get one of
the first prizes. I...cut wood, which is good exer-
cise. I assist my animals during birth and
participate in processing the meat after a hunt, as
well as other tasks, even if only in a demonstrative
manner. You have only seen me as a guest in some-
one’s home. I am not an idle person.”

Elizabeth stopped as she imagined Mr. Darcy
doing all those things. She just stared at him as if
awaiting an explanation.

“To answer your question... I want to be in the
tield to change anything that makes sense and that
we did not think of on paper. It also feels more real
this way. I do not plan to always do manual labour,
but for now, it is, as my cousin said, very satisty-
ing.” He sighed. “If you thought me a lazy
landlord, you couldn’t be further from the truth.
My wealth does not create itself. It zs hard work. 1
plan, I negotiate, and I oversee what is being done.
I educate myself to improve things. That, too, is
labour, though of a different kind. I visit Rosings
every year to help my aunt. As much as she claims
to be proficient in many things, estate management
is not one of them. It’s not so much of a holiday
for me.”
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“I-I apologise. I believe I have accustomed
myself to how my father arranges things. He is
hardly involved in the land. He leaves most things
to the steward.”

Darcy nodded in acknowledgement. “I am not
that kind of estate owner.”

“No, I can see that now.” An industriouns young
man, his aunt had said, she thought. She fidgeted
with her hat. She removed it as the sun was at its
strongest to let the breeze cool her.

Darcy’s face flushed, watching her movements.

“Mr. Darcy, may I thank you for your interven-
tion with my mother? Today, they told Lydia that
she could not go to Brighton. I could hardly be-
lieve it. Moreover, they are planning some changes
at home; I believe they now realise that she lacks
maturity and accomplishments. Your aunt also im-
pressed my mother on the subject.”

“I am glad I could help.”

“You did. Thank you.”

At this point, they were away from everybody
else. Elizabeth worded what she most wanted to
hear.

“Mzt. Darcy. I would hear about yesterday even-
ing. Did Mr. Wickham come here? I have been
worrying about it.”
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“First, let me thank you for your presence of
mind and, most of all, for warning me about it. My
cousin joined me, and yes, we found him here.”

Elizabeth gasped. She examined his body from
top to toe. “You are unharmed, are you not?”

Darcy smiled at her concern for him.

“What happened? That’s if you do not mind
me asking.”

“I do not mind. He was trying to get Geor-
giana’s attention by throwing pebbles at her
window; only the light was up in my aunt’s.”

“Oh, no!” She chuckled.

“I asked her to show herself at the window, so
he thought he had her, except I appeared in the
garden. We had some words. It was very disap-
pointing but expected. He’ll never change. He
believes that my father and I ruined his life. He dis-
regards all that he received from us, or that, to an
extent, he could be part of my family. He disre-
garded it all. Then, I must admit I provoked him a
bit, and he attacked me with his sword.”

“You—you fought?”

“Not really, especially as I had no weapon.”

Elizabeth recoiled in horror.

“I disarmed him. Phillip was then there, and he
made him give up his weapon.” He hurried to as-
sure her, but his face turned stern. “He was
charged with stealing a peer’s watch from the
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house. The magistrate has taken him, and he will
be prosecuted. Phillip will ask that his sentence be
deportation.”

Elizabeth just stared and swallowed. Darcy
watched her to see how she would react to this
news.

“That is...terrible.” Her mind worked quickly
to understand his meaning. “Stealing from a peer.
If you had not caught him, he would have tried
something worse.”

Darcy nodded. He was glad she understood
and seemed to accept their actions. It was neces-
sary subterfuge. “It was a difficult decision for me,
but he is a menace to society.”

Elizabeth nodded. Inside, she shook at the gen-
tlemen’s power. It strangely excited her that she
had her part in punishing that scoundrel. She
looked at him for the hundredth time with new
eyes. He did not apologise for protecting his fam-
ily.

“The other day, when they visited, was the first
time I saw him since — since I learnt of his true
nature. I was boiling inside that he was welcomed
into my home. I wanted to shame him. I have no
sympathy for him. He made me question many
things. About myself, too.”

“How sor”

Elizabeth looked uneasy all of a sudden.
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“You know y faults.” He encouraged her.

“Hmm.” She hesitated about how much to
share of her thoughts. “I was so sure of myself.”
She looked away, cheeks warm with shame she had
not fully named before. “It was difficult to admit
that he played on my naivete. I should have known.
I should have seen through him, but in my resent-
ment toward you, I did not see. He—he used me.
Your letter — it humbled me.” She looked up at him
in chagrin.

Just then, a beautiful dog approached Mr.
Darcy, running and, with a bark, looked at Eliza-
beth.

“Hey, have you escaped from the kitchen? His
new favourite is our cook, who always has some-
thing for him.” He squatted, embraced, and played
with his eager dog. “This is Hussar”". Hussar, meet
Miss Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth laughed and stroked the dog’s head.
It was an almost rusty golden colour, with a sleek
and short coat. It was striking. It had expressive
eyes and floppy ears, very endearing.

“Aw, I’'ve never seen a dog like this before. It
1s so lovely.”

2T A bhussarwas a member of a class of light cavalry, originating in Central Europe
during the 15th and 16th centuries, and it spread from there. The thought here is
that Darcy, knowing that word, named his dog after the then-famous Hungarian
Hussars. See more on the story website.
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“You hear that, Hussar? You’re lovely.” Darcy
talked to his dog affectionately. “He bit Wickham.
Good dog, good dog.”

Elizabeth laughed at that.

“It is a Hungarian Vizsla®. I saw him at a mar-
ket in Vienna on my Grand Tour. I couldn’t
possibly leave him behind. He was the most gor-
geous little puppy. I was heading home, so I
bought him. He’s a great hunter, are you not?” He
turned back to his dog.

The dog, as if understood, barked in answer.
Elizabeth laughed, charmed beyond reason by
both man and beast. Elizabeth saw him unre-
strained, happy. When he turned to her, she
stopped breathing for a moment, his grin so be-
came him.

Not for the first time, Darcy was mesmerised
by Miss Elizabeth. Her eyes sparkled in levity as
she looked at the dog and then at him. Darcy
watched her, the laughter in her eyes a balm to his
weary soul. For the first time in weeks, he felt the
taint stirrings of hope — hope that perhaps, one
day, she might see him as more than the man she
once misunderstood. And, as Elizabeth turned her
gaze back to Hussar, her fingers brushing his sleek

28 Pronounce: zs = measure. You can find a picture of the breed on the story
website.
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tur, she felt an unfamiliar warmth blooming in her
chest, a sensation she was not yet ready to name.

Phillip and Jane had a similar conversation.
They discussed the building. He showed her the
plans at the headquarters, a tent with only one wall.
From there, the whole building site could be seen.
And he stole glances at her whenever he dared,
struck by the ease of her presence. He explained
that an expert would take their case and would
come to plan the watering system in a few days.
The head gardener also had some good ideas that
he described with such enthusiasm that it made
Jane laugh.

The viscount enjoyed the lady’s attention and
interest. She asked questions that demonstrated
her understanding and genuine curiosity. When he
could tear his eyes from her lovely face, he imag-
ined a similar conversation walking around the
tamily estate.

“I hope I did not miss much last night.”

“Not much. There were some performances
and then some dancing.”

“Oh, no! Did you perform?”

“I, sometimes, I do for family. I can carry a
tune if I must, but in front of a big audience, I am
afraid that’s out of the question. My heart couldn’t
take it. I am sorry to disappoint. I am not much of
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a performer. Lizzy and Mary played on the piano-
forte.”

“I can understand your reluctance. It 1s a good
thing that men are not required to perform. We
would make fools of ourselves. Mind you, after a
tew drinks, we think our song is the best of all.”
He laughed. He was not put off because of Jane’s
reluctance to perform — it was expected of young
ladies in the ton always to perform. Instead, he
wondered if he would ever have the privilege of
hearing her in an intimate setting. “However, I am
sorry to have missed the opportunity to dance.”

“Oh, well, we had to make do with our other
neighbours and the officers.” She teased. When
Phillip gaped at her, she just laughed an open
laugh. That is, until she checked herself.

“Would you hear of last night? I do not wish to
upset your sensibilities.”

“Did he then come here?”” She asked, worried.

Phillip nodded solemnly.

“I would hear it from you, then.”

He explained the situation briefly, paying atten-
tion to his choice of words. Even so, Jane was
horrified, especially hearing that Wickham at-
tacked Darcy, who had no weapon.

“Must he be punished so?” She asked agitat-
edly. Jane’s hands tightened around her reticule,
the horror of Wickham’s actions clashing with the

352



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

compassion ingrained in her nature. ‘It seems so
harsh,” she murmured, though her voice lacked
conviction.

“I am afraid, yes. Darcy had given him every
leniency, but he kept coming at him. Suppose Miss
Elizabeth had not warned us, who knows what
could have happened? He did not come here to
have tea. And this was after he almost ruined her
once, as you know. I would have dealt with him
after that.”

Jane, dear Jane, could only nod in understand-
ing. These new revelations about the world at large
made her heart ache.
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THE VERDICT
Chapter 15

—— ®°

Once back at the carriage, Hussar wanted to meet
all the newcomers. He was made for the ladies, and
Jane and even Mary were charmed by him.

“Enough, Hussar. Off with you.” But even
Darcy’s words did not affect him as he could not
get enough of the ladies’ attention.

After the ladies left, the gentlemen did not lin-
ger long; they were both eager to hear Lady
Matlock’s verdict.

“Mother?” Phillip called out.

They discovered her ladyship in the patlour,
calmly reading.

“I refuse to address you while you appear
thusly. Go and make yourselves presentable. I shall
await you here.”

Like errant schoolboys, the two men shifted
awkwardly before offering their apologies. They
then hastened to their rooms, calling to the foot-
men on their way to prepare bathwater.
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Lady Matlock’s lips curved in a hint of satistac-
tion.

In no time, both were sitting on a settee facing
Lady Matlock, who had set aside her book and was
now regarding them with an expectant expression.

“Did you have a fruitful day?” Lady Matlock
inquired, her gaze shifting between the two men.

“Yes, exceedingly so, Mother. So...what — how
did you find the guests?” Phillip, eager for his
mother’s opinion, spoke with urgency.

“Do you mean to ask my thoughts on your la-
dies?” Lady Matlock responded with a knowing
smile.

“Please, Mother,” Phillip begged, his impa-
tience showing.

Lady Matlock’s eyes twinkled with amusement
as she looked at her son. “Well, I only met them
for a short time...”

“Mother!” Phillip protested with a touch of ex-
asperation.

LLady Matlock chuckled, clearly amused by her
son’s eagerness.

Darcy remained silent, though inwardly tense,
as he awaited his aunt’s remarks.

“She 1s lovely, Phillip, as you wrote.”

“And beautiful?” Phillip asked, his tone hope-

ful and earnest.
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“Indeed, quite beautiful.” Lady Matlock’s smile
widened, her gaze becoming thoughtful as she
considered her response. “But, beauty is not so
rare within the ton. I believe what sets her apart is
her innate beauty. She grew up in the countryside
with only a shadow of a taste of what London is
about. I think she will struggle with that; she will
have to learn to protect herself. At the same time,
she is quite clever; she was quiet but not intimi-
dated by me overly. After a while, she addressed
me with a comment of her own, which was prom-
ising. She had some good insights; she has
understanding.”

“Yes, conversing with her is most satisfying.”

Her ladyship nodded thoughtfully. “Men will
flock to her. She bestows on them a sense of im-
portance.”

Phillip sighed in reluctant agreement.

“Jealousy already? Come, son. If you marry her,
you know she will be in the centre of attention.”

“I would protect her.”

“You cannot. Not from the women. I shall
teach her.”

Phillip looked up at his mother, who was al-
ready speaking of the future.

“Did you know that sometimes she even fash-
ions some of her own garments alongside Miss
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Elizabeth?” Lady Matlock observed Darcy’s wid-
ened eyes. “She makes the very best of her
circumstances and is as industrious as you are.”

“She makes her own dresses?” Phillip asked in-
credulously. She should wear the best that London
has to ofter! What kind of a father allows his danghters
to work away to be able to wear decent clothes? The
thought unsettled him. A woman of her grace and
beauty deserved to be adorned in the finest fabrics
without lifting a finger, yet the image of Jane bent
over her needlework tugged at his heart. It spoke
of her resourcefulness, her quiet dignity. He re-
solved that if she became his wife, she would never
have to fashion another garment unless it pleased
her.

His mother nodded.

“The dress she wore today was of their mak-

ing.”

He immediately pictured the very fine dress he
had noticed, which he had probably chosen for the
meeting with his mother. His mother saw this as
admirable. He still wanted to provide her with the
luxury of not having to do that.

He stopped breathing. He realised he was
thinking of Miss Bennet as his intended. “So...do
you approver”

“My dear, if I am candid, I would countenance
a woman half as suitable at this juncture. It is high
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time you settled. To my relief, however, you have
unearthed a hidden treasure. Her lack of dowry
may present some difficulty should it become
known, but, really, you have your own fortune al-
ready; you do not need more money. With the
backup of the estate, you can well afford to keep a
wife. And I know you would be generous. Her
tamily’s situation may be less than ideal, and some
may claim you married beneath your station. Yet,
should Darcy wed her sister, such criticism will be
greatly mitigated.” She looked into her son’s eyes.
“What are your plans?”

“I thank you for your support, Mother. It
means a lot to me that you like her. She will need
your help.” He straightened in his seat. “I plan to
ask if I can call on her. If we both find we suit, I
shall court her.”

“Well, once you start to call, you might as well
call it courting.”

“But from courting, there is almost no coming
back.”

“And would you let her go? In a small place like
this, it will quickly spread that you are interested.
If you leave her, she will be considered jilted.”

Phillips shared a look with Darcy. “What do
you suggest then, Mother?”

“Proceed only when you are certain she is in-
deed the one you desire.”
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Lady Matlock’s gaze shifted to her nephew,
causing Darcy to tense. “My boy, do you still love
her? Is she still the one?” She asked earnestly.

“Yes, for me, she is the one.”

“I heard that you had a setback. What hap-
pened?”

“She asked me why I was here.”

“She 1s clever.” Lady Matlock commented.

“That she is. I did not want to lie, so I told her.
A few days later, she advised me not to hope. I felt
devastated, but yesterday and today...she... I do
not know and do not want to presume much, but
it’s as if she... She showed interest in me. Worry...
she was worried about me. /e warned me about
Wickham; that was why we came home last night
earlier.”

“I see. Exercise patience. Remember, you have
just recently arrived, after all. It appears your situ-
ation 1s far from hopeless. Allow her time; bestow
your attention upon her. She shall be won over in
time. For truly, no one can remain unmoved in the
face of such constancy.”

“What—what do you think of her, Aunt?”

“She is a beauty on her own, and she seemed
very intelligent. As I was observing her, she did the
same. She very quickly made Georgiana converse
with her. I talked a little about you. Well, she was
all ears. She pretended she was not listening, but
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there was such a change in her that it must have
been a pretence. That is all I can say. Knowing your
past, I admire that she has convictions. At least, if
she says yes, you can be sure it’s because of you,
not what you have. If she receives some education,
she could do well in society and assist you in man-
aging contacts.”

Darcy stiffened slightly. He had never thought
of Elizabeth as someone who needed ‘polish’ to be
worthy. To him, she already outshone the best of
society.

“Yes,” Lady Matlock continued her musings.
“I think she could be an asset, and she knows what
it’s like living in the country.”

“She likes walking.”

“Good, that’s healthy. If she is anything like her
mother, she can give you children without much
problem. I meant more about the lifestyle. I doubt
you will want to spend much time in London once
you are married. You need a partner who also pre-
ters living in the country.”

“I do not think that would be a problem. But
you are right. I shall ask about that.”

“Now. I suggest you return with us to London
and attend the Rochester ball. It is one of the big-
gest events of the season. Let Miss Elizabeth
contemplate that you have other options.”
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Darcy’s eyes widened. “I-I cannot go. What
about Georgiana?”

“I understand Mrs. Annesley is leaving for a
while. You may ask her to postpone her leave, or
better yet, you could invite the Bennet ladies to stay
at Netherfield for a few days with her.”

“That is not a bad idea, Darce,” Phillip com-
mented.

“Go to a ball just to make her what...jealous?”
Darcy did not like the idea of that. “I abhor de-
ceit,” he grumbled.

“Well, she could use a little bit of competition
or uncertainty. After all, she was harsh with you.”
Phillip said.

“Knowing you are out there dancing, chatting
with the best of the ton might just do the trick.
Jealousy is a powerful emotion.” Lady Matlock
leaned forward slightly, her voice dropping to a
conspiratorial tone. “Remember, my boy, the ton
is not kind to those who hesitate. Show her what
she risks losing. Sometimes, a touch of uncertainty
is all it takes to solidify one’s affections.”

Darcy frowned, but her knowing smile left him
uneasy.

Her ladyship stood up, moved toward Darcy
and sat next to him. “Shall we ask the ladies to join
Georgiana here? The ball is on Saturday, so we
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leave on Friday afternoon. I am sure you have
some business in London you can take care of.”

Hokok

Back at Longbourn, after bidding farewell to their
visitors, Mrs. Bennet dismissed her daughters, re-
treating to her room with the weight of the day’s
revelations. Her conversations with the countess
took their toll, and she was exhausted. After the
maid helped her change, she stayed in her room
and sat in her favourite place at the window. It was
difficult for her to admit that she erred. Why did
her husband, a gentleman, not tell her how things
should be? However, as she sat there and looked
at the blooming garden, she could not deny that
she should have done better. The echoes of Lydia’s
tantrum still rang in her ears, a painful reminder of
her failures. She vowed, for the sake of her daugh-
ters, to mend what could be repaired.

The stark difference between her daughters
was possibly thanks to the fact that Jane and Lizzy
spent much time with her brother’s family. She
knew no better and never thought a governess
could do so much. Her ladyship was quite taken
aback when she learnt her daughters never had a
governess. Her ladyship said decorum was the
mark of a lady when she confessed that she had

362



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

trouble with her youngest daughters. But how was
she supposed to know what that meant? Maybe it
was not too late. She did not trust that her husband
would continue to educate them for long. She
would suggest hiring a governess even if it meant
less pin money for her.

$okok

Mary sat down at the pianoforte and practised. Her
thoughts were with Georgiana and how she
gushed about her music. She never considered her
playing music a joy, something to delight in. She
had always considered it a skill that she ought to
have as a gentleman’s daughter. She tried to close
her eyes and listen to the melody she made. As she
played, she began to notice the abruptness of the
sounds, so shyly yet determinedly, she lightened
the pressure on the keys. The music softened. She
shivered, and a teardrop escaped from her eye.

For the first time, she felt the music rather than
simply playing it. Each note resonated with her
soul, speaking of a longing she had not dared
acknowledge. Perhaps there was beauty in imper-
tection, in letting herself feel rather than striving
for perfection.

Hokok
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Jane quickly changed and went into the kitchen.
She smiled at Cook and quietly took her recipe
book, choosing one. She liked to be busy. It was
the best way to think about what happened at
Netherfield. Cook knew her little mistress, and
without a word, she cleared half of the big kitchen
island for her use.

Her hands moved instinctively, measuring, stir-
ring, kneading, while her mind wandered to the
viscount. His laughter lingered in her memory,
warm and genuine. How easily he put her at ease,
how effortlessly he drew her out of herself. She
wondered, not for the first time, if such happiness
could ever truly belong to her.

She had told Elizabeth that they enjoyed each
other’s company with the viscount, but it was in-
creasingly difficult not to hope for more. He was
an excellent man; she could see that. It seemed he
understood her. He knew when to make a joke and
when to be serious. She thought fate cruel to intro-
duce to her a gentleman she could admire when,
by every rule of society, they were so distant from
each other as their provincial life was from the
grandeur of London.

She thought about the countess — how elegant
and graceful she was. She handled her mother with
ease. She imagined... she allowed herself to imag-
ine being in her place. Would she have all it takes?
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She assumed that she had a busy social life during
the seasons. Many people must look to her for di-
rection. She imagined their estate... A couple of
years eatlier, they had visited Wrotham Park®, a
Palladian mansion, on their way to London when
their uncle took them. That was the only great es-
tate she had ever seen. It was grand with Greek
columns and staircases, and its surrounding park
was never-ending. She envisioned checking on the
dinner table as her mother did before an evening
event. She shook her head. She should not dream
of impossible things, she thought to herself.

Still, she remembered the vast halls, the echo of
her footsteps against marble, and how small she
had felt. But now, the idea no longer intimidated
her — if she were to step into such a world again, it
would be not as a guest...but as a woman with a
place of her own.

Hokok

Not long after, Elizabeth found herself seeking
solitude in the gardens, the quiet paths offering her

the solace she craved to sort through the whirlwind
of thoughts. As they arrived home, Elizabeth did

2 See on the story website. Palladianism was an architectural style fashionable in
Britain between 1715 and 1760. It was based on the designs of the 16th-century
Venetian architect Andrea Palladio (1508—1580), widely considered one of the
most influential individuals in the history of architecture.
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not even enter the house; she was off to wander
about the garden, and when that was not enough,
she explored one of her favourite paths. Mrs. Ben-
net was so occupied with her own thoughts that
she failed to admonish her daughter for going on
a stroll in one of her best dresses.

For Elizabeth, this had become her escape. She
often avoided the crowded household to concen-
trate on her own thoughts. When there were many
things on her mind, she chose nature’s constantly
changing beauty to calm her enough that she could
sort things out in her head.

Even if she was not fully conscious of what she
wanted, Mr. Darcy greatly preoccupied her
thoughts. A mere fortnight earlier, she had been
quite content with her lot. She had congratulated
herself that she had stood by her convictions.
Granted, some of those convictions had since un-
ravelled — at least one had — yet she still found
comfort in the notion that she had repelled the ar-
rogance of a man who had dared to look down on
her and her family. And now? Not even two weeks
since she first glimpsed him again from this very
path, her world had shifted beneath her feet. Her
thoughts, her emotions — all had been turned in-
side out.

She hugged herself as she recalled how well di-
shevelment suited him. The memory of his broad
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shoulders, his rolled-up sleeves, and the sheen of
honest labour on his brow unsettled her. This was
no idle gentleman of privilege, no aloof master of
ten thousand a year. This was a man who worked,
who cared, and who, inexplicably, had returned.
She still reeled at the fact that she saw him do hard
labour... It challenged every assumption she had
formed.

As she contemplated, she had to conclude that
she felt that way because it was difficult to recon-
cile her previous assumptions of him with reality.
It was always so easy to call him proud. But had
she not clung to her own judgement with just as
much obstinacy? She had mocked his pride while
defending her own, blind to the mirror he had held
up to her. Her cheeks coloured at the memory —
not with shame alone but with something like re-
gret. It astonished her how ungenerous she had
been with the gentleman. Jane’s gentle theory that
she had been so out of sorts with him because she
had been attracted to him now seemed less outra-
geous. She would never admit that publicly, but her
secret was safe up there on Oakham Mount.

She liked how their conversation unfolded.
With a reluctant grin, she realised this had been
their first real conversation. Not an argument, not
a battle of wits but a real conversation — words
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freely spoken and honestly received — and she en-
joyed it. She liked listening to him as he spoke
about all that was happening at Netherfield. His
ideas about the whole enterprise were novel, even
radical, and revealed a keen mind and a heart in-
vested in the well-being of those in his care... Her
tather would never undertake such improvements,
never rise from indifference to make better what
he already possessed. There was nothing to it — he
was utterly indifferent about his property, the
source of his income. The contrast was stark. She
wondered how much more the land could have
brought in if he had applied himself, like Mr.
Darcy.

And it was not only the conversation. It was the
man himself. The pride she once mistook for arro-
gance now seemed more like reserve; the
aloofness, a shield for a heart that cared more
deeply than she had ever imagined. She had
thought him a gentleman of cold reason, and yet,
here he was, speaking with warmth and vision
about a venture designed not merely to enrich him-
self but to uplift others. The way he spoke,
although she did not understand everything,
showed that he loved the land; he loved making
things better for his people. The excitement with
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which he spoke about the plans to make their ac-
commodation the best that it could be touched her
the most.

And again — her father would never have con-
sidered such a thing — improving tenant
conditions, training boys, offering education. That
Mzr. Darcy did so unprompted shook the founda-
tions of her previous judgement. There was
something almost enterprising in his manner, a
kind of practical idealism that stirred her admira-
tion.

Her thoughts wandered to her uncle Gardiner.
He, too, was a practical man with a generous mind.
He had often supported local efforts in his neigh-
bourhood and helped others find discreet paths to
success. Surely, he would take an interest in what
Mzr. Darcy and the viscount were attempting. Per-
haps she might write to her aunt and uncle about
the gentlemen’s endeavours and see if Mr. Gardi-
ner had any suggestions. Her uncle might know of
someone in town who would take an interest in
their goods once the enterprise began to yield re-
sults.

A few days earlier, she had allowed her emo-
tions to triumph over her judgement — and in her
tear, she had rejected him a second time. No man
of sense and pride would endure such humiliation
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more than once, let alone twice. What reason could
he possibly have to try again? Yet, the viscount’s
remark drifted back to her — his father had pro-
posed three times before the countess relented.
Would ~— Mr. ~ Darcy  show  such  constancy?
And, more unsettling still — would she deserve it if
he did?
She pressed a hand to her chest. I bis place, would I
persist?
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A CHANGING VIEW
Chapter 16
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But life did not wait for Elizabeth’s feelings to set-
tle. Thursday arrived, bringing with it an important
luncheon at Netherfield.

The steward, together with Darcy’s butler and
the housekeeper, had organised a luncheon for the
neighbouring landlords and farmers to show and
explain once again what they were doing on their
land and how they could benefit the local farms.
They proposed a spirit of cooperation, not solely
at the outset of their venture but with the intention
of establishing a lasting, mutually beneficial agree-
ment. The countess greeted the guests on behalf of
her son and nephew; being greeted by such a noble
personage as the beautiful countess almost put the
men in a stupor.

By the end of the meetings, which lasted well
into the afternoon, local landlords and farmers
were encouraged to expand their capacities. Neth-
erfield would take fine vegetables, fruits, and
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livestock. They intended to pay for vegetables and
fruits by the pound at three set prices and for ani-
mals at quarterly agreed prices to make purchasing
easy to administer. Netherfield would undertake
the sale of the produce, assuming all risk upon it-
self. Darcy and Phillip had devised prices below
the local market rates, as all the risk was theirs.
They intended to sell to households with a ten to
tifteen per cent markup on London market prices
for the personal delivery of high-quality produce.
The head gardener outlined three scenarios illus-
trating the potential for increased income from the
sale of produce if they simply sold the present sur-
plus or increased the farming. He also gave tips on

what vegetables and animals would be most desir-
able.

“I must say, cousin, today has afforded me im-
mense satisfaction. There 1s little more gratifying
than the success of a business deal.” The viscount
said while he poured a drink for Darcy and himself
after dinner.

“Indeed. Our staff have performed admirably
as well. I believe this could prove to be most suc-
cesstul, and it was not even part of my original
business plan. This will yield a significant increase
in profit, possibly more than we initially antici-
pated. Mr. Bennet unknowingly did us a good

372



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

favour with his suggestion. Miss Elizabeth men-
tioned to me yesterday that her father took little
part in overseeing the estate beyond what was nec-
essary. Nevertheless, he attended today’s meeting.”

“Well, he brought his steward.”

“Oh, yes. Still, the agreement will supply them
with extra profit. Perhaps it may serve as an inspi-
ration.”

“If you marry Miss Elizabeth, maybe you can
help him more. If he is an idle landlord, I am sure
the land is not used to its capacity.”

“You may be right. Well, we’ll see.”

“We should pay a visit to the ladies before we
depart for London.”

Darcy sighed. “Yes, we should. We have that
invitation to deliver.”

Hokok

The next day, the Darcy carriage stopped in front
of Longbourn House at eleven o’clock. Georgiana
liked the quaint building. The ivy clinging to the
walls of Longbourn glimmered in the sunlight,
casting playful shadows that danced across the
neatly tended garden. The faint aroma of blooming
roses mingled with the earthy scent of fresh-cut
grass, a serene contrast to the grandeur of Nether-

tield.
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Its nine bedrooms upstairs and two big recep-
tion rooms downstairs, among other spaces, made
it a comfortable home for the Bennet family. They
were announced and found Mrs. Bennet and the
two eldest daughters in the parlour.

“Nice of you to return our visit, Miss Darcy.
With your brother’s permission, would you like to
visit with Miss Mary? She is at her instrument and
she might show you what music sheets e have.”

Georgiana looked at her brother, and he nod-
ded. He gave Elizabeth a grateful look.

“I should like that very much. Thank you, Miss
Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth led the young lady out of the room.

The others left in the room took their seats
when the door slammed open, and in rushed Lydia
with a2 murderous look.

“It was you! You are the reason I’'m not allowed
to go to Brighton!” Her voice rose in pitch, a dis-
cordant note shattering the room’s fragile calm.
Her cheeks burned with indignation, and her
words cut through the air like a whip, leaving an
uncomfortable silence in their wake. “Hateful
man!” She pointed at Darcy, who rose from his
seat.

“Lydia, hush!” Jane jumped up.
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Lydia paid her no heed. “Wickham was right.
You don’t know how to have fun, so you ruin
other people’s lives. Lizzy was right to reject your
suit! Who wants a miserable bore for a husband!”

Jane gasped. “Lydia!” She tried to stop her talk-
ing.
“What are you saying, child?” Mrs. Bennet
asked, confused.

“I overheard Jane and Lizzy talking about...”

“Young lady, you will stop talking now. This is
most unseemly.” The viscount stood and stepped
before Lydia. His eyes demanded obedience.

Lydia gaped as she was startled into silence.

Mzrs. Bennet looked at Mr. Darcy, who shut his
eyes. She clutched her arms to her chest for a mo-
ment, then stood and spoke with a calm voice,
although she was shaking inside.

“Lydia, go to your room.”

“But, Mama, it...”

“Lydia, if you don’t stop talking and won’t go
to your room immediately, there’ll be conse-
quences. Now!” She raised her voice at the end.

Lydia’s breath hitched when she saw that no-
body went to her rescue, but she shook herself and
defiantly huffed as she stormed out of the room.

Mzrs. Bennet closed her eyes in shame. A storm
of conflicting emotions brewed within her — em-
barrassment, indignation, and a growing sense of

375



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

dread. She clutched her arms as if to steady herself
against the weight of her youngest daughter’s folly.
She would never forgive her if she ruined a possi-
ble match for the family. “I-1 apologise for my
daughter’s behaviour. My lord, Mr. Darcy, please
don’t mind her; she usually talks nonsense. I'll see
to it that she is punished for her outburst and make
sure she doesn’t repeat her nonsense in front of
others. I am sorry she attacked you, Mr. Darcy. 1
had let it slip that you suggested it. She is vexed
that we withdrew our consent for her to go to
Brighton.”

Darcy nodded to her.

“Excellent, Mrs. Bennet. That child should not
be out.”

Mrs. Bennet winced but nodded toward the
viscount.

“Mrs. Bennet, I am glad you decided so. Alt-
hough she doesn’t appreciate it now, you did well
by her as parents.” Darcy bowed to the matron. He
still stood on shaky legs.

Mrs. Bennet gestured for the guests to take
their seats.

“Perhaps it would be best if we took our leave,”
Phillip said.

“Oh, please don’t leave on our account. Let us
take tea and make the most of this visit. Maybe 1
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could have Mr. Bennet join us. Please sit.”” She left
to bring her husband.

She was glad to be alone for a moment. Her
thoughts were occupied with the startling infor-
mation. Mr. Darcy and her Lizzy? God bless us! How
did this happen? She refused him? Ob, 1izzy, you're going
to be the death of me, child! One doesn’t refuse such an ad-
vantageous offer. Oh, and it was her second! He is. .. so tall
and handsome. . .and rich! Lydia, yon stupid child! Mr.
Darcy proposed to mry daughter? When? He refused to dance
with her... ob, but he did dance with her at the ball. Ob,
my! An offer from the ton! She tried to calm herself by
taking deep breaths. She approached her hus-
band’s study.

“Mzr. Bennet! Mr. Bennet! Oh, you’ll not be-
lieve this!” She opened the door, shut it and sagged
against it.

Her husband looked up from his reading. He
refrained from rolling his eyes but only just. Before
he could ask what possible news he would not be-
lieve, his wife went to the window and,
uncharacteristically, remained silent. She seemed
to be turning something over in her mind. He put
his glasses down and observed his wife.

“Lydia has once again proved why we must do
something about her. I despair! She burst into the
room, attacked Mr. Darcy, and blamed him for her
inability to go to Brighton. She then let it slip that
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she overheard Jane and Lizzy talking about her re-
jection of Mr. Darcy.”

“Lizzy and Mr. ...”

“Yes, our daughter has now turned down two
eligible offers. Oh, Mr. Collins’ offer was nothing
to what Mr. Darcy could offer! Oh, my lord, she
refused ten thousand a year! What does she mean
by this conduct? Does she not want to marry?
Does she not understand our situation?”

“I-I don’t know, my dear. When did this hap-
pen anyway?”’

“I don’t know, only that he must’ve proposed
to her, and she said no. Do you think he is
here...here for her?” She looked at her husband
wide-eyed as the thought occurred to her. “He’s
been everything polite since he arrived. The two
gentlemen have shown our family great respect
and attention. Would it be because of Lizzy?”

Mzr. Bennet furrowed his eyebrows as he exam-
ined the question.

“If he’s here for her, he’s gone to great trouble
to do so.” He thought of all he had learnt the day
before.

“Oh, what are we going to do, Thomas?”

“Wer I don’t think we should do anything. And
if you want this to have any chance at all, you will
not speak of it either.”

“Not speak of it?”
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“No, not even your sister. Actually, especially
not your sister. If she knows, she’ll let it slip some-
how, and the whole town will talk about it.”

“Oh, you’re cruel, but you are right. I couldn’t
live with myself if I were the reason he left without
our Lizzy. This will kill me.”

“As long as you are not talking, my dear.”

HKokok

Meanwhile, three very affected people did not
know where to look in the parlour. Darcy sighed,
and his shoulders started to shake.

“Well, I walked into that one.”

Jane looked up at him. Was he amused? “Mr.
Darcy...”

“Do not worry about it, Miss Bennet. It 1s not
your fault.” He put his hand up and sat with a sigh.

The door opened, and Elizabeth returned. The
viscount consoled Jane, and Darcy stood again.

“Did I miss anything? Where is Mother?” Feel-
ing the room, Elizabeth asked, perplexed.

“Oh, Lizzy!”

Darcy took the word from Jane. “I am very
sorry to cause you discomfort, Miss Elizabeth.
Miss Lydia, being upset about the trip, blamed me
for ruining it for her. At the same time, she di-
vulged that she overheard you and Miss Bennet
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discussing me being rejected by you, which she ap-
proved of, as she put it, because I am a ‘miserable
bore.” Darcy’s mouth trembled as he tried to play
down the events.

Elizabeth just stared, and her lips formed into
a mute O. Phillip tried his best but chuckled at
Darcy’s performance.

“She just barged in here!” Jane added.

Elizabeth paled, and her voice shook. “In front
of Mama?”

All three nodded.

“She—she knows!” Elizabeth gasped.

“Actually, your dear mother was very graceful
about it. She made it appear that it was just Miss
Lydia’s nonsense. She went to get your father.”
The viscount spoke up.

“My father? Why?”

“Just to appease us.” Darcy tried to calm her.

The other door opened, and the hosts walked
in.

Elizabeth’s stomach clenched, and she could
hardly breathe as her parents took their seats and
started talking. She observed her mother but saw
nothing untoward. She did not gush over Mr.
Darcy; she did not talk nonsense constantly.

“There you are. I’ve ordered refreshments,
gentlemen. They’ll arrive momentarily.” Mrs. Ben-
net was all smiles.
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Mzr. Bennet greeted the guests.

“My lord, Mr. Darcy, how are you this morn-
ing? Yesterday was quite a day, was it not? I guess
your enthusiasm is catching. This morning, I’ve al-
ready met with my steward and discussed how we
could make the most of this offer of yours. It ap-
pears that there is some unused land, and the
tenants may also produce a surplus on their home
tarms. We’ll encourage them.”

“Yesterday was a good day, indeed, Mr. Bennet.
I am glad to hear that you are with us. It’s a good
opportunity for all of us,” the viscount answered.

“Your mother, milord, was very proud of you
two when we visited, was she not, girls?”

“Yes, the countess talked very warmly about
you and your enterprise.” Jane nodded.

The viscount bowed his head toward Mrs. Ben-
net and Jane.

During the conversation, Elizabeth and Darcy
remained quiet, exchanging furtive glances with
each other.

Tea arrived; the cook had been at work as soon
as the guests arrived. Jane served.

“This is nice, thank you.” Phillip smiled at her
as she prepared his tea just as he liked it.

“Mzr. and Mrs. Bennet. I have a favour to ask if
I may. My aunt had requested our company at a
London event this Saturday.”
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“Oh, she is leaving already?” Mrs. Bennet
asked.

“Yes, it was only a short visit. She...wished to
see what we were up to.” He glanced at his cousin.

Jane and Elizabeth exchanged a look, seeing
this.

“We’re leaving this afternoon and will be back
on Tuesday or, at the latest, Wednesday. I'll use the
trip to take care of some business, too. I wouldn’t
wish to take my sister with me as she has just set-
tled, so I would request that your daughters, if they
agree, spend these few days with her.” He looked
pleadingly at Jane and Elizabeth.

“Oh, certainly, Mr. Darcy. 'm sure they have
nothing pressing to do, do you, girls?”

“Would you, Miss Elizabeth?” Darcy turned to
her. Elizabeth smiled at him, which made Darcy’s
skin tingle.

“We would be happy to spend a few days with
her.” She did not know how she felt about Mr.
Darcy going to a ball, which was perplexing in it-
self. On the other hand, she was gratified at his
request; he trusted his sister with them.

“And maybe Miss Mary, if she wishes. Geot-
giana mentioned that she enjoyed her company as
well. Further, my aunt asked if we could take the
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ladies with us so that we could share luncheon to-
gether before we had to depart. Would that be all
right with your”

“Well, girls?”

They both nodded.

“Why do you not go and change then? My
dears, if there is anything you’d like to take, please
place it on the bed. I can choose your wardrobe,
and I shall send your trunks to you. I shall talk to
Mary. Would that be acceptable, Mr. Darcy?”

“That would be perfect. I'll send my man to
pick those up; I do not wish to inconvenience you
too much.”

“As you wish. Excuse me.” Mrs. Bennet left the
room.

It so happened that the three Bennet daughters
accompanied the gentlemen back to Netherfield in
half an hour.

“This is a very comfortable carriage, Mr.
Darcy,” Elizabeth commented as she adjusted her
position in her seat and looked around. She was
sitting with her sisters in a row and did not feel
cramped at all. Her legs had enough space, a mira-
cle since the gentlemen were tall. The inside was
luxutiously fitted with heavy, dark red silk”, and
the seats were cosily padded. “Is it new? It has this

30 See the carriage on the story website.
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new smell.” A new carriage, Elizabeth reflected,
was usually a gift to the new wife if it could be af-
forded... She looked around again at the luxurious
interior with that in mind. She had never really
considered the riches Mr. Darcy could offer her. It
was not so much that she was unaware that he had
‘ten thousand a year,” but more that it was just an
abstract concept for her. As he sat opposite her,
she had a new appreciation for the gentleman —
that he would bestow it all upon her; it made her
teel ungrateful.

Darcy chuckled. “New smell? Yes, it is rather
new. I bought it just before my trip to Rosings...”
Darcy adjusted his body in the seat, trying to avoid
the possible negative associations.

Phillip gave an exaggerated sniff of the air. “Ah,
yes, I believe I detect it as well,” he said, making
the ladies laugh.

Hokok

The ladies of Longbourn were greeted warmly by
the countess.

“Before luncheon is served, I am going for my
constitutional,” the Countess of Matlock an-
nounced, glancing at Jane with a welcoming smile.
“Miss Bennet, would you accompany me? We did
not have much time the other day to converse.”
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Jane schooled her features and politely nodded.
“Of course, your ladyship. I'd be delighted.”

As they departed for their walk, Phillip ob-
served Elizabeth’s anxious demeanour and
approached her with a reassuring smile. “Do not
worry about your sister; she is in good hands. My
mother does not bite — well, not often,” he said
with a playful wink.

Elizabeth managed a faint smile, though her
concern was evident.

Darcy, who had been watching from a short
distance, stepped forward and bowed. “Miss Eliz-
abeth, could I have the pleasure of your company
for a stroll on the grounds? A bit of fresh air would
also do me good before I am confined in the car-
riage for hours.”

Elizabeth looked at him with curiosity and sur-
prise. “I would be glad to, Mr. Darcy. I welcome
any opportunity for a walk.”

They made their way outside, Hussar trotting
beside them with an enthusiastic wag of his tail. As
they walked along the path, Darcy gestured to-
wards the grounds about them. “I am grateful for
your company.”

She looked up at Darcy with a question in her
eyes.

Darcy chuckled softly. “You might have de-
clined.”

385



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“I should never turn down an opportunity for
a walk, sir,” she returned with a playful tone. “Es-
pecially when the weather is so agreeable.”

“I see. I thank you all the same.” Darcy’s gaze
lingered on her, a mixture of admiration and
amusement in his eyes.

“In this case, I do not find myself opposed to
the company either,” Elizabeth glanced away, her
cheeks warming with a delicate blush.

Darcy almost gasped. He looked down at her.
This woman’s going to be the death of me. She rejects e,
then worries about me, and now says things like this. After
a moment of hesitation, he offered his arm to her.
How different she was from other women! Miss
Bingley would hang on his arm immediately,
whether he offered his or not.

Elizabeth’s eyes met his with a flicker of sur-
prise. After a moment’s pause, she accepted his
arm, her touch barely grazing his sleeve.

Darcy let out his breath, he had not realised he
was holding. She took his arm! Her nearness was
intoxicating. Every light touch of her hand on his
arm sent a surge of warmth through him, a heady
mix of exhilaration and restraint. The sensation
was both unfamiliar and thrilling. Before, he always
felt uncomfortable with ladies’ advances as they
claimed his arm. Now, however, he never wanted
it to end.
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“Mzr. Darcy,” Elizabeth’s voice trembled as Mr.
Darcy looked at her with emotion. “I-I wanted to
apologise...for Lydia. Jane and I should have been
more careful.”

Darcy’s expression softened with understand-
ing. “You need not apologise, Miss Elizabeth. I do
not blame you. One needs to confide in a friend
every once in a while.”

“Still, I was mortified that my mother had
learnt of it. I could see her sharing the information
with gusto, and soon, everybody would know. I do
not want to embarrass us...you.” She glanced at
him with chagrin. “But you were right; my mother
was uncharacteristically quiet about it.”

“Maybe she knows that would only cause trou-
ble.”

Elizabeth nodded thoughtfully. “I managed to
have a short conversation with her before we left.
She had told my father, but otherwise, she swore
to keep it a secret. Lydia and Kitty will not be let
go anywhere from Longbourn for a while.”

“I am sorry you had to have that conversation.”

Hokok

Mrs. Bennet looked in on her daughters as they
were getting ready.
“Mamar”
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“Yes, child?”

“BErm.”

Mrs. Bennet sighed. “Yes, I heard.” She closed
the door behind her. “Honestly, Lizzy, I don’t
know what you are about. Refusing Mr. Collins’s
offer made me very angry, but I can understand
that. The man 7 obnoxious. But Mr. Darcy? How
could you? A man with his consequence... So
handsome... He could have saved us all if anything
had happened to your father. But, no, you didn’t
think of that. He is Mr. Bingley’s friend. He could
have brought him back to Jane. Did you think of
that? No. I despair of you! You always do what yox
want.”

“I had my reasons, Mama.”

“Well, I hope you are satistied then.”

“Mama, please don’t tell anyone.”

Mrs. Bennet looked at her daughter sharply.
“Why would I spread that my daughter was sense-
less and refused an offer anyone would dream of?”

Elizabeth’s eyes filled with tears.

“Your father and I wondered if he came to
Netherfield because of you.”

“Mama...” She said with a keening voice.

“Don’t Mama me, Lizzy. Is he here for you?”

“Possibly,” she reluctantly answered.

“Possibly? Are you so clueless? A man doesn’t
put himself in the way of rejection for no reason.
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Your father says he went to great trouble... Lizzy,
I know his rude comment in the autumn hurt you,
and I supported you in your dislike, but if he
wanted to marry you, he mustn’t have been seri-
ous.”

“No, he just didn’t want to dance with a
stranger. I know that now.”

“What then? Why did you refuse him?”

“Well, I didn’t know it then. I had several rea-
sons for disliking him. I-I thought him arrogant
and rude. I never saw any partiality toward me; he
didn’t court me... I — I believed he persuaded Mr.
Bingley to give up Jane...which was partially
true...and I believed Mr. Wickham’s claims that he
was dishonourable. Oh, it was so awful, Mamal At
Hunsford. He said I was a degradation, and we ar-
gued, and I said terrible things to him...” She
could not say more because she choked.

Mrs. Bennet stared in shock. She stepped up to
her and hugged her daughter.

“Oh, Lizzy, Lizzy. I see. I see... Is there any
hope?r” Tears welled in her eyes, but she quickly
blinked them away. This revelation was a puzzle —
a mix of pride in her daughter’s independence and
tear that her choices might lead to ruin. “You must
make things right, child. For all our sakes.”

“Mama, I do not know if he’ll offer for me
again. But if things get out, he w7/ be humiliated.”
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“I’ll make sure it does not. You mend things
with him. You are a clever girl. By the look of it,
he likes that. Smile at him.”

Elizabeth’s voice was barely a whisper, her re-
solve faltering. “What if I cannot, Mamar? What if
I’ve lost my chance?”

Her mother’s firm grip on her shoulders stead-

ied her, a silent reassurance that it was not too late.
“He is still here.”

HKokok

“It was not so bad. Let us hope she leaves things
to be — she said she would.”

Darcy would not have objected to gaining an
ally in Mrs. Bennet — however vulgar the notion
might seem. The image of her boasting about Jane
at the ball came to his mind. However, he was not
ignorant that Miss Elizabeth would not appreciate
being pushed, and he wanted her to accept him on
her own; he wished ardently for her love. Thinking
of her mother, he had to acknowledge that he had
not seen any inappropriate behaviour from her,
only perhaps enthusiasm since his return.

“She surprised me with how well she handled
the intelligence and Miss Lydia.”

“I am surprised myself. They are going to hire
a governess for her and Kitty, we were told. But
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even until that can be arranged, my father plans to
work with them in the mornings, and in the after-
noon, Mother and Hill, our housekeeper, will take
them in hand. They will not be allowed to socialise
for the time being. They, or at least Lydia, will be
hard work. Maybe it’s a good thing that we, the el-
ders, will be out of the way for the coming days.”
She smiled at the thought.

“It is for their benefit. They could ruin things
for you, the elder daughters.”

Elizabeth nodded, becoming serious. “Thank
you again for talking to Mother.”

They walked in silence for a while. The peaceful
greenery framed their path, lending a picturesque
backdrop to their walk.

“What is this ball on Saturday? Why must you
attend?” Elizabeth closed her eyes as she asked the
questions. She blurted them out before she could
stop herself.

Darcy glanced at her, noting her concern. “It is
an annual event with royalty present, very prestig-
ious. The Regent and his circle will be there.”

“Really?” Elizabeth’s curiosity was piqued.

“At the moment, things are quite in an uproar
in London due to the assassination’'. Political fig-
ures will be there; they are all eager to gain favour
with the Regent.”

31 The Tory Prime Minister, Perceval, was killed on 11 May 1812.
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“I see.” Elizabeth nodded, absorbing the infor-
mation. “May I ask what you think of the Prince
Regentr”

Darcy hesitated, weighing his words carefully.
“Do I have your confidencer”

“Of course.” She demurred.

“My family had introduced me to the royals and
their circle. I do not seek their company. There are
few good men among them. I think the power,
their riches, and their titles did no favours to most.
I do know a few good men among the peerage, but
they are rather the exception. At least, this is my
opinion. Although the viscount sometimes looks
it, he cannot stand most of them either. Some-
times, he has to be present in their circle due to his
status but not with much pleasure, especially the
Regent’s crowd.”

“Why?” Elizabeth asked, intrigued.

“It 1s almost as if these people were constantly
competing against each other. They live a life of
dissipation and wild extravagance. They drink
heavily and live dissolutely, including...mistresses
and escapades,” Darcy explained, his disdain evi-
dent.

“And you do not approve.”

“Certainly not. The Regent should embody the
virtues of his position, yet he does not act as a royal
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should.” He thinks of himself as privileged when
he should serve his country. The kind of debt he
has created for the country is outrageous, as, of
course, it’s the country that will ultimately bear the
burden of his excesses.”

“My father shares your sentiments,” Elizabeth
remarked, her voice tinged with relief.

Darcy smiled slightly at the alignment of their
views. “It is unfortunate, but it seems to be a com-
mon perspective.”

Elizabeth’s face brightened with a memory.
“Once, I saw a caricature of him in a shop window
in London. He was portrayed as a stuffed sau-
sage!””  Elizabeth reddened at how her
impertinence could be taken.

Darcy’s laughter was genuine and warm. “I am
not surprised. He likes his food, and a lot of it.”

Elizabeth’s curiosity continued. “When you
said the viscount sometimes looks it, what did you
mean?

“He can dress like one of them if he chooses.”
He chuckled. “Though he is not truly one of them,
he has the ability to blend in when necessary.”

32 Jane Austen hated HRH due to his debauchery and mistreatment of his wife.
33 Even before the Prince became the Prince Regent, his antics had made him
a popular joke in the British tabloids, while some drawings even portrayed him
as a stuffed sausage. James Gillray’s 1792 caricature of the Prince Regent, titled
‘A Voluptuary under the Horrors of Digestion,” serves as a specific example of
how the Prince was often mocked by the press.
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“And you?” Elizabeth asked with a playful tilt
of her head.

“God forbid!” Darcy replied, his tone both
amused and resolute. “I am no dandy. Useless, the
lot of them. I have important work to do. I'm quite
content to avoid their frivolities.” He huffed, and
Elizabeth laughed, her eyes twinkling with amuse-
ment.

“You do always look  impeccably
dressed...well, except when you work the land.”

“There’s a difference. I do not spend hours get-
ting dressed.>*

“God forbid!” Elizabeth teased, mimicking his
earlier tone.

“Just so.” Darcy’s heart soared. Miss Elizabeth
was indeed a gem. He looked at her sweet face,
flushed from their walking, and her eyes alive with
mischief.

Gathering her courage, Elizabeth ventured,
“Mzt. Darcy, I think I can safely say that you’re not
a ‘miserable bore.”” The wind caught a strand of
her hair, and for a moment, he was too overcome
to speak. She kept looking ahead. She only felt as
Mzr. Darcy gaped at her. Before he could react, she
asked, “Are you planning on dancing at the ball?”

“Pardon? Dancing?”

3 Some of the dandies of London were reported to spend four to six hours get-
ting ready for the day or an evening.
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“Yes,” Elizabeth said, her tone growing more
tentative. “Not long ago, I read in the papers that
you attended a ball recently where you...” she half-
chastised herself for daring to ask.

“Where I?”

“You were observed talking intimately with a
lady, a Miss Hainley...and danced...”

Darcy stopped in his tracks, his mind trying val-
iantly to take her meaning. Miss Elizabeth had read
about him dancing with Miss Hainley, and it... bozh-
ered her? “Are you asking if I intend to dance with
her again?”

She groaned inwardly, and her cheeks flushed
with regret. “I am sorry. Please, forget I asked. I do
not know why I brought it up.”

Darcy searched her eyes, trying to grasp her
teelings. “I do not believe Miss Hainley would be
at this ball. Even I am a nobody in their eyes, with
no title, and am invited purely based on my con-
nection to the Fitzwilliams. She is not part of the
top echelon.”

Elizabeth looked away but nodded. She cursed
herself for not having refrained from asking about
the lady. For some reason, she wanted to know
what made her special. Was she pretty? Was she
rich?

Darcy resumed walking, gently pulling Eliza-
beth along with him. “I attended that ball at my
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aunt’s insistence. She argued that it would be un-
seemly if I didn’t show myself at all this season. As
you may know, I was not in the best frame of
mind.”

Elizabeth nodded in understanding.

“It was you who made me dance with her.”

“Wha...? Pardon?”

“Your admonishment at Hunsford, ‘your self-
ish disdain of the feelings of others’ — that
prompted me to act differently,” Darcy confessed,
his voice tinged with sincerity.

Elizabeth’s eyes widened in  surprise.
“You...acted on my wordsr”

Darcy nodded. “When I saw her uncomforta-
ble at being pushed at me by her mother, instead
of trying to protect myself, I wished to ease her
discomfort. I am trying to change.”

Elizabeth blinked not once and not twice. Mr.
Darcy had taken her words and acted on them?

Darcy started to walk again, pulling Elizabeth
with him. They were silent for a few moments
when he began to chuckle in remembrance. “She
surprised me. Miss Hainley. She recited a Latin
proverb in Latin to me. She suggested I practice
my social skills.”

“Indeed? And what did she say, pray?” She did
not know if she was amused or irritated.

“Repetitio est mater studiorum.”
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“Repetition — mother — study. That’s too easy,
sir. Everybody knows this, do they not? Repetition
is the mother of learning.”

“You know...I did wonder. You are a most in-
telligent lady, Miss Elizabeth.”

She had to turn her head away from his gaze
for a moment to avoid showing her self-satisfied
expression.

As they neared the house again, Darcy ventured
to ask, his tone tentative yet hopeful. “Would it ap-
pease you, Miss Elizabeth, if I did not dance at the
ball?”’

Elizabeth hesitated, feeling her heart quicken at
his question. There was a part of her that longed
to say yes, that wanted him to reserve himself, to
remain untouchable to others, as if he could be
hers alone. But after her previous behaviour — her
thoughtless, cowardly rejection — she could not
bring herself to ask him to make such a gesture.
Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I-I do not
have the right to ask you that.”

Darcy’s gaze held steady, his eyes reflecting a
depth of feeling that made her breath catch. He
murmured, stepping closer, his voice low and sin-
cere, “I wish you would claim that right.”
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LLADIES ONLY AT NETHER-

FIELD
Chapter 17
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Feeling somewhat neglected, Phillip invited his
cousin and Miss Mary to join him at the billiard
table, graciously offering his instruction in the
game. The young ladies, cleatly enjoying his atten-
tive company, applied themselves earnestly,
though their efforts frequently dissolved into
laughter.

Phillip’s laughter rang out as Georglana at-
tempted a shot, the cue wobbling in her hands.
“Steady, Cousin,” he encouraged, his tone light but
tinged with genuine fondness. “This game requires
patience and a keen eye, much like navigating soci-
ety, wouldn’t you say?”

Georgiana laughed, her usual shyness melting
in the warmth of his humour.

Phillip, though seemingly engaged in their
amusement, found himself somewhat distracted —
he kept glancing toward the window. He was aware
that Miss Bennet was in conversation with his
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mother. He fervently hoped she would refrain
from embarrassing him with tales of his childhood
indiscretions.

Kokok

The late morning sun cast a bright, cheerful light
over the now well-manicured garden as Jane ac-
companied the Countess of Matlock on a leisurely
stroll. The gravel path was bordered by neatly
trimmed hedges and vibrant flowers that had been
treshly planted.

“Miss Bennet, I trust you shall not mind this
little diversion before luncheon,” the countess re-
marked with a warm smile. “I always find a stroll
invigorating, but after eating, I feel more like a
nap.”

“Not at all, your ladyship,” Jane replied with a
soft, serene smile. “It is a lovely morning, and the
garden is quite enchanting.”

The countess nodded, her eyes twinkling with
curiosity. “I am glad you think so. I find that a walk
1s an excellent opportunity to engage in more re-
laxed conversation.”

As they started their walk, Lady Matlock ges-

tured to a vibrant bed of roses. “Do you enjoy
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tending to flowers, Miss Bennet? I find them a cu-
rious metaphor for life — delicate, requiring care,
yet resilient.”

Jane smiled softly. “I do enjoy the quiet solace
of the garden, your ladyship. Nature often speaks
when words fail.”

The countess studied Jane thoughtfully. “A po-
etic sentiment, my dear. My son often speaks of
the serenity he finds in such simple pleasures.” Her
words lingered with intent, causing Jane to glance
away, her cheeks warming faintly.

“Miss Bennet, I find myself eager to learn
more about you and your family.”

Jane’s interest was piqued, and she maintained
a pleasant demeanour. “It would be my pleasure to
share; we are most grateful for your interest.”

The countess glanced sideways at Jane. “Your
mother has been blessed with five beautiful daugh-
ters.” She said wistfully. “At the same time, it is
quite a burden for her. She is worried about how
you all will find a husband.”

“Yes, Mama has been worrying about this since
I came out at fifteen,” Jane said with a sigh and a
taraway look. “She puts a lot of hope in how we
look, but I’ve come to understand that is not
enough. The countryside is a tranquil place to live,
and it was adequate when we were children, but
there are no prospects in the neighbourhood. With
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Papa not exerting himself to go to London for the
season, we don’t have much choice. Our relatives
have tried to help somewhat lately, but they have
their own children to think of.”

The countess nodded thoughtfully. “I see.
You’re not attached?”

“No. As I am not getting any younger, I’ve con-
templated my options.”

“Indeed?”

“This winter, in London, I have met 2 man...”
Jane could hardly believe how easily she shared her
thoughts with the countess.

Her ladyship’s gaze shifted sharply to Jane.

“... He is in trade but seemed pleasant. So, I
might write to my uncle to...”

“What? To broker a marriage for your” Lady
Matlock was aghast.

“I have but little to offer...”

“My dear, you must not surrender your hopes
so quickly. A lady of your grace has much to offer
— far beyond wealth. You have years before such a
step would become necessary. When the right man
comes along, you have plenty to offer. Money is
not everything.” Her ladyship fanned herself in ag-
itation. Her son had better hurry. It was a disgrace
that this beautiful maiden should contemplate such
thoughts.
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Hokok

Following a light and pleasant luncheon, the trav-
ellers were shortly prepared to depart. Phillip took
a private moment with Jane before leaving.

“I regret that we could not spend more time
together, Miss Bennet. Did you find your walk
agreeable?”

“Yes, your mother and I had a very enlighten-
ing conversation.”

“Indeed?”

“Yes, I learned, for instance, that boys like to
put frogs into their governess’s boots,” Jane said
innocently.

“Mother! What kind of tales, false, mind you,”
he turned to Jane, “are you telling Miss Bennet?
How am I supposed to show myself here as a dis-
tinguished gentleman? Miss Bennet, I assure you, 1
was a model of decorum as a child.”

Jane’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Oh, I am
sure, my lord, that you were an angel.” Her tone
was honeyed, but her knowing smile betrayed her
amusement.

Lady Matlock interjected with a laugh. “Do not
let him deceive you, Miss Bennet. Phillip was a tet-
ror. Though I suppose it made him the man he is
today.”
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“Is there anything I could bring you from Lon-
don? Anything you wish.” Darcy asked boldly as
the group descended the stairs when the ladies
were to see the travellers off.

Elizabeth looked down at her shoes and shook
her head.

Darcy enjoyed her blush. Learning that she did
not like him dancing with other ladies, well, that
knowledge helped heal his wounded heart. She was
warming up to him. He grinned with satisfaction.
What could he bring her that would not be
trowned upon? He would think about it in the car-
riage. “May I?”

Elizabeth looked up and saw Mr. Darcy asking
for her hand with his. She swallowed a lump in her
throat. His gloves were in his other hand, so when
she put hers hesitantly into his, it was their skin
that touched. Mr. Darcy’s hand was steady and
strong against her soft and shaky one.

Darcy had moved and turned away from the
group and bowed and raised her hand slowly so as
not to frighten her. He bestowed a light touch of
his lips on her hand. He had to close his eyes at the
moment of touch to concentrate on the feel of her
soft skin on his thirsty lips. As he straightened, he
looked straight into her eyes. Was there any other
teeling on her face than surprise?
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Elizabeth almost fainted from not breathing.
No one had ever kissed her hand like that — not
with such reverence, such fire. His gaze pinned her
in place. He looked at her with such intensity that
she could not help but reciprocate. Maybe it was
better that he did not know that he could have
asked anything of her at that moment, and she
could not have denied him. As Darcy was called
upon to leave, she had to shake herself out of the
trance his penetrating gaze put her in.

Darcy reassured her by squeezing her hand
slightly, nodded, and then turned to enter his vehi-
cle.

Two carriages left Netherfield, one carrying the
masters and the other the servants. Both gentle-
men left their hearts with their ladies.

Hokok

The ladies waved and stayed until they could no
longer see the carriages. Then they looked at each
other and started to laugh. They hurried up the
stairs into the parlour. They were free to do what-
ever they wanted. There were so many options. At
dinner, they agreed that each could suggest an ac-
tivity in which the others had to participate.
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The first day finished in Jane’s bedroom. All
four were on her bed and talked about goodness
knows what. Once in her own bed, Georgiana re-
flected on her time with the Bennet sisters and
sighed in quiet bliss. She thanked God for her only
sibling, her much-loved brother, but it was heav-
enly to be among young ladies. The seminary came
to her mind. This was how it should have been.
Maybe she had been too young, but her experience
in school was not pleasant.

Elizabeth sprawled across the plush bed when
the younger girls had retired. “Jane, do you think
they’ll fare well in London? I cannot imagine Mr.
Darcy enjoys the hustle of it all.”

Jane chuckled softly. “Perhaps not, but his de-
votion to his family and responsibilities seems to
outweigh his preferences.” She hesitated before
adding, “And you, Lizzy? Are you glad they’ll re-
turn?”’

Elizabeth turned her head, her expression
thoughtful. “I do not know what to feel, Jane. Mr.
Darcy is...complicated.”

“Complicated or intriguing?” Jane teased, earn-
ing a playful swat from her sister.

Hokok
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The next day was a lot of fun. Jane made everyone
join her in the kitchen. They all got aprons from
Cook, and with Jane’s directions, they baked. By
the time they put the trays in the oven, they were
all covered in flour. The kitchen was a mess, but
the giggles, the laughter, and the new experience
brought the girls together. Even Mary enjoyed her-
self immensely after she resigned herself to having
sticky hands. Their masterpieces, well, that is a
slight exaggeration; mostly, they were sent to the
workers. They kept some for the gentlemen. When
they tasted their cakes and biscuits, they had a new
appreciation for the work that went into them.

“Could I put chocolate into miner” Georgiana
was already thinking further about the recipe she
used.

“Certainly. You could add both walnuts and
chocolate. I can just imagine how heavenly that
would be. You can always tweak the recipe,” Jane
smiled.

On Sunday, after church, they all joined the
Bennets for lunch, except for Lydia, who did not
take very well to the changes; her tantrums were
cut short by being locked in the nursery.

Mary’s challenge that day was to create their
own music together, so they spent the afternoon at
the piano forte. Jane’s inability to play the instru-
ment was no excuse, so it was great fun as she tried
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her hand at playing. Georgiana suggested starting
with writing lyrics and then trying different melo-
dies for them.

On Monday, it was Elizabeth’s turn. She took
the ladies out to a meadow. They all had to create
a bouquet of flowers and paint or draw the crea-
tions. Now, that was fun. None of them was
perfect, but they did not let themselves be intimi-
dated by the fact, and the paintings became quite
imaginative. Elizabeth never excelled at this neces-
sary skill for ladies, so she challenged the others to
give her suggestions on how to improve.

“Be brave with your colours, Lizzy. You don’t
have to be careful not to cross a line. It’s a water-
colour. That’s almost impossible.” Jane suggested.

“You may add imaginary flowers to make the
design more substantial. Especially some greenery,
with that, you do not have to be so careful. Here,
you see?” Georgiana looked at her painting know-
ingly.

Mary suggested that Elizabeth should not use
the brush like a pencil but hold it loosely and
higher to give the brush freedom.

To her own astonishment, Elizabeth found
herself rather proud of the result. No matter how
careful they were, paint appeared on their hands
and faces, which also served as a source of laugh-
ter.
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On Tuesday, Georgiana took the girls to the
stables. When she learnt that the Bennet girls did
not ride, not for pure enjoyment anyway, she de-
cided to have a day with the horses. Sturdier
dresses and boots were sent for, so in the morning,
they fed the horses, stroked them and worked
them with a brush. She had done that with her
brother many times. After luncheon, it was time to
have some riding lessons. The men in the stable
were asked to assist in the endeavour.

Hokok

Darcy and his cousin arrived in the afternoon and
immediately asked after the ladies. To their sur-
prise, they were told the ladies were at the stables.
They did not waste any time; they approached.

“...Georgie, I don’t think I can do this,” Eliza-
beth whined.

“Lizzy, I'm surprised at your sentiment. You
can do anything! You cannot be afraid of a horse
called Daisy. Look at her; she is so gentle. Imagine
if I wanted to make you sit on William’s horse.
Now, Devil could be a little spirited for a beginner
but not her.” She nuzzled the horse in affection.
“See?”

“I don’t know. I’'m already so high.” She looked
around as she stood on the mounting block.
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“What is happening here?”” Darcy spoke up.

Georglana beamed at her brother as she turned.

“William! You’re back! I have been trying to get
Lizzy on Daisy, but she is a mouse.”

Elizabeth jumped from the block as soon as
she turned. She turned red all over. Could they not
have arrived a bit later so that her humiliation
would have gone unnoticed?

“I am not a mouse! It is just that this horse is
too tall. 'm a small person.”

“Miss Elizabeth, would you give up riding be-
fore trying it? For a woman who values
perseverance, that smells of cowardice.” The vis-
count laughed.

“Oh, now you have done it!” Jane shook her

head.

“What?”

“Nobody can call Lizzy a coward. At least not
when we were children.” Jane expectedly looked at
her sister.

Elizabeth looked at the viscount with a look
that could kill. She huffed and turned back toward
the horse. She examined whether she could...

“Miss Elizabeth, may I be of assistance? Let me
help you. I shall not let you fall,” Darcy offered and
stepped closer to her.

409



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Elizabeth looked at Darcy as if examining him
to see if she could truly trust him. She hardly no-
ticeably nodded to him.

He stepped up to the horse and checked the
girth and straps, making a show of adjusting them.
Darcy’s voice was calm, his movements deliberate
as he steadied the horse. “You have faced greater
challenges than this, Miss Elizabeth. Trust your
horse.”

Elizabeth exhaled sharply, her nerves fraying.
“It 1s not the horse I doubt, Mr. Darcy.”

His gaze softened, his voice dropping to a near-
whisper. “Then let me be your assurance.”

Her breath caught at the intimacy of the words.
For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. She
glanced at him before nodding. “Very well.” Her
tone was steadier now, her trust in him implicit.

He moved the mounting block away.

“What are you doing?”

“It is simpler without the aid. Now, step here.
Put your hand on my shoulder. Use it to steady
yourself.” He leaned down. “Very good. Now step
on my hand with your left foot.”

Elizabeth tried to calm herself, but the whole
riding business and Mr. Darcy’s presence were so
close, they unsettled her.
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“Good; when I push you up, move your right
leg over the fixed head™.

She was not convinced of the success of this
endeavour. “What if you throw me over, and I end
up on the other side?”

Darcy shook his head, trying to suppress a
laugh. “Phillip, would you do us the honour to
catch Miss Elizabeth if she goes over?”

“Trust Darcy, Miss Elizabeth. He knows what
he is doing.”

“Yes, Lizzy, he taught me, too,” Georgiana
added.

Phillip placed himself on the other side of the
horse.

“All right. Miss Elizabeth, on three, push your-
self up. One, two, three.” Darcy used her inertia to
get her to a level where she could easily put her
right leg over the head. “Well done! You see, you
are up.” He put her foot in the stirrup and adjusted
her skirt over it.

Elizabeth distracted herself by adjusting her
seat.

“Oh, Jane, Mary! Look! I am up.” Elizabeth ex-
claimed.

Darcy beamed up at her.

% The upper protruding object on a lady’s saddle, around which the lady’s leg
goes to keep her in the saddle.
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“Now take the reins. You use this to direct the
horse, so it must be taut. Don’t worry; I am here.
Now, give a slight nudge with your leg. Good.
Now, let us go around the paddock here.
Straighten your back and look ahead.” He held on
to the horse and led Elizabeth on a slow walk. She
trusted him; he grinned inwardly.

The viscount shook his head and went to where
Mary and Jane sat on their horses. He took the
place of the stableboys holding onto the horses.

“And you, ladies? Have you had your turn?
Miss Mary, have you ridden before?”

“I already had a lesson with Georgiana.”

“But not before?”

“Not since I was a child.”

“Well, you are sitting on this horse as someone
born on it. Well done! Just loosen your back; you
do not have to be rigid. That’s it. And you, my
lady? I can see you are in control of the horse.” He
turned to Jane. He found her ever so sweet as she
perched on the horse, blushing. Her hair, let down
like golden waves, was tied back from her face with
a pink ribbon. They obviously did not count on
them arriving without their hats and all. “Do you
still wish to rider”

“I would not mind a little more as I'm on the
saddle,” Mary said shyly.

His lordship waved one of the stableboys back.
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“I think I have had enough for today. It was
tun, though.” Jane said.

Phillip stepped up to Jane’s horse and helped
Jane down. Phillip had to steady himself and make
himself busy with the horse. He was affected by
Jane’s closeness and the fact that he gripped her
delicate waist to help her down. What am 1, a school-
boy? He chastised himself, though he wanted to do
it again.

“If your sisters are up to it, maybe we could or-
ganise a ride in the countryside,” Phillip said,
offering his arm to Jane.

“That would be nice. Let us know when it’s
convenient. We find ourselves at leisure.”

Phillip nodded. He looked at Jane, his voice
softening. “I shall endeavour to make it so. A ride
in the countryside would be far more agreeable
with such charming company.”

Jane’s cheeks flushed, her fingers fidgeting with
her skirts. “You are too kind, my lord.”

Phillip hesitated, then added quietly, “Kindness
has nothing to do with it, Miss Bennet.” After reg-
istering Jane’s sweet reaction to his words, he
turned to his cousin. “Georgie, are you stayingr”

“Mary left the paddock with one of the stable
boys, and I’'m sure Lizzy will be fine with Brother.
Yes, I shall join you.”
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Darcy and especially Elizabeth could not look
at each other after Darcy helped Elizabeth off her
horse. Darcy cleared his throat as they started to
walk toward the house.

“I heard Georgiana call you Lizzy.”

“I hope it is not a problem. After four days to-
gether, you can hardly expect us to still be formal
with each other.”

“Oh, no. Please, it’s not a problem at all. I
hoped she would enjoy her time with you.”

“Well, I have enjoyed my time with her. She
seems shy at first impression, but she hasn’t
stopped talking since she started.”

They both laughed.

“Well, that’s a balm to my heart to hear. Even
with me, she had become quite reserved.”

She knew Darcy referred to the Ramsgate inci-
dent. Realising she was the victim of lies must have
been hard on Georgiana. She herself was furious
that Wickham used her, and love was not even in-
volved. Elizabeth changed the subject. “And how
was your time away, Mr. Darcy?”

“It was busy except for Sunday. Upon arrival,
we visited our club, where we spoke with many
people about our enterprise and generated some
positive interest. On Monday, 1 visited a carriage
maker to have two purpose-built vehicles built for
transporting goods to London. I need them to be
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sturdy and light at the same time. I trust the man.
He has a workshop outside of London.”

“You think of everything.”

“Actually, the head gardener suggested that we
needed a good vehicle, and I had this contact, so...
I cannot claim that I think of everything, although
I try. The more you consider, the fewer the sur-
prises on the way.”

They entered the house and were told the oth-
ers were already in the parlour.

They had just sat when Darcy’s valet brought
four pretty boxes on a tray.

“Oh, Wilkins, thank you.” Phillip took two of
the boxes, and Darcy took the rest. “We brought
you sweetmeat” from London, ladies.” He gave
one box to Mary and one to Jane.

Darcy decided that the best gift would be some
sweets from a good shop in London. He gave one
to his sister and the other to Elizabeth.

“There is marzipan, lemon drops and sugar
plums in 1t.”

“Darcy personally chose the ribbons.” Phillip
shared with mischief.

36 Sweetmeats (meaning “sweet food”) were immensely popular in the Regency
period and one of the few gifts a gentleman could, without fear of reproach, give
to a lady to whom he was not betrothed. Apparently, the theory was that as candy
was perishable, it left no obligation on the lady to accept the gentleman’s ad-
vances.
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Darcy turned red immediately before he could
look at his cousin murderously. He coughed. “I
thought...the colour might make it more personal.”

Elizabeth was speechless at his taking the time
to choose the ribbons. She tried to imagine him at
the millinery as he perused the different colours.

Jane wanted to protect Mr. Darcy. “How very
kind of you, sir! You’ve succeeded admirably. This
blue complements my eyes well. I believe it will
make the perfect adornment for my bonnet. Thank
you.”

Darcy gratefully nodded to her.

Phillip smirked. “Perhaps I should seek Mr.
Darcy’s advice next time I require a gift for a lady.”

Darcy shot him a warning glance. “I assure you,
Cousin, my talents do not extend to matchmak-
ing.”
“Thank you kindly for the delightful gift, Mr.
Darcy.” Elizabeth gently fingered her ribbon,
which was primrose yellow. Did he observe that
she wore a lot of yellow? She blinked, surprised
that something so small could mean so much. Eliz-
abeth suppressed a smile, her fingers tracing the
delicate primrose ribbon. “I must commend your
taste, Mr. Darcy. This shade is most charming.”

“Well, we have something for you, too. Every
day, we did an activity one of us suggested, and
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when it was Jane’s turn, she made us bake. You
should’ve seen all of us baking together; it was so
much fun! What you see here is all our making.”
Georgiana offered enthusiastically.

“The rest went to the workers; I hope we did
not poison them.” Elizabeth laughed.

“You made all this?”” Darcy asked with genuine
wonder. There were several kinds of biscuits and
cakes.

“Yes! Not many can boast that they can bake.”
Georglana beamed.

“Indeed. It ought to be included in a lady’s ed-
ucation, as gentlemen are oftentimes rather partial
to confections,” Phillip observed, taking one into
his mouth.

Darcy asked, “Which did you make, Miss Eliz-
abeth?”

Elizabeth crimsoned. ““The — the sugar cookie.”

“Um, and you decorated it with walnut? Unu-
sual.” He took a bite and made an exaggerated
sound of enjoyment.

Everybody laughed.

“Now, try mine, brother! I made the pound
cake also with walnuts.”

Darcy made an even bigger show of his enjoy-
ing the cake.

“Itis a good thing I like walnuts.” He chuckled.

417



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Elizabeth could not help but marvel at Mr.
Darcy’s playfulness. His demeanour was so unlike
in the autumn. Is #his what he is really like? Why could
he not have been like this back then? Did it make such
a difference that he was in his family’s company?
As Lady Catherine’s company intruded on her
mind, she agreed that nobody could be jovial in her
ladyship’s presence. Even the colonel usually used
a disguise. Could it be that he lets himself be more of hin-
self?

Darcy noticed her reflection. He looked at her
questioningly.

Abashedly, she smiled and shrugged.

“How was the ball? Tell us all.” Georgiana
asked as the laughter subsided.

“It was very extravagant. They created an en-
chanted forest theme.” Phillip shook his head.

“I agree; it was ridiculous. All that fuss for a few
hours of entertainment!” Darcy commented wryly.

“I can imagine the ladies’ gowns,” Georgiana
said dreamily.

All the ladies looked at the gentlemen.

“Don’t look at me. I am a man. How am I sup-
posed to describe the gowns?” Phillip defended
himself.

They looked at Darcy in the hope of some in-
formation from his quarter.
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“You must have taken notice of something,
surely!” Georgiana implored.

Seeing her hopeful expression, Darcy tried to
recall at least one dress.

Elizabeth started to laugh at his serious con-
centration.

“Give up, Georgie. You will have to ask your
aunt. These gentlemen are hopeless. Next time 1
prepare for an evening, I shall be considerably less
worried about my attire. It looks like it does not
really matter what we wear.”

“I-I apologise, Georgie. Even if I can recall a
tew gowns vaguely, I do not have the vocabulary
to give them justice.” Darcy finally admitted de-
teat.

“And did you dance? Aunt has been worried
about you.” Georgiana said to his brother.

Elizabeth stopped breathing.

“Darcy? He did not dance at alll Mother was at
her wits’ end. As soon as possible, he disappeared
to the card room.”

Darcy glanced at Elizabeth, who was already
looking at him. He hoped she understood that he
did it for her, not that it was a big sacrifice for him.

“By Jove, he did well there, too. He secured
three future clients for us.”

“How?” Elizabeth asked. She could hardly hide
her satisfaction at Mr. Darcy making sure he did
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not dance with any ladies, even if she had not dared
to request it of him.

“Instead of payment for winning, I gave them
the option to start buying from us. It was a good
night. I still came away with a considerable win-
ning. One of the reasons I went to London was to
bring back coins. There is a lot to pay out.”

“You left the table when the Regent sat down
to play.”

All the ladies were curious as to why.

“It is better not to be involved with him. He
does not like to lose.”

“Do you always win, Mr. Darcy?”

“Not always, no, Miss Elizabeth, but often
enough. I do not prattle; I observe, which helps.
Also, one must know when to stand from the ta-
ble.”

“Well, as much as we are enjoying this tea, we
should be going. My lord, could you have a carriage
preparedr”

With one look at the footman who stood at the
door, the viscount requested the carriage.

“Thank you.”

“Must you go?” Georgiana tried.

“Yes. Mother would have us return home, as
tomorrow is assembly night.”

“Really?” His lordship straightened from his
seat.
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“Yes. Shall we see you there?”

“Oh, certainly you will, will they not, Darcy?”

“I shall not miss it for the world.” He said with
just a little hint of sarcasm.

“Now, everybody knows you are fibbing, Mr.
Darcy.” Elizabeth looked at him in delight.

He chuckled. “You are mistaken, Miss Eliza-
beth. I assure you, I am quite looking forward to
it.”’

“Somehow, I doubt that, but I give you that it
is very politic of you to say otherwise.”

“You think you have worked me out, do your”

“No, I would not dare say that anymore, but
your aunt spoke of your dislike of balls.”

“Did she?”

Elizabeth smiled coyly, tilting her head. “I be-
lieve you remain a puzzle, Mr. Darcy. One that is
perhaps worth solving.”

Darcy’s breath caught. No witty retort came —
only the sudden hope that she might truly want to
know him. “And if I offered you the answer, Miss
Elizabeth?”

She glanced away, her voice barely audible.
“That would take all the fun out of it.”

The viscount enjoyed their banter, but he was
impatient to show his preference to the elder Ben-

net sister.
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“Miss Bennet, may I secure a dance with your”

“As you wish, Your Lordship. Is there a partic-
ular set you desire?” Jane’s stomach clenched at the
request. She wanted to imagine that the request
had no significance, but the thought that it did was
too attractive to her. The only reason she pushed
that thought away was her fear that the lord only
tried to spend his time at Netherfield with good
cheer, and that was all.

“We’ll have a busy day tomorrow, and I am not
sure we will arrive on time. The third, please.”

Elizabeth was convinced that his lordship had
a tendre for her sister, but she decided to support
Jane, believing that he just enjoyed his time with
her... that’s... until he declared himself. She was
aware of the chasm that existed between his station
and theirs. The third set was a safe option, she re-
flected.

“The gates open at six thirty; the dances start at
seven.” She offered.

“Might I request your fourth set, Miss Eliza-
beth? And Miss Mary, may I have the honour of
your company for the fifth?”

Both ladies smiled and nodded.

“Brother?” Georgiana glanced at her new
triends to indicate her question.

“I-I am not sure if...”
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“Georgie, don’t push your brother.” It’s
enough that he will be there.” Elizabeth tried to
ease the situation. Thizs is my doing. She knew he was
afraid of her rejection, or perhaps he did not want
to put her in a position where she would reject him.
If only he had known that, she would have ac-
cepted his request.

“The carriage awaits, my lord.” The footman
reported.

“That was quick.”

“Miss Bennet notified the stable of her need for
one of the carriages when you arrived.”

“Very organised, Miss Bennet. Thank you,
John. Well, ladies, shall we?” He gestured toward
the door.

Everybody stood and started toward it.
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CLEARING THE AIR
Chapter 18

Darcy and Elizabeth lingered at the rear of the
group, the distance from their companions provid-
ing a semblance of privacy. Darcy’s expression
grew thoughtful as he collected his thoughts. “Miss
Elizabeth,” he intoned softly, his voice scarcely
above a whisper.

Elizabeth paused and turned to face him, a cu-
rious yet cautious look in her eyes. Her gaze held
his with an unwavering steadiness, though the faint
flush in her cheeks betrayed her internal turmoil. It
was a look he had come to admire — forthright,
challenging, yet undeniably captivating. She waited
for him to continue, sensing the importance of his
words.

Darcy hesitated for a moment, grappling with
how best to express his feelings.
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“I refrained from asking you in the presence of
others as I would not wish to cause you any dis-
comfort,” he began, his tone brimming with
sincerity.

Elizabeth’s gaze softened, and she gave a small,
understanding nod. “Mr. Darcy, I appreciate your
consideration. That’s why I intervened. I knew you
were reluctant — for me. I am sorry if my previous
responses caused you to hesitate. They were
not...encouraging,” she said, her voice carrying a
hint of regret. She forced a smile, which lacked its
usual warmth.

Taking a deep breath, Elizabeth summoned her
courage. “If it matters, I wish you to know that 1
am not opposed to dancing...with you,” she con-
tessed, her cheeks flushing slightly as she spoke the
words.

Darcy’s breath caught at her admission. He
studied her face intently, noting the slight blush
and the way she avoided his gaze after her declara-
tion. His heart quickened with anticipation. “You
would not?” he asked carefully, his eyes searching
hers for confirmation.

Elizabeth met his gaze, her own filled with
nervousness and hope. She swallowed hard before
replying, “No, Mr. Darcy. I would not.”
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Darcy’s expression grew more serious as he
considered her words. “But you are aware of my
reasons for wishing to dance with you.”

Elizabeth’s eyes fluttered down to the ground,
her resolve wavering under the weight of his ques-
tion. After a moment of silence, she whispered,
“Yes, Mr. Darcy.”

He studied her with an intensity that made her
teel both vulnerable and exposed. The space be-
tween them seemed charged with unspoken
emotions.

“Miss Elizabeth,” he began slowly, “please do
not trifle with me. Does this mean that you are no
longer opposed to my advances?”

Her courage wavered after a moment, and she
looked down at her shoes, her fingers twisting the
tabric of her skirt nervously. She nodded slightly, a
barely perceptible gesture of acquiescence.

Darcy was not having it; there was too much at
stake. He stepped closer, gently tilting her face up-
ward with a finger beneath her chin. He almost
drew his hand back, fearing he had gone too far,
but she did not retreat. It was a daring gesture, but
he needed to meet her gaze. His heart was pound-
ing with the intensity of his emotions.

Elizabeth’s eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“Please, do not shed tears, for my heart over-
flows with joy,” he said, placing his hand on his
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heart, “and 1 would know my fate. Since you told
me in not-so-many words not to hope, I-I have
seen a change in you toward me. Am I right?”

She nodded hesitantly.

“I appreciate that this is hard for you, but at the
same time, know that you are making me ever so
happy, whatever the reason. Please answer. Would
I be welcome in my attentions toward you?”

Elizabeth answered, her voice wavering, “Yes,
you would be welcome, and...before you deem me
a silly girl, uncertain of her own mind. You must
understand — I was unprepared for your constancy
and did not yet comprehend you. Or myself. I felt
it safer to hold fast to my previous assumptions. I
needed time to understand you, without my preju-
dices.”

“Thank you for explaining it to me. I under-
stand; I do. It was too soon and too sudden. 1
would wager you never thought to see me again.
The truth is, I could not stay away. You mean far
too much to me. I wished to grant you time to
know me anew, yet when you inquired as to my
purpose here, I found I could not dissemble.”

She smiled slightly.

“Miss Elizabeth, know that I am deeply grati-
tied by your words. To hear that you might
reconsider is more than I had dared to hope.”
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Elizabeth looked up at him, her eyes meeting
his with a mixture of shyness and sincerity. “I
never intended to cause you pain, Mr. Darcy. My
feelings have been...uncertain. But your persis-
tence, your sincerity, it has made me reconsider.”

Darcy’s expression softened as he reached out
to take her hand, his touch light but reassuring,
gently. “Then perhaps we might begin anew. I
promise to respect your pace and your feelings.”

Elizabeth nodded, her heart racing at the con-
tact. “I should like that,” she said quietly.

He puffed his chest out.

“Then, Miss Elizabeth, with your permission, I
would beg the honour of your third dance.”

Hokok

“I shall take a ride,” Darcy announced decisively as
the carriage rolled out of sight.

Phillip, who had expected to accompany Darcy
to the construction site, looked up in surprise. “A
ride?” he repeated, bemused. “I thought we were
to visit the site together.”

“I need some time alone,” Darcy replied, his
voice betraying a hint of urgency. “You go ahead
with the others. I'll catch up with you later.”
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Darcy could hardly contain himself. He needed
to get away to rethink their téte-a-téte’’. His eyes
sparkled with an energy that contrasted sharply
with his usual composure. Bless her heart, she was so
shy with me, yet she spoke her mind with courage. He felt
a surge of exhilaration that he needed to process
away from the prying eyes of the people around
him.

Without waiting for further discussion, Darcy
turned sharply on his heel and headed briskly to-
wards the stables. His steps were light, almost as if
he were floating, as he mentally replayed their con-
versation. Each word, each look, resonated with
him, and he found himself buoyed by a newfound
hope.

Phillip, observing Darcy’s uncharacteristic exu-
berance, raised an eyebrow. Something significant
must have transpired during their private conver-
sation. He had noticed the delay in joining the
group and was now piecing together the reason for
Darcy’s sudden departure. The smile on Darcy’s
tace was telling — something had clearly gone well.
He hurriedly followed Darcy’s retreating figure
with a knowing smile. This was going to be an in-
teresting day.

37 French, meaning a private conversation, head-to-head.
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Fekeke

“You certainly took your time with Mr. Darcy,
Lizzy,” Jane remarked as she settled into the car-
riage beside Elizabeth, her eyes scanning her
sistet’s face with curiosity.

“Did I?” Elizabeth replied, her fingers deftly
adjusting her gloves. “He asked for my third set.”

“Really? And?” Jane’s voice held a note of ex-
citement.

“I accepted.” She looked up at Jane.

“But you know why he would like to dance
with you,” Jane said slowly.

“That’s just what he said.”

Jane looked at her expectedly.

Elizabeth met her sistet’s gaze, her expression
thoughtful. “We cleared the air between us. He was
quite earnest in his words.”

“What do you mean, Lizzy?” Mary asked.

Elizabeth was lost for words.

“Mr. Darcy would like to court our sister,” Jane
answered.

Mary blinked. “Such a gentleman!”

“Yes, he is.”

Elizabeth added, feeling a bit shy but resolute,
“I-I gave him permission to call on me.”

Jane grinned widely. “Well done, sister. You
spoke with honesty and courage — I am proud of
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you. You'll not regret it. He’s devoted to you.
Mary, dear, it’s good that you know, but please
keep it to yourself. We do not want any untoward
attention or gossip.”

Mary nodded solemnly. Though she was not
one to spread rumours, she understood the need
for discretion. She had few confidants and even
tewer sources of gossip in her own small circle.

As the carriage began to move, Jane reached
out and took Elizabeth’s hand in hers. “I am so
happy for you, Lizzy. This could be the start of
something wonderful.”

Elizabeth squeezed her sister’s hand gratefully,
her heart swelling with a mix of hope and anticipa-
tion. “Thank you, Jane. I hope so, too.”

Hokok

Darcy enjoyed the breeze on his face. He did not
look where he was going; he let his horse take the
lead. His mind was most pleasantly occupied with
the image of a sweet maiden, and he could finally
breathe. He took a deep breath and let it out
through his mouth. Were his sufferings over?
When they left for London, he was moderately
hopeful after his fruitful conversations with Miss
Elizabeth, but he thought it would take much
longer to hear her agree to his advances. He felt
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sovereign over his own fate and believed he could
handle anything then. He sat straighter on his
horse and beamed at the sky.

The world around him felt brighter, the air
sweeter, as if nature itself celebrated his newfound
hope. For the first time in what felt like an eternity,
Darcy allowed himself to dream — not of the man
he had to be but of the life he could share with her.

She spoke on her own accord. That was most
important to him, he realised. It was ironic that af-
ter he had not given a thought to her feelings (he
had assumed he would be accepted based on who
he was and what he could offer), now it was a dif-
terent story. Since his rejection and his decision to
try again, her changed feelings were paramount to
his own happiness. Love could not be selfish, and
he had been.

He was cognizant that he had received a pre-
cious second chance with a woman worthy of
pursuit. No, she was not perfect; he was not blind
to her faults, but she was perfect for him. He nod-
ded to the trees in his conviction. She could vex
him, yes — but she could move him, rouse him,
make him better. No, he could not do with a meek
woman by his side; he was invigorated by her keen
mind and dazzling beauty. Elizabeth’s fire, her un-
flinching honesty, had captivated him from the
start. She challenged him and pushed him to be
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better, and he welcomed it. She was not simply the
woman he loved — she was his equal in every way
that mattered. His feelings were already attached.
He would love her fully, help her to mature with-
out quenching her curiosity, and keep her safe. O,
Miss Elizabeth! ... Elizabeth! He called her by her

Christian name for the first time.

His horse carried Darcy instinctively toward
the building site. The rhythmic clip of the horse’s
hooves matched the racing of his heart. The open
air seemed to amplify his emotions, the country-
side stretching before him as boundless as his joy.
There, he joined his cousin, who told him of the
developments. It was easy to see, though; the men
made good progress in the last few days. The hot-
house, or part of it, was well on its way, and next
to it were crafted tables and wooden trays of soil
filled with seeds on them. They were covered with
glass sheets to help the seeds prepare for planting
in time for the season.

“They are working on another row of tables
and trays; tomorrow, those will be planted, too,”
Phillip explained. “Mr. Thompson did a good job
with his team. He is anxious for the water specialist
to arrive tomorrow so that they can plan the wa-
tering system.”

“Uhm—uhm,” Darcy said as he looked around.
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“Darcy, are you listening to me?”’

“Yes, yes, I am. The watering system.”

Phillip shook his head. He regarded his cousin
with penetrating eyes. “Something good has hap-
pened. Out with it.”

Darcy looked at his cousin. He produced a grin
that made dimples. “I am also engaged for the third
set on the morrow,” Darcy announced with a grin
that revealed his joy.

“You asked her? Well done, man! How nice
that a dance can make you so happy. Mother will
be overjoyed.” He rolled his eyes.

“She—she has changed her mind.”

“About?”

“About me.”

“Nol! Really? Are you engaged?”

“No, not engaged, but she said she would wel-
come my pursuit.”’

“Well, that zs a change. This means you are half
there. That’s why you cannot concentrate. Miss
Bennet was correct, after all. I'm glad. Now, get a
grip, Darce. We have work to do. You will see her
soon enough.”

“Not soon enough for my liking. Now that I
know she welcomes me, I wish to be with her.”

Hokok
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Elizabeth Rose Bennet retreated to her room,
claiming she needed some rest before dinner. She
closed the door softly behind her, the hum of the
household fading to a distant murmur. Alone at
last, she let out a breath she had not realised she’d
been holding. The truth was, her mind and heart
were in a whirlwind, caught up in the turbulence of
her recent conversation with Mr. Darcy. Even the
memory of their last conversation made her shiver.
She sank onto her bed, bouncing lightly as she
closed her eyes, trying to calm the storm of emo-
tions within her. The quilt beneath her hands felt
cool and grounding, a contrast to the warm flush
that spread through her as she recalled the intensity
of Darcy’s gaze. How could a single conversation
leave her so utterly changed?

As she replayed their conversation, she mar-
velled at her own bravery. She felt...relief. A relief
that everything was not lost after all. In such a
short time, Mr. Darcy had managed to shift her
perspective, challenging nearly every reservation
and piece of antagonism she had held. It was be-
coming increasingly difficult to ignore her growing
admiration for the gentleman.

She had never been wanted — desired with such
intensity and perseverance. She had never been
pursued — cherished — with such sincerity. The no-
tion that someone could love her so much, for
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herself alone, undid her. Elizabeth stifled a laugh
as her earlier judgments now seemed almost petty
when weighed against her newly softened feelings.
The thought of having potentially lost such a good
man’s attentions was sobering.

The realisation of what her acceptance of his
advances might mean for their future sent a tremor
of excitement through her. Her stomach fluttered
as she considered the gravity of their potential fu-
ture together. Mr. Darcy wanted to court her, to
win her favour until she said yes, to be with her, to
marry her. The vision of a life together stretched
out before her, filled with the prospect of marriage,
shared experiences, and, eventually, a family. The
thought of creating a life together, of building a fu-
ture with him, was both exhilarating and humbling.

Elizabeth’s heart swelled with emotion as she
grasped the profoundness of Mr. Darcy’s inten-
tions. The idea that he had chosen her, Elizabeth
Rose Bennet of Longbourn, as the woman he
wished to build a life with was overwhelming. It
defied all expectations of society — he had gone
against it all. It filled her with a sense of worth and
purpose that she had never experienced before.
With a deep breath, she allowed herself to savour
the hopetul possibilities of their shared future, feel-
ing both honoured and inspired by the sentiments
he had expressed.
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As she lay on her bed, Elizabeth’s thoughts
wandered further, leading her down a path of re-
flection she had not dared tread before. She felt a
pang of guilt as she remembered her earlier opin-
ions of Mr. Darcy — how quickly she had allowed
herself to believe the worst. She recalled every
judgment she had passed, every unkind thought
she had harboured about his pride, his reserved na-
ture, his apparent disdain for her family. How
foolish and small those thoughts seemed now, in-
deed! Each slight she had perceived was being re-
evaluated now that she understood more of the
burdens he bore, of the kindness beneath his stern
exterior, and the fierce loyalty that had driven his
actions.

With each memory, her self-reproach grew.
The realisation that she had almost allowed her
prejudices to ruin what might become the greatest
happiness of her life was difficult to accept. How
close she had come to losing him! Elizabeth’s
cheeks warmed as she remembered her encounter
with him at Hunsford and the vehemence with
which she had rejected him. She had been so quick
to judge him, so quick to think herself in the right.
And yet, he had returned — he had returned with
more understanding, more compassion, and no
hint of bitterness.
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The constancy of his feelings astonished her.
He had faced her initial dismissal and her unrelent-
ing criticism without withdrawing his love, without
retreating into anger or pride. Instead, he had
sought to change, to amend his behaviour, to win
her regard again. This resilience, this commitment
to be better for her sake, only deepened her admi-
ration. She had never considered that someone
might love her so deeply, so unconditionally.

A small smile tugged at her lips as she thought
of Mr. Darcy. How blind she had been! And how
merciless in her judgment. Yet he had forgiven her.
She realised, with a wry laugh, that in accusing him
of pride, she had revealed her own. She, who had
thought herself so discerning, so observant, had
been humbled. And now, at the very heart of her
reflection, she felt her own emotions towards him
changing. What had started as reluctant respect
had blossomed into something warmer, something
tilled with hope.

Elizabeth closed her eyes, letting herself drift
into this new sensation — this tender and thrilling
awareness of a future with him. Mr. Darcy, her
heart whispered, was a man she might come to
love.
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UNEXPECTED GUESTS

Chapter 19

“Brother, do you think...might I attend the assem-
bly?” Georgiana asked softly the following day
during luncheon.

“To the assembly?” He was surprised his sister
would ask that.

“I know I am not yet out, but Lizzy, Jane, and
Mary have been out in society for some years. They
will be there. I do not have to dance, but it would
be nice to see...”

“We could dance with her,” Phillip said.

“My first instinct says no...however, it’s true,
your new friends will be there. All right, you can
come,” he said at last, though his instincts cried
caution.

“Really?” Georgiana shrieked. “Oh, thank you,
William, thank you, Phillip.” Her face turned ashen
in a moment. “Oh, what am I going to wear? Oh,
would you excuse me?”’

“Go.” Darcy waved. They both watched as
Georglana practically flew out of the room.

“Oh my! ‘What am I going to wear?” She is on
the verge of womanhood!”
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They both laughed until Darcy sobered.

“She can dance only with us.”

Phillip chuckled softly, leaning back in his
chair. “She’s growing up, Darcy. You might need
to prepare yourself for a new chapter in her life.”

Darcy sighed, running a hand through his hair.
“I just wish she wouldn’t grow up so quickly. She
was a child not so long ago.”

Phillip smirked. “You could say the same about
all of us, cousin.”

They both turned their heads when they heard
a carriage arriving.

“Are you expecting someone?” Phillip asked.

“No. Oh, no! That’s Bingley’s vehicle. What
brings him here? I saw him at the club. He was in-
terested in what I was doing with Netherfield. 1
could not say no when he asked if he could visit. I
didn’t realise he meant now!” He stood and went
to see him.

Bingley descended from the carriage as Darcy,
tollowed by the viscount, went down the stairs to
meet him.

“Charles! What are you doing here?”

“What? No greeting? Are you not happy to see
me?”

“I just saw you in London. I did not expect

2

you.
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“I did ask if I could come to visit.”

“Yes, but I thought you meant later, maybe af-
ter the season. This is an inopportune time. I am
ill-prepared to entertain guests.”

“I thought you exaggerated about the work,”
Bingley said, taken aback.

“No, in fact, I played it down. We’re reinvent-
ing the farm. There is a lot of building going on;
we have to supervise.”

“Well, we are here now.”

“Wer” Darcy’s expression was deceptively
composed, his surprise given away by a brief gasp.

Bingley stepped back to the carriage and helped
his sister alight from it.

“Oh, Mr. Darcy, this has been an age since we
were in company!” She was already talking while
alighting.

Darcy froze. He could not believe his friend
would bring his sister. He looked at Bingley, who
did not meet his eyes.

“And is that His Lordship Viscount Matlock?
Good day, my lord! How do you like Nethertfield?
I guess it is a good enough property...”

“Cousin, you remember Mr. Bingley, and this
is his sister, Miss Bingley.” Darcy reluctantly made
the introductions.

Phillip met them with a neutral face. He did not
often get offended when people failed to observe
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the etiquette of meeting a member of the peerage,
waiting for them to address the one with a lower
station, but this time, he was annoyed. This was the
woman who tried to manipulate her brother and
Miss Bennet, he remembered with disgust.

Darcy’s indignation was great, too; he had spe-
cifically told Charles that he did not want to host
anyone from his family. He had had enough of be-
ing taken advantage of. What was he thinking? Then
he looked at his friend’s sister. He knew Miss
Bingley often invoked his name to gain entry to
events and households. It was one thing when he
offered his name, but it was quite another when it
was used without his consent. It seemed they did
not get many invitations this time, as he was not in
town. He was certain Bingley could not refuse his
sister. He must have told her he saw him in town,
and she made him join him immediately. How rude
to ingratiate oneself so! She was counting on his po-
liteness not to say anything. Her presence was all
he needed when he was on a mission. She was an-
tagonistic toward Miss FElizabeth after his
confession about her eyes. Who knows what she
would do when she realised that he was calling on
her?

Darcy’s shoulders tensed imperceptibly,
though his tone remained civil. “Miss Bingley, your
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arrival is unexpected. I trust your journey was com-
fortable?”

Miss Bingley’s lips curved into a saccharine
smile. “Of course, Mr. Darcy. I simply could not
resist the opportunity to see Netherfield again.”
Darcy’s gaze flicked to Bingley, his friend’s sheep-
ish expression confirming Darcy’s suspicion: this
visit was not Bingley’s idea.

“How nice of you to accompany your brother
on his journey so he would not be bored with his
own company. Why do you not come inside and
refresh yourself before you depart? As you can see,
Netherfield is as it always has been.”

Miss Bingley looked at him, not comprehend-
ing, and then gaped at the unexpected edict. “I-I
planned to stay here.”

“You did? Bingley, was I not clear about my
wishesr”

“My friend, surely Caroline’s staying would not
be a burden.”

Darcy’s mind turned quickly; he was trying to
tind an excuse. Decorating? I could say... Ugh, Geor-
gina, she will have to suffer her constant praises... She
doesn’t even have Mrs. Annesley with her to be a buffer.
That’s it/ “You forget, my triend, that both my
cousin and I are bachelors, and we do not have a
hostess at present. I cannot possibly host a lady by
myself. It would be unseemly and would jeopardise
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both our reputations.” He thanked the Lord for his
help in quickly devising the most reasonable argu-
ment. He turned back to Miss Bingley. “I am very
sorry, but you cannot possibly remain.”

“Charles told me that dear Georgiana was here
with you.”

That triggered the memory of her using Geor-
giana as Bingley’s interest. He clenched his fists.
“That does not change anything. As you know, she
is not yet out. She is here without her companion.
We have no married lady present to serve as chap-
erone.” He no longer wanted to be polite about it,
seeing that she still tried to have her way. He did
not owe her any explanation! “But that is not the
main point, Miss Bingley. I am very busy with es-
tate matters as I am trying to establish something
new. I have no time to socialise; what is more, I do
not wish to. Did your brother not tell you that the
invitation was for him alone?”

“I thought that was an oversight.”

“It was not. You may come in, refresh yourself,
and have tea, but then I respectfully expect you to
return to London.”

“But Darcy, it’s already afternoon. Be reasona-
ble. She cannot travel in the dark.”

“Itis two o’clock. She would be home by eight,
the latest.”
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“I do not understand how you could do this,
Mzr. Darcy! How is it now different to when you
will host us at Pemberley in August?

“Miss Bingley, this is unseemly. For one, I have
invited you, which I am beginning to rethink. Two,
your sister, Mrs. Hurst, will be there, and so will
Georgiana’s companion.

“Oh, I feel sick.” Miss Bingley moaned.

Darcy pressed his lips together and slightly
shook his head to her as if in a warning.

Miss Bingley’s expression faltered as she pro-
cessed the rebuke, her usual confidence giving way
to visible unease. She opened her mouth to protest
but quickly closed it again when she met Darcy’s
steely gaze. For once, even she recognised when
she had overstepped. She hesitated and looked
away.

“Hey, you there?” he addressed the coach
driver. “Go and have something to eat in the
kitchen. Be ready to return to London with Miss
Bingley in two hours.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Darcy turned toward the house but then turned
toward his guests.

“After you.” Nobody was going to take ad-
vantage of him. At the moment, he was not happy
with Bingley either.
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Within the house, Mrs. Nicholls cast a horrified
glance through the window. Miss Bingley had been
one of the most difficult mistresses she had ever
known. She was disrespectful to the whole staff.
Many of them had sought her counsel and relief
while Miss Bingley had ruled Netherfield. She
never expressed gratitude as if she were owed ser-
vitude, nor did she acknowledge her sometimes
unreasonable requests. She could not suppress the
sigh of relief when her new master told her she was
not staying. Her relief was palpable, her normally
composed demeanour softening as she gave her
master a small, approving nod. The housekeeper’s
silent gratitude spoke volumes about the past
grievances she and the staff had endured under
Miss Bingley’s fleeting rule. Darcy allowed a small
smile and a nod at his housekeeper’s reaction to
the news.

“I am sorry, Phillip. Bingley will stay for a few
days. He will be quickly gone when he gets bored.”

“Tonight, it’s the assembly.”

“Oh, I forgot momentarily. Oh, no! I — I must
warn Miss Bennet.” Darcy saw that his cousin was
not happy. “I am sorry, man. There is no way I can
leave him here tonight. He is acquainted with these

people.”
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Phillip nodded, but he was indeed not happy.
It is one thing that Miss Bennet did not want him
to be contacted, but now that he was there, would
that make a difference?

“I’ll have Georgiana send her a message.” With
that, Darcy went upstairs.

HKokok

“I remember attending this very assembly last au-
tumn. I enjoyed it immensely. Darcy, here, not so
much; he refused to dance, well, except for with
my sisters. The people of the area were very wel-
coming.” Bingley prattled in the carriage. “What a
coincidence that I came on this day!”

Miss Bingley was soon sent her way; Darcy did
not let her emotionally blackmail him, though she
tried. With a frosty look at the men and her
brother, she did sit back in the carriage. Her
brother appeared to forget all thoughts of his sister
shortly thereafter.

The cousins exchanged an annoyed glance.
Phillip was troubled, and Darcy was vexed, fearing
this might spoil what promised to be a perfectly
good evening. He had sent the message to Miss
Bennet, and he hoped fervently that his friend’s
presence would not ruin her evening.
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“Chatles, your welcome may be cooler this
time.”

Bingley’s lips twisted into a perplexed frown;
his eyes asked for an explanation.

“Atfter all, you left without taking your leave of
them and closed Netherfield, never to return.”
Darcy could not let his friend walk into the assem-
bly thinking he had done any wrong.

“Why would that be a problem for anybody?”

“You told people you would be back. Your de-
parture without taking leave of them was rude and
will be remembered. And, in their eyes, you basi-
cally jilted Miss Bennet, one of theirs.”

“You think so?”

Darcy nodded. “Relationships are more im-
portant in the country than in town, maybe
because they rely on each other more. Your prom-
ise to return spread, and it was noted when you did
not return, almost as if you disapproved of the
place. Even now, you are here only because your
sister made you, am I right?”

Bingley looked down. He never considered that
his actions would have such a lasting effect. Was
he too hasty in leaving the neighbourhood behind?
He did wish to go back then, but his sisters ap-
peared in London, demanding that he stay. He
thought of Miss Bennet. If she were at the assem-
bly, how would he look into her eyes? He had
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promised her that he would return in a few days. It
was easler to give in to his relatives and abandon
her, especially when Darcy shared his opinion. He
looked out the carriage window and shifted inces-
santly in his seat.

They arrived during the second half of the first
set, earlier than they promised. Darcy was most ea-
ger to behold his Bennet lady. It was a fortunate
circumstance indeed that his height made it easier
for him to find her. He searched the dance hall and
spotted her dancing with an officer. It was the end
of May; the militia were to leave for Brighton. The
evening was their last social event as he learnt from
Mr. Phillips.

He edged closer to the dancers with his sister,
who hung on his arm like the grapes on the life-
giving branch. In reassurance, he petted her hand
on his arm half-consciously; his attention was
drawn to Elizabeth’s face. For a moment, time
seemed to stand still as Darcy watched Elizabeth
glide gracefully across the floor. The pale-yellow
gown she wore complemented her vibrant com-
plexion. He breathlessly awaited the look on her
face when she noticed him. He ached to see the
confirmation of her change of mind on her pretty
face.
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Then it happened. She looked up and saw him
looking in her direction. She looked down rather
bashfully, but not before Darcy saw her smile. His
heart soared, and his eyes lit up upon seeing her,
radiating sheer happiness. Darcy felt every linger-
ing doubt dissipate like morning mist under the
sun.

Fortunately, Elizabeth did not miss that, as she
looked in his direction as she turned in her dance
step. Her partner forgotten momentarily, she
looked into his eyes. He had caught her unawares
moments before, and she demurred on instinct,
but she did not want to play that role. She made
herself greet him properly. With a slight nod, she
acknowledged him.

“Miss Elizabeth looks very nice in her gown.
This pale yellow suits her... You chose a yellow
ribbon for her.” She examined her brother and
then looked at the dancing Elizabeth.

Darcy looked down at her.

“Are—are you...?”

Darcy smiled at her. “Yes, Georgie. I am inter-
ested in her.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, brothet!”

“Hush. I don’t want to be overheard.”

“Oh, William!” She giggled and whispered.
“Why did I not see it? You wrote about her! I
should have known. Oh, I like her.”
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“I am glad.”

They were both watching the dancers.

“Does she know?”

“Yes, and before you ask, I am indeed wel-
come.”

“Naturally! How could anyone refuse you?”

Darcy opened his mouth to speak, but words
eluded him.

“She is wearing your ribbon in her hair!” Geor-
giana exclaimed and looked at her brother. “Oh
my! Is this a message?”

“I-I hope so.”

“Oh, the dance is finished. Oh, she is coming
here!” She started to dance back and forth on her
toes, just like when she was a little girl.

Elizabeth asked her partner to take her to Mr.
Darcy and his sister. When she arrived in front of
them, she curtsied. Her eyes danced, mirroring the
flutter of butterflies in her stomach.

“Mr. Darcy, Georgiana. Jane told me you
would attend. It’s very nice of your brother to ac-
commodate your request. I know he is very
protective of you. This dress looks lovely. Good
choice.” Jane had told her that she was worried
about her attire.

“Thank you, Lizzy.” She crimsoned.

“Miss Elizabeth, I must say that if you did not
put much etfort into your appearance, I wonder
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what you’ll look like when you put much effort
into it. You look lovely.” He surprised himself how
easily he flirted with his lady.

Georglana beamed at both.

“Why, Mr. Darcy, that sounded very much like
a compliment.”

“If I recall, this is not the first time.”

She looked at him as if in doubt. “Maybe you
could remind me of those incidents during our
dance, Mr. Darcy.” She laughed.

“It would be my pleasure.” His eyes danced.

“This colour indeed looks perfect on you,
Lizzy. Is that my brothet’s gift in your hair?” Geot-
giana boldly asked. She wanted to know for her
brother.

“Erm... yes. It complements my dress, does it
not?” She glanced at Darcy demurely. “You—you
arrived earlier than you said you would. I'm en-
gaged for the next set.”

Darcy was walking on clouds... “That’s all
right. I shall take my sister to dance.”

“Oh, of course. You are a good brother.”

He bowed to her. “I am looking forward to our
set, Miss Elizabeth.”

Bingley was received with much less enthusi-
asm than he would have liked. He did not know
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how to handle the almost rude welcome and the
turtive glances around him.

Although they liked to gossip about each other
as much as anybody in England, regarding severe
issues, the neighbourhood closed its circle. The re-
sentment partly stemmed from the fact that he had
given up on Netherfield after only two months of
occupying it. He left for good without taking his
leave or providing any explanation. In the neigh-
bourhood’s eyes, he left because he found the area
and its people wanting. The other reason for the
resentment was that a slight to one of them was a
slight to the whole neighbourhood. Mr. Bingley’s
attentions to one of their lovely daughters were no-
ticed. His attention was arrested by Miss Bennet,
and he hardly paid attention to others. His failure
to return was judged as being inconstant at best
and rakish at worst. Mr. Bingley did not know any
of this, though, as he tried to catch people’s
glances.

And then he saw her. She was just as lovely, if
not more, as he remembered. His heart skipped a
beat. Suddenly, he could not remember why he had
abandoned her. To have a woman like her at his
side would be something. She had made him feel
important by the way she listened to him. She
stood out from his previous angels, and he did feel
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melancholy for quite a while; thankfully, London
offered distraction.

“Miss Bennet, Miss Bennet!” He called her
name as soon as the first set finished. “How good
to see you. I hope you can forgive me for returning
just now. How have you been? Are all your family
in good health?” He was eager to reestablish their
easy relationship.

Jane turned around. She was thankful to Mr.
Darcy for sending his warning about Mr. Bingley’s
appearing at Netherfield.

“Mr. Bingley.” How many times did she imag-
ine seeing him again? How many times did she
imagine him approaching Longbourn? Then, visit-
ing her at her uncle’s house in London? Her heart
beat faster at the sight of him for a moment or so,
but then she remembered that he chose not to re-
turn. The man before her looked as affable and
charming as ever, yet she could not forget the silent
rejection that had left her heart bruised. Why he
was there, she was sure, had little to do with her.
Did he think she would welcome him? Did she
mean so little to him that he did not realise that he
had broken her heart? Her smile remained polite
but guarded, a reflection of her determination to
protect herself from further disappointment.

Seeing that she would say no more, he uncom-
tortably started to prattle. “We’ve been very busy
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in town. Fancy that Darcy asked to take over Neth-
erfield. I'm most pleased he did. And now here I
am. Caroline came too, but unfortunately, she
couldn’t stay. It would indeed be inappropriate for
her to remain at the residence of two unmarried
gentlemen, absent a chaperone. She would have
liked to see you again, I’'m sure. Oh, the second set
is starting. Are you engaged? I mean, may I have
these dances?”

If she wanted to dance later, she could not deny
his request. She nodded.

Bingley shifted uncomfortably as he took Jane’s
hand for the dance. Her composed demeanour un-
settled him, and for the first time, he wondered if
he had underestimated the depth of her feelings —
or the hurt his actions might have caused. The
warmth he remembered in her gaze was absent, re-
placed by a civility that felt colder than he
expected.

Phillip saw their exchange while talking to a
gentleman from the neighbourhood. He could not
help but examine Jane and how she welcomed
Bingley. His stomach clenched as he awaited her
reaction to him. It was Bingley who did the talking.
Something was not right. Her smile: she always
smiled. That was what was different: she did not
smile. She was looking at him but did not smile.
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He started to relax, but then she put her hand in
his offered one. Nol He was taking her to dance!
As Phillip watched Bingley lead Jane onto the
dance floor, a flicker of jealousy burned in his
chest. He distractedly excused himself and ap-
proached the dancers. He clenched his fists and
gritted his teeth. He wanted to step up to Bingley
and tear him from her.

Jane noticed his lordship as the dance began.
He did not seem himself. He was looking in her
direction with a stern look on his face. That was
not his general demeanour. He seemed positively
hostile. She looked at her partner... Could it be
because of him? Her thoughts swirled in a chaotic
whirlwind. She caught his eye and offered him a
beautiful smile. He stared at her, but then he slowly
relaxed his features. As Jane turned in the dance,
she could hardly credit that a simple smile from her
could have such an effect on his lordship. When
the dance made it possible, she searched for his
eyes again. She was not disappointed; the viscount
was looking at her. This time, he nodded toward
her. Warmth spread through her body as he added
a slight grin toward her.

She is smiling at me. Take that, Bingley! He tried to
loosen his cravat as it was constricting his breath-
ing. He needed a drink. Blasted Bingley! He turned
to search for the drink table. As the set finished, he
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joined Mrs. Bennet, who was still incredulous that
Mr. Bingley was suddenly dancing with her daugh-
ter. She did not know whether to be happy about
it or not. Her daughter did not seem very happy.
She noticed the exchange between her daughter
and the viscount. She did not know what to think.
Before she could go in search of her husband, his
lordship joined her.

“Good evening, Mrs. Bennet” He bowed.
“Nice turnout, is it not?”

“Yes, yes, my lord.” Her eyes were still on her
daughter. They were approaching. She noticed his
lordship also looking at the couple. She looked at
the viscount speculatively. “She is radiant, is she
not? My Jane.”

Phillip answered without taking his eyes off
her. “Indeed, that she is.”

The matron had no time contemplating what
all this could mean as she was addressed by the
wayward Mr. Bingley.

“Mrs. Bennet, how nice to see you again. I take
it you are in good health.”

“Mr. Bingley, you are back. You took your
time.” She said coolly.

Bingley, taken aback, frowned. “Well, that’s —
I’'m visiting. As you know, I’'m no longer the land-
lord at Netherfield.”
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“Yes, we know as much. We found your disap-
pearance rather sudden in the autumn, sir, and only
after two months. We were to believe that you
wanted to learn about being a gentleman. Or did
you find a better property elsewhere? Netherfield
is an excellent property, I'm told.”

“It is, indeed, madam.” The viscount com-
mented with a nod.

“In that case, what made you quit it in such a
hurry?” Mrs. Bennet insisted.

Phillip beamed inwardly at Mrs. Bennet for
putting the pup in his place.

“Erm, we were needed in London, Mrs. Ben-
net.”

“Excuse us. Miss Bennet, I believe this is our
set.” Phillip offered his hand to Jane.

Darcy led his sister to Mrs. Bennet. “Madam,
good evening. Could you look after my sister while
I dance with Miss Elizabeth?”

“Oh, by all means. Good evening. Miss Darcy,
how lovely you look!”

“As you know, she’s not out yet. I've just
danced with her, but she’s not supposed to dance
with anyone but my cousin.”

“Oh, really? That is — that’s quite appropriate.”
Her brow furrowed as she was reminded of her
negligence in this matter. She congratulated herself
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that her two youngest were left at home for the
evening, though not without a fight. Mr. Darcy
dancing with her Lizzy? Oh, God has been good to us.

Darcy led Elizabeth to the group of dancers
who were forming lines, and they took their places.
When it was their turn, they moved together in
harmony. Their gazes locked, and time seemed to
pause. Both were aware that this was the first time
they acknowledged and understood each other.

Elizabeth broke the intimate atmosphere. She
cast him a sidelong glance, her eyes sparkling with
mischief. “Mr. Darcy, surely we must engage in
some conversation.”

He chuckled at her repeated comment. “By all
means. What would you like to discuss?”

“You could try to recall those non-existent
compliments.”

The dance then took them away from each
other. As they came together, Darcy tried to recall.

“Let me see. I shall prove you mistaken. At
Netherfield, maybe the first evening, we played
cards. Miss Bingley asked about Georgiana. And
instead of her, I compared her height to yours.”

For a moment, Elizabeth regarded him in dis-
belief. “That is hardly a compliment, Mr. Darcy;
you are clutching at straws.” She rolled her eyes in
mock exasperation at his nonsensical reasoning.
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“But it is, don’t you see? Miss Bingley expected
me to compare Georgiana to her. All right, maybe
it was more about annoying her, but it did achieve
one thing.”

She gazed at him quizzically.

“I am not sure if I should say.”

“Mr. Darcy, you cannot leave me in suspense.”

“It let me freely peruse your figure,” Darcy
whispered as they parted again.

Elizabeth lost her step at his daring comment.
Mr. Darcy is openly courting my favour! She could not
blame Mr. Darcy for setting her up to want to
know — she had fallen for his bait. Who knew? Mr.
Darcy had looked at her figure with interest! By the
time they came together, she was crimson in the
tace, to the gentleman’s satisfaction.

“I thought of another instance; that was a real
compliment. Do you remember when we talked
about ladies’ accomplishments?”

Elizabeth nodded, wondering where he would
take this next occasion.

“Well, I added that an accomplished lady
should read extensively.”

She tried to see the possible endearment in the
comment. “How 1s that a compliment?”’

“You had a book in your hand.”

Elizabeth’s cheeks flushed, but her voice te-
mained steady.
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“You meant mer”

“Yes.”

“I hardly count myself among those accom-
plished ladies.”

“Oh, but you are where it counts. I do not care
about ladies speaking foreign languages. You are
intelligent, full of life, and a master of handling so-
cial situations. You have grace. And you read,” he
added. “I have never seen Miss Bingley with a
book.”

Elizabeth was speechless. It was incredibly
gratifying to hear Mr. Darcy describe her so.
Wrongly, she had thought he was provoking her
while, in reality, he wished to compliment her sub-
tly.

“I do speak some French and Italian.” She said
demurely.

“Really? You see, you are more than accom-
plished.”

“Am I among the half a dozen ladies you men-
tioned?” She arched one of her eyebrows.

He laughed. “Most definitely.”

“Well, you exaggerate, but it s a nice compli-
ment.”

Darcy bowed.

461



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

A new dance started. It was not suitable for
talking because it involved so much skipping. Af-
terwards, Elizabeth felt like she should
compliment him.

“Please, do go on — I am eager to hear your
thoughts.” After the abuse of his person at Huns-
ford, he was hungry to hear any positive
description from Miss Elizabeth.

“Well, you are...very clever, a good landlord,
and although you do not think it, you are an excel-
lent conversationalist, and... You are quite
handsome.” She mumbled the last sentence.

Darcy, of course, heard. “You think me hand-
some?” For some reason, Darcy was surprised and
affected that Miss Elizabeth thought him hand-
some. He knew he was good-looking, but coming
from her meant so much more.

Just then, a gentleman brushed too close in the
tight lines of the dance, forcing Darcy to step aside
and shield Elizabeth instinctively.

“My apologies,” the man muttered, scarcely
glancing at them as he passed.

Darcy’s hand hovered protectively near Eliza-
beth’s back for the briefest moment before he let
it fall again.

“Country balls,” he said wryly, “are far livelier
than I had remembered.”
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Elizabeth gave him a sidelong look, her lips
twitching. “And here I thought you disapproved of
lively assemblies.”

Darcy looked at her with an expression that
made her laugh.

“Where were we? Ah, you think me handsome.
Thank you.” After a pause, he continued. “Alt-
hough, if we count compliments, you are still in my
debt. There was one more occasion when I com-
plimented you. It was just not to you. I made the
mistake of revealing my thoughts to Miss Bingley.”

Elizabeth was taken aback. “You talked about
me with her?”

“Well, you just finished playing on the piano-
forte...”

Elizabeth furrowed her brows. “When was
this?”

“I believe at the Lucas’s,” Darcy explained.

“Lucas’s? That—that was at the very beginning]
Just after the assembly... You were listening to my
conversations,” she accused playtully.

“I admit I did,” Darcy confessed, a hint of em-
barrassment in his voice. “I could not take my eyes
oft you.”

“Mr. Darcy, you have become quite forward,”

Elizabeth remarked, her voice tinged with disbe-
lief.
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“I have nothing to lose and everything to gain,”
he said earnestly. “I might as well be truthful. I
should not think you miss my old self.”

Elizabeth shook her head, her thoughts a whirl.
“So, what was the complimentr”

Darcy’s gaze softened as he spoke. “I told her
that I found your eyes beautiful.”

Phillip did not wait for the beginning of the
third set; he wanted Jane away from Bingley. He
escorted her to the dance floor and examined her
tace. “Are you all right?”

She nodded, still a bit tense. “He came here
without considering how that would affect me. He
has no idea what consternation he caused. The pity
I received from our neighbours was unbearable, to
say the least, and it only added to my feelings. They
must be gossiping about us again.” She looked
around.

“Forget about them. We’re going to have a
wonderful dance.”

“Yes, thank you.” She considered the viscount.
“I never thought I could confide in a gentleman so
easily. It—it is nice.”

“I am glad I am here.”

The music started. They moved around each
other with elegance. Phillip’s hand rested lightly on
Jane’s waist as they moved in perfect synchrony.
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“Miss Bennet,” he said softly, his voice low enough
to be drowned out by the music, “it is a privilege
to dance with you tonight.”

Jane’s cheeks flushed faintly, and for the first
time that evening, her smile reached her eyes. “The
privilege, my lord, is mine.”

Many spectators looked at the handsome cou-
ple. Mrs. Bennet, among them, wondered if the
viscount was attached to her beautiful daughter.
Looking at the other couple, she marvelled at Mr.
Darcy’s demeanour. They were conversing with
smiles on their faces.

Bingley watched Jane and the viscount from
across the room, a pang of regret tightening his
chest. He was rooted to his spot as the viscount
was dancing with /zs angel. He did not like what he
saw. He had always admired Miss Bennet’s seren-
ity, but now, seeing her with another man — a peer,
no less — he realised how much he had taken her
tor granted. He scolded himself for leaving her. He
clenched his jaw, determined to reclaim her favour,
though the odds seemed increasingly stacked
against him. If a peer was paying her attention, she
was worthy of pursuit. He had noticed her first!
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UNEXPECTED DEVELOP-
MENT

Chapter 20

“Can you believe that pup? He asked Miss Bennet
for a second dance last night.” Phillip gritted his
teeth, the handle of his coffee cup gripped tightly.
“He left her without a word, Darcy. And now he
returns, expecting to pick up where he left off? The
gall of the man! Miss Bennet deserves better.”

Darcy and Phillip had a light breakfast early in
the morning before going to the building site. They
were dressed in sturdy work clothes and nursed
their hot coffee. Bingley was still in his room,
sleeping.

“No! Did he truly? I must have missed that.”

“You were understandably occupied. It was for
the last set, so she told him she was tired. I would
have told him it wasn’t appropriate to appear after
all this time and think he could just continue his
attentions to her as if nothing had happened.”
Phillip huffed.
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“I agree with you. Whatever could he have
been thinking? The problem is that he doesn’t
think. He just goes with his desires.”

“What are you doing being friends with a man
like him? I mean, if nothing else, he is considerably
younger.”

“Yes, there are nearly four years between us.
When we first met, I found him most agreeable —
easy in his manner, which endeared him to me. He
sought nothing from me, and that alone was a wel-
come relief. You know well how I struggle with
new acquaintances, but with him, it was effortless.
I appreciated his lightness of spirit. But somewhere
along the way, I let myself become a crutch for him
— a guide for decisions he should have made him-
self. Yet, as of late, I perceive I have become his
means of access to society, and I suspect his family,
particularly his sisters, have urged him to secure in-
vitations through me. It has left me feeling a
certain obligation towards him. Alas, he lacks the
inclination for deeper thought.”

“Well, he has now become a nuisance for me,”
Phillip remarked with a wry smile.

“Are you truly resolved to pursue Miss Ben-
net?”

Phillip nodded as he took a measured sip of his
drink. “Indeed. She is perfect for me.” Phillip set
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his cup down and leaned back in his chair, his ex-
pression growing serious. “She is unlike anyone I
have ever known. She has no airs, no guile. She is
genuine, Darcy.

“As strange as it might sound, I like that she is
not of the 7on.”

“Hmm. I do not find it strange at all. I think I
teel the same. Not strange at all.” Darcy mused.

“The fon can be exhausting, filled with artifice
and ambition. With her, I would find peace.”

Darcy nodded thoughtfully. “I must confess, in
the last two years, I have given more serious
thought to the ladies of my acquaintance, but
something always kept me back. And you?”

“Mother has long despaired that I should never
marry. I admit, I have tarried. I am in my thirties
now. My relationships were not of great conse-
quence per se. I enjoyed their company for a
while and even felt some fascination, but I would
not have fought for them, which was not my pur-
pose. If I had met someone worthy, I would have
left those dalliances behind. They offered compan-
ionship without much attachment. Maybe 1 was
not ready... I know you disapprove.”

“Your way is simply not my own.”

Phillip raised an eyebrow. “Surely, you are not
untouched by experience.”
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Darcy shifted in his chair, his expression meas-
ured. “No, I have some experience.”

Phillip looked at him encouragingly.

“During my Grand Tour, I did indulge... My
tather spoke to me on the matter...”

Phillip chuckled. “I can imagine that conversa-
tion.

“Well, it was not without embarrassment,”
Darcy admitted with a faint smile. “But he said
something that stayed with me. He advised that I
should learn how to please a woman, cautioning
that seeking pleasure from paid women could fos-
ter selfishness. It was something I had never
considered. So, in London, I sought...instruc-
tion...”

“Madame Dupree?” Phillip interrupted with a
grin.

“No,” Darcy replied with a slight shake of his
head. “Monreau. She is more discreet. I was tu-
tored there. I did become a client there for a while
but not often. Yet, over time, the experience be-
came quite unfulfilling. I have not returned in
more than a year.”

Phillip nodded thoughttully. “It appears we are
both prepared for something substantial.”

Darcy leaned back in his chair, a rare glint of
resolve in his eyes. “Indeed. I am ready; it feels as

2
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though I've been waiting for Miss Elizabeth all
along. So, Miss Bennet?”

“Yes. Her being speaks to me. All she has to do
is look at me with those gorgeous eyes.” He looked
away for a moment. “I never felt the need to pro-
tect someone besides Georgiana, but that’s
different. I want to take her from here and give her
the world. I want to make her safe where she can
flourish. And Lord, I want to /ove her.”

HKokok

Bingley was still in bed when the cousins joined
their men on the field. They were rapturously lis-
tening to the expert, the steward, the head
gardener, and two ex-tenants hotly discuss the wa-
ter system to be built. There was a lake on the
property, and they were talking about connecting
it to the stream that ran through the land, as it
seemed to be losing water. The expert suggested a
second, smaller lake in the vicinity of most of the
land they were to use for plants for emergencies.
Not much excavation was needed as the land there
had a dip. Wells would be dug, and roof systems
would be strategically placed to collect water.

The head gardener designed a marvellous sys-
tem for the hothouse where the water would be
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collected on highly placed barrels. From them, del-
icate ceramic tubes with holes would take the water
into the building and to the plants, basically mak-
ing watering child’s play. The tube parts, they said,
could be made on the estate. The expert suggested
the same method in the field, making the whole
process less labour-demanding. Darcy and Phillip
were taken to see how it would be set out and
where it would be built. They were so engrossed in
the planning that it took Darcy’s stomach to rum-
ble to return to the house.

Hokok

Upon their return to the house, they found Bingley
waiting in the dining room, looking bleary-eyed but
eager to speak. “Where have you beenr?” Bingley
demanded, foregoing any greeting.

“Out in the field,” Darcy replied evenly. “I told
you we were occupied.”

“You could’ve left a message.”

“We are to have something to eat. Join us?”
Darcy refrained from rolling his eyes.

“All right. Do you have plans for after?”

“We are obligated to call on the Bennets.”
Darcy shared reluctantly.

“You could go for a ride. We have good
weather,” Phillip suggested, annoyed.
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But Bingley seemed to hear nothing after the
mention of the Bennets.

“Obligated? Since when do you associate with
the Bennets?”

“I spent several weeks in Miss Elizabeth’s com-
pany while at Rosings. She was also visiting
relatives, and since we’ve taken over Netherfield,
naturally, we want to be on good terms with our
neighbours. They’re becoming part of our enter-
prise as we pledged to sell their goods, including
Mr. Bennet.”

“This enterprise of yours sounds much more
complex than I imagined. Is there a prospect of a
good return?”’

“You would invest? Darcy inquired, his eye-
brow raised.

“Why not? If it was worth it for you to invest
in it...” Bingley trailed off, intrigued.

Darcy glanced at his cousin, who very subtly
shook his head.

“I shall keep you in mind. At present, we have
all the capital we require.”

“You could’ve involved me at the start.”

“I am sorry, my friend. Seeing as you left the
place behind, I did not think you would be inter-
ested.”

“That’s true. On your suggestion.”
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Scorn danced in Darcy’s eyes in silent judg-
ment. “That i1s not entirely accurate. I merely
observed that I doubted Miss Bennet’s heart had
been touched.”

Bingley, visibly taken aback, let out a frustrated
breath. “I shouldn’t have listened to you...or my
sisters.” He acknowledged, a note of regret soften-
ing his voice.

Darcy rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze
thoughtful. “Do you regret itr”

“Regret it?”” Bingley’s voice grew fervent. “She
is an angel! She outshines all the women I know.”

Phillip stiffened at the declaration, exchanging
a glance with his cousin.

“It was enough to see her again.”

“Bingley, you cannot be serious!” Darcy’s voice
turned stern. “You cannot just come and go and
take your attention as you wish. It’s not fair to her.
Leave her be, Bingley. I am serious.”

Bingley drew back, unaccustomed as he was to
hearing Darcy speak so forcefully.

“I’'m going with you.” He declared petulantly.

“I think we will need more hands,” Darcy said,

pushing his plate aside to examine the plans spread
before them better after they finished eating and
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everybody calmed down. “Some of the staff ac-
commodations will be completed shortly, which
means we could house the surplus workers there.”

Phillip, carefully considering the implications,
nodded. “I agree. I've already sent notices to the
neighbouring inns to direct any available men our
way.

“Additionally, my staff in L.ondon could offer
work to some more lads if needed. How about ten
more for now?”

Phillip, glancing over the plans again, nodded
approvingly. “That should suffice. It is important
to maintain our progress. I shall coordinate with
the foreman to ensure everything is ready for their
arrival.”

Bingley, initially keen to contribute, found his
attention waning as the conversation became more
technical. His gaze wandered around the dining
room, and his mind went elsewhere. Realising he
had little to add to the discussion, he focused on
enjoying the delectable spread before him.

It never occurred to him that if he had stayed,
it would be he who could be thinking of all kinds

of improvements to the estate.

Hokok
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“Are we not to go on horseback?” Bingley asked
when he saw the carriage in front of the house.

“No, we have a load to take.” As Phillip said,
two footmen brought a trunk down the stairs. “It’s
for the ladies.”

When they arrived at Longbourn, Phillip and
Darcy waved away the servants, took the trunk
handles, and took it inside the house themselves.

“Are you moving in, gentlemen?” Mr. Bennet,
who was about to join his family in the parlour,

joked.

Elizabeth was gratified to find that Mr. Darcy’s
eyes sought hers without hesitation, as though
drawn by some invisible thread that had long con-
nected them. There was no surprise in his gaze,
only a quiet recognition. Her heart stuttered in re-
sponse, for in that moment she was reminded of
his remark from the night before — that he had
found her eyes beautiful. Such a simple compli-
ment, spoken in his low, earnest voice, echoed
within her with surprising force. It had not been
uttered to flatter, nor to impress but rather slipped
torth with the honesty of a man no longer afraid
to speak from the heart.

The gitl who had once dismissed him as proud
and disagreeable now felt herself yearning to un-
derstand everything behind that quiet declaration
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— the admiration, the constancy, the long-held af-
tfection he had scarcely allowed himself to show.
What had once seemed unlikely now felt inevita-
ble. Her breath caught as she realised that she no
longer wished merely to be seen, but to be &nown
by him, fully and without pretence.

After the greetings, Phillip immediately ex-
plained as the ladies regarded the trunk with
interest. “Ladies, my mother, the countess, had
charged me to bring this for the three elder Bennet
ladies. She was very touched by the fact that Miss
Bennet sometimes made her own clothes, and so
she sent these as a gift. She asked me to explain
that she did not mean any slight; these dresses she
had in her wardrobe from last seasons were too
tine to throw away, but she would probably not
wear them again. She believes they deserve a sec-
ond life and thought of your talents in particular.
She thought that with the skills you ladies have,
you could make some adjustments and wear them
or use the fabric and create something new. If you
like.”

All the Bennet ladies, including Mrs. Bennet,
were silent in shock.

“Oh, heavens!” Their mother broke the ten-
sion.
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Jane stepped to the trunk and opened it. She
tound numerous very fine gowns. When she stood,
she was crimson from head to toe. “Please
thank...or if I may, I would thank your mother for
her generosity in a letter.”

Phillip bowed to her in answer.

“This is... I do not have words.” She spoke.

“Please, Miss Bennet. My mother would be
thrilled if her once-loved gowns could serve some
deserving ladies.”

Elizabeth thought that if the gentlemen valued
her ladyship’s opinion, which they must, they had
just received her endorsement. She saw the em-
blem on the trunk. “This trunk is your mother’s, I
believe. We’ll get it back to you.”

“Thank you. Indeed, it is hers.”

“Oh, please thank your mother for me; what a
nice gesture for my girls!” Mrs. Bennet gushed.

Mzr. Bennet called his footman to take the trunk
upstairs to Jane’s room. The lord offered to help,
and against all the opposition, he left the room
with the footman. He was giddy inside to see
where Miss Bennet slept. When he reappeared and
looked at Jane, she could not meet his eyes.

Only Elizabeth noticed that the pink silk rose
trom the lord’s jacket lapel was missing. According
to her knowledge, the flower meant admiration.
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Just as she had thought, though, she did not expect
such a bold gesture from Mr. Darcy’s cousin.

“So, Mr. Bingley. I was surprised to hear from
my wife that you had returned to the neighbour-
hood. As you had given up Netherfield, I wonder
at your purpose of appearing among us.”

Darcy gestured to Elizabeth, and they took
seats in the window alcove. He did not want to
participate in Bingley’s and Mr. Bennet’s conversa-
tion; he came to see Elizabeth. He was gratified by
her easy agreement.

His lordship took Elizabeth’s place next to
Jane; her smile was his reward.

“I-I was curious about Darcy’s work here.” His
eyes followed his lordship as he started to converse
with his Jane quietly. Bingley’s tightening jaw was
the only sign he did not appreciate that.

“Well, truth be told, they have made a good be-
ginning. The whole neighbourhood 1s talking
about it. They involve us in their business, so eve-
rybody wins. Didn’t you want to be a landlord
yourself?”

Bingley kept nodding as Mr. Bennet spoke.

“Yes, yes. I want to be...alandlord.” A chuckle
trom Jane arrested his attention. He studied them
with a critical squint.

“Then I do not see why you left.”
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Bingley was dismayed by the lord. It was un-
seemly to be so...intimate with a country maiden.
He sat too close to her. He could not possibly
mean anything by it!

“That’s exactly what I asked of him yesterday.”
Mrs. Bennet commented.

“Erm, it was just not the right time. I became
busy in London.” A lord would not marry a pen-
niless woman. But he is paying attention to her. The
evening before, he danced with her and stood with
her until the end of the evening. If a lord wanted
Miss Bennet, why could he not? He pushed away
the inconvenient doubt about her feelings. Even if
she had them in the autumn, she must be angry at
him now. She did not show any of that, though, at
the ball. He could make her like him again, he was
sure.

The door opened then, and refreshments and
tea were brought in. Mrs. Bennet stood, and Jane
excused herself to serve. Bingley tried to catch
Jane’s eye. Elizabeth was about to stand, but her
mother told her to stay put; she and Jane would
serve.

“Your mother is very gracious toward me,”
Darcy said in a low voice.

“You are gracious toward her for saying so.”

They both chuckled.
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Jane prepared a cup of tea. Bingley turned in
his seat to take it, but Jane stepped toward the lord
and offered it to him with a big smile. He took the
cup with both hands, brushing his fingers against
hers. Only he heard Jane’s small gasp.

“Mr. Bingley, how do you take your tea? I can-
not recall.” She finally turned to him.

He looked first at Jane and then at the lord. The
latter he aimed a look at that could kill. He had a
smirk on his face. Aw I to lose her?

He jumped from his chair. “Mr. Bennet! I-I
should like to ask the privilege of a private inter-
view with Miss Bennet.” He spoke loudly.

Several gasps could be heard. Darcy stood.
“Bingley, what are you doing?”

“What I should have done months ago. Mr.
Bennet, do I have your permission?”

“Oh, Mr. Bennet!” Mrs. Bennet did not under-
stand what was happening. Better to say, she
understood, but it was so unexpected that she did
not know how to react. She had started to suspect
that his lordship might like her eldest daughter. Mr.
Bingley was nothing to him... But how could she
be sure? She could hardly breathe.

“Mrs. Bennet, drink this tea. It will calm your
nerves.” The lord offered his cup. He was still in
denial as to what Bingley meant.
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“Young man, now? We have just been served
tea. Ugh, you better come with me. Jane, dear, wait
here.” Mr. Bennet stood heavily and unwillingly.

Jane had been standing in the same position
since she heard Mr. Bingley’s request. She closed
her eyes. What is happening? He cannot possibly. .. She
looked at Elizabeth.

“Jane.” She stood and took her hand.

Her mind was a whirlwind of emotions. She
had imagined this moment countless times — Mr.
Bingley kneeling before her, asking for her hand.
Could she truly trust a man who had abandoned
her so easily?

“I am so sorry, Miss Bennet. I don’t know what
got into him. You do not have to speak to him...”
Darcy’s voice quieted by the end. He was uncertain
what to do.

Mrs. Bennet was watching the lord. He was al-
most white, and his hand shook as he offered the
tea. He was not looking at Jane or the others. He
visibly tried to school his features. He was affected.
“Jane, my dear. Come, sit. Here, drink this.” She
stood and offered her half-drunk teacup.

Jane did as her mother instructed.

“Jane, listen.” She leaned close to her ear. “If
you are asked, answer with what is in your heart.
You don’t have to rush into anything.” She glanced
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not too subtly at the viscount, who was observing
the scene with a guarded expression.

Jane’s eyes widened slightly. “You—you would
accept if I said nor”

Mrs. Bennet nodded in reassurance with a smile
that wavered just a bit. “Of course, dear.”

Darcy and Elizabeth exchanged looks of sur-
prise. Elizabeth’s eyes were filled with concern as
she noticed the interplay between her sister and
mother.

“Mamar” Elizabeth’s voice was astonished that
she would show understanding.

Mrs. Bennet met her daughter’s gaze with a
look of regret, mouthing the words, “I am sorry.”
She appeared genuinely remorseful, her eyes glis-
tening with unspoken apologies.

Darcy, feeling sympathy for his cousin, consid-
ered speaking up. He wanted to intervene, to share
that Phillip was also interested in Jane, but the
words seemed to stick in his throat. Instead, he
looked to Elizabeth for support, silently asking for
her guidance. Did she understand that his cousin
was also interested in her sister?

Just then, the door opened again. Mr. Bennet,
with his usual calm demeanour, called out, “Jane,
would you please join me?”

“Oh, Mr. Bennet!” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed,
standing up in a flurry, only to sit back down, then
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rise again, her anxiety palpable. “What is to be
doner”

“Mrs. Bennet, drink some tea and try to calm
yourself. We will soon see what happens. After
you, my dear.” Mr. Bennet gestured to Jane.

From the doort, Jane turned her head straight
toward the lord. Their eyes met. She held it for a
long second and then left with her father.

Phillip pursed his lips and went to the window.
His gaze was fixed on the view outside. Darcy
stepped to him, his voice low but insistent. “Are
you just going to stand there?”

“What can I do?” Phillip shot back. “He’s ask-
ing; she has to answer, one way or another,” Phillip
replied, his voice strained with frustration. “She
must make her decision. It is her right.”

Darcy’s brow furrowed in frustration. “But she
does not know she has another option!” He hissed.
“Have you made your intentions clear?”

Phillip’s expression was as hard as a stone, with
only a muscle twitching around his mouth, betray-
ing his inner turmoil. “She has the right to answer
for herself. She must choose freely.”

“Are you willing to risk it?” Darcy asked, his
tone urgent.

“I have no other option.”

Darcy, feeling the weight of the situation,
moved away to pour himself a cup of tea. Elizabeth
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went to sit with her mother and held her hand
tightly, her eyes full of concern for her sister.
“Oh, bugger!” Phillip muttered under his
breath before he stormed out of the room.
Darcy closed his eyes, exhaling deeply as he
struggled with his own feelings of helplessness.
“Oh, where is he going now?” Mrs. Bennet
worttied.

Phillip first felt he had to honour another man’s
pursuit. A part of him also wanted to know where
she stood and what she would say, but then he
asked himself if he had shown her enough to indi-
cate fis interest. What if she thinks that I would never
marry so low as a lord? Jane! What if I lose her? Why
should I step aside for that pup who doesn’t deserve her?
That did it. He found himself in the hall. Which
room? Then he saw Mr. Bennet sitting on a bench
with all the outer garments on the wall. They must
be in his room. He strode to the book room, and
before Mr. Bennet could stop him, he reached for
the handle.

In the next moment, he found himself pulled
torcibly into the room and collided with a body.
He had to help himself to regain his balance by us-
ing the other hand on the door frame. He was
pushed aside as Bingley, he recognised, hurriedly
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came out of the book room. He left without look-
ing back. When he straightened, he saw Miss
Bennet standing at the window. She just turned at
the commotion.

“Are — are you all right?”

“I shall be. And your What are you doing
here?” Jane asked.

“Yes, my lord, what were you thinking, barging
in on them? Did you not know what was going on
in here?” Mr. Bennet shook his head. He was wor-
ried about his daughter. She had to have said no
because Mr. Bingley did not acknowledge him on
his way out. Before he called her, he begrudgingly
listened to Mr. Bingley. He could not deny him the
chance, but he told his daughter she did not have
to answer immediately.

“I came to check on Miss Bennet. She deserves
better.” He straightened.

Jane clutched her arms to her chest.

“Does she?” Mr. Bennet narrowed his eyes at
him. “What do you know of the matter? This has
nothing to do with you, sir.”

“l know that the man did not come back be-
cause of her. He is only here now because his
sister, Miss Bingley, had learnt that Darcy was here,
and her brother was given an open invitation. She
urged him to show up as soon as possible. He got
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infatuated with Miss Bennet again at the ball.” He
looked at Jane.

She looked back at him. Tears appeared in her
eyes.

“Jane?”

“I-I said no, Papa.”

He sighed. “I see.” He hoped his daughter
knew what she was about. It was a good offer. He
hoped she would not come to regret it. “Why do
you not go upstairs and look at your gift? Leave
your mother to me; I shall tell her.” Later, he was
taken aback at his wife’s reaction, or the lack
thereof. She just accepted the negative answer.

Phillip watched her leave and could breathe
again. She said no!

The gentlemen looked for Bingley outside, and
then they left with him.

Hokok

Taking two steps at a time, Elizabeth ran up the
stairs to join Jane. She found her sister in the mid-
dle of the room, looking at a pink silk rose in her
hand.

“How interesting, did the viscount lose his
rose?” She asked impishly.

“Pardon?”
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“That silk is from his lapel. He wore it today.
Where did you find it?”

Jane gestured toward the bed. “It was on my
pillow.”

“Interesting place to lose one’s decoration.”

Jane gasped. “Do you think he put it here?”

“He must have.”

The tears came anew. Elizabeth hugged her sis-
ter and consoled her. When they detached,
Elizabeth spoke. “There was no announcement,
so... I take it you said no to Mr. Bingley.”

Jane nodded. “Do you blame me for refusing
him? You were so convinced he had loved me.”

“Blame you? After you didn’t blame me for re-
tusing Mr. Darcy?”

“Truth to be told, inwardly, I thought it a terri-
ble decision.”

“I understand that now.”

“You were lucky that he couldn’t live without
you even after your terrible rejection.”

Elizabeth sighed. “I am lucky indeed. I
would’ve missed learning about him. Once I put
my pride aside, I could start seeing hz.”

“I’'m happy for you.”

“Thank you. And thank you for your lecturing.
I needed that.”

They both chuckled.

“Yes.”
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“So, would you like to talk about Mr. Bingley?”

“Not really.”

Elizabeth nodded. She sat kneeling on the floor
next to the trunk. “Why don’t we have a look at
these gowns then? I cannot believe the countess
would offer such a gift]” Elizabeth smiled at her
sister. They opened the trunk, and Jane took the
one on top. It was an empire ball gown in bur-
gundy taffeta with a train. Elizabeth gasped as she
saw it in Jane’s outstretched hands.

“Oh, my! This is beautiful!” She said with won-
der in her voice. “I do not dare touch it!”

Jane lowered her arms.

“I looked at him and imagined saying yes. I had
dreamed about that... I-I could not see it. I do not
think I could have respected him. Not any more.
As he kneeled in front of me, I knew I didn’t love
him. He is not enough, and he had no idea he had
broken my heart.”

“Oh, Jane.”

“I should’ve been more careful. I-I just en-
joyed his attentions.” She caressed the material.
“Maybe...1f your Mr. Darcy hadn’t come after you,
if I hadn’t been faced with what real love is... But
I cannot look at him with the same eyes. He was
wanting.”
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Elizabeth listened to her sister with wide eyes.
That was why she told Mr. Darcy no when he of-
tered to contact him. “I wonder why he felt he
needed to propose so suddenly.”

Jane shrugged and took the next gown out. It
was her turn to gasp. “Oh, my!”

“And the viscount?” Elizabeth asked.

“What about him?”” She crimsoned.

“I think he took it very hard. He looked out the
window for some time; Mr. Darcy tried to talk to
him...then suddenly, he marched from the room.”

“Yes, he fell through the door as Mr. Bingley
was leaving.” She smiled bashfully.

“No! That is not a very dignified rescue... I
think he swore on his way out. I think he said...”
She leaned into Jane and whispered the word. She
gigoled.

Jane joined her sister, and then she sobered.
With a dreamy face, she said, “He told Papa that I
deserved better.”

“You do, sistet.”

“My hunch was correct. Mr. Bingley did not re-
turn for me; he is here because Caroline made
him.”

“What? I am beginning to regret all my positive
thoughts about him. It looks like Mr. Darcy did

you a favour.”

489



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“He never meant to propose to me; even this
was done in the spur of the moment. Am I some-
one who can be left behind without an
explanation, and now I should jump for joy be-
cause he found me irresistible after all?”

Elizabeth shook her head. In an effort to divert
her attention, she held up the pink silk rose with a
sly smile. “And what do you suppose #his means,
dear sister?” Jane’s cheeks flushed as she glanced
away.

“I-I don’t know what to think.”

Elizabeth laughed softly, her tone light. “Oh,

Jane, I think you know exactly what it means.”

Hokok

Darcy was the one to reach Bingley first.

“What the hell, Bingley? What was this specta-
cle about? What were you thinking?”” His voice was
thunder. “Do you even understand what you’ve
done? You abandoned her without a word and
now expect her to forgive and forget? Relation-
ships do not work that way, Bingley!”

“You can relax; she said no,”
sponded, putting his hands up.

Bingley re-
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After he blinked, he resumed his outraged
manner. “Damn right, she did. You left her with-
out a word!” Darcy’s voice was sharp, cutting
through the tension.

“Because you suggested she didn’t care for
me!”

“Not that again. Bingley, I am not responsible
for your decisions; you are.”

“Gentlemen, shall we leave? Let us not discuss
this in front of the Bennets.” The viscount tried
placating them.

Darcy looked back at the house and saw almost
all of them looking at them, even the two youngest,
from an upstairs window. He stormed to the arriv-
ing carriage. Bingley followed.

“It’s like you are out of your mind, Bingley.
This conduct exceeds all bounds, even for you.
Spontaneity has a place when you want to decide
whether to walk or ride. You do not just jump up
on a whim with a life-changing question. Don’t
you understand how society works? You did not
even return because of her, for goodness’ sake!”

“That’s irrelevant, Darcy. It took me a moment
to know she was the one for me. I was stupid to
leave, but I would’ve been back without your in-
terference.”

“Then you shouldn’t have asked for my opin-
ion, and you shouldn’t have listened to it. But I
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wager you still would have abandoned her because
you cannot deny your sister, just like now you’ve
come at her urging.”

Bingley’s lips pulled back to expose his
clenched teeth.

Even the viscount was taken aback.

Bingley tried to speak, but nothing came out of
his mouth. “Ugh, you always know better, don’t
you?”’

“That’s because I use my head for thinking.”

“I thought you were my friend!” Bingley’s
mouth pinched shut as though holding back what
he really wanted to say.

“I am your friend, you peacock! You just make
it impossibly difficult to be that right now. Face it,
you had left her. If she loved you, you must have
hurt her. Did she give you a reason?”

Bingley huffed and puffed. The veins in their
neck stood out in livid ridges as he looked out the
window. He recalled that she said she did not think
he really loved her and that she expected con-
sistency from a man. She said he did not fight for
her or stand up for himself when others tried to
convince him to leave her behind. He winced.
How did she even know about that?

“She knew about your interference.” Bingley
ignored Darcy’s question.
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“Gentlemen, must I be part of your argument?
Could you please wait until we arrive; then you can
jump at each other’s throats.” Phillip interrupted.
He knew Darcy, ever the gentleman, would con-
fess.

“... How could you? Who are you to decide for
me?” Bingley bellowed. His eyes blazed murder-
ously, and his whole body shook with repressed
tury.

Phillip rolled his eyes in exasperation.

Bingley had jumped from the carriage as soon
as it stopped and, with a sharp look, gestured to
Darcy to follow him away from the courtyard. As
his cousin had predicted, Darcy confessed that he
had apologised to Miss Bennet as he had learnt
trom Miss Elizabeth that her feelings had been en-
gaged. He then admitted that he kept Miss
Bennet’s stay in London to himself.

“Chatles, yo’d decided to leave her behind.
You'd decided not to go back. What, then, did her
being in London matter?

“If I had a sword, I would run you through!”
Bingley shouted with frustration.

“I am aware that I did a disfavour to you,”
Darcy began, his voice strained.

“Distavour?” Bingley’s voice was sharp.
“That’s putting it rather mildly, don’t you think?
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You’ve ruined my life!” he spat out. “I trusted you,
and you have betrayed me! Oh my God! I could be
married by now! I would know what it’s like to be
loved by a woman like Miss Bennet. Instead, she
thinks I'm inconsistent and a man who cannot
stand up for himself.”

“Well, you didn’t.”

“That’s because I trust in your advice.” Bingley
snapped back.

“You forget about your family.”

“They are family, but you were my friend. Or
at least I thought you were.”

Darcy’s eyes narrowed at the word. “Were?”

Bingley looked at him with resentment.

“I don’t know if I can call you such.”

Darcy puffed out his chest. “I acted in good
taith, Charles. Yes, I was overprotective. You de-
cided to leave her behind, without a word, I might
add, so I did not see the point of reopening
wounds by telling you about Miss Bennet. Do not
tforget that your sisters didn’t share that infor-
mation with you either. In hindsight, I would not
have done that, but I lack the gift of foresight. I
have apologised. I am not going to beg you. If you
think this one thing overrides our friendship, so be
it. You send your card to Darcy House if you
change your mind. For now, it would be best if you

494



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

left. Maybe we can talk with cooler heads when we
meet again.”

“The honourable Fitzwilliam Darcy betrayed
his friend and cost him his happiness. Don’t be
sanctimonious now, saying you acted in my best
interest as if that should console me!”

With pain in his eyes, Darcy turned and left
him. Bingley still shouted something after him, but
he was no longer listening. He had admitted his sin
to the harmed and himself. He understood it was
yet another proof of the arrogance of his ways,
thinking he knew better. However, it was easily so
as Charles relied heavily on his counsel. He should
not have let that happen. On the other hand,
Bingley did not want to take any responsibility for
his failure.
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OPEN CONVERSATIONS
Chapter 21

After his quarrel with Bingley, Darcy retreated to
the quiet of the house and found his cousin in the
billiard room past dinner time. “I am sorry. I went
to my room, and somehow, I fell asleep.”

“It’s all right. We had an eventful day.” Phillip
waved Darcy’s concern away.

“I am in complete agreement.” Darcy sighed.

“The cook has kept dinner prepared,” Phillip
said, putting on his jacket. They left for the dining
room.

“Bingleyr”

“Please tell Miss Darcy that we are ready to
dine.” Phillip turned to the footman. “He left some
time ago.”

Darcy nodded.

“Has your friendship remained intact?”” Phillip
asked.
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“No, I cannot say it is. It is unfortunate. I sug-
gested he cool down and send his card around if
he still wants to be friends.”

“That is rich!”

“He feels I have wronged him greatly. He be-
lieves he’d be married by now if not for my
interference.”

“Do you agree?”

Darcy shrugged his shoulders. “I do not know.
I don’t think so. Even if he did not get bored
quickly, his sisters would have put up a fight, and 1
have yet to see him resist their demands.”

“A weak mind knows no honour.”

“It’s not that Bingley is not clever; he is. He is
just the youngest in the family, and he has difficulty
having the upper hand against his sisters.”

“You know, even if he sends his card
around...”

“Which will happen. If for nothing else, they
need my connections. Miss Bingley would not let
him have peace. It might not be the same, though.
I feel as though I failed him in some way. By ad-
vising him poorly, by underestimating his
teelings.” He paused, his gaze distant. “Yet, how
much responsibility should I take for his choices?
He is not a child.”

Phillip leaned back in his chair, a thoughtful
smile on his face. “You always hold yourself to a
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higher standard than others. It’s admirable, but
even you cannot carry the weight of every conse-
quence.

“Well, my point is that when you marry, you
can decide whether to send him your card.”

“I did not think of that,” he stopped. “Yes, I
shall have to think about whether there is anybody
[ wish to drop from my acquaintance.”®

HKokok

“Miss Elizabeth, I bid you good morning.” Darcy
greeted the hurriedly approaching Elizabeth the
next day after lunch. He still could not believe that
she was happy to see him, if her smiles were any
indication.

Darcy stood at the edge of the garden, observ-
ing the Bennet household’s morning bustle. His
heart leapt when she finally appeared, hurrying to-
ward him with her bright smile. There she is, he
thought, a warmth spreading through his chest.
She was like sunlight breaking through a cloudy
sky.
“Mr. Darcy.” Elizabeth curtsied prettily.

His gaze held a warm intensity that whispered
of deep affection. Elizabeth was arrested by his

38 A social tradition of the time. The new husband would send out his cards to
those he still wished to associate with.
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look, but she could not match his stare. She was
the first to break the atmosphere.

“I see you brought Daisy.”

“I received no word otherwise, so indeed, we
are here. Your father gave his consent, I take it.”
In the nook of the window bay, they had agreed
the day before to continue Elizabeth’s equestrian
education.

“Yes, although he was very surprised on two
accounts.”

Darcy looked at her questioningly.

“Well, he was surprised that I wished to learn,
and he was surprised that you wished to teach me.”

“Aha.”

“Mr. Darcy. Good day to you.” Jane caught up.
Elizabeth had left her as soon as she saw Darcy
arriving.

“Miss Bennet, good day to you, too. It’s a lovely
one at that.” Darcy smiled back at her.

“The viscount...is he not with you?” She
looked around, searching.

Darcy cleared his throat. “I am afraid not. He
found himself busy today at the site. I am sure he’ll
come tomorrow.” He saw the disappointment on
Miss Bennet’s face.

She nodded. “I was just worried...if he was all
right. Well, have a nice time. I shall go back into
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the house. Please ask the stable hand to be around
to chaperone.”

Both Elizabeth and Darcy watched her leave.

“Mr. Bingley? I was told you quarrelled.”

“Yes, we...exchanged some words. He has left.
We did not part on good terms.” He was still look-
ing in the direction of Jane’s leaving.

“I see. Well, he did cause quite a stir yesterday.”

Darcy, however, had had enough of his friend’s
situation. His mind was otherwise occupied. “May
I speak frankly?”

Elizabeth looked up at him in surprise. “Please
do.”

“Your sister seemed disappointed that my
cousin did not come today.”

Elizabeth glanced back toward the house, her
brow furrowing. She looked down and around, de-
ciding what to share. She chose to be bold. “Yes,
she was. Why did your cousin not come?”

Darcy and Phillip had had a small argument be-
tore he left for Longbourn. His cousin suddenly
turned hesitant. He told Darcy he needed some
time before seeing Miss Bennet again. Darcy disa-
greed, but he knew better than to try to convince
him. He almost understood him; he was possibly
afraid of rejection, however unreasonable that fear
was.
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This was a new experience for Darcy — talking
intimately about others like a married couple, as he
had heard the earl do with his wife. He looked
down at Elizabeth with wonder. “Do you know?”

“Is there anything to know?”” She smiled at him
impishly.

Darcy looked away, guilt shadowing his fea-
tures. “l think he is unsure of his welcome and
needs more time to convince himself that his fears
are ridiculous.”

“I see.” Elizabeth considered the information.
“Did you see the silk flower attached to my sistet’s
dress?” She gestured with her hand to show the
place. “Above her heart?”

“Yes? Does that have some significance?”

Elizabeth looked away and then back. She
leaned toward him and whispered, although no-
body was around.

“Your cousin left it in her room yesterday. He
wore it when you arrived.”

“Pardon?”

Just then, a rooster crowed noisily from the
yard, as if demanding attention. Elizabeth glanced
toward the sound with a small laugh. “We really
must do something about that fellow,” she mut-
tered. The sudden intrusion of farm life brought a
faint smile to Darcy’s face — this was her world,
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real and unpretentious, and it charmed him more
than he cared to admit.

“Are you saying my cousin left her the flower?”

“Yes. On her pillow.” She nodded, crimsoned.

“Oh, my!”

“Oh, indeed.”

“And she wore it today. Oh, good heavens! She
expected him to come! Oh, the fooll” He shook
his head. “I shall see to it that he attends tomor-
row.”
She smiled at Darcy.

“Shall wer” He gestured toward the paddock.
“So, you knew.”

“After the flower, yes. I had suspected, but be-
cause Jane did not dare hope, I kept my thoughts
about it in check.”

“Why would she not dare hope?”

“Come on, Mr. Darcy... A lord offering for a
penniless country girl?”

“Is that how you see yourself, too?”

“Why? Are you a lord, too?” She laughed at his
reaction but then said, “It is not a question of view-
point. It’s a fact.”

“There 1s so much more about you both.” He
said firmly.

“There was a time when you thought other-
wise.”
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They arrived at the stable and entered one of
the fenced areas. A muscled lad approached.

“Tom, could you stay in sight? We need a chap-
erone. Mr. Darcy has graciously brought one of his
horses and will teach me to ride.”

Tom looked at Darcy worriedly.

“Relax, Tom, I shall take care of your little mis-
tress. All right, Miss Elizabeth, just like the last
time. Put your foot in my hands. One, two, three.
Push... Ho-ho, good. You take to this quite natu-
rally.”

Elizabeth beamed at him.

“Just like last time. Remember, straighten your
back. We just walk around for a while.”

Daisy gave a tiny, rebellious buck as Elizabeth
adjusted her seat, causing her to grip the reins a
little tighter. “Whoa, steady gitl,” Elizabeth mur-
mured with a nervous laugh.

Darcy stepped instinctively closer but stopped
himself just in time. “She’s just testing your confi-
dence,” he said. “You’re doing well.”

Elizabeth gave him a wry look. “You may find
me less graceful than you imagined.”

“Never,” he replied simply.

Tom, seeing she was in good hands, went back
to his work.

When they were out of earshot, Darcy spoke.
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“I no longer think of the difference in our sta-
tions. It is of no consequence.”

Elizabeth looked down at him in thought.
Then, she became distracted as the horse moved
beneath her, the rhythm both soothing and exhila-
rating. “You know, Mr. Darcy,” she began, “I
never imagined I would find myself here — on a
horse, learning from you of all people.

Darcy chuckled softly. “And why not me?”

“Because the Mr. Darcy I first knew seemed
too aloof, too grand to bother with such a thing.”

Darcy looked almost hurt.

“Well, that is what I had thought, but now...”
She glanced at him, her eyes sparkling with mis-
chief. “Now, I think you might enjoy it.”

Darcy grinned. “Perhaps I do. I find great sat-
isfaction in sharing something I love with someone
who...means a great deal to me.” His voice low-
ered, the intimacy of his words making Elizabeth’s
heart skip.

Then he added as an afterthought. “And even
in the autumn, I would have helped you if you had
asked.

“All right, I am going to step away now; just
continue as you were. I am here, just not touching.
The lead is yours, Miss Elizabeth.”
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After a while, Elizabeth asked, “Mr. Darcy. The
countess, did she...”

Darcy sighed. A soft smile played on his lips.
She was clever. “Yes, she came because Phillip had
written to her.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Do you not wish to know what
she said?”

She nodded enthusiastically.

“She was impressed with her. She would have
to learn a lot about navigating the ton, but yes, she
liked her.”

“Are you saying my sister could become a
countess one dayr”

“It is possible.” He grinned.

“My mother will faint.”

Darcy’s eyes widened, and Elizabeth burst into
laughter. She felt proud of her sister. “I felt I was
under scrutiny, too.” She hesitantly added. Their
eyes searched for each other.

“She did say you noticed her interest.”

“Did she approve of me, too? How could that
ber”

“I have said. You have much to recommend

2

you.
She blushed naturally.
“If you are worried about your lack of money,
understand this. Both Phillip and I are in a very
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good position. We both have considerable wealth.
If you had five or ten thousand to your name, it
would still not add much to ours. I am not saying
this to boost. It’s not money we seek; it is...your
person, your...” he swallowed, “love.” He left her
and got on his own horse.

It was a good thing that he did not see — Eliza-
beth’s breath caught, and her eyes brimmed with
unshed tears as his words settled in her heart. She
looked down, her hands trembling slightly on the
reins, overwhelmed by the sincerity of his declara-
tion.

He aligned himself with Elizabeth and nudged
his horse into a walk. “Now, we shall walk a while
longer and then proceed to a gentle trot. Feel your
horse, feel its thythm.” Darcy observed her pos-
ture. “The countess had approved of you before
she came.”

Elizabeth looked at him, her eyebrows fur-
rowed.

“When she heard I was under the weather back
in London, she summoned me, and I had to tell
her all.”

Elizabeth was about to speak.

“Do not ask. She has this ability. She has been
a mother of sorts to Georgiana and me since my
mothet’s death; she knows me like no othet.”
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“I'm like that with my Aunt Gardiner. It took
everything in me not to confide in her when I re-
turned from Hunsford. 1 could tell she knew
something was the matter with me, but for some
reason, she decided to leave me be. So, you told
her about me.”

“Yes, and to my surprise, she said she would
accept you. I had considered that an impossibility
for no reason, it seems.”

“But—but why?”

“She wants to see me happy...”

“Happiness,” Elizabeth mused aloud, her tone
thoughtful. “It’s a rare thing for parents to priori-
tise. Many would consider wealth or connections
more important.”

Darcy nodded solemnly. “The countess is not
without her faults, but she values family above all.
She sees what I see in you — a partner who brings
balance, not just status. She understands what mat-
ters most.”

Tom came out nonchalantly again.

“All right, now we are going into a trot. Nudge
your horse.”

“Wha—how?”

“Just feel it.” Darcy waved to Tom to open the
paddock. He led them out on the road in front of
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Longbourn. Elizabeth hesitated, her grip tighten-
ing on the reins, but she mirrored Darcy’s motion,
urging her horse into a trot.

The rhythmic clop-clop-clop of the horses’
hooves echoed against the packed dirt road, a
steady cadence that seemed to match the quick-
ened beat of Elizabeth’s heart. The breeze brushed
past her cheeks, carrying with it the faint scent of
wildflowers and the earthy aroma of freshly turned
soil. She could feel the strength of Daisy beneath
her, each powerful stride transmitting a slight
bounce through her frame. At first, it was jarring,
but as she adjusted her posture, she began to move
in harmony with the horse, her body instinctively
tinding the rhythm.

“I-I cannot believe I am riding!” she ex-
claimed, her voice bright with exhilaration.

“You are managing it admirably,” he praised,
his tone warm with approval.

Elizabeth felt her cheeks flush at the compli-
ment, but more than that, she felt a strange sense
of pride. Here was a man she had once thought
insutferable, now praising her with such sincerity.
The transformation in her opinion of him mir-
rored his transformation in character, and it left
her breathless.

Elizabeth’s laughter bubbled forth as the trot
continued. The world seemed to blur around het;

'79
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the fields to their left glowed with vibrant greens
and yellows in the afternoon sunlight, while the
canopy of trees to their right offered dappled
shade. The steady motion, the fresh air, and the
teeling of accomplishment filled her with an unex-
pected sense of freedom.

They continued a short distance before Darcy
slowed his mount, signalling her to do the same.
As they returned to a walking pace, Elizabeth
beamed at him, her cheeks flushed and her curls
slightly dishevelled from the ride.

“That was exhilarating! Thank you,” she said
breathlessly.

“You are welcome,” he replied, his voice tinged
with pride.

A breeze rustled through the canopy above
them, scattering a few early summer leaves across
the path. The dappled sunlight flickered over Eliz-
abeth’s skirts and the horses’ backs like playful
gold coins. A bird sang somewhere overhead — a
high, fluting call that made Darcy glance up. For a
moment, neither of them spoke. It was the kind of
quiet that only follows shared laughter — content,
expectant, unspoken.

“After the assembly the other day, I had to re-
consider all our interactions from the autumn.
There was one occasion that seemed out of place.
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Do you remember, by chance, that one morning
we spent some time in the library?”

It was Darcy’s turn to redden. Elizabeth won-
dered.

“You hardly noticed I was in the room. I re-
member being quite irritated about your rudeness.
You never even looked at me.”

“Yes, I remember. Would it mean anything if I
said that it took everything in me to pretend 1 did
not care you were in the room?”

Elizabeth tilted her head, studying him intently.
“It struck me as odd at the time. You seemed so
distant, and yet...” She trailed off, unsure of how
to put her thoughts into words.

Darcy leaned forward slightly, his expression
earnest. “And yet?”

“And yet, I could feel your presence, even
when you were silent. It was...unsettling,” she ad-
mitted, her voice barely above a whisper. Then she
looked at him, wanting to know. “But why?”

“You will laugh at me if I tell you. Ugh! I
thought I had shown too much attention to you
the previous night and...”

“You did not want to raise expectations.”

Darcy nodded.

“Well, that thought never even occurred to me
then.”

510



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“If I did not deserve you at Hunsford in the
spring, I was definitely not ready before. I was too
conscious of my status and what was expected of
me. Also, I did not recognise my feelings for what
they were. That came later. At least I made pro-
gress at Rosings, but you remember my disastrous
proposal. I was still too arrogant. I had to come to
terms with that and realise that you were worth
more than any of the things I had considered im-
portant. You are worth everything to me.” He
looked at her as he spoke the words.

Elizabeth once again marvelled at the power it
seemed she had over him. She tried some levity.
“Mr. Darcy, once you start speaking, you say the
most amazing things. How can I stay annoyed at
you when you speak so gallantly?”

“Now you understand my strategy.”

They both laughed, but then Elizabeth grew
quiet, her gaze steady.

“So...you will not regret your choice based on—
based on my circumstances.”

Darcy dismounted, took off his gloves while
looking into Elizabeth’s eyes, and stretched his
arms for her.

“No.”

She was suddenly enclosed in his presence — his
height, his scent, the heat radiating from him like
sunlight drawn too near. She shivered as his hands
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settled lightly at her waist, her hands still on his
shoulders.

“Do not fear me, Elizabeth... I could never
harm you.”

“I-I am not afraid,” she whispered, her voice
barely audible. “Only...overwhelmed.”

His breath deepened. “I am overwhelmed by
you constantly.”

Their lips curved into matching, breathless
smiles. But neither moved. The moment held. Taut
and trembling.

Slowly, reverently, Darcy lifted one hand to the
edge of her collar and adjusted it — not for modesty
but to feel the slope of her neck beneath the fabric.
His fingers lingered for a heartbeat too long, a si-
lent confession.

Elizabeth’s eyes fluttered closed. Her breath
caught at the nearness of him, the precision of his
touch.

“You are not what I expected,” he said softly.
“I thought I understood women, understood what
I needed. Then you came — fierce, kind, clever be-
yond measure. You changed everything.”

Elizabeth’s breath caught, her heart stumbling
at the quiet vehemence of his words. For a mo-
ment, she could not speak. His words, so unlike
the man she once thought him to be, left her

512



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

breathless. She looked away, and when she looked
back, she straightened.

“I have been called many things, Mr. Darcy, but
rarely a source of transformation.” She nodded
slightly, thoughtful. “Still... I find I am not as I was
either.”

“Miss Elizabeth,” Darcy called as they were go-
ing back to the house. “I must raise a delicate issue
before we return to the house. Please do not feel
pressured by it. It’s just that if I am going to be a
regular guest at Longbourn, I-1 should speak with
your father soon. It is only honourable. What do
you think?”

For Elizabeth, seeing Mr. Darcy unsure of him-
self, even fearing her reaction, was truly amazing.
Well, he is everything but arrogant now. Her heart
skipped a beat as she considered his request.
“Thank you for asking me. You are right, especially
since they now know of our past. You may talk to
my father.”

“So easily?”

“Why, what did you expect?”

“I do not know what I expected. It’s still mar-
vellous to me that I am welcome, that you welcome
me.”

“Mzr. Darcy, you can be assured that I have
changed my ideas about you. It was painful for my
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pride, but I am, I should like to think, a reasonable
being. I’'m just afraid I shall disappoint you.” When
Darcy wanted to interrupt, Elizabeth raised her
hand. “You seem to have such a strong conviction
that I am right for you, but I feel undeserving of
your praises. And considering that all I would bring
to the marriage union is myself, I can only ask,
what if I am not enough?” She looked away.

“I wish you would see yourself with my eyes.
Miss Elizabeth, it is I who am undeserving of such
a lady; in every quality, you exceed what any man
could wish for. You are indeed all I could desire —
and far more.”

Elizabeth did not have time to react to this fet-
vent confession, as her father, Mr. Bennet,
approached them from the entrance.

“Oh, you are back! I thought I would see your
education myself. Well, how did you like it?”

“Today, we did not just walk around; Mr.
Darcy showed me how to trot. It was breathtaking,
Papa.”

“I am glad to hear it.” He looked at Darcy.
“Well, Mr. Darcy, thank you for indulging our
Lizzy.”

“It 1s my pleasure.”

Mr. Bennet observed the couple in front of
him. His wife was right, he thought; those two
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would marry. And then he soon received his con-
tirmation.

“Papa, why do you not take Mr. Darcy to your
room? He has a question to ask.”

“A questionr”

“Yes, sir.” Darcy bowed his head.

“And how do you feel about this question,
Lizzy?”

Elizabeth hesitated, her heart racing. In that
moment, she felt the weight of Darcy’s devotion,
his willingness to lay bare his feelings for her. It
was both terrifying and exhilarating at the same
time. I must be honest, she thought, summoning her
courage.

The words trembled on her tongue. She feared
how much they might reveal. Yet at last, she met
his gaze and spoke:

“I teel...” she looked Darcy straight in the eye,
“I feel warmly.””

When the two gentlemen joined the ladies in
the parlour, Mr. Bennet announced that Mr. Darcy
had asked to court Elizabeth, and he was given
permission. Mrs. Phillips, who had arrived while

% There is an outtake of the conversation between Darcy and Mr. Bennet on the
story website
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the couple was out riding, openly gaped at the de-
velopment before she gushed about the prospect.
Elizabeth sighed and looked at Darcy.

“Now there is no escape. Everybody will know
about us on the morrow.”

“Strangely, it doesn’t bother me. I'll proudly
court you.”

“Oh, Mr. Darcy, you are everything coura-
geous.”

They chuckled.

After Darcy accepted Mary’s congratulations,
he spoke to her.

“Miss Mary, I shall also take you for your sec-
ond lesson tomorrow if you wish. When I come in
the afternoon.”

“You would?”

“Of course. My cousin told me how much you
enjoyed it.”

“Thank you. It would be lovely. That is — if I’'m
not in the way of...your courting.”

Elizabeth could not be more pleased with Mr.
Darcy’s offer. It showed her that he wanted to be
a part of the family he had scorned at Hunsford.

“Don’t worry, Mary. We will be fine.”

“Mr. Bennet, if you don’t mind, I would leave
my horse here. I have heard that you started to
have lessons with your youngest daughters. Maybe
you could teach them to ride.”
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Hokok

On his way home on Devil, Darcy reflected on his
afternoon at the Longbourn household. To say
that he enjoyed himself was an understatement.

He marvelled at how naturally she commanded
his attention. Elizabeth had a way of grounding
him, of reminding him of the things that truly mat-
tered. It was not just her wit or beauty, though
those were undeniable. It was her authenticity, her
courage to speak her mind, and her refusal to be
anything other than herself. How could he not
adore her?

He knew himself as a man of few words, maybe
a bit better with his family and friends, yet with
Elizabeth, since he returned to Netherfield, espe-
cially on the occasions when they could talk
without interruption and scrutiny, he had been in-
deed verbose. It was easy, it felt natural, and it was
as if they had been friends. He recalled his initial
inability to talk to her, like at the church, but it
seemed that it took her rejection, again, to loosen
his tongue. He had nothing to lose, only to gain. Is
that what it took? His aunt had told him to share
himself with her. It was good; he felt no shame or
awkwardness. He needed her to understand him.
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Their conversations had been a liberating experi-
ence. 17 must be the key, he thought. She said ‘warmly’
to her father’s question. It was more than he had dared
hope for, a small but significant step toward the
tuture he longed to share with her. At that mo-
ment, as she looked into his eyes, it felt like they
were one, one purpose. He felt understood.

He appreciated Elizabeth’s courage in speaking
about issues close to her heart and asking him real
questions. What a woman! Worrying about whether she
would be enongh. .. He had made her think so little of
herself by rejecting her based only on her station
and circumstances, yet she would not cower; she
took him to task and forced him to confront his
prejudices. He felt the hurt he had caused when he
proposed by calling her a degradation to her face.
She felt the difference in their stations acutely. Pos-
sibly one of the reasons she could not contemplate
such a match. He would have to work hard to
make her forget his arrogant sentiments.

She was his junior by about seven years, yet she
was his superior regarding social interactions. She
could be his teacher, he mused. He would never
seek to be the centre of attention, nor would he
ever speak freely in social settings; he had no incli-
nation to change that, but maybe her influence
would make his interactions with people easier.
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When it was just them, he would take her lead.
So far, it had worked. He would continue to reveal
himself to her. He wanted her to learn about him,
and he wanted to learn mote about her. He wanted
to know her deepest thoughts, good and bad, so
he could care for her and keep her safe...and love
her more. He ached to have that camaraderie
where they would casually talk about the people in
their lives, everything and anything, just like they
had about Miss Bennet and Phillip.

He was mortified that before he proposed at
Hunsford, he would have married her without all
this. He had walked with her, hardly speaking or
listening. Did he think they knew each other? He
was so engrossed in his own desires that the mar-
riage between them, had she said yes, would have
been very different. Without her rejection, that’s
precisely what would have happened. Two
strangers would have tied the knot. He imagined
what their life could have been, tiptoeing around
each other, polite yet distant. A breakfast table
came to his mind with them on both ends, hardly
speaking, and in the evening, he would join her,
and she would play the piano, and then he would
take her to bed. He was horrified at himself. He
never thought that he would consider his brutal re-
jection a blessing. And a blessing it was.
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FIL.LOWER LANGUAGE
Chapter 22

Phillip was in a state by the time he saw Darcy ar-
rive home on his horse from his bedroom window.
He had abandoned his work in the field not long
after his cousin left for Longbourn. Several times,
he decided to follow him, but just as often, he de-
cided not to. He did not even make sense to
himself. He became increasingly angry and finally
admitted to being governed by pure cowardice.

They were not given an opportunity to talk, he
and Miss Bennet, as her father was there immedi-
ately after Bingley had left. His rescue entrance
itself was anything but heroic; he almost found
himself face down on the floor. He could not ade-
quately explain why he had followed. His only
solace was that, before she left the parlour, it was
to him her gaze was directed.

He saw again that moment — the way her eyes
lingered on his, the slight parting of her lips as if
she wished to speak but thought better of it. It was
not indifference. It was hesitation...or perhaps
hope?
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He paced his room, the carpet beneath his
boots worn thin by his indecision. Each glance to-
ward the window mocked him for his cowardice.
He had abandoned the field when he should have
stayed and fought — for her, for himself.

He also worried about leaving the rose from his
lapel on her pillow. It was a decision on the spur
of the moment, and for a while, he basked in the
idea of her finding it, but after all that happened,
he became more and more regretful in case she
found his gesture appalling or too forward. Why a
maiden would think that of a romantic gesture
from a gentleman, he did not contemplate.

“A toast is in order, Phillip, Georgiana. You see
before you a man who i1s officially courting Miss
Elizabeth Bennet!” He claimed with the broadest
grin possible.

From the hall came the unmistakable clatter of
a dropped tray. A maid, startled by the shout, had
nearly scattered the tea things meant for the draw-
ing room. Phillip chuckled.

“Well done, cousin — I believe that announce-
ment reached the kitchens.”

“Oh, William, that is wonderful news!” Geor-
giana exclaimed.
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“Indeed? How—how did you manage to secure
such a thing? She had just given you permission to
call on her.”

“I know. Today, while riding, we had a long
conversation about us, and then I brought up the
topic of asking for her father’s consent. She agreed.
In fact, she asked her father if he could see me.”

“And how did the interview gor” Phillip in-
quired.

Darcy leaned back in his chair, a soft smile lin-
gering on his lips. “It went as well as I could have
hoped,” he replied, his voice carrying a note of re-
lief. “Mr. Bennet did not make it easy, of course.
He questioned me thoroughly — my intentions, my
teelings for Miss Elizabeth, even my readiness to
accept her independence.”

Phillip raised an eyebrow, his lips curving into
a teasing grin. “And you survived? The mighty Mr.
Darcy, subjected to an inquisition by Mr. Bennet?”

Darcy chuckled softly, shaking his head.
“Barely. He has a sharp wit and a knack for making
one squirm without lifting a finger. But in the end,
he gave his permission.”

Georgiana clasped her hands together, her face
alight with happiness. “I am so proud of you, Wil-
liam.”

Phillip poured another glass of wine and raised
it in a toast. “To Willlam Darcy, a man bold
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enough to face both the formidable Mr. Bennet
and the even more formidable Elizabeth Bennet.”

Darcy raised his own glass, the hint of a smile
playing on his lips. ““To Miss Elizabeth, for being
worth every effort.”

They clinked glasses, the soft chime of crystal
filling the room.

“And what now?” Phillip asked, leaning for-
ward with an intrigued expression. “Do you plan
to announce the courtship to the whole household,
or will you let the news trickle out?”

Darcy’s smile grew wry. “It has been an-
nounced already. I doubt there will be anyone in
Hertfordshire who will not have heard of it by to-
morrow evening.”

Phillip laughed heartily, his booming voice fill-
ing the room.

Georgiana tilted her head, her expression turn-
ing thoughtful. “William, do you think Elizabeth
is...pleased with this turn of events? I mean, truly
pleased?”

Darcy’s eyes softened, and he nodded. “She
said she felt...warmly about it, which is more than
I dared hope for. She even allowed me to believe
that she might come to care for me in time.”

Phillip leaned back with a knowing smile. “A
good start, cousin. A very good start. But do not
let your guard down. Winning Elizabeth Bennet’s
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heart fully will require more than a courtship. It
will take persistence and...perhaps a little charm,
too.”

Darcy arched a brow at Phillip, his tone dry. “I
shall take that as advice from an expert.”

HKokok

Later, when Georgiana retired after she had made
her brother promise to tell her all the next day, the
two cousins played a game in the billiard room.
Phillip opened the game.

“And how was the Bennet family?” Phillip en-
deavoured to appear as indifferent as possible.

Darcy gave him a dubious look. “I spent most
of the time with Miss Elizabeth. We tried to trot
today. She enjoyed having another lesson on riding
a horse very much.” Darcy played his turn. “I have
told you about the interview. Mrs. Bennet’s sister
was there when our courtship was announced. She
was a bit loud in her congratulations, but Mrs. Ben-
net surprised me with her grace. She was effusive
but just genuinely happy. I survived.”

“And Miss Bennet?”

Darcy glanced at his cousin. “She was happy
for her sister.”

Phillip was about to adjust his aim.
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“She seemed to be disappointed when she
asked about you...”

Phillip’s stick went the wrong way.

“... and I had to say you were not coming.”
Darcy gave a subtle nod, thinking it only right that
Phillip should learn a lesson.

“She — she asked about mer”

“Yes, Phillip. She looked lovely.” Darcy said
nonchalantly.

“What do you meanr”

“What do you mean, what do 1 mean? She
looked, you know, even more beautiful than usual.
She wore a nice dress I haven’t seen, a pink and
blue one and had a lovely pink silk rose attached to
it...” He widely used his hands to show what he
meant. Oh, Darcy enjoyed torturing his cousin.

Phillip’s eyes grew impossibly wide, then his
jaw went slack, and his mouth fell open.

Darcy shook his head at him. “You should
have been there, Phillip.”

“A pink rose?” His voice rose unexpectedly.

“How could you not show up after a gesture
like that?”

Phillip repeatedly blinked in shock. “You
know?”’

Darcy aimed his stick. “Thank Miss Elizabeth
tor giving you this message.”
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Phillip just stared at his cousin. “I am an idiot!
What must she think of me?” He fell into the chair
at the window. “Was she really disappointed?”’

“Who do you think she dressed for?”

“She dressed for me?” Phillip cursed his cow-
ardice. She wore i#¢ His heart leapt, a wild, untamed
thing, as if her act had declared her regard without
words. The pink silk had been a token of his admi-
ration; her wearing it transformed it into a promise.

Darcy rolled his eyes at his cousin.

Hokok

Elizabeth finally had a taste of what it was like to
be her mother’s favourite daughter. Her mother
was jubilant; she laughed and teased her husband.
She hugged Elizabeth not once and not twice, and
ordered Elizabeth’s favourite cake to be baked.
Elizabeth could not help but be happy for her as
one of her goals for her daughters just got closer,
but mostly, Elizabeth was happy for herself.

A strange energy swirled around Elizabeth; she
could not put her finger on it, but she felt an ex-
cited sensation. Her body was calm to look at, but
inside, she thought she could combust. This
strange disharmony between her body and mind
caused her to see everything more sharply and viv-
idly. As she looked around the room from her
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vantage point in the window alcove, her mother’s
joyous face was never more radiant. She could see
the finer details on Jane’s dress, her delicate
stitches. She could see her father’s eyes behind his
spectacles with unusual sharpness, even if the sun
reflected on them. When she turned around and
looked outside, she almost gasped at how the col-
ours played on her senses.

This restless energy made her useless for any
rational talk or reading. Despite rereading the same
passage several times, she had no idea what she had
read. She put it down with a huff. Her father,
amused, left the ladies to their own devices and re-
turned to his haven. Finally, she occupied her
hands with the cup of tea her mother served her.
The steam rose gently, carrying with it a faint scent
of lemon balm and something floral — something
like the wild borders of Netherfield. It brought to
mind open fields, wind in her hair...and Mr.
Darcy’s steady gaze.

She thought of Darcy and wished to share
whatever this was with him. He wanted Jer. He
wanted her love, he said. How does one give oneself to
another? And what about love? How could she offer
her affection when she had never known love? She
was sure of it. She had a vague idea; after all, she
had read about romance. Could she love Mr.
Darcy? When he said all that to her earlier in the
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day, her heart was in her throat. It was such a pro-
found thing to say. This man, handsome, wealthy
beyond imagining, learned, accustomed to high so-
ciety and acquainted with the Regent himself,
wanted to be loved by /er. That was all he asked of
her.

She could care for him; she undetrstood that
feeling. It meant putting another’s interest ahead
of hers. She could do that, and maybe she even
wanted to. She realised she wanted to make this
man happy. Since she had opened her eyes and
started to see him as he was, she had found quali-
ties in him that resonated with her: he was
honourable, dutiful, clever and enterprising; he
was not afraid of work, even manual labour; he
wielded much power, yet he cared about the peo-
ple who worked for him; although she knew it was
somewhat alien to him, he flirted with her, he put
himself forward; he spoke his mind...and he
wanted Jer. She recognised the feeling — the elation
of vanity. To be adored like that did something to
a person.

“Mama, what does it feel like to love someone?
How do you know when you are in love?” Eliza-
beth asked her mother as she prepared for bed.

“l wish I knew, child. It has been a while...
Maybe it’s easier to understand when the gentle-
man is away...when you feel lost without
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him, when you feel his absence acutely, when all
your thoughts are with him. Then maybe, after
that, you can recognise it when you are with him.
You do know, do you not, that most people marry
without such feelings?”

“Yes, yes, I know. It’s just that there is nothing
much else I can give him. I want to give him my
love.”

Mrs. Bennet clucked her tongue. “Well, that is
all fine and noble, child, but be sure to ask what
kind of cakes he prefers. Love is important, yes,
but a man’s fondness for plum pudding should not
be underestimated.”

“Oh, Mother!”

“I see. I see... If you want to love him, I think
you are halfway there. Goodness, to love such a
man! Oh, my! It takes a special woman.”

“What do you mean, Mother?”

“Why, just that he is a man of the world; your
father says he is very clever, but at the same time,
he is somewhat awkward, is he not?”

“That he 1s. He 1s trying to overcome it, though.
Mama, have you... have you ever felt love?”

“Of course, my dear. Your father was a very
handsome man. I liked that he was so clever, even
if I didn’t understand what he often talked about.
I would sit in the window waiting for him to come.
It was sweet agony.” Mrs. Bennet’s voice was
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tinged with nostalgia as she spoke. “I thought I was
the luckiest woman alive when he chose me. But
life, you see, has a way of changing things. We grew
older, and the days of sweet agony turned into a
different kind of partnership. Still, there are mo-
ments when I look at him, and I remember the
man [ first loved... I hoped to give him a son, but
I failed him.” Her demeanour changed. “Life is un-
predictable. You have done it, Lizzy. Or at least
today was a big step toward it. You will have an
exceptional life. What a handsome and tall gentle-

man! ’'m proud of you.”
“Thank you, Mama.”

Hokok

“Aww, must you always try to outdo me?” Phillip
exclaimed when Darcy appeared with a small bou-
quet the next day.

“What do I care about your 1 am about the
business of my own courtship.” He savoured the
delicate fragrance of the small bouquet in his hand.

Before luncheon, he had asked his sister to help
him create a bouquet for Miss Elizabeth from the
garden patches of Netherfield. At the very end of
May, flowers were blooming everywhere. The
price was answering all her questions, but he did
not mind. Georgiana instructed her brother on
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how to make the bouquet of pansies and forget-
me-nots. He was very proud of himself for using
the language of flowers to express his affection to
his beloved. Georgiana chose the blue and yellow
ribbons from her stock.

“They are exquisite, just like the lady they are
intended for.” Georgiana sent her brother on his
way with such words.

The arrival of the whole Netherfield party was
anticipated at Longbourn. Darcy had sent a note
that his cousin would like to call, and he would
bring his sister to wait upon the Bennet ladies; she
also hoped to help with Miss Mary’s lesson. Mrs.
Bennet thought it gentlemanly of Mr. Darcy to
send the note about their visit. “He is everything a
gentleman should be.” She said with conviction.

Elizabeth placed herself on the window seat to
be in perfect view of the gate from the road. When
she saw the guests, her eyes went to Darcy on their
own accord. Darcy, of course, noticed her in the
window and raised his hat to her. She left the win-
dow and went to meet them outside.

“Welcome, my lord. It is nice of you to visit.”

“Thank you, Miss Elizabeth. I am in your
debt.” He looked into her eyes, wishing her to un-
derstand him.
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“Please, only proceed if your intentions are
honourable.” She lowered her voice.

At first, he was taken aback, but he could not
begrudge her for warning him. “It will be so.” He
bowed to her again.

“Oh, Hussar, you are here? Did you come all
the way to see us? What a lovely dog you are!” She
greeted Darcy’s dog, who demanded her attention
next. She played with his velvety, long ears while
his long, smooth tail lashed out in all directions.

“He begged to come,” Georgiana said.

“It’s lovely to have you come, Georgie. Mary is
changing. You may join her upstairs; her door is
the third on the right.”

Georgiana followed her advice and went into
the house.

Elizabeth straightened. “Mr. Darcy.”

“Miss Elizabeth. Your smile...so beautiful.”
He looked away for a moment. “Sometimes, [ still
think I am dreaming when you smile at me like
that.”

Her voice caught in her throat, overwhelmed
by emotion at his unexpected, endearingly awk-
ward compliment.

Before she could speak, Darcy brought around
his hand with the flowers and offered them to her.

Elizabeth gasped. “For mer” No matter how
hard she tried, she could not suppress the grin that
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spread across her face. “You brought me flowers?”
Elizabeth’s heart leapt with joy. Once again, Mr.
Darcy had surprised her. I keep underestimating him,
she thought as she raised the lovely bouquet to her
nose. “Pansies and forget-me-nots?”

The soft petals brushed against her fingertips,
and she marvelled at how this once stoic man had
come to express such tenderness. It was a message
in flowers, and she could not ignore its sincerity.

“I thought they would serve my purpose,”
Darcy replied, his tone warm yet earnest.

“Do you know the meaning behind these flow-
ers?” she asked, her curiosity piqued.

“I do.”

“How?” She tilted her head in amusement.

“I purchased a book on the subject.”

Elizabeth’s eyes widened in delight. “You went
into a bookstore to buy...?”

“I sent my valet,” he interrupted, his mouth
twitching into the barest hint of a smile.

She giggled, unable to help herself. “May I ask
when you did this?”

“After I resolved to try again.”

“Oh.” Like every maiden, Elizabeth was famil-
iar with the meaning of flowers, but she never
really thought she would be able to apply that
knowledge for herself. “Thank you,” she mur-
mured, a pleased blush overspreading her cheeks.
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“It was my pleasure.”

The fragrance of pansies mingled with the crisp
scent of the morning air. Elizabeth inhaled deeply,
the sweetness a balm to her restless thoughts. “If
you do not mind, I want to put them in water.”

They went inside. Darcy pointed to Hussar to
stay.

“I’ll visit with your father while I wait. Please
let me know when Miss Mary is ready for her les-
son

2

“We shall not be long.” Elizabeth nodded, then
turned to the stairs.

Elizabeth used a small vase in her room, filled
it with water from her jug and put it on her win-
dowsill. Pansies were the symbol of thoughts
between lovers. What message are you sending me, Mr.
Darey? She caressed the petals of a small forget-me-
not. Royalty? No, she chuckled but became serious
at the thought of the other meanings, like devo-
tion...and true love. He wanted her to know that
she was loved with a true heart and that he would
do anything for her. Could one ask for more?

Hokok

Phillip took a big breath; he wiped off the non-ex-
istent dirt from his jacket and let the footman
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announce him. Mrs. Bennet and Miss Bennet were
the only inhabitants in the parlour. He bowed.

“Ladies, Mrs. Bennet and Miss Bennet. I hope
you are both well.”

“Indeed, we are. Although Jane here had no ap-
petite at dinner yesterday, she has recovered, as
you can see for yourself, my lord.”

“Mama.” Jane did not know where to look.

“Does she not look to be in good health?”” Mrs.
Bennet still addressed the lord.

Phillip was grateful for the opportunity to ob-
serve Jane openly.

“Indeed, Mrs. Bennet, she looks the picture of
health, but if I may, I would gladly escort Miss
Bennet for a stroll in the fresh air to ensure she
does not suffer a relapse.”

“Oh, no, nol We cannot have you relapse, my
dear. His lordship is right. You should be in the
sun. Thank you, my lord. You are very kind to sug-
gest this. Go, dear, go.”
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ANOTHER HEARTFELT APOI.-
OGY

Chapter 23

The roses seemed to bloom brighter in the sun,
their fragrance wafting on a gentle breeze. Birds
flitted between branches, their cheerful chirping a
perfect accompaniment to the tentative steps of
two hearts inching closer.

They walked in the garden, the trimmed hedges
casting lacy shadows over the gravel path. Jane
watched the playful patterns at their feet. She was
steadfastly silent, and Phillip was mortified and
tongue-tied. Jane’s cheeks bloomed with a quiet,
natural blush, perhaps from the warmth, perhaps
from the subtle awareness of her companion.

Phillip cleared his throat and offered his arm,
and she accepted with the lightest touch. The
world seemed to shrink to just the two of them,
the gentle arch of a rosebush overhead, the sweet
trill of a distant lark, the faint spice of sun-warmed
petals filling the hush between their words. Every
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step brought an unspoken question, every glance
an answer not yet voiced.

Jane’s heart fluttered in her chest, uncertain but
hopeful, as though the air itself urged her to trust
the man walking next to her. He had come.

Phillip, whose confidence so often found ex-
pression in quick wit and polite turns of phrase,
found himself uncharacteristically mute. He regu-
larly discussed business and negotiated with all
kinds of people; now, he was failing in matters of
the heart. Each glance Jane stole at him, every gen-
tle brush of her fingers along his sleeve, seemed to
rob him of speech. He marvelled at his own awk-
wardness, at the way sentences jumbled and
dissolved before ever reaching his lips. Why was it,
he wondered, that his tongue felt thick and his
mind so clumsy in the presence of such gentle
gracer

He had meant to say something — anything — to
bridge the silence and explain himself. But the air
was golden, heavy with the scent of roses and the
shimmer of possibility, and Phillip felt as though
any word spoken too hastily might shatter the spell
between them. His thoughts raced ahead, but his
voice lagged behind, caught on some invisible snag
of emotion. He chastised himself for his lack of
composure; after all, he was a man accustomed to
negotiation, to the easy give-and-take of society’s

537



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

parlour games. Yet here, in the hush of the garden,
he was as uncertain as a boy.

Jane, for her part, seemed content to let the
quiet linger, though Phillip sensed she was waiting
— perhaps even hoping — for him to speak. He tried
to summon courage, to force some clever remark
or earnest confession past the sudden dryness in
his throat. The colour in her cheeks encouraged
him, yet at the same time deepened his uncertainty.

Phillip cleared his throat again. The simple
sound seemed ludicrously loud in the hush. He at-
tempted a smile, faltered, and finally managed,
“Miss Bennet,” his voice softer than intended, al-
most lost in the rustle of leaves. The words he
wished for — apologies and explanations, hopes
and fears — crowded together, jostling for release
but refused to emerge in order. He could not un-
derstand it — how could someone so practised in
conversation, so adept at charm, find himself so
wholly undone by the gentle presence at his side?

“I am very sorry for not visiting yesterday.” He
tinally blurted.

“Sorry? Why?” She did not look at him.

“I should have been here.”

Jane examined her footsteps. “My lord, we are
happy to see you whenever you decide to visit.”
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She did not make it easy for him. Phillip had to
address this. He stopped. “Miss Bennet. I apolo-
gise...”

“My lord, you do not owe me an explanation.
If you are worried about the rose, you should not.
I shall think of it as a kind gesture from an ac-
quaintance, nothing more. If you prefer, I shall
give it back. I can go and get it.” Her voice was
even, but her fingers curled at her side, betraying
her strain.

“What? No! Miss Bennet, please forgive me. I
know I hurt you. The flower was a token of my
admiration. When Bingley asked for an interview,
I froze. I thought the gentlemanly thing was to let
you answer for yourself, but then I became terri-
tied that you might say yes. In the end, I was ready
to tear his person from you. I wanted to rescue you
trom him, but being the wonderful person you are,
it turned out to be unnecessary.”

“You feared I might accept him?”

“When the possibility occurred to me, I was
more than afraid. You had loved him once; 1
thought you might realise you still had feelings for
him. In my selfishness, I could not endure it.”

He exhaled hard and ran a hand through his
hair. “I am not proud of my behaviour. I let doubt
master me — and you deserved courage, not ab-
sence.”
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Jane inwardly cherished every word he said. A
little Elizabeth came out in her: “So, how did you
want to handle it if I had been of a mind to accept
him?”

“I should have told you that you had another
option.”

“And what would that have been?”

“To marry me.”

“My lord! Well, there is no need for that; I de-
clined.” Her heart was beating fast; she hoped he
would not be able to see how much she was af-
tected. She started to walk again.

Phillip did not know what to do; everything
was going wrong! He reached out. “Miss Bennet.
Yesterday, I was unsure of my reception, and cow-
ardly, I kept myself away. But today, I am here.”

“Well then, it is well for you.”

Phillip chuckled at her petulance.

Jane did not recognise herself. She was being
mean to a gentleman who had become important
to her. Right after he showed his preference by
leaving the rose for her, although he did try to in-
terrupt her interview with Mr. Bingley, he
abandoned her the next day. That very much re-
minded her of her previous abandonment.

“I am aware that you are trying to chastise me
tor my failure, and I deserve it,” Phillip said, his
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voice softening. “But know this: I would never
abandon you.”

Jane’s eyes widened in shock. Abandon, she
thought, as though he had read her mind.

“... Not when I was discreetly informed that
you wore my flower yesterday.”

Jane could not hide her surprise.

“I am indebted to Miss Elizabeth,” he contin-
ued, a smile tugging at his lips.

“Well, it was too pretty to lie around in my
room,” she replied, her voice shaky.

“Is that the only reason you wore 1t?” Phillip
asked, his tone laced with hope.

This was becoming too much for Jane. She felt
overwhelmed. Her body trembled slightly, and she
tound herself unable to respond. She looked away,
her emotions too intense to face him.

“Because if that was not your only reason,”
Phillip stepped closer, his voice dropping to an in-
timate murmur. “It would make me ever so
happy.” He paused. “Jane.”

Her head snapped back at the sound of her
name from his lips, spoken with such familiarity.
The syllables cutled in her chest like a flame. No
one — no gentleman — had said her name that way
before.

“Ever since I saw you for the first time in the
churchyard, I have been intrigued by you. I was
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captivated, and every time we met and talked, you
took my breath away.” Phillip took her hand gen-
tly, and he went down on one knee, his eyes filled
with sincerity. “Is that the only reason?”

Jane, mesmerised, shook her head, her heart
pounding in her chest. She felt an inexplicable pull
toward this man who spoke of cherishing her with
such sincerity.

“Thank you, Miss Bennet,” Phillip said softly.

“Jane,” she corrected, her voice barely above a
whisper. “Please. I like how you said my name.”

Phillip smiled at her. “Jane, I’ve been a bache-
lor for a long time. You needed to enter my life for
me to recognise how empty my life has been. If
you say yes, I shall cherish you, care for you, and
keep you safe. Complete my life, Jane. Marry me.”
Phillip’s voice faltered slightly, betraying the depth
of his emotions.

Jane pressed a hand to her chest, hardly daring
to believe it. She stared down at him, overwhelmed
not by doubt, but by the astonishing reality of be-
ing chosen — truly chosen — not for fortune or
name but for herself.

“I am not dreaming, am I?” she asked, her
voice trembling with emotion.

“No, darling, no,” he assured her, his eyes
never leaving hers. “What say you?”
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“Is this what you truly want? Are you sure
you’re not just asking because of...you know...?”

“I would much rather we did not mention his
name while I am proposing,” Phillip said with a
playful glint in his eyes.

Jane laughed softly, her heart light.

“Well, do you mind answering? My knee is
starting to protest.”

“Oh,” she exclaimed, her hand flying to her
mouth. “I am so sorry! Yes, yes, I shall marry you!”
She eagerly helped him to his feet, her heart brim-
ming with joy at the prospect of their future
together.

“Jane,” Phillip murmured as he removed her
glove and reverently kissed the back of her hand,
his lips lingering for a moment.

“My lord...” she whispered, awed by his ten-
derness.

“Phillip,” he corrected with a soft smile.
“Please call me Phillip when we are alone.”

“Your parents, Phillip,” Jane said hesitantly,
her brow furrowing in concern. “Should you not
speak to them first? I fear they might think me...”

“Do not finish the thought,” he interrupted
gently. “My parents have been praying for me to
start my own family. My father will adore you. You
are beautiful and kind. But my father will accept
you because my mother has already accepted you.”
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“She has?”

“Yes,” Phillip confirmed, a twinkle in his eye.
“That is why she came to see us here.”

Jane gasped. “All that time, she—she was...”

“Indeed, she observed you keenly and was
most pleased.”

“Oh, if only I had known.”

“You would not have been yourself,” Phillip
said, his tone smoothing. “Please understand that
I owed it to my family. I needed her to see you for
herself. She has committed to guiding you through
everything you need to become a countess.”

“A countess!” Jane exclaimed, her breath
catching.

“Had that not occurred to you?”

“When I started to hope for us, I dreamt only
of you,” Jane confessed, her eyes wide. “Oh, Phil-
lip, you offer me so much; what could I possibly
give in returnr”

A jolt of warmth surged through Phillip as he
gazed at her, his heart swelling with affection. She
is an angel, he thought. She asks what she can give in
return. He raised her hand to his lips once more,
pressing a kiss upon it.

“You will be granting me the greatest gift, your-
self,” he said tenderly, his words filled with the
depth of his feelings. “You will live with me; hope-
tully, we shall make each other happy; we’ll build a
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life. You’ll be by my side and organise our social
life, manage our household and later our tenants.
God willing, bear me children. We shall grow old
together, Jane. You are all I want in return.”

Jane’s eyes were full of tears — tears of happi-
ness.

Phillip, ever the gentleman, took out his hand-
kerchiet and dried her tears. “Thank you for
accepting me.”

“You might have simply requested a courtship,
you must know,” Jane said, laughing through her
tears.

Phillips shook his head. “No, you were deserv-
ing of a firm commitment. Also, I do not want to
spend another month before I can call you mine.
Would you like to speak to your mother? I need to
talk to your father.”

Jane nodded repeatedly, unable to speak just
then. Phillip led his beloved into the house.

Hokok

In the meantime, Darcy and his lovely ladies went
to the stables. The siblings conducted Mary’s les-
son. Elizabeth declined, saying that she would
rather just watch. Soon, Mary was trotting around
the paddock on Daisy. She clapped. Her attention
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went to Darcy’s figure, his deep voice. He was gen-
tle yet firm in his teaching. He taught Mary like a
big brother.

“Mary, relax your posture!” She added her mea-
gre knowledge to the lesson.

Darcy turned back and grinned at her.

When Georgiana was satistied with Mary’s pro-
gress, she led Mary out of the paddock.

Darcy turned to Elizabeth. She was watching
him as he approached her. She did not look away.
Her gaze held his, quiet but expectant, as though
she had waited for him to speak. Darcy inclined his
head.

“What are you thinking?”

“The way you were with Mary, I don’t think she
has had the sole attention of anyone for some
time.”

“How was I with her?”

“Like, like a brother.” She looked him in the
eye. “She blossomed under it,” Elizabeth added
softly. “I daresay...we all do.”

“Hmm. There’s a thought.” He looked at her
with meaning.

Elizabeth, on cue, crimsoned.

“Mr. Darcy, there’s something I should like to
discuss with you, however impolitic it is.”

“Impolitic?”
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“Well, it will paint me in a bad light, but I would
rather address it sooner so I can finally leave it be-
hind me.”

“I am intrigued, Miss Elizabeth. Shall we walk
or sit downr”

“Walking would be best. We could just follow
the girls.”

“You may have wondered from where my ani-
mosity originated.”

“Indeed. So, it is more than what you accused
me of at Hunsford?”

“I'm afraid yes.” She took a big breath. “Do
you recall the assembly you attended when you ar-
rived here in the autumn?”

He nodded, a look of confusion on his face.

“Well, you were not in the best of moods, am I
right?”

Darcy looked away, trying to recall the evening
in question. They were late because of Miss
Bingley. When was he in a good mood in a ball-
room? He  remembered the  whispered
conversations about him and Bingley, as well as
several families introducing their daughters.
Bingley was annoyingly exuberant, and the Bingley
sisters could not display their disgust any better.
Out of courtesy, he had to dance with them.

“No, I was not.”
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“It showed. Because of that, I thought you
were arrogant and was appalled by your attitude to-
ward our neighbourhood. It felt like you dismissed
all of us before you took the time to get to know
us.”

Darcy felt righteous indignation for a moment,
but then he tried to really hear Elizabeth’s criti-
cism.

“I have since come to understand you better.
Your aunt spoke about you and how making you
attend balls during the season is a struggle for her.
I wonder if your dislike is because you are pursued
relentlessly.”

“That and the several attempted compro-
mises.”

Elizabeth blinked; the shock momentarily si-
lenced her.

“The ballroom is an often-chosen place for try-
ing to achieve a compromise. A wrong move can
mean the end.”

“How—how awfull” Elizabeth wrinkled her
nose in distaste. Trapping a man against their will
was appalling to her. “I had no idea such tricks
were practised.” She shook her head. “How utterly
mortifying for all involved.”

“They like to play on a man’s instinct. They
pretend to fall, and the poor fellow reaches out to
catch them; however, they manage to have the
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gown indecently ripped. Last year, it happened to
me. I was about to catch a debutante but thankfully
had the state of mind and stepped back. She fell
with her face on the floor. Several of us helped her
up, and yes, her bodice was loose; it was precut.”
He looked ahead. “So, you did not like my conde-
scending behaviour.”

Elizabeth was still trying to digest what the la-
dies of the ton dared do to achieve their goals. She
had to shake her head before returning to Darcy’s
question.

“No, I did not.

“At one point, I contemplated dropping my
handkerchief at your feet just to make you engage
in an interaction with one of us.”

Darcy blinked. “Would it have been embroi-
dered?”

She laughed. “With my meagre stitching? But
seriously, when my mother tried to converse with
you, you simply excused yourself. No matter. I may
understand that you are not like me in social situa-
tions... Unfortunately, there was more. Mr.
Bingley tried to persuade you to enjoy yourself and
dance, offering a lady to ask. Do you remember?”

Darcy remembered vaguely. He remembered
noticing Elizabeth as she walked past him with an
impertinent look; he remembered watching her
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dance with a strange interest that he could not
deny.

“You told your friend that you thought her
only tolerable looking and that you didn’t want to
give consequence to ladies other men already ne-
glected.”

“I said that?” He was mortified. “Was — was
that your”

She nodded, looking at her shoes.

“I sat out a dance so that other ladies could
have their turn as gentlemen were scarce, and as
you know, some chose not to dance.”

Darcy shut his eyes. He recalled being pestered
by Bingley and that he sent him back to his new
angel. He did not remember saying what he said.

“I-I beg your pardon, Miss Elizabeth. I must
not have been in the right mind. If I had really
looked at you, I'm sure I would not have said that.”
Darcy’s jaw tightened as he replayed his careless
words in his mind. “No, that is not true. It sounds
very much like what I would say just to avoid danc-
ing.” He shook his head in self-reproach. He had
been blind not only to her beauty but to her pres-
ence — a failing that now seemed inexcusable.

“To be honest, I did not want to enjoy myself.
In my way of thinking, I abandoned my sister, who
was suffering, because I had thought to protect her
from learning what Wickham had become and
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then hired a woman who helped him in seducing
her. I thought I didn’t deserve to have a good time,
not that I usually achieve that in a ballroom.” He
smiled wryly.

Now, Elizabeth felt even worse for her senti-
ments at the time.

“And is that why you hated me so much?”

“Being called tolerable hit me harder than I was
ready to admit. I laughed about it, but I was... Im-
agine growing up next to Jane.”

“But you are beautiful!”

She was stunned for a moment. “You—you are
very kind. Of course, I know better now. Then,
however, I hated you. In reflection, my feelings
were hurt, and I lashed out; I wanted to hear Mr.
Wickham’s condemning words about you because
then I could dismiss your words and you as yox dis-
missed me.”

Darcy made Elizabeth stop. He took her hand.

“If I could go back in time, I would take those
stupid words back. I am truly sorry for causing you
pain. I had no idea.”

Elizabeth’s resentment began to crumble under
the weight of Darcy’s sincerity. She saw for the
tirst time how her own pride had mirrored his,
how her wounded vanity had kept her from seeing
the man behind the words.
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“I think I was angry at you that you dismissed
me, and with that, you dismissed the possibility of
us. Maybe that is why I did not want to see or un-
derstand your admiration or devotion. It was
difficult to reconcile that and then being proposed
to.”

“I could kick myself. I caused my own down-
fall... Well, let us start anew. I want you to know
that I find you enchanting. Your sparkling eyes
haunted me even when I left you. If it is any con-
solation, I did notice you at the assembly. I
remember you walking past me with a look of chal-
lenge, which I now understand. I watched you
dance, and for some reason, my eyes always found
you. I was already fascinated, though I did not re-
alise 1t.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“I wish I had known. Do you know I was so silly
that when I found you looking at me, I thought
you were looking to find fault? I needed Jane to
laugh at the idea.”

“That is indeed silly. I looked at you because I
could not look away.”
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AN IMPORTANT ANNOUNCE-
MENT AND A SUNDAY PICNIC

Chapter 24

AN

Jane found her mother in the still room*’ checking
the stock. She and her sisters often joined her
mother, the cook, or Mrs. Hill there, making jam
or preserves for winter. Now, she closed the door
behind her and asked her mother to sit on a chair.

“What is it, my dear?”

“Just sit first, please.”

“All right, I'm sitting. What is it?”” She put her
notebook down.

“Mama, I am grateful for your counsel about
Mzr. Bingley.”

Her mother sighed as she listened, her expres-
sion thoughtful.

“I know it was a good offer, more than I could
have ever hoped for,” Jane began softly. “But one
of the reasons I declined his offer was that another
had captured my heart. I didn’t know if it would

40 A room in a large house used by the housekeeper for the storage of preserves,
cakes, and liqueurs and the preparation of tea and coffee.
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amount to anything, but I couldn’t help myself. 1
hoped.”

“The viscount?” Mrs. Bennet asked, her eyes
narrowing with curiosity...and hope.

Jane nodded. “Yes, Mama, him.”

Mrs. Bennet’s brow furrowed in thought. “I
suspected, but...he is a peer.”

“Indeed, he is,” Jane replied, her face lighting
up with a charming smile. “And this very peer has
just asked me to marry him.”

Mrs. Bennet grew unnaturally still.

Jane was a good daughter. She knew how im-
portant such news would be to her mother. She
only hoped that, upon realising she was to become
a countess one day, her mother might manage to
keep her composure. Well, one could always
dream.

“I am to be married, Mama,” Jane said, her
voice trembling slightly with joy. As the words left
her lips, Jane felt the weight of their truth. The
dream she dared not voice had come true, and with
it came a tide of emotions — happiness, relief, and
a touch of apprehension about the new life ahead.

“You are to be married...to a viscount,” Mrs.
Bennet repeated, scarcely able to believe her ears.
“You are not teasing me, are you?”

Jane shook her head with energy.
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“Oh, I'm quite overcome. Really? Jane, oh, I
knew you were so beautiful for a reason! I have
seen the way he looks at you.” She clapped her
hands together. “His lordship as a son-in-law! My
daughter married, married... Good gracious, you
will be a countess...elegant, rich, a peer.” Mrs.
Bennet dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief,
her heart swelling with pride. “Oh, my sweet Jane,
you’ve fulfilled every mother’s dream. A daughter
of mine — a countess!” She laughed through her
tears, pulling Jane into a tight embrace. “Oh! Does
your father know?” She jumped from her chair.

“Phillip is with him now, seeking his permis-
sion.”

She sat back. “Phillip? What a handsome name!
Most fitting for a gentleman of his rank. Oh, my
sweet Jane, you will be so happy.” Her eyes filled
with tears.

“Is it naive of me that I did not think of that
when I wanted him to propose to mer”

“Oh, no. Young love!” She gasped. “Jane, what
about the countess?” She was worried all of a sud-
den.

“Phillip said she came to Netherfield to meet
us. She bestowed her blessing upon him.”

“Even then, when he invited her to meet us?
Oh, she wanted to meet me, too! I hope I did not
let you down, child. She approved? The Lord has
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been good to us! Now, your father will be smug.
He will vex me by reminding me that, although he
didn’t save for your dowry, it was not an obstacle
to you finding a husband.”

“Well, it could’ve been. Easily.” Jane sighed.

HKokok

The household was full of joy when Darcy and his
ladies returned. When they entered the parlour,
they found Mr. and Mrs. Bennet sitting in two arm-
chairs and Phillip and Jane sitting on a couch
together.

“Oh, it’s time you returned! Come, come, all of
you. Your father has an announcement to make.”
She waved her handkerchief.

A palpable sense of excitement filled the room.
The door opened again, and Kitty and Lydia joined
them, filled with quiet joy that they were called
down from their lessons.

“What is it, Mama?”

“Come and sit, girls. Your father is about to an-
nounce wonderful news.”

“Yes, well.” Mr. Bennet stood. “Indeed, it is an
important announcement. Aunt Gardiner was kind
enough to interview several ladies and chose a
good candidate. The governess for Kitty and Lydia
will arrive next week...”
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The girls gasped with horror.

“Oh, Mr. Bennet! You are cruel to play such a
joke on us. Not that announcement,” interrupted
his wife.

“Certainly, my dear. How could I forget?”

“Papal Must we have one? The Morlands have
one, and she is not nice.” Kitty protested.

“Kitty, hush.” Her mother dismissed her.

“Well, everybody, I should like to announce
that our Jane is getting married. His lordship asked
her to marry him, and she accepted. I have given
my blessing.”

The people in the room were struck speechless
for a moment, after which gasps and squeals were
heard.

“What?”

“How?”

Elizabeth’s joy at her sister’s engagement was
palpable, radiating from her in waves of warmth
and happiness. Even though she knew about the
likelihood of this, she could barely contain her
scream of joy. Her sister had denied the possibility,
but Elizabeth knew she must have secretly hoped
tor it. The viscount was a good match for her. He
was steady, competent, and already his own man.
He would be a good guide for her sweet sister. Jane
would have the opportunity to step out into the
world and learn so much! Her lovely nature would

557



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

provide a place of refuge and respite from the de-
mands of her husband’s public life.

She looked on as the cousins hugged each
other. Mr. Darcy’s face was overtaken with genu-
ine happiness for his cousin. These new
expressions she had recently witnessed on his face
elated her. It felt like he had transformed. But Eliz-
abeth knew now that these were always beneath
the surface; he just needed familiarity and purpose
to let them show themselves. How she liked it
when his face softened into a warm look! It suited
the gentleman. On the other hand, she did not be-
grudge him the expressions he used to keep people
away, the neutral one, the master one...those were
necessary for life, but she adored the one he only
put on when he looked at her. Now that she un-
derstood, she realised it made her feel special.

The Netherfield party was invited to dinner
without ceremony, which the gentlemen accepted
merrily. The guests were offered the guest rooms
to freshen up. Kitty and Lydia invited Georgiana
to join them in their rooms. Mrs. Bennet assured
that there was no need to send for their evening
attires as they would only be among themselves. A
note was sent to Netherfield that they would not
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dine there. Mrs. Bennet sent a note to the Phillip-
ses to join them for dinner as they were
celebrating.

An express was dispatched to the Matlocks’
residence in I.ondon with the viscount’s handwrit-

ng:

Mother,
I am engaged to the most wonderful woman in the world.
Your son,

Phillip

P.S.: Please, have Father place the announcement.
Here are Miss Bennet’s details.

Hokok

Sunday came again, signalling the end of May. The
weather was beautiful for the enjoyment of the
neighbourhood. At the end of the service, the pat-
son announced the first commonly held picnic*
behind the church. Once everybody had their Sun-
day breakfast, the congregation was invited back.
The Netherfield gentlemen decided to attend, ea-
ger to spend more time in the company of their
ladies.

41 See images of Regency picnics on the story website
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Mrs. Bennet sent her three younger daughters
to help set up the picnic, putting tablecloths on the
long tables and arranging the flowers. Pitchers of
drinks were prepared. Many families took blankets
and pillows.

As everyone arrived in the afternoon, the tables
were quickly covered with all kinds of offerings:
cold roast beef, ribs of lamb, roast fowls, roast
ducks, ham, tongue, veal-and-ham pie, pigeon pie;
somebody had brought six lobsters; baskets of
salad, cucumbers. The stewed fruit was well sweet-
ened and sat with pastry biscuits, cheesecakes, jam
putffs, a sizeable cold plum pudding, a few baskets
of fresh fruit, plain biscuits, cheese, butter, rolls,
tin bread, plain plum cakes, pound cakes, sponge
cakes, a tin of mixed biscuits, and tea; the offerings
covered the cloth. No guest would go hungry at
the picnic.

The younger generation played games, and the
older and distinguished ones indulgently looked
on. Darcy and Phillip were reclining comfortably
on the blanket and surrounding pillows. Elizabeth
became flustered at seeing him so informal. Darcy
looked at her questioningly.

“I should know better by now, as I have seen
you attired for heavy work, but it’s still new to see
you so...relaxed in public...you are laughing at

2

me.
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And indeed, he burst out laughing. “Miss Eliz-
abeth, you are a treasure! You surprise me
endlessly.” Darcy’s eyes sparkled with mirth as he
leaned closer. “Did you think I retired for the night
with my cravat still in a proper knot?”” He laughed
anew as Elizabeth crimsoned, warm and inviting
like a freshly ripened strawberry. Phillip was trying
hard to refrain from laughing, too.

“My lord, you might as well laugh, too. As I said
it out loud, even I find it silly.” She shook her head.

“Miss Elizabeth, I should be honoured if you
called me Phillip among ourselves.” He bowed his
head to her.

Elizabeth was pleasantly surprised. “Phillip? I
should like that. Please call me Elizabeth or Lizzy.”

Darcy cleared his throat and murmured, “I be-
lieve Elizabeth should suffice.”

It was Jane’s turn to laugh; her sister looked at
her, confused.

“Oh, Lizzy. He wants your nickname for him-
self.” Jane gestured to Darcy.

Poor Elizabeth crimsoned further, and her wit
abandoned her, so she tried to change the subject.

“I-I saw Hussar arrive with you. Where is he?”

Darcy looked around, now red himself.

“I am afraid we’ll not see him until we leave.
He’ll approach everybody eating, and with his
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puppy eyes, he will be fed. Ugh, he is there, with
the children.” He gestured toward them.

Elizabeth noticed they received much attention
and many amused glances.

“Mr. Darcy, would you like to join me in greet-
ing our neighbours?” Elizabeth asked him sweetly.

“You should not believe me if I answered, ‘It
would be my pleasure,” but I shall join you because
that is what yo# would like.”

That made Elizabeth laugh. “Indeed, I should
like you to join me. Do not fret; I'll protect you,”
she bantered.

They walked around and stopped to talk to sev-
eral people. As she expected, most people had
heard the gossip that they might be courting. They
were not subtle about it; they openly asked if it was
true. At first, Darcy did not know how to handle
such open inquiries, but he became braver after
Elizabeth acknowledged the courtship with a
happy smile. “We are indeed courting. Miss Eliza-
beth was gracious enough to accept my request for
a courtship.

“We all love our dear Miss Elizabeth. She is the
loveliest of ladies.” Mrs. Long enthused.

“Exactly so, madam. I had no choice but to try
to convince her to accept me.”
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“Now, Miss Lizzy, don’t make this excellent
gentleman wait too long,” she admonished affec-
tionately.

Darcy enjoyed Elizabeth’s crimson cheeks. “I
wish to rescind my answer to you.” He said in a
low voice as they stepped away. “It was my pleasure
to talk to the neighbours.”

They returned to the family, who were already
eating. They went to the table and looked at what
was on offer.

“This is a rich offering. Why do we not use this
to learn what food we like and what we do not? 1
shall hold our plates, and you choose the food.”

Elizabeth thought it a great idea and started
asking about every item available. There was not
much Darcy did not like; in fact, practically noth-
ing was skipped. They laughed and teased. They
had a lovely time filling the plates. By the end,
Darcy’s plate was about twice as high as Eliza-
beth’s.

“Come on, Miss Elizabeth, you must eat more.
A little more ham, perhaps?”

“Do not forget, Mr. Darcy, that we have not
looked at the desserts. I need to save myself for
them.”

They ate in the circle of their family. Kitty and
Lydia were surprisingly quiet but ate with energy.
As soon as they finished, they were off again. Mr.
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Bennet already looked like he would fall asleep any
minute while Mrs. Bennet chatted with her sister.
Mzr. Phillips looked around in a leisurely manner;
he was already eating his dessert.

After some time, Phillip suggested a walk. The
two couples left together. Hussar happily joined
them when he saw his master walk away.

“Oh, I almost forgot. I have a letter from my
aunt and uncle. They were going to take me with
them to the Lake District in the summer, but as
things stand, I think I shall decline.”

“When would this be?”

“July—Augustr”

“If you want to go, by all means, do not decline
on my account. I shall have to return to Pemberley
in August... Maybe you could stay at my home for
a while on the trip.”

Elizabeth did not expect Darcy to suggest that
she should still go ahead if she wanted. S7ay at Pen-
berley? With relations from trade?

“This is my Aunt and Uncle Gardiner, who live
in London.”

“Yes, I know.”

“And you would have them visit Pemberley?”

Darcy stopped, just having understood her hes-
itation. He was mortified that she had to ask. “Miss
Elizabeth, they are your family, and after what I
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have heard, I know they are quite important to you.
Therefore, I shall welcome them.”

“Tha—thank you, but there is still the question
of Jane’s wedding.”

“You are right. Hey, Phillip, any thoughts on
when you want to marry?” Darcy called out to his
cousin, who was walking with Jane in front of
them.

“The sooner, the better if you ask me.” He
chuckled. “We have not discussed it. We must con-
sult with my mother. Jane, what are your
thoughts?”

“If our names are read in our parishes, we can
marry any time after that.”

“That’s a good idea. Let us talk to your parson,
and I shall send a letter to mine...”

Elizabeth continued, “Well, I mentioned my
uncle’s letter because I wrote to them about your
enterprise. I tried to explain it as best I could. I
thought maybe he would be interested.” She
smiled broadly. “My uncle wrote that he would like
to become a customer. Moreover, his associate is
interested as well. Their neighbour is also a well-
to-do merchant, and he would not mind deliveries
cither. He included my aunt’s list of items they
would be very interested in.”” She gave Darcy the
note.
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Darcy, after the shock of it, called Phillip again.
Both Darcy and Phillip were unable to speak for a
tew seconds when Elizabeth repeated what her un-
cle had written.

“Now, that is some development. I did not
even consider soliciting customers among those in
trade.” Darcy said at last.

“They have money and like everything related
to the gentry. We should have thought of that.
What is on the list?” Phillip was intrigued.

“Hmm...honey. We had not considered that
possibility. That would be easy enough to estab-
lish.”

“Mzr. Harris and I think even the Lucases make
honey.” Jane offered.

“What do you think, Phillip?”

“Yes, excellent idea.”

“He also mentions baked goods, bread and
such.”

“Oh, bread? That is... This enterprise is just
getting better and better. Why not? We could have
more ovens built. We are already building one for
the staff.”

“All right, let us discuss this with our people.”
Darcy nodded. “Miss Elizabeth, please tell your
uncle that we greatly thank him for his business. If
these other two families become our customers,

566



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

too, we will give him a discount on all his pur-
chases while they shop with us.” He looked at
Phillip, who nodded. “We will send word when the
provisions may begin to be supplied. In a few
weeks, hopetully. Do explain that our prices will be
slightly higher than the market price. We are grate-
tul. If you could give me your uncle’s address.” He
turned to Phillip. “He also mentioned different
pies on the list. Indeed, the possibilities are endless.
We will need to hire more women.”

“Did I really help? You do not mind my inter-
ference?” She asked Darcy as they resumed
walking.

“You have opened new possibilities. Without
this, we would have concentrated on the ton. Why
would I begrudge that? If you have any ideas,
please share them. We can only benefit from other
perspectives.”

“You would welcome my thoughts on the sub-
ject?” Elizabeth felt a strange warmth spread
through her chest. Here was a man of immense
power and privilege, yet he valued her opinions.
The thought humbled her, and for the first time,
she saw a glimpse of what a partnership with him
might truly mean.

“Indeed, I would. Why? Do you have more?”

“I might. I shall have to think about it.”
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After some silence, Darcy reflected out loud.
“As you know, I have been my own man for about
five years now. Also, in the last year of my father,
as soon as I returned from my Grand Tour, I had
to make my own decisions about the estate and
everything. I have surrounded myself with capable
people to help me, but ultimately, I have borne the
responsibilities alone. Having someone with
whom to share my thoughts would be a great com-
fort. A partner.” He looked at her. “You could be
that person. You are clever; you have your opin-
ions on things, and you are interested. You have
just shown initiative by contacting your relatives.
We could discuss things...”

She imagined long evenings spent in the library,
discussing estate matters over tea, her opinions not
just heard but sought.

“... It would also be beneficial if you could
share some of my decision-making process. It is
getting to be too much to handle by myself.”

Elizabeth was flabbergasted. Unlike her father,
this man trusted her intellect and wanted her to be
his partner. He usually dismissed her suggestions;
she could count on one hand when her father acted
on her advice. This man wanted to involve her in
his business and all his decisions. How could she
have dismissed him before? Never again.
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For the rest of their time together, she made
him talk about his home. Pemberley seemed like
the perfect topic as Mr. Darcy relaxed and freely
shared his thoughts on the subject, and there were
many.

As he spoke of his estate, his passion for its
management shone through. Elizabeth found her-
self hanging on his every word, imagining the
grand beauty of Pemberley and the man who
brought it to life. She felt her admiration for him
deepen, an emotion that was both unbidden and
undeniable.

Hokok

As one of the organisers, Lady Lucas looked
around with satisfaction. The event was successful,
with many families in attendance, including some
from the trade sector, which they hoped to encour-
age, as their community was small. She had a lot to
report to her daughter at Hunsford. As she made
her rounds, Mr. Wickham’s lies, subsequent crime,
and his debts to the merchants were a much-dis-
cussed topic. She was angry at herself for
extending invitations to her events and letting him
dine at her house more than once.

She would also mention the new Netherfield
party and that Maria was on her way to becoming
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triends with Miss Darcy. At the picnic, they spent
most of their time in each other’s company with
some of the other young ladies.

The most significant news she wanted to share
with her daughter was that Jane had captured the
heart of a peer. The viscount, a handsome gentle-
man himself, had already asked for her hand and,
of course, was accepted. Fanny did not fail to men-
tion that in all her conversations. Oddly, the other
worthwhile news she learnt from Agnes Phillips
was that Mr. Darcy was now courting their Lizzy.
Lady Lucas could hardly wait to relay the news of
Jane’s betrothal and Elizabeth’s courtship. She im-
agined Charlotte’s astonishment as she read the
letter, her daughter forever intrigued by the un-
folding dramas of Longbourn and Netherfield. She
would ask her daughter if Lizzy had written to her
about it. She observed the couple herself at the pic-
nic, and there could be no mistake about the news.
Mzr. Darcy was very attentive to her, which she ac-
cepted with pleasure. The two groups were
picnicking together.

Lady Lucas sat down that evening and penned
the tollowing to Charlotte:
“My dearest Charlotte,

You will never guess what unfolded at the Sunday pic-

nic...”’
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And so, as soon as the following day, Lady Lu-
cas sealed the letter with an air of triumph, certain
it would spark endless speculation in Hunsford.
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UNDER THE WAILNUT TREE
AND FLYING

Chapter 25

~ 2\ .
W

The two gentlemen started the following week
with renewed energy. They worked hard from eatrly
morning, planning, calculating, overseeing, and
giving instructions all the way to lunch. After a
morning filled with plans and calculations on the
estate, the gentlemen took a well-deserved reprieve
in the afternoon to visit their respective ladies.

“Phillip,” Jane greeted her fiancé on Thursday.
“It remains a marvel that you are now ‘Phillip’ to
me.”

“It 1s marvellous to hear you call me by my
name.” Phillip had asked her to start with a walk.
“How are you, Jane?”

“I am very well, thank you,” she said with a big
smile. I sometimes wonder if I am still dreaming.
How can someone survive feeling this happiness?
And I have made my whole family so delighted,”
she babbled on, her gaze sweeping over the sun-
dappled path ahead. “It feels as though every joy I
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dared to imagine 1s unfolding before me, yet there’s
a part of me that wonders if I truly deserve it.”

Phillip gazed at her with endless admiration.
His beloved was happy. How well it suited her an-
gelic face! “Are you happy?” He stopped walking.

“Yes, I am.”

He could not look away; she was entrancing.
How had he ever believed himself complete before
her? How fortunate he was to call this radiant crea-
ture his own. He needed to get her alone.

They resumed walking.

“And you? How are you? You have been
busy.”

“I like to be busy. The buildings are coming
along nicely. One team is building farming facilities
so that the animals can be housed sometime next
week. Some have already arrived, and we are using
the buildings of one of the tenants; we will need a
lot of poultry to sell, to feed the staff, and we need
many eggs.” He smiled. “The first leg of the green-
house is also ready, so the plants are going under
glass, and the next phase has started. The accom-
modations are nearly finished, well, the first ten
rooms. Carpentry is producing some furniture;
some we bought from the neighbourhood.”

“What about accessoties, like curtains?”

“Oh, I guess... Jane, would you like to be in-
volved? I mean, only if you want. You could take
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the lead on ensuring the rooms have all the neces-
sary items, such as bowls, jugs, sheets, and chairs.
Darcy wants to make them welcoming. I’'m sure
Mrs. Nicholls would welcome relinquishing that
responsibility.”

“You would trust me with all that?”

“This needs a woman’s touch. You’ll be my
wife. It does not mean you have to do everything
personally. You may use the steward or his assis-
tant to  negotiate  prices ~ or  arrange
storage...whatever you need.”

“My goodness, yes, yes, I wish to be involved.
I shall ask Georgiana if she wants to help me. Lizzy
might be interested as well.” Her eyes sparkled
with excitement. Already, she imagined the rooms
filled with carefully chosen linens and the warm
touch of thoughtful details. Jane felt a deep sense
of purpose rising within her.

Phillip could see the wheels already turning in
her mind. How he adored this woman!

“You do it as you wish, my dear. It will help us
greatly, whatever you do. I would like to introduce
you to our new secretary and treasurer. If you want
to help, you could get the ladies to organise attire
for the workers, shoes, boots — there’s so much to
think of. We need to hire some women to sew...”
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“I think we can arrange that among our-
selves...we can ask tenant wives if they would be
interested in earning more money.”

“You’re truly remarkable. Yes, please, your
help would be appreciated. I shall talk to Darcy.”
He marvelled at her ability to embrace challenges
with such poise.

He took a letter from his breast pocket and of-
tered it to Jane.

“Mother sent a letter to you. You may read it
when you are alone. In mine, she says they will visit
next week as there’ll be a few days’ break at parlia-
ment, and my father, the earl, can join her.”

Jane nodded.

“Also, she wrote that she would like to take you
with her for about a week when they return.”

“Why?” She asked, confused.

“To purchase things. You’ll need a new ward-
robe.”

“Heavens!” She breathed in sharply. “I-I have
about five and twenty pounds saved.”

“Oh, darling, truly? That is so charming. That’s
a lot of money.”

“Are you teasing me, my lord?” she asked, her
smile betraying her playfulness.

“My lord? No, no, no,” he replied, feigning of-
fence, “I would never mock you...”
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“My lord? No, no, no. I would not dare mock
you. Youll need much more than that, however.
Hopefully, your father will provide you with some
tunds, but please do not protest; I also plan to give
you enough money so you won’t have to worry
about your spending.

Jane crimsoned.

“Your blush delights me, but there’s no need
for it. I want the best for you. Let me spoil you,
Jane. We will be under scrutiny; better to say, yox
will be under scrutiny. I want folks to be brought
to their knees when they look at you, and the
women to become green with envy.”

Jane searched his eyes to see if he was joking.
He was not.

“I shall have to get used to this, will I not? Oh,
what hardship?” She laughed and pretended to
swoon with her hand on her forehead.

“Indeed.” Phillip smiled at her silliness. “Please
listen to Mother for what you will need, however
overwhelming it seems. Regarding fashion and
what is appropriate and flattering, you can listen to
her; she is quite one of the best-dressed ladies of
the ton, but I want you to enjoy yourself and
choose what you want. Unfortunately, she doesn’t
want me to join you. She argues that purchasing
our trousseaus will occupy most of your days, and
she also wants to use your time together to impart
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some vital knowledge for navigating the ton. I
apologise in advance; that will be a necessary evil.
You will be better prepared for it, however. All
right, enough of this talk.” Phillip looked behind
them at the maid who played the role of a chaper-
one.

“Excuse me for a moment.” He stepped up to
the maid and discreetly put a few coins in her hand.
“Mary, is it?”

The gitl nodded.

“Well, Mary, if you might tarry behind a bit, we
would appreciate a moment of solitude. “You un-
derstand our need for a moment’s privacy, I trust?”

She curtsied shyly. “But...”

“We just need a couple of minutes of privacy.”

She nodded.

Phillip went back to his beloved. As he looked
around, they were quite by themselves. Drawing
Jane along a quiet, shaded path, Phillip led her to
an ancient walnut tree with its thick, sprawling
branches, offering them a rare moment of privacy.

“Jane.” He said softly.

She anticipated this.

“Sir, you are a man of great planning” Jane
said, her voice barely above a whisper. Her heart
hammered, and her mouth felt suddenly dry, be-
traying the nervous energy she was trying to
contain. She had imagined this moment, yet now
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that it was here, she felt suspended in a dream-like
haze, unsure if she would awaken.

Phillip smiled, clearly enjoying her attempt at
banter at such a moment. She valiantly tried not to
show her nervousness, though the flush on her
cheeks revealed it.

“Yes,” he replied with a teasing glint in his eyes,
“I do flatter myself that I can think two steps
ahead. I have long envisaged you in my arms, and
for that, I had to act accordingly.”

“In your arms?” she echoed, her voice faltering
slightly.

“Yes, my darling. Jane.” He murmured, his
voice soft and full of affection. His hand slipped
to her waist, pulling her toward him while stepping
forward. He looked into her eyes and searched
them for any trace of reluctance. But in her eyes,
he only found trust — trust mingled with the sweet,
timid fear of the unknown. She was untouched by
any man’s affections; he rejoiced in the knowledge
that he would be her first kiss. Although they had
not said anything, her eyes sparkled with her love
for him.

“Have you ever been kissed?” He whispered,
his breath warm against her skin.

Jane just stared at him; she hardly remembered
to shake her head. Warmth took over Jane’s body
as she concentrated on her breathing. She might
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have stopped breathing altogether when Phillip
leaned in and touched her lips with his. She felt his
hand gently cup her face, his thumb grazing her
cheek, while his other hand seemed to become one
with her on her waist. The kiss was more of a series
of soft, tentative kisses, like whispers between
souls still learning the language of intimacy, as if
testing the waters of a delicate, precious moment,
but for Jane, each one was more intoxicating than
the last. When he finally drew back, he rested his
forehead against hers, his chest rising and falling
with the emotion.

His breathing laboured; Phillip had to stop be-
cause the feeling in his chest as he kissed Jane
overwhelmed him. The reaction of her virgin,
trembling lips made him lightheaded. For a man so
accustomed to control, the torrent of emotion she
evoked in him was disarming. He had never felt so
vulnerable, yet he would not trade this moment for
anything.

“Jane, sweet Jane,” he sighed, the words barely
audible, as if speaking too loudly might shatter the
tragile magic of the moment. But then he went
back to kissing his beloved properly. He slowly
taught her the ancient dance of lips, making her
unconsciously mould into his embrace. He an-
swered her silent request and hugged her to
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himself, tightening his arms around her and pull-
ing her fully against him.

Her knees began to weaken beneath her, over-
whelmed by the emotions flooding her senses.
Phillip held her securely, his strength grounding
her as they lost themselves in the intimacy of the
moment. He kissed her with a slow, deliberate ten-
derness as if each kiss were a promise — a promise
to cherish her, to protect her, and to love her.

When they finally parted, Jane was breathless,
her face flushed with the warmth of her first kiss.
She leaned against Phillip, her head resting on his
chest as she tried to catch her breath, her heart still
fluttering from the intensity of the experience. She
had dreamt of what it might feel like to be kissed,
but no dream could have prepared her for the
trembling truth of it. Phillip pressed a kiss to the
top of her head, his hand still gently caressing her
waist.

“You are everything I imagined and more, my
darling Jane,” he whispered, his voice thick with
emotion. “You are mine, as I am yours.”

kokk
Darcy and his merry ladies were just returning

from their now regular riding lessons when Phillip
and Jane appeared at the corner.
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“I think after one more lesson with Miss Eliza-
beth on the morrow and Saturday, we could have
that ride you have been talking about.”

“That sounds very good, Darce!”

Darcy observed the two, with Jane looking eve-
rywhere except at them, and her hair slightly out of
place. He saw their chaperone at a generously dis-
creet distance. He asked slowly, “And how was
your walk this lovely afternoon?”

Immediately, Jane’s eyes showed alarm, and her
tace crimsoned like a ripened apple.

Phillip came to the rescue. “We viewed many
of the blooms. Shall we go in?”” He said, and then
he led Jane inside.

Darcy rooted, exclaimed under his breath once
they were gone, “Lucky ba...lucky man!” He cor-
rected himself when he saw Elizabeth’s eyes
widen. The irony was not lost on him. Here he was,
longing for Elizabeth, yet constrained by propriety
and her uncertain affections. How maddening it
was to watch his cousin so easily claim what he de-
sired. She looked at him with a question in her
eyes.

“Did you not see your sister?”

Elizabeth tilted her head to the side.

Darcy shifted his gaze to her lips.

Her hand flew to her mouth. “No!”

“Yes.”
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“Oh, my!” She looked at Darcy with eyes im-
possibly wide. As Darcy continued to look at her,
his expression shifted to one of longing. Elizabeth
lowered her hand and watched as the transfor-
mation took place.

“Do you—do you wish...?” Her voice croaked.

Darcy’s eyes flashed. He looked toward the sky
and shut his eyes. He mumbled, “Oh, for the love
of the All-mighty!” When he turned his eyes back
to Elizabeth, he offered his arm to her with a sigh.
“Shall we follow?”

Elizabeth took his arm, mortified that she
dared ask the question and half amused that Mr.
Darcy visibly struggled with his desires.

They went inside; however, she was useless for
the rest of the visit. She observed Phillip and Jane,
trying to imagine what they had done. Elizabeth
telt a level of envy for their intimacy; she wondered
what it must have been like — she would ask Jane.
Then she kept glancing toward Darcy, who caught
her gaze a few times and reciprocated. Did he
know what she was thinking? Did he know that she
imagined them kissing? Suddenly, she experienced
the strangest feeling of yearning in the middle of a
crowded room. She recalled what it felt like when
he lifted her off Daisy; he almost embraced her
then. Her heart was in her throat; she cursed men’s
fashion, for she remembered what it was like when
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she saw his solid and robust neck. How would he
react if she...? She gasped silently at her own
treacherous and, what was more, scandalous
thoughts. She stood and, with shaking hands,

poured herself another cup of tea.

HKokok

On Friday, the events of the day before lingered
vividly, still fresh in her mind, like a melody that
refused to fade. They hardly said two words to
each other — the awkward silence between her and
Mzr. Darcy weighed heavily, each hesitant to breach
the chasm that had opened between them. Thank-
fully, the riding lesson offered some neutral
interaction.

Despite the innocent nature of their engage-
ment, the air around them pulsed with an
undeniable tension. It veritably vibrated. Some-
thing had changed, and both felt it. The sweet
torture of awareness at least afflicted both, and
they could rejoice in this shared predicament.

Darcy, riding beside her, was at a loss for how
to navigate this new emotional landscape. Darcy
did not know how to react; he feared he had
stepped too far by mentioning the other couple’s
kiss. Had he overstepped? As they rode in silence,
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he stole glances at Elizabeth, noting her preoccu-
pied expression. Miss Elizabeth seemed occupied
by the thought; did she want him to kiss her? Each
heartbeat seemed to echo the question. The notion
sent a thrill coursing through him, mingled with a
sense of uncertainty. Her blush when they looked
at each other suggested she was not unaffected by

the thought of them kissing.

HKokok

Jane and Elizabeth awoke in one bed Saturday
morning after an awkward but much-needed pil-
low talk the previous night. Elizabeth fell asleep
with the intriguing thought of Mr. Darcy and her,
although the image was a blur, while Jane fell
asleep knowing what a kiss between lovers was

like.

The Netherfield party promised to arrive just
after eleven. They were to go behind the sister
mountain of old Oakham Mount, a smaller, gentler
slope, where the creek that ran through Long-
bourn and Netherfield widened into a small lake in
a depression. They were to have their own little
picnic there. The riding group consisted of the
gentlemen, Georgiana, and the three Bennet sis-
ters, Jane, Elizabeth, and Mary.
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The gentlemen were punctual as always. They
brought two extra horses for Mary and Jane. Eliz-
abeth would travel on Daisy. Darcy’s servant
brought the barouche, complete with blankets, pil-
lows, and a large umbrella; he would help set up
the picnic and serve as a chaperone. Darcy wanted
to ensure they had an alternative mode of trans-
portation if the ladies felt too tired to ride. As soon
as the girls’ basket was put into the vehicle, the
gentlemen helped the ladies onto the saddles, and
otf they went with Mrs. Bennet and Hill waving to
them until they disappeared.

The kind Reader can imagine the cheerful
mood of the ride and the laughter, as well as the
relaxed atmosphere while they shared the carefully
prepared food. At the onset of summer, they were
surrounded by a profusion of life. June revealed
nature at its most lush and vibrant.

The only unusual occurrence on the outing was
on the way back, when Elizabeth impatiently
turned to Darcy.

“I am quite tired of trotting like a governess,”
Elizabeth said, half in jest, her eyes glinting with
mischief. “When may [ fly, Mr. Darcy?”

Darcy’s head snapped toward her, surprised by
the daring in her tone. Without a word, he guided
Devil closer, bringing his mount alongside hers in
one smooth, practiced motion. The others looked
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on with interest, but Darcy’s focus was solely on
Elizabeth. He reached out and, with an ease that
belied the strength it required, placed his hands
tirmly around her waist. Her breath caught in her
throat as he lifted her clean off her saddle.

“Mr. Darcy...!” she began, but no more than a
startled squeak escaped before she landed with a
soft thud in front of him on Devil’s back.

For the briefest of moments, Elizabeth froze in
shock, her gloved hands clinging to his sleeves for
balance. But then it struck her — what he meant to
do — and she let out a delighted shriek that echoed
across the field, wild and free.

Behind them, gasps and murmurs rippled
through the group.

“Mr. Darcy, be careful!” Jane called out in
alarm, her hands half-raised as though she might
retrieve her sister by force of will alone.

“Are you ready?” Darcy murmured low into
Elizabeth’s ear, his voice roughened slightly by
adrenaline. She felt his breath ghost across her
cheek, and the firmness of his arms anchoring her
against him.

Elizabeth turned her head slightly to look back
at him, laughter dancing in her eyes. “As much as
I shall ever be. Just — do not let me fall.”

“Trust me,” he said. His voice, though quiet,
thrummed with certainty. Then, with a nudge of

')7

586



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

his heel, he urged Devil forward into a bold canter.
He adjusted Elizabeth to ensure she was secure
and urged Devil into a heart-stopping gallop®. Tt
was a sight to see.

“Lean forward, hug his neck, hold on to his
mane.” He said, making both of them lean over to
secure greater speed.

She could not tell where the power ended — in
the stallion or in the man holding her so securely.

“Oh, we are flying!”

The wind rushed at her face, carrying away
every constraint of decorum. For the first time, she
telt utterly free, untethered by expectation or fear.
It was exhilarating, and she wanted it never to end.

They became one with the horse below them.
The horse’s powerful legs propelled them forward
in a breathtaking display of strength and grace.
Devil, as if he wanted to prove himself to Eliza-
beth, stretched his muscles to make every stride
longer. Elizabeth felt that the horse was suspended
in mid-air. Behind her, Darcy hardly touched his
horse’s back, holding Elizabeth in an almost stand-
ing position. Every movement of the horse
pressed her back more fully into Darcy’s chest; the
rhythmic power of the gallop mirrored the thrum
of her heart...

42 The average speed of a gallop is around 40-48 km/h, some could reach around
60.
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After a while, he sat back and pulled Elizabeth
up to his chest. Devil knew the show was over, and
he slowed to a canter, then a trot.

Elizabeth breathed heavily. Mr. Darcy had just
given her the gift of becoming one with nature; she
telt the freedom it offered. She had thought horses
were magnificent animals, but now she appreciated
these beautiful creatures even more, and she ap-
preciated even more the power that Darcy exerted
during the ride. She shivered at her own thought.
“I knew it would be incredible to experience this
raw power. Thank you,” she turned back to him.
“Thank you,” she said.

She was in Mr. Darcy’s arms. She became con-
scious of their situation. The proper Mr. Darcy had
just done something not entirely appropriate;
again, she gigoled inwardly. She leaned against him.

Darcy had to use all his restraint not to kiss her
neck. Her closeness was intoxicating, the warmth
of her body against his like a beacon calling him
home. He clenched his jaw, forcing himself to re-
spect the boundary between longing and propriety,
though every fibre of his being begged to bridge it.
All he had to do was lean forward with his head.
He never wanted to let her go again. It felt as
though she was meant to be in his arms. His palm
flexed against her stomach. As if accepting his
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claim, Elizabeth put her hand over his on her

stomach.
A powerful feeling rose in her breast. She was

about to speak when Darcy’s attention was di-

verted.
A huge carriage stood in the courtyard.
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STANDING TOGETHER
Chapter 26

Its polished panels caught the light like a harbinger
of news. Darcy jumped from his horse and took
Elizabeth from the saddle. “It’s my aunt’s car-
riage.”

“Aunt?”

“Lady Catherine.”

Elizabeth gasped. She straightened, and her
pulse quickened. She instinctively moved closer to
Darcy, seeking a grounding presence as curiosity
and unease vied for her attention. What new devel-
opment awaited them? The sight of the imposing
carriage sent a shiver down her spine. She glanced
at Darcy, whose jaw had tightened visibly, a telltale
sign of the storm brewing within him.

Darcy looked inside the carriage as if expecting
somebody to be sitting in it.

“What could have brought her herer” Eliza-
beth whispered.
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“Why are you whispering?” He whispered
back.

“I do not know. What do you suppose is her
purpose in coming?”’

“I am afraid nothing good. Maybe she read the
Fitzwilliam announcement in the paper.”

“Undoubtedly, she is displeased by the news.”

“Well, let us find out. Come.” Without
thought, Darcy offered his hand, and it took only
a moment of thought, and Elizabeth took it. They
approached the main entrance when they heard
voices in the parlour through the open window.

“... What are you talking about, Mrs. Bennet?
Do not be ridiculous; the heir of an earldom does
not marry a penniless country girl.”

Elizabeth flinched, her cheeks stinging with hu-
miliation. The words might have been aimed at
Jane, but they struck her too, as if none of them
had a right to rise above what fortune had granted
at birth.

“With all due respect, madam, my eldest daugh-
ter zs engaged to his lordship.” They heard Mr.
Bennet’s voice.

“The announcement was in the papers. Have
you not seen?” Mrs. Bennet asked.

“It must be your doing! You claimed a false-
hood to entrap him, to force his hand in marrying
your daughter.”
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Elizabeth clamped her hand against her mouth.
Darcy wanted to advance, but she kept him back
with a look.

“That’s not so. The earl and the countess sent
the announcement. Why has your ladyship come
all this way if not to congratulate them on this
event?” Mrs. Bennet asked.

“If this news is true, the situation is even wotse
than I imagined. I’'m here to refute the rumour that
my other nephew, Mr. Darcy, is courting your
daughter, Miss Elizabeth.”

“But it’s true,” Mrs. Bennet responded.

“That 1s impossible. Do you know who I am?
You ought to know that I am not to be trifled with.
But however insincere you may choose to be, you
shall not find me so. My character has ever been
celebrated for its sincerity and frankness, and in a
cause of such moment as this, I shall certainly not
depart from it.**

Elizabeth almost heard her father rolling his
eyes. She looked up at Darcy. His eyes were shut.
She squeezed his hand, to which he opened his
eyes.

The argument inside continued.

“My lady, you must be tired from your trip.
Maybe you should rest upstairs till your nephews
return,” Mrs. Bennet offered.

4 Verbatim from P&P “You ought to know...”
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“I can scarcely believe this is truly occurring,”
Darcy whispered. “I retract every disparaging re-
mark I have made about your parents. This is
utterly mortifying.”

“I demand to be attended to. Where is your
daughter?”

“Your ladyship, my wife has already said.
They’re on an outing. Why do you not accept Mrs.
Bennet’s offer to rest till they return?” Mr. Bennet
had clearly lost his patience with Darcy’s aunt.

“Not so fast, I tell you. This — this courting
must stop. Your daughter should not aspire to
leave the sphere in which she was born. Mr. Darcy
is destined for greater things. He cannot be him-
self. He cannot think of marrying into this low-
standing family. You, sir, should know your place
and should have discouraged this match.”

“You have it all wrong, Lady Catherine. Mz.
Darcy has great respect for our family. He helped
us with a delicate issue...and he loves our Lizzy.
He is a very clever man; he knows what he is doing.
And besides, my daughter is a gentleman’s daugh-
ter, just like Mr. Darcy is a gentleman. Elizabeth
has every right to marry your nephew. And if he is
rich and wants to share that with her, who are we
to deny them?” Mrs. Bennet spoke with convic-
tion.
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“You spoke well, Mrs. Bennet.” Her husband
added.

“Bless your mother,” Darcy whispered.

“I-I shall not stay here a moment longer. You
will see I shall carry my point. I have never been
treated in—in such a callous manner. I shall not take
my leave of you.”

Darcy stepped off the stairs into the courtyard
with Elizabeth and put himself in front of her pro-
tectively.

“There you are, nephew. They denied that you
were here. Impossibly rude folk. How can you as-
sociate yourself with these people?” She did not
notice Elizabeth as she came down the stairs.

Elizabeth stepped out from behind Darcy.
Though her heart thudded loudly in her chest,
Elizabeth met Lady Catherine’s piercing gaze with
unylelding determination. She would not let this
woman intimidate her. He looked down at her and
was about to speak, but Elizabeth looked at him
pleadingly, strengthening her hold on his hand.

“Are you sure?” He mouthed.

Elizabeth nodded. Standing tall together, their
hands linked, they presented a united front against
her ladyship. Elizabeth felt the steady warmth of
Darcy’s hand in hers, grounding her amidst the
tempest of emotions. Whatever came next, they
would face it together.
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“Oh, you are here.” Lady Catherine’s eyes im-
mediately focused on their laced hands. “Miss
Elizabeth, what do you have to say for yourself?”
She stepped closer, threateningly. Her lips pursed
with disdain, “Do you deny you’ve bewitched my
nephew?”

Darcy exchanged his left hand for his right,
placing a hand on her lower back; he pulled her
toward him. The gesture, though subtle, was firm
and reassuring. It was as if Darcy was silently de-
claring, ‘She is mine to protect.’

“Aunt, what business have you here? Have you
arrived unannounced?” Darcy spoke.

“Tell me, nephew, are you courting the girl?”

Darcy sighed. “Yes, Aunt, I am courting Miss
Elizabeth.” He emphasised her name.

Elizabeth’s breath caught. Hearing it aloud,
simply and without shame, sent a thrill through her
that no insult could touch.

From the gate came a big commotion. The rest
of the riding party arrived. Phillip took in the situ-
ation quickly and went to stand next to Elizabeth
and Darcy as soon as he assisted the ladies in
alighting. He whispered to Jane to take the girls
into the house using the side entrance. She nodded

and did so.

“Aunt, what a surprise it is to see you here.”
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“Phillip! I will be very disappointed in you if
what I have just heard is true. Your being here con-
tirms it. How you found this backwater place, I
cannot fathom.”

“What could she mean by this?”” He turned to
Darcy.

“Your engagement.”

He looked long at his aunt. “I am sorry if my
happiness at my engagement caused you pain,
though I do not see why that would be. And before
you say anything disparaging about the Bennet
tamily, let me remind you that they practically are
now my family and, therefore, yours as well.” He
stopped her response in its tracks.

Mr. and Mrs. Bennet snickered from the win-
dow as they watched the happenings from there.

“You cannot go against the wishes of your par-
ents. They will never agree to this.”

“They’ve already agreed. My mother met the
Bennets and approved of my choice. I know my
duty.”

“What about the earl?”

“He does as my mother wishes.”

Lady Cathrine huffed. “And where is your be-
trothed? Are you ashamed of her?”

“Lady Catherine, at the moment, I am ashamed
of you barging in here. If you have not come to
congratulate me, you shouldn’t be here.”
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“Well, I never! Ugh! You are distracting me
from my purpose. I should not have to deal with
you.”

“In that case, I take my leave of you. Are you
going to be all right, cousin? Miss Elizabeth, may I
escort you inside?”

Darcy nodded to him.

“Thank you, milord, but I would rather stay,”
Elizabeth responded.

Phillip looked at Darcy for confirmation.

“We will be all right.”

Phillip nodded and left. Darcy and his aunt
stared at each other in contempt. It was Lady Cath-
erine who looked away first.

“Darcy, have you lost your senses? Have you
torgotten your duty? Your duty to Anner”

“I have not forgotten my duty, which is to my
name and estate. I have no duty toward Anne other
than familial.”

“But you are engaged to my daughter!”

“You know very well that it is not true. You
must let this go. I'll never marry Anne. She is my
cousin. That is all she’ll ever be.”

“Darcy, have you been taken in? She has used
her art and allurements on you to forget your sta-
tion. She just wants what is yours.”

“How would that be any different from what
you want? Your obvious choice, if there is such a
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thing, should have been Richard all along, as he has
no estate, but it seems you want Pemberley. I never
understood why; it’s not like it would become
yours... unless...unless you want to keep Rosings.
Is that it, Aunt? You need to leave. You have dis-
turbed the peace here long enough.”

“It is not the same. She has nothing; she would
gain everything by marrying you; I tell you, she is
mercenary.”

Elizabeth’s jaw clenched. She had suffered
slights before, but none had cut so deep nor so un-
tairly. Darcy sensed Elizabeth stiffen, so he offered
a gentle caress with his hand on her waist, convey-
ing reassurance and warmth.

“If she were a fortune hunter, she could have
said yes the first time I asked. Do you know when
that was, Aunt?”

Her ladyship’s confused face was a novelty.

“I asked her back at Rosings when Miss Eliza-
beth didn’t join us for dinner.”

“What do you mean, Darcy?”

“I mean that she refused me because she found
me wanting. I had to come here chasing after her
and earn a courtship.”

“You...are you out of your mind? She is play-
ing with you.”

Elizabeth had had enough. She pulled on
Darcy’s arm, and he looked down at her. She raised
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herself on her tiptoe and whispered to him. “I
wanted to tell you while you embraced me on your
horse, but we were distracted.” Her heart
pounded; the words were reckless, unguarded —
improper. But true. “I love you, Mr. Darcy.” Her
voice, though soft, carried the weight of her emo-
tions. Elizabeth felt as though she had stepped off
a precipice, trusting Darcy to catch her before she
tell. “I had just realised that I had been falling in
love with you.”

Darcy pulled Elizabeth into his embrace with
his hand on her back. In that moment, all the
doubt and turmoil that had plagued him evapo-
rated. Her words echoed in his heart, filling the
empty spaces he had long carried with her love.
“Elizabeth.” He closed his eyes. He put both his
hands on her upper arms. “You’re not just saying
it.”

Elizabeth shook her head vehemently, and
Darcy gently stroked her arms without thinking.

“What is happening? You will not ignhore me!”
Lady Catherine looked at the couple in alarm.

“No, but I must love you because the thought
of you being taken from me causes me immeasut-
able pain. I want you for myself.”

Leaning in, their foreheads touched.

“Oh, Elizabeth!” He took her in his arms and
whirled them around. Elizabeth openly laughed at
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his reaction and held on to him with her arms
around his neck. A small shriek was heard from
Mrs. Bennet.

It was not, perhaps, the most proper of reac-
tions — but it was the most sincere, and sincerity
had rarely looked so well in broad daylight.

“Fitzwilliam, you will stop this unseemly per-
formance! Put her down before anyone sees it.
This is not to be borne!” Lady Catherine’s face
turned an alarming shade of crimson as she sput-
tered indignantly. Her imperious demeanour
cracked under the weight of Darcy’s defiance.

Darcy ignored his aunt’s admonition. He
slowed, gently put his beloved down, and demon-
stratively kissed her forehead.

Before his aunt could reprimand him for his
scandalous behaviour, he spoke up with authority.
“Aunt, cease. Your visit has just served the oppo-
site effect. I am marrying Miss Elizabeth. Go
home; there’s nothing here for you.” Darcy’s voice
was calm yet unyielding, his words cutting through
the air like a blade. He turned away, his focus solely
on Elizabeth, as though his aunt no longer existed.
With that, he started toward the main door, pulling
Elizabeth with him. His strides made her almost
run. They heard cheers from the window.

“Fitzwilliam, slow down!”
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Lady Catherine shouted after them, but no-
body paid her mind.

Once they were inside, he turned to his be-
loved. “Say it again.”

“I-I love you.” She smiled timidly.

Her smile did not merely light up the hall; it ig-
nited a symphony of fireworks in his soul. The
elation Darcy felt at her admission was unlike any-
thing he had ever experienced. To be accepted and
loved by her — truly loved — was the most profound
joy he had ever known. He marvelled at how this
spirited, intelligent woman had unravelled the bar-
riers he had carefully constructed around his heart.
With her, he felt whole, worthy, and invincible. It
was as if every beat of his heart was singing in cel-
ebration.

He had long yearned for a place to call home, a
sanctuary where he could lay down his burdens
and be himself without pretence. At that moment,
standing before her, he felt he had finally found it.
She was his home. Her presence, her affection, it
all blended together to create a feeling so over-
whelming that it felt as if his heart might burst with
happiness. The warmth of her gaze and the sincer-
ity of her words wrapped around him like a
comforting embrace, and he knew that he had
never truly understood what it meant to feel com-
plete until now.
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“Does this mean...” Elizabeth quickly touched
Darcy’s lips.

“Yes, it means I shall marry you. I just did not
want you to ask me again. Could we just say that it
took me a bit long to answer?”

“Why is this important to your”

“What reasonable lady could possibly refuse a
gentleman of your excellence?”

“Excellence, you say?” He swallowed.

“Yes, I am sorry I was blind to your good qual-
ities. I have since learnt that you are exactly the
man to make me happy, and I think I could do the
same for you.”

“That is beyond doubt. But since Hunsford, I
have come to consider your rejection a blessing.”

“Pardon? What kind of twisted logic is that?”

“Not twisted at all,” Darcy said with a tender
smile. “It humbled me enough to understand that
a marriage is not about fulfilling my desires alone
but about creating a union of two minds and hearts
tor the benefit of both. Without your refusal, 1
would still be that arrogant, blind man you could
not abide.”

“Oh, Mr. Darcy!” Elizabeth’s eyes shimmered
with emotion.

“Fitzwilliam,” he corrected gently.

“Oh, my Fitzwilliam!” She breathed. “Have we
both been blind?”’
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“I am afraid so,” Darcy admitted, taking her
hand in his. “But we have both improved. You
have made me the happiest of men, Elizabeth.”

Just then, the patlour door swung open, and
Mrs. Bennet’s voice rang out, filled with impa-
tience. “What is taking you two so long? How long
must you make us wait?”’

Darcy and Elizabeth exchanged a look of
shared amusement and affection, a silent undet-
standing passing between them. Darcy gently
released her hand and turned toward Mrs. Bennet,
a warm smile still playing on his lips. “Mrs. Bennet,
with your permission, may I call you Mother?”

Mrs. Bennet looked him up and down with her
sharp eyes. “Are you marrying our Lizzy?”

Darcy nodded, grinning.

“In that case, you may call me Mother.”

“Thank you, Mother. Also, thank you for stand-
ing up for us. You were magnificent.”

“Of course.” She blushed.

Elizabeth wanted to fall in love all over again
for how Mr. Da... Fitzwilliam was talking to her
mother. He had a way of speaking to her mother
with genuine respect, even admiration, that Eliza-
beth found utterly disarming. She had never seen
him so at ease, so willing to embrace her world.
She joined them just when her mother could not
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deny herself. She embraced her daughter, and her
fluttering took over:

“Good gracious! Lord, bless me! Mr. Darcy!
Oh! My sweetest Lizzy!* Two daughters martied!
Oh, this is too much!” Mrs. Bennet effused. Tears
of joy spilt freely down her cheeks as she clutched
Elizabeth’s hands. “I always knew you were des-
tined for greatness, my dearest Lizzy! Mr. Darcy!
Oh, what a match! Come in; let us not stand in the
doorway. Mr. Bennet! Mr. Bennet! You are needed.
Oh, the Lord has been good to us! Mr. Darcy and
Lizzy...”

“Fitzwilliam, please call me Fitzwilliam.”

Mrs. Bennet was beside herself. Her handker-
chief would not survive the night for sure.

“Young man? 1 take it that display outside
means you are getting married.”

“With your permission, sir.”

“Yes, yes, you have my blessing. My wife would
not let me be if I refused.”

“Refuse? Mr. Bennet! Don’t trifle with me!”
Mzrs. Bennet admonished her husband. “As if you
could deny your favourite.”

“Darce, congratulations!” Phillip hugged his
cousin for the second time in so many days.

“Georgie, I'm getting married!” He hugged his
sister.

4“4 Verbatim from P&P
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“I am so happy for youl! Lizzy is wonderful.”

“That she is.” He caught Elizabeth’s gaze over
his sister’s head.

Elizabeth was simply floating in happiness. Her
realisation was late coming, she thought, but the
force of it was more potent for it. All her objec-
tions had fallen away once she saw Fitzwilliam with
unprejudiced eyes. Being the beloved of a man like
him was a heady experience. As she watched him
in the circle of his family, she rejoiced in his hap-
piness. She could only give him her whole self; it
was all she could offer, but it was enough for him.
She vowed to herself to always be worthy of his
trust in her and silently promised that she would
cherish the gift of his love and never take for
granted the man who had shown her what it truly
meant to be loved.
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THANK YOU FOR NOT GIV-

ING
UPON ME
Epilogue —
some more things need to be said
,/ L) =N O
— T“f" ™ ~
Mrs. Bennet

Mrs. Bennet checked on her younger daughters af-
ter it was decided that the Netherfield party would
dine with them. She found them in Jane’s room,
looking at the gowns the countess had sent.

“Lydial What are you doing here? Has Jane al-
lowed you into her room?”

“Mama, we’re just looking at the dresses. Don’t
you think this colour would suit me perfectly?
Mama, I want this.” Lydia ignored her mothet’s
question.

“Put everything back as you found it. Now,
Lydia. Miss Darcy, why don’t you find Mary? She
may be a better company at the moment.” She
looked back at her youngest with a sharp look.
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Georglana, mortified that she was found in an
inappropriate situation, quickly curtsied and left
the room.

Mrs. Bennet was ashamed, not for the first
time, that not so long ago, she would have let her
Lydia have the dress without a thought for the in-
jured party. Was it because she did not want to
listen to her endless lamenting about it for hours,
or did she think Lydia was her little gir]? Both an-
swers left her dissatisfied with herself. She had
tavoured her and created this entitled and spoiled
child. Perhaps there was still time to set things
aright.

“I was going to allow you to have dinner with
us even if we have distinguished guests, but every
reward is wasted on you. Kitty? Must you follow
your sister in everything? If you think something is
wrong, stand up for yourself, girl. Oh, I despair!”

“Mama, you’re most unfairl We are bored to
death in this house,” Lydia complained.

Kitty did not know where to look. She did
know they should not be in Jane’s room.

“Do as you are told. I have no patience with
you. These gowns were given to your elder sisters.
They need them more than you. Have you finished
with your sums your father gave your I am of a
mind now to just send up bread and butter.”
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It was time for the governess to arrive, she
thought. Her sister-in-law wrote about the person
she chose. Her situation was particular. She was
the widow of a gentleman, a Mrs. Landlane, from
Kent. She was left a modest house in LLondon and
some money, so she was not destitute. However,
she wished to be part of a family instead of living
alone. She would rent out her property in the com-
ing years until she was ready to retire. Mrs. Bennet
looked forward to her arriving as much as she
dreaded it. She did not like to be found wanting,
though she knew she was. Maybe she could learn
something from the lady, too.

And learn she did. She regularly attended her
daughter’s lessons. She listened and reflected. By
the time of the wedding, she had learnt to think
before speaking. It took all her concentration, but
she believed it was worth it. She did not want to let
her daughters down with inappropriate behaviour
in front of her daughters’ new family and connec-
tions.

SFokok
The Bingleys

As soon as possible, Darcy sent a note to the pa-
pers in London to print the announcement of his
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engagement. Out of respect, he worded it on be-
half of the Bennet parents. Mrs. Bennet cut both
announcements from the papers and put them be-
tween the pages of her bible. The Reader can
imagine that these papers were widely read at the
height of the season, and many noble households
would lament the loss of the highly sought bache-
lors.

Mzr. Hurst almost choked on his drink when he
read the announcement the following week. With
glee, he showed it to Miss Bingley, who was already
in a lousy mood about missing many of the events
in town. Without Mr. Darcy’s active friendship,
their invitations had slowed to a trickle.

“This cannot be! He succumbed to her. Oh,
Mzr. Darcy!” Seeing her brother-in-law’s satisfied
tace, she controlled her outrage. Oh, that woman
would be her better! How was she going to survive
this? Moreover, she would be a laughingstock
among acquaintances who were aware of their
close relationship with Mr. Darcy and her prefer-
ence for him. Oh, the humiliation!

When her brother arrived home from his club,
where Darcy had sponsored his membership, he
was told the news. After 2 moment of shock, he
laughed without humour and reflected. “I suppose
he has changed his mind; I remember when he
thought she was only tolerable. I wonder if we shall
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receive an invitation to the wedding. I've not sent
my card around yet.”

“Chatles, you must. Take a look at our calen-
dar; it’s almost empty. We need the connections
his friendship with you provides.” Miss Bingley
complained.

“It is not so bad, is it? We went to the Carlsons’
for dinner just two days ago.”

“Oh, brother, they’re minor estate owners.
They’ll hardly advance us.” Louisa joined the con-
versation.

Caroline’s diatribe continued with a whine,
“What does Eliza have that I don’t? She has prac-
tically no dowry! Does Mr. Darcy not know this?”

The unspoken truth, that Mr. Darcy had never
truly seen her, stung more than she was willing to
admit. Her heart hardened, bitterness swelling
within her. “He was never worth it,” she muttered,
even as she clung to the memory of his fleeting
kindnesses.

“Do not be ridiculous, Caroline. He has had
years to ask for your hand and never did. Clearly,
you were missing something that Miss Elizabeth
has.” Bingley chuckled.

Miss Bingley gasped and shot back. “I read in
the paper last week that Mr. Darcy’s cousin, the
Honourable Viscount of Matlock, and Miss Ben-
net are engaged.” She pursed her lips and
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heartlessly looked forward to seeing the hurt wash
across her brother’s face.

And it came though not how she imagined.
First, he stared, then slowly took a drink from his
glass. His eyes seemed to look within, and his
knuckles whitened where they encircled the glass.
While at first he felt loss, that emptiness was swept
away by bitterness, then by anger. The image of the
viscount standing in his spot next to her at the as-
sembly unmanned him. He then decided to inform
Darcy that he no longer needed either his counsel
or his friendship.

After Bingley’s card never arrived at Darcy’s
residence, he sadly acknowledged his wish. He
never sent his card around either, in consideration
of his new sister-in-law. When he next saw Bingley
in the club, he approached him and expressed his
regret that their friendship had not survived their
disagreement. With time, they became indifferent
acquaintances.

Darcy, in his reflections, could not, with a good
heart, regret what had happened. His new sister-
in-law blossomed in her marriage to his cousin —
they were both so deeply in love that a blind per-
son would be able to see.

He knew he did not do a good service to his
triend, but Jane needed someone strong, someone
who would support her. He did not think Bingley
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would have been able to offer that kind of love. As
he followed his life, he proved Darcy right with
more of his angels, whom he did not end up mar-
rying.

Bingley and Caroline did marry eventually, but
as their significance suffered from Darcy’s neglect,
they married outside the ton.

HKokok

On Wednesday, the Earl and Countess of Matlock
arrived at Netherfield. Her ladyship’s heart had
soared when she received her son’s note about the
engagement. If anybody listened in heaven,
Darcy’s marriage would be so blessed that they
would only know happiness. Indeed, the grateful
countess would pray for them for the rest of her
life. She soon rearranged their calendars to free
them to rush to Hertfordshire. As soon as they ar-
rived, the earl was eager to meet this paragon his
wife had spoken of, and the countess wanted to
learn everything that had happened in her son and
nephew’s courtships.

“Why did she refuse Mr. Bingley?”

“She said that after considering our characters,
mine and Darcy’s, his person did not compare.”
With a smile that lit him from within, he added,
“She hoped for me.”

612



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

“Oh, my darling, of course, you are everything
good,” his mother beamed back, “and much more
than your wealth and connections.”

“I spoke to her after I returned and apologised
for my interference. Miss Bennet did seem disap-
pointed that Bingley gave her up so easily,” Darcy
said.

The countess smiled at the men around her,

“A woman worthy of being won appreciates
perseverance.”

All three men laughed, the earl most loudly.

“Mama tasked me to discuss our wedding date.
Do you have a preferencer” Elizabeth asked Darcy
as they started walking.

Jane and Elizabeth had both been summoned
from Longbourn, but she and Darcy excused
themselves for a walk in the garden to allow Jane
time alone with Phillip and his parents.

“Unless you object, I wish to be married sooner
rather than later. We could start by having our bans
read this Sunday. In a month, we could be mar-
ried.”

“So, I do have to decline the trip with my aunt
and uncle.”

“Would you prefer a long engagement, then?”

Elizabeth smiled, a soft warmth spreading
through her chest at his earnestness. “I find, Mr.
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Darcy, that patience is not a virtue I possess in this
matter. Now that we are in harmony, I do not see
the point of waiting.”

“We are in harmony — I like the sound of that.”
He squeezed her hand on his arm. “I’'m glad to
hear that you do not need much time. Waiting for
months would not be something I would like to
endure.”

Elizabeth smiled, lifting an eyebrow. “It took
you a month to bring me about; another month
should be plenty to prepare me to be your wife.”

A soft smile played on his lips. “Then, a month
trom now would be perfect. At the beginning of
July.”

“The first of July is my birthday.”

“Really? And how old will you be?”

“One and twenty. Did you not know?”

“Just wanted to be sure. I'll be eight and twenty
in November.”

They turned back toward the house.

“Until I have to go to Pemberley...”

“We.” Elizabeth interrupted.

Darcy grinned. “Yes, we. Until we have to go to
Pemberley in August, we shall have to remain here.
There is so much to do. If you like, we could spend
a week or so in Darcy House, in London, after the
wedding. Hyde Park is close, so you will not be de-
prived of walking.”
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“That sounds excellent.”

The earl and countess expressed their congrat-
ulations on Darcy’s and Elizabeth’s engagement,
and then her ladyship took over. The countess
wanted to make her son’s wedding a big affair. See-
ing Jane’s stricken face, Phillip said, “Darcy wants
his wedding to be in a month. Mother, I do not see
why we should wait until September. I am not
waiting for that long.”

“We could have a double wedding,” Jane spoke
up.

Silence followed.

“What do you mean, ]-Miss Bennet?” Phillip
asked.

“Well, we do not wish to wait months, nor does
Mzr. Darcy. That would mean two weddings very
close to each other.”

Phillip and Darcy looked at each other.

“It makes sense.”

“As long as it does not delay ours,” Darcy af-
tirmed.

“I should love to share the date with you, sis-
ter.” Elizabeth enthused.

Mrs. Bennet, though she also complained
about there being too little time, agreed to the sug-
gestion of a double wedding. She was awed by her
ladyship’s invitation to the gitls to go to London to
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complete their trousseaus; unfortunately, she
would be working on preparations at Longbourn
during that time. Darcy promised her the help of

Mrs. Nicholls from Netherfield and his own
housekeeper in London.

The wedding, held a month later, did blossom
into a truly grand affair, far exceeding expectations.
Guests from all over made the four-hour journey
to Netherfield, a testament to the social im-
portance of the event, with many returning to
London that same evening. Among the attendees
were not only society’s elite but also the workers
and tenants of Netherfield, who were warmly in-
vited to partake in the celebration. The fine
weather proved a blessing, allowing the wedding
breakfast to be served both indoors for the imme-
diate party and outside on the sprawling lawn for
the many other guests who had gathered.

Under the clear skies, tables were laid with lav-
ish dishes, and the scent of roasted meats and
treshly baked bread wafted through the air. Music
tilled the grounds as a small orchestra played lively
tunes, and soon, the dancing began, with couples
twirling beneath festoons of flowers. The clinking
of glasses and the hum of laughter carried on as
the sun dipped below the horizon. For hours, the
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celebration showed no sign of waning, and the es-
tate buzzed with life and joy. It was not until the
last of the London crowd took their leave around
six in the evening that the revelry gradually began
to quiet. Yet, even then, the workers and locals lin-
gered, toasting to the future of the newlywed
couples long into the evening.

As dusk gave way to the cooler hush of even-
ing, the music faded to a murmur. Most guests had
departed, the lawn strewn with petals and the scent
of spiced wine. In the quiet afterglow of celebra-
tion, Darcy stood beneath a copper-beech tree just
beyond the edge of the lawn, a half-forgotten glass
of champagne in his hand.

Footsteps approached behind him — light, fa-
miliar.

“You disappeared,” Georglana said gently.

He turned to her with a tired but unmistakably
contented smile. “Only to breathe.”

She stood beside him, her gloved fingers
tucked neatly before her. The air was still, the twi-
light soft. For a moment, neither spoke.

Then she said, “I never imagined I would see
you so happy.”

He glanced at her. “Nor did 1. Not quite like
this.”
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She smiled. “You used to speak of duty. Now
you speak of joy.”

He gave a short, rueful laugh. “Yes. I rather
thought they were enemies once.”

“And nowr”

Darcy looked back toward the house, where
warm candlelight glowed through tall windows. In-
side, he knew, Elizabeth was laughing — her voice
unmistakable even at a distance.

“Now,” he said softly, “I see they were only
ever meant to be partners.”

Georgiana’s gaze followed his. “She changed
you,” she said.

“Yes.” He looked down. “But perhaps I
needed to be changed.”

They stood in silence, brother and sister, not as
guardian and ward, not as protector and charge but
as equals, shaped by the same world and now able
to greet it with steadier hearts.

At length, Georgiana touched his arm. “Go
back to her,” she said with a quiet smile. “She will
be looking for you.”

He nodded once and turned toward the house.
But as he walked, he glanced back and said, “And
your Are you well?”

She gave him a small, knowing look. “For the
tirst time in a long while...yes.”
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Hokok

Darcy asked for some private time with Elizabeth
at Longbourn the next day before the Netherfield
party was to dine there. They sat at the table in the
back parlour. He brought with him a big folder that
held the beautiful drawings of the Darcy jewels.
Elizabeth gasped as she opened it; the different
sets came to life before her. She touched her most
precious property, her golden cross necklace. Its
simple beauty faded in comparison to the drawings
enhanced by watercolour.

“Dearest Elizabeth, I have two purposes for
showing you this. For one, I want you to look at
the rings to be inspired. I shall have an engagement
ring made for you that we could design together.
The other reason is that I would like you to choose
the items you can imagine wearing. I sold some old
pieces from the collection to secure part of the
money for the Netherfield enterprise. I have an
idea that has been forming in my head that may
require that I sell more.”

“So, you are asking me to choose the jewellery
I want to keep? What about Georgiana?”

“She has jewellery. She will also receive a few
pieces when she comes out, from our mother. She
personally chose them for her. If she marries well,
she will have the jewels of that family, too.”
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“I see. How about we select them together? We
did very well with the food.” She laughed, though
inwardly she was overwhelmed by the idea of
choosing from a jewellery catalogue.

And so, Darcy sat beside her, and they spent
quite some time in this fashion. Darcy stopped
breathing when she looked at his mother’s favour-
ite piece, a white pearl necklace with two tiers and
a series of moonstones framed as miniature suns.
He adored that piece. Elizabeth leaned forward to
see it better.

“This must be beautiful! I like this one, Fitz...”
She stopped speaking as she took Darcy’s expres-
sion in. “Is—1s this one important?”

“Do you like 1t?”

“Yes, I like it very much.”

Darcy released his breath. “It was my mother’s
favourite.”

“Oh, then I shall wear this with pride.”*

“What is this idea you mentioned?” She asked
as she continued to look at the drawings.

“Erm. Please do not speak of this to anyone for
the time being. I have been playing around with
this idea.”

Elizabeth put down the drawing she was perus-
ing. “Now I am intrigued. Tell me, Fitzwilliam.”

4 See necklace on the story website.
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“How I like it when you say my name.”

“Fitzwilliam.”

Darcy glanced at her, his eyes softening with
fondness. “Well, I was thinking of your father’s es-
tate.”

“What about it?”

“I think it could be a great investment. All right,
so this is what I have been thinking.” He leaned
forward, and his excitement showed on his face.
“As I understand, Mr. Collins inherits it.”

Elizabeth nodded. She was all the while fasci-
nated by the man sitting next to her. Was he like
this when he planned his Netherfield enterprise?
Lady Matlock had said she was there when the idea
occurred to him. She could just imagine how the
different thoughts must have swirled in his head.
Her heart swelled with pride as she watched the
animation in his face, the way his mind worked
through the details with precision and care. He was
a man of vision, and she felt privileged to witness
1t.

“Well, your father seems to be in good health;
he could live many years. What if 1 approached
your cousin, Mr. Collins, and offered him some-
thing in return for him to relinquish his
inheritance? I am sure he would not be a good
landlord. I can actually see him being robbed blind
or running the place to its ruin.”
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Elizabeth looked at him with widened eyes.

“Your estate is presently worth about sixty
thousand, but I can explain that it is worth fifty to
me. I intend to offer him twenty-five thousand, but
I am willing to go as high as thirty thousand. He
would have half the value of the estate now. In-
vested in the four per cent, that would provide
three times the income he currently has without re-
quiring any effort and allowing him to remain at
Hunsford with the patronage of ‘his esteemed’
Lady Catherine de Bourgh.”

Elizabeth chuckled at Darcy’s dry humour.

“I see. We would have Longbourn after my fa-
ther dies?”

“Yes,” he said, his tone softening. “It would be
a way to preserve the memory of your family’s con-
nection to it and ensure its legacy endures. We can
decide later what to do with it. We can use it as a
holiday estate or give it to a daughter or second
son.”

“Oh, Fitzwilliam!”

This idea bore fruit with time. In the first year
of their marriage, Darcy approached Mr. Collins
when they visited Charlotte’s parents. Soon, an
agreement was reached. Mr. Collins could not re-
sist the bargain. Although he was not the cleverest
man, he did silently agree with Mr. Darcy that, as
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he did not know much about managing an estate,
especially after Mr. Darcy had enumerated all the
things a landlord had to deal with, including how
an estate could be lost with one bad season. Fur-
ther, it was evident that Mr. Bennet was still
relatively healthy. Therefore, the jewellery that
Elizabeth did not choose was sold, and the money
was used to buy Longbourn.

When Mrs. Bennet was told of this and that she
never had to leave Longbourn, she lost all her
composure and cried in her son’s arms.

Darcy then approached his father-in-law and
made an offer to him that he would take over man-
aging his estate and its benefits, and in return, Mr.
and Mrs. Bennet could continue to live at Long-
bourn. They would be supplied with farm produce
at a cost price and have a home farm for their use.
Further, they would receive an allowance of one
thousand five hundred pounds a year until Mr.
Bennet’s death. Mrs. Bennet would receive an al-
lowance of seven hundred a year if she still lived,
and she could retire with them if she wished. Darcy
tirmly suggested that Mrs. Bennet’s dowry funds
could now be allocated to enhance the dowries of
the remaining daughters, assuring her that she
would be well provided for.

Mzr. Bennet, acknowledging his own indolent
nature, could not refuse an offer that would allow
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him to have the benefits of being Longbourn’s
master with none of the responsibilities. Darcy
used the library at Darcy House as an additional
incentive, agreeing that he could spend a month
there every year when the Darcy family was not in
residence and bury himself in the tomes of his li-
brary.

Over the course of the following year, Darcy
introduced a series of innovative methods at Long-
bourn (having learnt many things at Netherfield),
meticulously reorganising both the estate’s opera-
tions and his relationship with the tenants. He
implemented improved agricultural practices, opti-
mised crop rotation, and cultivated the land to
yield a greater abundance, using the same new
methods of watering plants, thus ensuring higher-
quality produce for the growing Netherfield busi-
ness. In due time, Longbourn became the primary
supplier, with its reputation for quality surpassing
that of the neighbouring estates. These enhance-
ments and Darcy’s steadfast commitment to
efficiency and fair dealings soon increased the es-
tate’s annual income to a remarkable four
thousand pounds. The transformation stood as a
testament to his industriousness, benefiting not
only the estate itself but also all those in its employ.

Eventually, when Darcy and Elizabeth’s sec-
ond son married at seven and twenty as his father
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had, they gave the estate to him. It was then worth
about a hundred and twenty thousand — a good in-
vestment, indeed, having paid only five and twenty
for it — and Mr. and Mrs. Bennet had never had to
move from their beloved home.

HKokok

“Elizabeth, I wanted to give you this, too, before
you leave to shop with my aunt in London.”

Elizabeth raised an eyebrow in curiosity as she
took the small bundle of papers from his hand.
“What is this?”

“Please send it to Darcy House as soon as you
arrive. It is a note to my man and a letter to my
bank. My butler will deliver you a hundred
pounds.”

“Fitzwilliam!” Elizabeth exclaimed, clearly
taken aback.

“Please, Elizabeth,” he said gently, his eyes soft
as they searched hers.

“Father has already promised us fifty pounds
each, and Mother gave me fifteen from her secret
tund this morning. I have ten saved. Is seventy-five
not enough?”’

Darcy smiled, his admiration for her practical-
ity evident. “I like your mother more and more.
And you have some money saved as well? That’s
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admirable. Elizabeth, I want you to purchase what-
ever you'd like. I do not want you to think about
money next week. Enjoy yourself fully, without
concern.”

Her heart swelled with gratitude, not for the
money itself, but for the thoughtfulness behind it.
He wanted her to feel secure, cherished, and unen-
cumbered.

“I am pretty sure that Phillip will give some
funds to your sister, too.”

“You think so?”

“We have not discussed it,” Darcy admitted
with a smile, “but I’'m quite certain he will.”

Elizabeth sighed. “You’re not my husband yet,
and you are already spending money on me,” she
said, her voice trembling.

“Lizzy,” Darcy said, stepping closer, his expres-
sion earnest and full of love. “My Lizzy, I have
spent thirty thousand pounds just to be near you.”

She gasped. “You,” — she began, but her voice
faltered as her eyes filled with unshed tears — “you
make me feel unworthy of your kindness,” she fi-
nally managed to say, her voice barely audible.

“That’s not why I said it,” Darcy murmured,
his tone tender. “I merely want you to understand
how much you mean to me — that you are everything
to me. I would face any trial for you if it were re-
quired.”
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Elizabeth, ever the wit, could not resist teasing
him despite the emotions coursing through her.
“Are you any good with the sword?” she asked, a
playful glint returning to her eyes.

Darcy straightened, a hint of amusement flick-
ering across his face. “I can defend myself, yes,” he
replied, his voice full of quiet confidence.

“But can you win?”’ she pressed, her smile wid-
ening.

“I do not often lose,” he answered with a wink.
“Is that enough to satisfy you, my lady?”

She laughed, the sound warm and filled with
atfection.

“Very well, you clever creature,” he said, shak-
ing his head in mock exasperation. “If, by any
chance, you should run out of funds, simply have
the bill sent to Darcy House.”

Elizabeth’s laughter softened as she gazed up
at him, her heart full. “You’re impossible, Fitzwill-
lam.”

“Only for you, my love,” he replied, leaning in
to kiss her forehead. He was ever grateful for being
able to call his Elizabeth his love.

With a gentle smile, Elizabeth tucked the pa-
pers away, her heart warmed by the gesture,
knowing that this man — her Fitzwilliam — would
always be there to protect and provide for her in
ways that went far beyond mere money.
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As it turned out, there was no need to send any
bill to Darcy House. Her ladyship had a secret
about how to beat the fierce competition among
the ton. She did buy some gowns from the most
prestigious and expensive modistes, over whom
those in the haute ton fought for the privilege of
patronising, but she also experimented with new
women of the craft. When she found a unique tal-
ent, she would also have dresses made by one of
these secret sources at a lower cost and at the same
time, this way, she could stand out. She also had a
contact in the fabric trade who alerted her to new
shipments, and she paid for a first perusal ahead of
other customers. She was happy to share her se-
cret, which made her the envy of many, with Jane
and Elizabeth. They shared a look about her lady-
ship’s cunning.

Elizabeth had one particular story to share with
Darcy, which still amused her whenever she
thought of it. She and Jane had crossed paths with
Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst at a fashionable shop
on Oxford Street. The encounter, as Elizabeth re-
counted with a mischievous gleam, was rather
revealing of their old acquaintances’ dispositions.
Neither Miss Bingley nor Mrs. Hurst offered so
much as a polite nod of congratulation on Jane’s
engagement, and Caroline, ever slighting, chose to
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address Elizabeth as ‘Eliza’ with a thinly veiled dis-
dain.

Elizabeth, however, was not easily ruffled. In
response, she turned to the shopkeeper with an air
of unbothered grace and requested a pair of ex-
quisite gloves and a fan, ensuring her voice carried
as she instructed that the bill be sent to Darcy
House. She then strolled out of the shop on her
sister’s arm, leaving Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst
to simmer in their unspoken envy. She confessed
to Darcy that she had never felt even a kernel of
regret at the momentary indulgence; on the con-
trary, she relished the small triumph. She was no
longer the poor, insignificant country girl they had
once dismissed.

Darcy, for his part, was delighted by her spir-
ited retelling and loved that she had claimed him
so openly in their presence. He laughed heartily at
her wit and ingenuity, feeling once again how for-
tunate he was in having won the heart of so
singular a woman, one who could meet his former
detractors with such grace and humour.

Hokok

The men retired to Mr. Bennet’s book room to
share some port after dinner at Longbourn. The
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ear]l was perusing Mr. Bennet’s impressive collec-
tion. He turned to the host. “Mr. Bennet, there is
a question preying on my mind. I cannot help but
ask. How is it possible that your daughters have
practically no dowry?”

Mr. Bennet’s jaw dropped. He did not know
what to say.

“I ask you how it can be that you did not think
to save for their future. How did you expect they
would be married well without anything to their
names?”’

“Well, is that not what happened? My two eld-
est daughters have made excellent matches.” He
quipped.

“Not because of you, Bennet. If not for these
two excellent men, your daughters would have
withered in this place. Explain yourself.”

Phillip and Darcy paid attention.

“Erm, we hoped for an heir, but when it was
not to be, we gave up; it was too late.”

“That’s it? That is all you can say? Too late for
what? You should have begun to put money aside
as soon as they were born.”

“We just never had any surplus.”

“And why is that? You are the master of this
estate; you are the master of this house. You simply
readjust your budget.”
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Mzr. Bennet cringed, relieved the eat]l was not
aware he had never bothered to make one in the
tirst place.

“It’s easier said than done. My wife...”

“Do not blame it on your wife. As her husband,
it is up to you how much she can spend.”

“Then you don’t know my wife.” Mr. Bennet
spoke wryly.

“I do not have to. The dinner she put on the
table was delicious but not extravagant. Addition-
ally, she and her daughters are dressed well but,
again, not extravagantly. I didn’t see anything out-
rageously costly in the décor or the furniture. No,
sir, this explanation will not do. It is not your wife’s
spending habits that have kept you from doing
your duty to your five daughters.”

Mzr. Bennet looked in front of him. He knew
the earl was right but still could not enjoy being
admonished like a child.

“Your wife has four thousand to her name, am
I right? What have you done with the interest on
it? Should that not be... Phillip, how much should
it be after twenty years?”

“About...at four per cent, almost nine thou-
sand.” He turned to Mr. Bennet. “You have
invested it, have you not?”

“We used the interest to supplement the es-
tate’s income.”
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“But, sir, your land should yield about three
thousand, if not more. So, it does not even pro-
duce twor” Darcy asked.

“It depends on the year. Sometimes it does, and
sometimes it does not.”

Darcy shook his head. He was dismayed at the
measure of neglect Mr. Bennet had shown toward
his estate, his family.

“It is this collection of yours. This is where you
have spent the money that it was your duty to in-
vest for your five daughters.” The earl gestured
with the book in his hand. “This volume alone
would inspire envy in the most discerning collec-
tor.”

Mr. Bennet looked up at that.

“Sir, I expect you to do well by your remaining
daughters. I shall send an expert to evaluate your
collection and determine which books to sell. This
is where you cheated your daughters out of what
you, as a parent, should’ve saved for them. With
luck, you invested in books that grew in value. 1
see a lot of first editions here.” He put the book he
had in his hand back on the shelf. “You will do this
tor your daughters.”

The viscount and Darcy shared a knowing
glance. Darcy wholeheartedly agreed with his un-
cle. Although he admired him for his intelligence
and insight into politics, history, and literature, and
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he felt duty-bound to feel affection towards Eliza-
beth’s father, he could not approve of his indolent
nature, which had cost his family better circum-
stances and even better dowries. He had estimated
the present yearly income to be around two to
three thousand, but he was dismayed at the lowest
estimate to be the case, so much potential lost!

Mzr. Bennet was sufficiently taken aback and
did not dare protest. About a month after the wed-
ding, the eatl arrived with a man who knew and
loved books like no other. While the earl distracted
Mr. Bennet, his expert selected the books that
would yield the best profit for his elite clientele.
Within a few months, the books were sold, provid-
ing three thousand seven hundred pounds to each
of his remaining daughters, and an additional two
thousand pounds was added to Mrs. Bennet’s
dowry. At the eatl’s insistence and the viscount’s
suggestions, Mr. Bennet invested that money and
the entire amount of Mrs. Bennet’s portion in
three different profitable enterprises, including Mr.
Gardiner’s. The returns would be added to the cap-
ital.

Phillip and Darcy were grateful for the ear!l’s in-
sistence, who felt strongly about the issue. He did
not have a daughter and lamented the fact with his
wife. He would have cared for a daughter and
planned for her willingly. In addition to declining
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Jane and Elizabeth’s portion, which would not
have made any difference for them anyway in fa-
vour of the younger sisters, Phillip and Darcy
vowed to follow the earl’s example to prepare for
all their children’s futures with diligence.

HKokok

Jane and Phillip, the unexpected fruit of Darcy’s
mission to win Elizabeth, enjoyed their short en-
gagement. Phillip fell in love with Jane more and
more every day, and Jane blossomed in his love for
her. While she had smiled before, she now openly
laughed. It was a blessed time.

Seven years into their marriage, the earl gave his
son all the responsibility of the estate at Matlock,
and he, in turn, took an allowance from the estate’s
income. Phillip gave a smaller estate and its income
to his brother, Richard, unofficially (it was part of
the earldom, therefore, could not be separated on
paper) so he could marry. The earl and the coun-
tess lived comfortably on their allowance and the
interest of his personal investments for many more
happy years, even living to see their two beautiful
granddaughters marry. Jane and Phillip’s third
child was a much-beloved son and heir to the earl-
dom.
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With Phillip’s support and the backing of the
elder generation, Jane overcame her early struggles
with her station’s new responsibilities, and she
served as an exemplary countess when the time
came.

Jane and Elizabeth, filled with joy, settled in
Derbyshire in estates that allowed for frequent vis-
its to their families. The bond between the families
was so strong that it was a rare occasion when they
weren’t gathered together at either Matlock or
Pemberley in the north, or London or Hertford-
shire in the south.

Mrs. Bennet was pleased that business drew her
eldest daughters and their families back to Long-
bourn several times a year, when they often stayed
there. Of course, the extended family was invited
to Matlock or Pemberley at least once a year. It was
at such times, and during the blissful month of iso-
lation at the library of the Darcy House in London,
that Mr. Bennet would bury himself in the libraries
of the two estates. He dared not confront the earl
about his books, but these visits provided comfort.
Even after Darcy took over the responsibilities of
Longbourn and Bennet was assured that all his
children and grandchildren were well, he still la-
mented the loss of his books, never seeming to
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understand that they had been liquidated to com-
pensate for his indolence in failing to provide for

his daughters.

Kokok

Phillip and Darcy’s joint enterprise created a
triendship as steadfast as Darcy’s with Richard. As
men, they did not speak of it, but their bond meant
a great deal to both.

By the end of that first summer, Netherfield
was running well. They had filled all the essential
posts, and their people were fully trained. Their
workers had the opportunity to undertake various
tasks, take on more responsibility, and expand
their general knowledge. The strong sense of com-
munity, the clean  and comfortable
accommodations, and the attractive wages made
their people feel that they were not just employees
but integral parts of something great.

Their Netherfield business grew in the next five
years and surpassed every expectation. As had
been promised, the labourers also profited from
the sales. The surrounding land was transformed
and became a bustling central hub, sending ship-
ments to London three or four times a week. The
whole neighbourhood thrived with renewed en-
ergy. Through Mr. Gardiner’s efforts with his
contacts, the innovative shop they opened in the
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affluent trading district of London served as a dis-
tribution point to organise their deliveries of farm
produce and prepared goods directly to their cus-
tomers. By the fourth year, they ventured into
several directions. For instance, they had started to
produce and sell soaps and creams, creating quite
a brand over time.

Ever attuned to the importance of their family
responsibilities, Darcy and Phillip found an inves-
tor in the sixth year to take over the business. The
new owner was impressed by what they had
achieved. Darcy advised him to leave everything as
it was unless he could improve on things and cau-
tioned him that he would take him to task if the
labourers suffered financially or otherwise. The
new owner was happy to leave most of the deci-
sion-making to the by-then-experienced stewards
and their teams. Darcy, Phillip and the original
owner pocketed a handsome profit on their invest-
ment.

Additionally, Darcy and Phillip used their new
knowledge to improve their own estates. Their in-
novative changes made working for their estates a
good alternative in the coming years, even decades,
as the country competed with cities for workers.
Darcy, for instance, gradually transformed half of
his primary estate at Pemberley into a profitable
commercial enterprise by creating farm shops in
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the neighbouring towns which served the whole
county. This created more opportunities for his
tenants and their families to thrive.

Kokok

“No, Mary, sit down.” Mrs. Bennet told her daugh-
ter when she wanted to follow Mr. Darcy and her
sister to the piano.

The sisters had returned from their shopping
trip with trunks full of fashionable triumphs and
the scent of lavender still clinging to their new rib-
bons, and the day had offered a rare break in visits
and wedding preparations.

“But Mama...”

“Oh, hush, child. Leave them alone. They can-
not do any harm in the next room. Just leave the
door open.”

When Darcy realised they were left to them-
selves as Elizabeth was playing, he gently placed
his hand over hers, halting her graceful movement
across the keys. The music faded, leaving only the
sound of their breathing in the quiet room.

“Do you know?” Darcy began, his voice warm
with affection, “Your mother has become my fa-
vourite person in this house.”
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Elizabeth raised an eyebrow, amusement flick-
ering in her eyes. “Is that so? More favourite than
me?”

A low chuckle rumbled from Darcy’s chest, the
sound rich and full of warmth. “Jealous?” he
teased, his expression softening as his gaze lingered
on her.

“Should I be jealous of my mother?” Elizabeth
replied, her lips curving into a playful smile, though
her heart quickened in anticipation.

He shook his head, his smile fading into some-
thing more serious, more intimate. “You are all
that I dream of, Elizabeth. I have missed you.”

“I have missed you, too, although your aunt
hardly left us alone... You dream of me?” she
asked softly, the weight of his gaze making her
pulse quicken.

“I have been dreaming of you since the very
beginning, Elizabeth,” he confessed, his voice low,
tull of sincerity. With a gentle touch, he brushed
her hair away from her face; his touch lingered,
tender and warm.

The touch sent a shiver down her spine, and
without thinking, she leaned into it, relishing the
quiet intensity of the moment. Her breath hitched,
and in a voice that trembled with nervous excite-
ment, she spoke his name, “Fitzwilliam.”

639



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Hearing his given name on her lips was still
new; it stirred something deep within him. His
heart raced, the sound of her voice filling him with
a warmth that he could no longer contain.

On the bench at the pianoforte, Mr. Fitzwilliam
Darcy laced his hand with his beloved’s and kissed
her. He kissed her with a slow tenderness that
erased the world around them. Darcy’s lips moved
against hers with a care that spoke of his love, his
longing, his devotion. He kissed her as though she
were the only thing that had ever mattered.

Elizabeth responded in kind, her heart soaring
as their shared warmth enveloped her. She had
never known a moment so profound, so all-en-
compassing. In that moment, nothing else existed
— only the two of them, entwined in an embrace
that was more than a simple kiss; it was a promise,
an unspoken vow.

As Darcy finally pulled away, his breath came
in shallow gasps, their first kiss leaving them both
breathless and wanting more. Her shy smile and
her beautiful eyes stole his breath. They were wide
and full of wonder, sparkled in the dim light, and
Darcy found himself utterly captivated. His gaze
held a warm intensity that whispered of deep af-
fection, which Elizabeth could not resist. A soft
sigh escaped her lips as Darcy leaned in and cap-
tured her mouth again.
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His lips moved with hers with a renewed pas-
sion, this time deeper, more insistent. His arms
circled around her, pulling her closer as though he
could never bear to let her go. She melted into his
embrace, her hands slipping to his chest, feeling
the strong beat of his heart beneath her palms.

When they parted again, Elizabeth looked into
Darcy’s eyes, her breath coming in short, uneven
bursts. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice
thick with emotion, “for not giving up on me. I am
so grateful. I accused you of pride and arrogance
when it was [ who tried to cling to mine. If not for
you, I would not know #s. I would not know what
love is. It was your persistence, dear man.”

Darcy answered this heartfelt communication
as only a man deeply in love could; he took her in
his arms and kissed her with all the tenderness of
his feelings. He kissed her not as a man trium-
phant, but as a man changed, humbled, grateful, in
awe of the woman who had taught him how to
love. His hand cradled the back of her head, fin-
gers tangling gently in her hair, while his other arm
wrapped securely around her waist, holding her
close against him. Elizabeth responded eagetly, her
arms sliding up to encircle his neck as she lost her-
self in his warmth, in the safety and love of his
embrace.
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When they finally parted for the last time, their
foreheads rested together as they tried to steady
their racing hearts. Darcy pressed a tender kiss to
her forehead, his lips lingering there for a moment
before pulling back to look into her eyes.

“Persistence and passion,” Darcy corrected.

THE END
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Dear Reader,

The author has gone the extra mile to create
a unique story website for you, packed with
additional content related to the novel.
You'll find detailed explanations, images,
illustrations and links about Pride and Prej-
udice and the Regency era.

Also, several outtakes await you still if you
wish to stay a little longer in Darcy’s and
Elizabeth’s world.

This 1s where you find it:
passion-and-persistence.webnode.co.uk

If you liked the novel, please leave a re-
view on Amazon or Goodreads. It helps
others find the book more.
Thank you.
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Please take a look at the authot’s second
novel

MORE DISCERNING
Published by Pegasus Publishing, UK

This story starts at the famous assembly in
Meryton. What wo! " change if some of the
characters, the two elder Bennet sisters, es-
pecially, were better judges of character?
If they were more discerning?

How would that affect the chain of events,
the other characters?
Would the couples reach a happy conclu-
sion?

This novel looks at this very idea:
What if Elizabeth were what some of us

always wanted her to be?

Story website:
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https://morediscerningprideandpreju-
dicefanfiction.
webnode.co.uk
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MORE DISCERNING

Chapter 1

N )

PR

Tuesday, 15 October, 1811
At the Meryton assembly

Elizabeth’s lips quirked as a quiet amusement
danced in her eyes. Mr Bingley’s company ap-
peared to be relatively small. It consisted of his two
sisters, and out of all the other reported gentlemen,
only two appeared, one of mature years and mar-
ried. The matrons of the ball only had themselves
to blame, as this was what gossip could do. The
tamilies of Meryton were so hungry for new male
prospects that they let their desires cloud what they
had heard. The local four and twenty families just
did not have enough sons to provide possible hus-
bands for their daughters. Therefore, great
disappointment was reflected on the faces at the
assembly. She looked where her mother stood.
Elizabeth could see she was quite indignant; she
had such high hopes for her girls and this evening.
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Elizabeth surveyed the newcomers with delib-
erate attention, as was her habit. She valiantly
wanted to create her first impressions, but her eyes
kept glancing at the tall, single gentleman of the
group. The man’s presence had a strange effect on
the atmosphere in the room. He stood out not only
by the nature of his height but also by his almost
regal comportment. He stood in the back with his
head held high; he appeared somewhat detached
from his surroundings. The gentleman peered
straight ahead, his gaze glancing coldly over the
people. Not curious or reticent, but as if he had
already decided that he could find nothing worth-
while there.

Arrogant, Elizabeth thought, but perhaps it was
unfair. Perhaps he was just more reserved in na-
ture. Not everyone seeks new company in an
unfamiliar place. She could not ignore the preva-
lent whisperings either that he possessed an
income of at least ten thousand a year and a grand
estate in the north.

A flicker of discomfort crossed his face; he, too,
must have overheard. Perhaps he was used to the
effect, perhaps he was bored with the same whis-
pering comments, but Elizabeth seemed also to
detect a tinge of annoyance in him.

The gentleman only danced with the ladies of
his group, in contrast to Mr Bingley, who seemed
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to enjoy himself immensely. Elizabeth followed
them with her eyes, and while one of the men con-
versed with light movements and sincere gaiety,
the other seemed to be playing a carefully com-
posed part, his posture taut, his eyes scarcely
lingering on anyone.

Does he really look down on us so much? — Elizabeth
wondered.

Elizabeth, typically an impartial observer,
found herself questioning the severity of judgment
upon this man. It was true that he did not seem to
enjoy himself, but he was there, probably in sup-
port of his friend. Maybe he did not like crowded
places like her father. He had stopped attending as-
semblies altogether. She thought it admirable that,
possibly against his inclination, he did his duty by
his friend and the ladies of his group and danced
with them.

If Elizabeth had been faithful to herself, she
would have admitted to finding that this man had
inexplicably attracted her gaze. He had a noble
mien, a very handsome face, and deep brown ring-
lets of hair framed his perfect face in a dishevelled
manner. He could have been made into a statue of
the ideal male. Even his garments graced his body
in perfect harmony, unlike most men, whose
clothes always seemed too small for their figures.
The coffee-brown tailcoat, cream waistcoat and
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snow-white cravat showed an impeccable elegance
that could not tolerate any carelessness.

Elizabeth had always liked discovering people’s
natures and could not help looking for his gaze.
What would his gaze reveal about him? A cold de-
tachment, or perhaps something more, some
secret, hidden feeling he had no intention of re-
vealing?

There was something strange about him. Was
his coldness more out of aloofness than contempt
— or was it just the way she wanted to see it? She
did not feel inclined to judge so quickly. Still, it was
hard to take her eyes off him. She imagined that he
might glance at her and halt in his tracks.

Well, the way it happened was not exactly how
she imagined it.

She was obliged to sit out two dances as there
was a scarcity of men at the assembly. She was used
to it and permitted other ladies their turn, grace-
tully removing herself from the dance. She sat
down. Mr Darcy — that was the gentleman’s name
— happened to stand close to her. She was about to
continue her quiet observation of him when Mr
Bingley approached the gentleman and coaxed him
into dancing.

“I certainly shall not. You know how I detest it
unless I am particularly acquainted with my part-
ner. At such an assembly as this, it would be
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b

insupportable,
voice.

This was the first time Elizabeth had heard him
speak. She thought he had a pleasant, deep bari-
tone voice that seemed well-suited to his imposing
tigure. So, the gentleman is a bit.. .reserved. She won-
dered why a man of the world would have trouble
meeting new people. Any crippling disability called
at her sympathy, however. He seemed to avoid
everybody so that he did not have to converse with
them. She wished the people at the assembly would
notice that he was uncomfortable. That such a man
would feel that dancing with strangers was such a
burden made her want to help him. Probably, his
handsome face had something to do with it, which
she acknowledged with surprise.

She was mortified at how the scene played out
eventually. Mr Bingley offered her to him as a
dance partner. He was already indignant when he
turned, and their eyes met for a moment. He im-
mediately turned back as if burnt and said the
harshest thing possible to her ears.

“She is tolerable but not handsome enough to
tempt me. ..

This struck a chord with Elizabeth.

“I am 1n no humour at present to give conse-
quence to young ladies who are slighted by other
men. You had better return to your partner and

said Mr Darcy in a low but firm
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enjoy her smiles, for you are wasting your time
with me.”

Elizabeth’s lips quivered a little. The pain lin-
gered for a heartbeat, then hid behind a customary
smile.

Tolerable...she repeated to herself. A simple
word, a trivial remark, as if it were merely a matter of
the weather or a lukewarm cup of fea. She herself
seemed to fall into this mediocrity. She raised her
chin slightly as if she had not heard it. In fact, she
barely heard it — at least, that was what she would
have told herself if there had been anyone to ask.

Bingley said something else, and Darcy replied,
but Elizabeth stopped listening. She sensed that
the cheerful indifference on her face was perhaps
too carefully formed. No matter. If she played it
well enough, she might believe it herself.

Elizabeth wanted to scream that she was sitting
out the dance so that others could enjoy the dance
also. She had been considerate! She just wanted to
help the other ladies! Elizabeth was indignant to
the heavens. She pretended not to mind, but her
pride was shaken.

He walked away, and Elizabeth was left there
reeling. This handsome gentleman had just re-
jected the opportunity to know her.

Maybe he said it ont of embarrassment. Or perhaps he
meant it. Not that it matters.
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Still, that cold, superior look. ..

No, 1t doesn’t matter.

Nevertheless, she had no friendly feelings to-
wards him just then, her sympathy forgotten
momentarily.

She endeavoured to laugh it off, though the
sting was too near. All her life, she had been listen-
ing to her mother proclaiming that her beauty was
nothing to Jane’s, her elder sister. Mrs Gardiner,
her aunt by marriage, tried to balance it by saying
that she was just as beautiful and should not forget
that Jane took after her mother. Of course, her
mother would prefer that. Not to mention that
Elizabeth was more like her Bennet grandmother.
Her mother’s relationship with the demanding,
gentle-born matron was not the best.

It is always easier to believe the negative things,
though; therefore, she always felt inferior regard-
ing her looks. If a noble gentleman then
proclaimed her only ‘tolerable,” it would not be
taken lightly.

She needed friendly consolation, so she stood
and went to her best friend, Chatlotte. Elizabeth
told her what had just happened. She laughed, but
it did not reach her eyes. Charlotte, ever observant,
saw that Elizabeth was hurt and became indignant
towards the gentleman for injuring her friend. She
told her not to make too much of it, as he had not
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been in the best of moods after all; he had probably
just lashed out at his friend. She acknowledged that
he should have been more circumspect in his
speech. Elizabeth felt justified hearing Charlotte’s
estimation of the arrogant comment.

HKokok

The evening soon ended, and Mrs Bennet fanned
herself with satisfaction, after all. She felt validated
by the attentions bestowed on her daughters. In
her opinion, no one was as well dressed and
coiffed as her girls — well, maybe except the ladies
from town. She was especially pleased about the
attention paid to her eldest daughter by the Neth-
erfield party. Mr Bingley, bless him, danced with her
twice! She even told Mrs Lucas that they were the
best thing that had happened to the neighbour-
hood. Truth be told, she already imagined wedding
bells. She proudly looked at her eldest. She knew
she was not beautiful for nothing.

The tenants of Netherfield had turned out to be
a promising connection. Jane was flattered by the
attention; only she was too modest to give it voice
— her dear mother provided that. Loud was the
journey back to Longbourn, as their mother remi-
nisced over flowingly about the evening, and the
two youngest also felt it their duty to announce
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every dance they danced, with whom, and how
they enjoyed their conversations.

When they arrived home, Mr Bennet had to lis-
ten to all that transpired at the assembly, starting
with the detailed description of the Netherfield
party. By the end of the recitation, he regretted not
going to bed while the house was empty.

The younger girls, Catherine (‘Kitty’ in the fam-
ily) at seventeen and Lydia, barely out at the tender
age of fifteen, immensely enjoyed events like the
assembly. Although these were not frequent
enough for their taste, their pleasure came from
dancing most of the dances and being dressed in
their new gowns. They were also happy for their
eldest sister, Jane. She was their big sister, and if
anybody deserved a suitor, it was her.

Elizabeth also celebrated Jane’s success, as she
was devoted to her. She knew very well that the
opportunity to meet an eligible man was rare in the
neighbourhood. She only hoped that their lack of

dowries would not prove a hindrance.

Hokok

When the two elder sisters finally found them-
selves alone in Jane’s room, they further discussed
the evening’s events and their impressions. Jane,
tinally able to be herself, shared her thoughts about
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Mr Bingley and his sisters; however, she still ex-
pressed herself in ladylike understatements. She
said that she found Mr Bingley everything a gen-
tleman should be and that she admired his happy
manners. She then talked about Miss Bingley and
Mrs Hurst, how they had a pleasant conversation,
and the sisters seemed genuinely interested in her.

Elizabeth did not share Jane’s enthusiasm
about the sisters. In her opinion, they were hugely
overdressed for a country assembly, possibly with
the intention of showing off. She found their sen-
timent inconsiderate and their actions arrogant. It
was clear to her that the local female populace
would either view them with awe or envy. She felt
them petty that they would want to create these
teelings in the ladies of the neighbourhood.

“I also have the feeling, Jane, that they asked so
many questions from you because they wanted to
know about whom they must deal with after their
brother paid you considerable attention.”

Jane just blinked at her sister’s harsh judge-
ment.

“Towards Mr Bingley, I feel favourably, if for
nothing else but that he noticed you, my dear sis-
ter. He is a good dancer; he danced with me, too.
I found him an exuberant, joyful spirit...but he did
not make my heart beat faster.”
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Jane listened to Elizabeth because she often
had good insights, so she promised herself to
guard her heart towards the new acquaintances.

Elizabeth then told her sister about Jer unfortu-
nate episode with Mr Darcy, although she was
reluctant to share how much his insensitive com-
ment hurt her. Jane could hardly believe that a
triend of Mr Bingley could be so cruel! She was
adamant that he could not possibly mean it. They
examined his every expression and action in an ef-
fort to excuse him, concluding at last that he must
have felt discomfort at the assembly, as every
mother was whispering about his income. Still,
they did not approve of his attitude to give offence
just because he felt like it or because it was con-
venient. They wondered if such conduct was
typical of a wealthy gentleman. At the same time,
they also agreed that if he had chosen to dance
with Elizabeth, their mother would have sung
about a second marriage in the making.

“For the preservation of my own peace, I must
concur with you. I hope we caught him in a bad
mood. I should find it very disagreeable, indeed,
that a gentleman like Mr Darcy would reject me
out of hand. Let us see how he will behave in the
tuture.”

“I think you have the right of it, Sister, and may
I say, it is rather magnanimous of you... I wonder
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how two gentlemen with hugely different temper-
aments could be such good friends. Mr Darcy,
although older and a member of the first circle, has
joined Mr Bingley to help him with his first at-
tempt at learning about having an estate. I find that
quite peculiar.”

“Is that why he 1s here? Mr Darcy, I mean.”

“Yes, Mr Bingley told me himself. He cannot
be that arrogant if he has a friend whose fortune
comes from trade, can he?”

“Well, that was a rather rational observation,
Jane. I may have thought better of what you said
and disregarded it because you never see the bad
in anyone. This, however, I cannot dismiss. It is
curious, indeed. I shall have to defer my judge-
ment.”
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Dear Sir,

In her first novel, Elizabeth decides to
share the contents of her letter from
Darcy with Jane while they are still in
London. Jane does not want Darcy to
suffer unnecessarily. Impulsively, she

writes him a letter to tell him he is not

wrong in estimating her feelings toward

his friend.
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The letter changes everything. ..

XKk

The author of this reimagined story
caused quite a stir in the fanfiction
world by presenting a unique twist to
the original plot. Those who tried it
were pleasantly surprised to find a won-
derful low-angst tale. Although the
story revolves around Jane and Darcy,
Elizabeth also finds her own happy
ending.

The story website with illustra-
tions:
https://dearsirprideandprejudicefan-
fictionsite.
webnode.co.uk/
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A Pride and Prejudice reimagining

Kinga Brady

661



Kinga Brady — FPassion and Persistence

Some reviews for
you

“A warm, entertaining and interesting book.”

“Enjoying this book is another experi-
ence. It caught me off guard.”

“This story was intriguing, and it captured nzy
curiosity and interest from the very beginning.”

“I felt like I was given more insight into
the thought processes of the characters,
which then made the entire framework of
the story work well. This 1s a very cheerful,
low-angst story. The conclusion for the
story was very satisfying.”

“While part of me may resist that Darcy can find
happiness with anyone else, the anthor makes a good
case for Darcy and Jane. Jane is mature and charm-

ing in these two volumes. Elizabeth is not broken-
hearted. Instead, her interest goes in a different di-
rection, and she finds her sonlmate among Darcy’s

friends.”
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“... The writing is excellent. I look for-
ward to more from this author.”

“This was a most pleasing story in what might be
a perfect ‘what if° story that stimulates the reader’s
imagination.”’
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Whispers of the Heart

An original novel is in the making —
inspired by Pride and Prejudice

In the glittering halls of Regency-era Lon-
don, where status and propriety dictate the
rules of society, Catherine Berrington finds
herself navigating the delicate dance of her
first season. With aspirations of belonging
to the elite, she struggles to reconcile her
modest upbringing with the world of opu-
lence surrounding her.

When she captures the attention of the enig-

matic Lord Nevill, a marquess burdened by

expectations and past betrayals, their chance

encounter sparks an unexpected connection
that challenges both their perceptions of
rank and love. As Nevill grapples with his
growing feelings for Catherine, his child-

hood friend, Viscount Murray, further
complicates matters with his affections and
Intentions.

Amidst whispered gossip and social rivalry,
Catherine must choose between the allure
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of high society and the authenticity of her
heart. Will she embrace her burgeoning feel-
ings for Nevill, or will the weight of their
worlds keep them apart? In a tale of pas-
sion, vulnerability, and the courage to dety
convention, “Whispers of the Heart” ex-
plores what it truly means to find one’s
place in a society obsessed with rank and
reputation.

Step into a world where love transcends
boundaries and discover whether two hearts
can unite against the odds.

Read the first chapter on the story website:
bittps:/ [ catherine-regencynovel.webnode.co.uk
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AN INTRIGUING REGENCY ROMANCE
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English Classics

Fully annetated for the
curious reader by

[Hustrations from 1894

Footnotes - chapter notes - analytical essays
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A witty courtship. A sharp-eyed heroine.
A society ruled by appearances.
) GPEr.
o :.% pe
This richly annotated edition of Pride and Prejudice offers more
than a beloved love story—it opens a window onto the world of
Regency England.

Every chapter is accompanied by insightful commentary,
vocabulary footnotes, and cultural references that illuminate Jane
Austen’s language, humour, and social satire. Whether you are a
first-time reader or a devoted admirer, this edition deepens your
appreciation through carefully curated notes and context.
Discover a series of thought-provoking essays that delve into the
themes of love, irony, class, and self-knowledge, offering fresh
perspectives, cultural context, and a deeper understanding of
Elizabeth and Darcy’s enduring journey. With slightly updated
spelling, vocabulary, grammar and punctuation for modern clarity
—but with Austen’s voice faithfully intact—this edition bridges the
gap between two centuries of readers.

Perfect for students, book clubs, Austen lovers, and all who
wish to read with both heart and mind.
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