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Darcy covered his eyes and drew another deep sigh. “Please, Georgiana, you must—“ 
His sister hurled herself into the corner of the carriage, whimpering piteously with her hand shielding her head.
“Come, sweetling, we are nearly there. A few moments more, that is all.”
She made no response, but the weeping continued.
Darcy leaned closer to the shade so he could peer out the crack afforded as it fluttered in the summer breeze. Oh, to have a little fresh air in that stuffy coach! But Georgiana could not bear the flickering light through the trees as they drove, so he kept the window covered. “Georgiana, would you like to hold my pocket watch?”
She quieted somewhat but did not move.
“I can see where we are,” he continued. “From here, we will be home in a quarter of an hour.”
She raised herself slowly. Great, limpid blue eyes searched his hands, but her expression remained broken and distressed.
Darcy extended his pocket watch. “Here, take it. At half-past, we will be at the door.”
She blinked, then accepted the watch. She clasped it greedily to her chest and rocked, her knuckles white and her jaw clenched. “Half-past,” she repeated. “Home at half-past.” She jerked up the watch to examine the position of the minute hand. “It is not moving.”
“It will move more quickly if you look at it less often,” he chided gently. “It is a beautiful day today. Would you like to look out for a moment?”
He knew better than to expect an answer to that. She was rocking again, staring at the squab behind him, and chanting, “Home at half-past.”
Darcy let his head drop back against the wall and released a long breath. He had hoped they could have got home before the misery struck. Traveling always troubled his sister. The movement, the change, the lack of certainty in her surroundings, and especially the random shocks of light from the window as they passed wooded areas. Even the different food from the coaching inns would unsettle her, so he had learned to keep a few familiar provisions from Cook in a basket.
The first day was usually tolerable, and sometimes the second. She had been getting more comfortable in recent years, and a year ago, they had managed an entire journey from London to Pemberley without suffering. That was before George Wickham scared the life out of her.
Now...
Darcy closed his eyes and permitted himself a guilty moment of peace. If they arrived home without further mishap, and he left her to rest until her nerves could be eased, she should be calm again. And he would be deviled if he took her anywhere else the rest of the summer.
Besides... there was nothing south of Derbyshire for him, anyway.
The wheel struck a bump in the road, and Georgiana emitted a cry. “The watch! Half-past, is it half-past?” She scrambled down to search the floor for the lost watch, trembling as if the dropping of it meant that time would spin backward.
Darcy bent to pick it up, and he dangled it before her. “Not yet. Five more minutes, and you will see the house.”
She was panting, her eyes frantically darting around the carriage. “I want to get out, William. I need to get out, please!”
“But I told you, darling, we are not yet to the house. Very nearly. Wait just another moment.”
She shook her head, and her entire body followed with a great wave of denial. “No, no, no,” she muttered. “Out now! I need to get out!”
Darcy swallowed and glared at his boots for a split second. “Out now,” he grumbled. If he refused, she was likely to have a bad spell that would last all night. Discouraging, to say the least, particularly since she had held together so very well until the last ten miles. “Very well. John? Let us out to walk, please.”
It was a vast improvement over the inside of the carriage, he had to confess it. The fresh air, the sun warming his shoulders, and the look of relief washing over Georgiana’s face. Her frame sagged, and she closed her eyes, then dropped to the grass and lay flat out.
He permitted her to remain. What were a few grass stains when it was the most relaxed she had looked all day? He could grant her a few moments to collect herself before he made her get back into the carriage, and he could do with a moment of quiet in his own head as well.
Pemberley. A small ache ripped in his breast as he looked out over the rolling lands, the ancestral grandeur of his home. It was more than a house; it was family and honor and tradition. It was twelve generations of dignity and heritage, of duty and expectation, and a light passed on from father to son.
A pity it would all end with him.
Georgiana was stirring now—well, not precisely. She was luxuriating in the feel of the grass, stroking her cheek along the velvety blades and smiling to the heavens with closed eyes. At peace, for once. Darcy gazed down at her with a swelled heart. Dearest girl!
She was the world to him. It would be impossible to love anyone quite the way he adored her—although one had eclipsed her in sheer power of feeling, with a different kind of love altogether. But Elizabeth Bennet was not here, and never would be here.
His life was to be bound up in the needs of the present, in caring for what was his. None other could inspire such a swirl of devotion and terror in him as the sister he had raised. No one had ever touched that deep well of protectiveness.
Nor had anyone ever tried his patience so much.
“Come, Georgiana,” he announced at last. “Time to go. But a few moments more, and we will be home.”
She opened her eyes and glared.
“Georgiana,” he warned, “I will not have it today. Please get up and let us go.”
She scrambled to her feet, but she was shaking her head and backing away. “No. No more carriage, William.”
“Georgiana,” he commanded more sharply. “Give me your hand.”
That was his fatal error. She hated taking his hand and could not bear to be sped along until she was ready. Georgiana was staring at the ground now, her feet stumbling backward as she clutched his watch. “No!”
Darcy dropped his hand and bit back his frustration. He knew, he knew not to let his impatience get the better of him, but there, he had gone and done it again. Been short with her when a little moderation, a little negotiation, would have served him better. “Very well, we will wait a few moments. Come, dearest, will you sit down a bit, and take a breath?”
She spun about and ran.
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“Oh, no, I could not possibly! Would it not be a very great imposition? It is unpardonably rude!” Elizabeth Bennet balked at the door of the Lambton Inn, her heart galloping wildly at her aunt’s suggestion. 
“Why, you were not so reluctant to see Buxton yesterday, and you said you would be eager to tour Matlock tomorrow,” Mrs. Gardiner protested. “Why would you object to seeing Pemberley today?”
Elizabeth darted her eyes to her uncle, who was gazing back in puzzlement. “I... I would not wish to disturb the family. That is all.”
“Oh, come, Lizzy!” Mr. Gardiner laughed. “These great men are never at home. Houses are open for tours all season, and why should they not be?”
“Believe me when I say you will not find a more beautiful house nor lovelier grounds than Pemberley,” her aunt added. “I know you will be more interested in the walking paths and the flower gardens than the gallery or the architecture, but Pemberley is such a rare gem that it can boast the finest of all these and more. Truly, Lizzy, you would not deny us all the chance to enjoy one of the most stunning houses in the county, just because you dislike the owner!”
Elizabeth’s hand wandered toward the carriage as she fumbled reluctantly up the step. “I did not say I disliked Mr. Darcy. I said that he and I are not friends.”
“Well, well, and I daresay most who tour Pemberley cannot claim friendship with Mr. Darcy,” Mr. Gardiner grunted. “Come, Lizzy, let us be off, or I shall require another breakfast before we finally get underway.”
Elizabeth relented, but not without a sinking dread. No, it was silly to be afraid of encountering Mr. Darcy himself! Ridiculous! But seeing his house would be almost as bad. Walking the grounds that she might have known intimately by now, approaching his housekeeper to ask for a humble tour when the woman might have already been her right hand.
And how would she endure the portrait gallery her aunt so longed to see? Saints preserve me! Elizabeth closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing. It was just a house. Just a fine estate, big and old and lavish, and...
And everything perfect.
“Oh, Lizzy! Did I not tell you it was magnificent?” her aunt breathed. “I have dreamed of seeing it again. I was only twelve when last I was here, you know, and so often our memories embellish the truth. How glad I am that it does not seem dull or small after all these years!”
Elizabeth gulped and gave her uncle a trembling hand as he helped her down. There was simply too much to look at, too much to wonder about. And the instant her mind had fixed on an object of curiosity, she trembled with the knowledge that he would have touched that place. He trod those marble steps. He had ordered the exact arrangement of the gardens, and those horses being led around the stable yard belonged to him.
Those liveried men at the door knew his face and voice; some probably remembered him as a boy. Was he the sort of man to give terror to his servants, or did they respect their employer? She was gawping most unforgivably when her aunt and uncle presented themselves at the door to request a tour.
She said not a word as she followed the others. How could she? The housekeeper gushed nothing but praise and affection for the man Elizabeth had once known as “above his company.” Mr. Darcy was a positive mystery, one which a mind such as hers could not hope to put away without satisfaction. At one time, it had been easy to despise his arrogance, his careless offenses toward herself, but not since April...
Since April, when she had learned to see herself differently—even more than she had learned to understand Mr. Darcy’s character. She had been insufferably conceited; it was true, though perhaps not without some cause. That he had been worse was a slight consolation, but one seed of a notion had lodged in her heart and done its work. It was as thrilling as it was humiliating.
Through it all, over any objection, Mr. Darcy had chosen her.
The idea had begun to wreak some small degree of pleasure in her. Indeed, no one could be insensible to the compliment of such a man’s affections, but Elizabeth, who desired them the least, was discovering their worth too late.
He chose me. Me!
What a dashedly foolish thing for him to do.
She saw it now. With great round eyes and gaping mouth, she saw it. His house alone was statement enough that Mr. Darcy wanted for nothing, had only perfection and splendor to fill his life. People who admired him. Every sign of good fortune and luxury and ease. Why on earth had his judgment slipped so grievously that he fancied her, even for a moment?
“Aunt.” She touched Mrs. Gardiner’s sleeve and then tugged on it when her aunt did not respond immediately. “Aunt!”
“What is it, Lizzy? Why, you look fearfully pale! Are you well?”
Elizabeth shook her head and put a hand to her chest. “I am well. I just... I need some air.”
“But of course! Shall we ask to see the gardens?”
“I...” She wetted her lips, and her eyes shot to the nearest window. “There is a pond out that direction. Are the walking paths open to guests?”
“Oh, I am sure of it, but I do not feel equal to such a long walk.” Mrs. Gardiner called her husband over, and they consulted briefly. Her aunt and uncle decided to loiter in the rose garden, and their guide, Mrs. Reynolds, offered a footman to follow Elizabeth at a distance.
Elizabeth thanked the housekeeper with flushed cheeks and a breathless voice. She knew not what relief she would find walking Mr. Darcy’s grounds—a setting as close to Heaven as any place on earth could be. Surely, if anything could make her love Pemberley and wish it was her home, it would be walking the grounds!
All she knew was that she could not stay in his house, breathing his air, with all her gnawing doubts and regrets to suffocate her. What good was it to gaze at what might have been hers and try to convince herself that it would not have been a most beloved home to her?
Worse, she was faced most brutally with her own inadequacy. That she, Elizabeth Bennet, could have been for a moment considered a suitable mistress of all this! No, she had to get out of this house, so she could stop tormenting herself over what was surely the worst mistake of her life.
And probably his, as well.
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