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      “Mr. Darcy, I wish to offer you my sincerest condolences on the loss of Miss Anne de Bourgh. It is truly a loss. She was…”

      Fitzwilliam Darcy held up his hand to stop the well-meaning stranger from continuing on with his performative grief. While he appreciated the sentiment, ever since Anne’s passing a year earlier, people pretended that her death was either a great shock or a great tragedy. Yet they knew quite well it was neither, especially as far as Darcy was concerned. He never wished Anne harm, of course, but nor could he pretend he was sorry to be freed from their engagement.

      And this was not the first person just today to offer him their condolences.

      It had been this way ever since he arrived in London. It felt as if every person he passed on the street wanted to discuss the passing of Anne de Bourgh. Given that few expressed much interest in her while she was alive, he did not understand how she acquired so many friends in death. No matter where he went, he seemed to run into one of these supposed “childhood friends” or “family friends” or “school friends.” If all of Anne’s friends had actually come to mourn her, the line to pay respects would have stretched from Rosings Park to London.

      This latest man to approach Darcy, today at his club, was staring at him, waiting for a response. All he wished to do was drink his brandy and read the paper, but it seemed he would find no peace here, either.

      “Thank you for your kind words, sir. I will be sure to pass them along to my Aunt Catherine, should I see her again.”

      The man appeared perplexed, but did not seem to wish to push the issue any further. He simply nodded and walked away, leaving Darcy alone at last. But he could still feel the eyes of other men upon him, as if searching him for some sign of grief that they could relay to their wives when they returned home. Then the wives would tell their friends, and within a fortnight, his distant cousin in America would likely receive word of his supposed devastation.

      Exhausted and anxious for the quiet of his London home, Darcy stood to leave the club. Instead, he walked directly into his Uncle Ambrose on his father’s side.

      “Uncle Ambrose! What in the world are you doing in London? Surely, you have not grown weary of the country life already?”

      His uncle shook his hand heartily.

      “Most certainly not, dear boy! My presence was required at our family home in Scotland. You know the place. Your father took you there when you were a boy.”

      Darcy had not thought of the family cottage in St Andrews for many years. It was a simple place by the water, perfect for reading and long walks. He had very pleasant memories of the time he spent there with his father. Suddenly, the idea of getting away from the parties and suppers and endless conversations of London seemed like a pleasing prospect.

      “Uncle Ambrose, would you care to join me at my home for a bit of supper? I believe we have much to discuss.”

      The gentleman readily accepted his invitation and they departed the club at once. Darcy found his carriage already waiting outside, and he and Ambrose breezed through the London streets. They talked about the Scotland estate and their neighbors there, who it seemed were mostly away for the winter. The more his uncle spoke of the solitude of the cottage, the more Darcy could not wait to escape there.

      When Darcy and his Uncle Ambrose arrived at the London flat, they drank wine, ate a sumptuous dinner, and discussed the state of their extended family. By the time they moved to the sitting room, the fire was roaring and the pair of them were pleasantly relaxed from the spirits and good conversation. It was then that Darcy felt comfortable enough to ask his uncle for a favor.

      “Uncle, if you do not plan to return to the cottage in St Andrews, would it be possible for me to spend some time there? If the area is truly as quiet as you say this time of year, it seems it would be the perfect place to escape the constant idle chatter that is so prevalent in London as of late.”

      His uncle nodded in agreement. “I am sure you would find the place to be very peaceful. You are welcome, of course! Anytime you wish. It is as much your home as mine, dear boy.”

      The two men then discussed the practicalities of his visit to the cottage, and the possible duration of his stay. Darcy could not stop expressing his gratitude to his uncle, who finally laughed and finished his wine.

      “Your gratitude has been noted, nephew. Now, I believe it is time for me to retire to my own life of bachelorhood. I will have my valet bring the key to the cottage first thing in the morning.”

      Uncle Ambrose departed the flat, leaving Darcy to plan his escape to St Andrews. And he had not been this elated about anything in years…
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      Darcy stood on the front step of the cottage in St Andrews and surveyed the stunning landscape that surrounded him. It had been many years since he had been to this place, but nothing had changed. The view of the North Sea was just as he remembered it, and he laid down his suitcase with a sigh of relief. He could already feel the stress of the last year fading away.

      Darcy was not sure why he had never visited the cottage over the many years since his childhood, but at the moment, he did not care. This was the most tranquil place he could imagine, and he intended to take full advantage of it. He could already imagine long walks along the shore, cold salt air, and warm nights by the fire. It was truly heavenly.

      He made his way inside and was surprised to find that his uncle had been quite thorough when tending to the cottage. All of the beds were freshly made, the fireplace was laid and ready for a nice fire, and food had been stocked in preparation for his arrival. Darcy took some time to put his personal items away. Then he lit a fire before sitting down to open the letter that was waiting for him when he arrived. He was not surprised to discover it was from Uncle Ambrose.

      
        
        Dearest Nephew Fitzwilliam,

      

        

      
        I hope your journey from London was a pleasant one and you find the cottage to your liking when you arrive. If you find you are in need of anything, the housekeeper, Mrs. Clearly, comes every Monday to tend to things. She can assist you in any way you need.

      

        

      
        I am also writing because I received word that my neighbor, Mrs. Phoebe Peacock, has recently returned from Paris. She is an artist, a widow, and a very good friend of mine. In fact, she painted the very portrait that now hangs in my study. Mrs. Peacock is a fascinating woman and her cousin will be staying with her for the winter. If you find yourself in want of company, I am sure they will be happy to welcome you for tea.

      

        

      
        Enjoy your solitude, nephew, and do write soon.

      

        

      
        With affection,

        Uncle Ambrose

      

      

      Darcy placed the letter back on the table and glanced at the closed door he had not yet opened. That must be the study, he thought, as he abandoned the comfort of the armchair to explore the last room of the cottage he had not seen since he was boy. When he opened the door, he could not help notice how much smaller everything seemed. Of course, everything did, but this room especially was so impressive when he was a boy. Now, it felt practically cozy. As he sat down in the large armchair next to the bookshelf, he let out a sigh of contentment.

      He was just about to search the shelf for something to read by the fire when the portrait hanging over the fireplace caught his eye. At first, because the colors in the painting were a bit darker, he did not notice it. Now, he could not look at anything else. The woman in the portrait had beautiful brown eyes that seemed to sparkle even in paint. Her lips were full and her face, soft and sweet. There was something familiar about her, but try as he might, Darcy could not place her image. So he sat there in his chair for nearly an hour, just staring at the portrait.

      However, the longer he sat there, the more confused he became. It felt as if he had known the woman in that painting for years. And yet… she seemed so far away.

      Who was she? And why did Darcy feel as if he could not rest until he knew?
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      “I am so glad he found the perfect place for the portrait,” came a voice from the doorway of the study. Darcy jumped and looked behind him to see a petite, red-haired woman standing there.

      “Mrs. Peacock?” he asked in surprise.

      “The one and only. You must be Ambrose’s cousin, Mr. Darcy. Eglantine said she expected you sometime this afternoon.”

      “Eglantine?”

      The small woman put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes, as if he were a fool to ask. He could not help but like this Mrs. Peacock.

      “Eglantine Cleary is your housekeeper, Mr. Darcy, and you would do well to treat her with respect. She is a treasure.

      Darcy smiled as he rose to greet his new acquaintance. “I assure you I will, Mrs. Peacock. I must say, I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      He could not help but notice how youthful she appeared, even though he knew that she must be at least twice his age. She was small and delicate, with bright, green eyes. She had a confident smile that made him feel instantly at ease. He could understand why his Uncle Ambrose was so fond of her.

      Mrs. Peacock shook his hand warmly.

      “Please, feel free to call me Phoebe. It is delightful to meet you, Mr. Darcy. And I am equally delighted that you have finally made it to the cottage.”

      Mrs. Peacock took the liberty of sitting in the chair that Darcy had just vacated. Once she had settled
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