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Still a Young Man

Secrets. Seductions. Second Chances.

Widowed after six months of marriage, an older Elizabeth is determined to leave her past behind and enjoy life to its fullest, on her own terms. Charming, witty, and engaging, she is widely admired by all. However, everything is not as it seems. She harbours a secret.

The beautiful widow captivates a younger Mr. Darcy. He knows her better than she knows herself. He struggles to break through her protective barriers, the most daunting being her tightly held conviction that she will never marry again.

Elizabeth, refusing to suffer anyone's pity, hides the unpleasant truth of her forced marriage from everyone. Having observed the mourning period for a deceased husband she did not love, she looks forward to enjoying a Season in town. Her liveliness, her beauty, and her charm attract the notice of unscrupulous people posing as friends. There's only one man who’s able to help her navigate the treacherous waters of the ton.
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Still a Young Man, one of Dixon’s earlier stories, is written using English (U.K.) spelling.
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​​​Chapter 1 ~ A Single Man of Large Fortune
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Elizabeth stayed perfectly still while he exercised his prerogative on her person. Her wedding night—the cessation of innocence, happiness, hope, and the life she had enjoyed. Her mother’s well-intended advice permeated her thoughts. You must not move ... you must not make a sound ... it will be over before you realise what has happened.
True to her mother’s words, the whole business ended almost as quickly as it had begun. She had prepared herself for a most unpleasant experience. Indeed, it had been. Alone in her bed, she cradled her knees to her chest, rocked gently, and looked about the unlit room. Dark, desolate, foreboding.

Her new home. How might anyone endure such an existence?
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Two months later ... 

“Why, my dear, you must know, Mrs. Long says that Netherfield is taken by a young man of large fortune from the north of England; that he came down on Monday in a chaise and four to see the place, and was so much delighted with it that he agreed with Mr. Morris immediately; that he is to take possession before Michaelmas, and some of his servants are to be in the house by the end of next week.” 

“What is his name?” 

“Bingley.”

“Is he married or single?”

“Oh! Single, my dear, to be sure! A single man of large fortune; four or five thousand a year. What a fine thing for our girls!” 

“How so? How can it affect them?” 

“My dear Mr. Bennet,” replied his wife, “how can you be so tiresome! You must know that I am thinking of his marrying one of them.” 

~*~
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Charles Bingley was handsome and gentlemanly with a pleasant mien and unpretentious manners. The folks of Meryton, particularly the ladies of the village of Longbourn, eagerly anticipated making the young man’s acquaintance. The upcoming assembly provided the opportunity. 
He attended the gathering accompanied by two pretty women—his sisters, Caroline and Louisa. A rather put-upon gentleman, Louisa’s husband, Mr. Hurst, rounded out the party. Bingley had heard of the beauty of the Bennet ladies and looked forward to making their acquaintance, as well. All the sisters graced the assembly with their presence, all except Elizabeth. Since her recent marriage, she never attended such public social gatherings. Upon meeting the Bennets, Mr. Bingley suffered no disappointment. Miss Jane Bennet astounded him. She was an angel.

Days progressed into weeks as Bingley pursued an eager courtship with Jane. Proud and conceited, his fine sisters regarded Jane with favour. The rest of the Bennet family, they found detestable. Caroline and Louisa enjoyed far too much satisfaction with their own good fortune to think kindly of others, especially those with connections in trade. Never mind such had been the origins of their brother’s wealth, and thus, their wealth and privilege. Being a respectable family from the north sufficed as their proper bona fides as fashionable ladies of the ton, to their way of thinking. Fondness for Miss Jane Bennet was one thing; it was a different matter when it came to being favourably inclined towards an alliance between the poor girl and their dear brother.

Despite his pretentious sisters’ vehement disapproval, Bingley offered Jane his hand, and she accepted. They married two months later. Mrs. Bennet was elated. Two daughters well settled, she considered. Of the two, Jane was by far the most fortunate—her alliance, the most advantageous to the family. Elizabeth’s marriage was nothing in comparison to Jane’s, Mrs. Bennet often supposed.

Anyone with an inkling of the truth of the matter would have sworn to Mrs. Bennet’s assertion.
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The happenings of the months prior to Jane’s nuptials to Charles Bingley shed light on Mrs. Bennet’s unwitting assertions. The whole town could discern that Elizabeth was enamoured of Daniel Calbry. Unlike Jane, who had known her husband but a few months before accepting his hand, Elizabeth had known Daniel most of her life. The young man had spent a year in London after the completion of his studies. Handsome, amiable, and charming, his return to Hertfordshire was anticipated with eager enthusiasm by the single ladies of Meryton who delighted in his company, Elizabeth more than most. She was pleased to spend time with him and found her head full of him. Thoughts of falling in love with the gentleman often gratified her romantic mind.
To her deep dismay, she had realised the truth about Daniel much too late. She would always remember that day of reckoning, for it had been the turning point in her life.

It was a day best spent out of doors, not confined to one’s parlour. She had beseeched her sister Jane to join her on a leisurely stroll, knowing full well the unlikelihood of a favourable outcome. Despite having enjoyed a long walk earlier in the day, Elizabeth set out again that afternoon. 

The sounds of what she supposed as someone in peril drew her away from the path towards a thicket of small trees. She espied a young couple sprawled on a tattered woollen blanket spread upon the ground’s clearing. Elizabeth’s eyes met those of a buxom servant girl with dishevelled hair, her worn brown skirt pooling her waist, astride the man she thought she knew, even esteemed. 

Stunned, Elizabeth longed to flee. Her feet failed to heed her mind’s screaming, begging her to turn and run away. She fought desperately for her breath. The cold hard look in Daniel’s eyes forced her to take a step back. She stumbled and fell, then quickly regained her footing. Fighting to hold back her tears, Elizabeth made her way back to the path in haste.

Bloody hell! He knew he needed to handle this. Tossing the peasant girl aside, Daniel stood and speedily righted himself.

“Miss Bennet!” he shouted as he chased Elizabeth. Her petite stature posed little challenge for his tall person. He soon overcame her.

“Unhand me this instant, you scoundrel,” she cried. Her plea was too late.

Merely attempting to restrain Elizabeth from fleeing his presence, and seeking to convince her that she had not seen what she had supposed, he held her in what one might easily construe as a lover’s embrace. At least, that is how two passers-by that happened along at the time had described the scene in their later retellings. Mrs. Long! Mrs. Greene! Two of the nosiest busy bodies in Hertfordshire.

News spread fast. Word reached the village of Longbourn even before Elizabeth could make her way home. Once she had escaped Mr. Calbry’s arms, she raced to Oakham Mount to compose herself and gather her thoughts. What am I to do? Who will believe in my innocence? My Papa, I must speak with Papa. He will believe me. He will know what is to be done.

A deafening blanket of silence covered the halls when Elizabeth entered Longbourn House. She sought her father in vain. Her mother and sisters had assembled in the drawing room, each absorbed in her own quiet endeavour. No one, not even her dearest sister Jane, ventured a glance in her direction. Even the dog refused to obey her call. Elizabeth headed upstairs to her room, locked the door, and flung herself on the bed.

Darkness had fallen upon the village by the time of Mr. Bennet’s return. He told Mr. Hill to summon Elizabeth to join him in his library post-haste.

Her father’s library had always been her favourite room in the house. Leather-bound books organised in no discernible manner competed with potted plants and assorted figurines for the space amongst the shelves and tables. The smell of his pipe bathed the air. It was his sanctuary, but he always welcomed her inside to join him in making light of the world beyond its doors. Mr. Bennet walked about the room, looking grave and anxious in anticipation of her arrival. 

“Close the door, Lizzy.” She had not expected his cold reception. Elizabeth waited.

“I am saddened and disappointed in you, Lizzy. Nothing will excuse your conduct. Our neighbours caught you in the gentleman’s arms. Everyone in Meryton knows he is your favourite. You have brought disgrace upon our entire family.”

“I have done no such thing. If you will but allow me to explain what took place, you will realise I did nothing that can be deemed improper.” Elizabeth’s mind flooded with conflicting emotions—anger and resentment, embarrassment and annoyance—such was her disappointment. How could her father have reached such a conclusion without first hearing an account from her?

“What explanations have you that will negate the damage that has been done? You understand how scandals unfold. Our neighbours happened upon you in your lover’s arms. The gossip has spread throughout the town like wildfire. Only one remedy makes sense. I have just returned from meeting with Mr. Calbry. The wedding will take place in one month.”

“Never! I will not marry him. I hate him!” Elizabeth shortened the distance from her father in measured steps. “Papa, I implore you to listen to me. If I tell you what I have learnt of his character, you will not want this for me.”

“Hate him, you say? You did a fine job in convincing everyone otherwise—until this very day. I am sorry to hear you say that you hate the young man. However, what does this matter now?”

She wished her former opinions had been more reasonable, her expressions more moderate and circumspect. Her awkward explanations and professions of her contempt for Mr. Calbry might have been spared. Alas, Mr. Bennet had denied her plea for understanding and reasonableness. Elizabeth broke down in tears.

Expressing sympathy for his daughter’s predicament, Mr. Bennet approached her and placed his hand upon her shoulder. “Calm yourself, my child. Everything ought not to turn out as bad as you fear. I shall take some comfort in knowing the young man has long been your favourite. Whatever has happened today to cause you now to regard him with displeasure will resolve itself with time. Soon enough, your good opinion of him will return.”

He reflected upon his family’s plight a moment. He walked over to the window, pulled open the curtains, and stared at the bright moon hovering above his village. “Now leave me to the privacy of my library and go share the news of your impending nuptials with your mama. She will be delighted, even if you are not.”

She could not believe it. She would not believe it. Her own father forcing her into a marriage with a man she abhorred and making light of a scheme destined to lay the rest of her life in shambles!

Why has my own father abandoned me?

She was the eldest of five sisters by three years, and though not the most handsome, her charm, her wit, and her intelligence set her beyond the rest. Everyone admired her for her lively spirit and kind disposition and even described her as the brightest jewel of the county. Elizabeth had long enjoyed being her father’s favourite. He had considered the remaining women in the house, including his wife, the silliest creatures in all of England, not worthy of any consideration beyond ridicule. He had made all the time in the world for Elizabeth. He had taught her the modern languages and philosophy and encouraged her to pursue her own education in those areas commonly reserved for men, as opposed to the expected delicate pursuits of drawing, needlepoint, and sewing.

Two years earlier, she had spurned a proposal of marriage from her cousin, Mr. Collins. Her mother had been widely in favour of the match because the estate of Longbourn was entailed to the male line, and Mr. Collins was the heir. Her highest aspiration being the marriage of her five daughters, Mrs. Bennet had viewed the prospect of her eldest daughter’s marriage as a match destined to secure her family’s future. In addition, Mrs. Bennet had believed the advantageous marriage of her eldest would heighten the prospects of the other girls. Elizabeth was at the time nearly four and twenty and well on her way to spinsterhood, in her mother’s view. Alas, the man was loathsome and foolish! Elizabeth had sworn she would not have him. Her father had supported her in her decision to reject Mr. Collins.

This made his present stance on the imminent marriage to Mr. Calbry especially difficult to countenance. She rejected the notion her father was protecting her best interest in forcing her to marry. He merely was refusing to take the trouble to rectify her lamentable situation by refuting the town’s gossip with the truth.

I shall never forgive him for this betrayal.

Daniel, the second son, had not yet decided which path he would choose in making his own way in life. His eldest brother, Gavin, stood to inherit the estate. Both sons continued to live in their father’s home. The father and mother doted on both sons and spoilt them exceedingly. To suppose their son capable of compromising a respectable young lady was inconceivable. Their acquiescence to Mr. Bennet’s demand that their youngest son must marry his daughter hardly came without difficulty but rather with deep animosity. 

Identical in age to Elizabeth, Daniel never had intended to marry at such a young age. He had meant not to commit to matrimony before he reached his thirties, and even then, he had planned to marry a young woman with fortune and connections. He blamed Elizabeth for his unfortunate circumstances. Under the duress of the forced marriage, he had taken to drink. The strong reek of brandy, heavy on his breath, was Elizabeth’s most vivid recollection of her wedding night. 

Elizabeth soon came to realise her husband did not wish to lie with her. After their initial amorous encounter, he had never returned to her bed. He had confessed when she confronted him that he did not want children. Albeit she did not love him, his revelation distressed her. Trapped in a loveless marriage with no likelihood for children—the prospect was unbearable. His desire not to mate with her had not, however, tempered his carnal desires of the flesh, as she had little trouble discerning, judging by the nocturnal sounds emanating on a regular basis from the bedroom adjacent to hers.
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One month after Jane’s wedding, came the word of Daniel Calbry’s death, a result of a carriage accident whilst on his way home from London. His parents received the dreadful news of their beloved son Daniel’s demise, and although devastated by the tragic loss of their youngest son, the family had no compassion for his young widow. They blamed her for their son’s restlessness and discontent since the wedding. The forced marriage, together with her paltry dowry of a mere one thousand pounds, contributed to the family’s animosity towards her. They wanted her gone away from their home. The only thing they offered Elizabeth, her meagre marriage settlement notwithstanding, was the return of her dowry, certainly not enough for her to live on in comfort.
From a maiden, to a wife, to a widow in the span of six months, Elizabeth worried over her fate. Where am I to go? She sat in the Calbry’s drawing room two days before Daniel’s funeral.

“Jane, what shall I do? I cannot return to my father’s home at Longbourn. I have not forgiven him. I never shall. He turned his back on me, outright deserted me, when I needed him most.”

Jane placed her hand upon Elizabeth’s arm. “Why Lizzy, you must come to live with Charles and me at Netherfield.”

“I can barely even imagine such a scheme. You and Charles are just married. Your husband and you should savour this time without an older sister afoot. You need not suffer my burden. Perhaps, I should appeal to my aunt and uncle in town. I thought I might seek work as a governess. They might help me in my quest.”

“For you to entertain such a notion is incomprehensible. I will not hear of it. It would break my heart! Do not give the matter another thought.” Jane embraced Elizabeth. “Now is the time you need your family most, Lizzy.”

Elizabeth was not as grieved by her husband’s tragic death as everyone supposed. She neither loved nor revered him. She had been a victim of a loveless marriage, but she would not allow anyone to realise the truth of it. Eager to move on, she was not impressed with her prospects. Should she ever marry again, it would in all probability be to a man either choosing her for her money or wanting her to rear his children. Though she had no money to speak of, nor a desire to raise another woman’s offspring, it mattered not. After the horrible experience of her forced marriage, she doubted she would ever marry again.
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A year later ...

––––––––
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Elizabeth jumped out of bed and raced to the window. She drew the curtains back, opened the window, and stuck her head outside. The sun shone brighter than it had in months. The fresh air filled her lungs, warmed her heart, and lifted her spirits.
The first day of the rest of my life! 

Moments later, Elizabeth twirled about the room with outstretched arms. She raced to her wardrobe and pulled the doors open. The contorted grimace marring her beautiful countenance was replaced with a mischievous smile as, one by one, she tossed the detested black bombazine gowns to the floor.

An entire year wasted, adopting the façade of the grief-stricken widow ... no one, not even Jane, doubted the depths of my despair. 

As she had done every day for the past year, Elizabeth sought solace in her clandestine plans for her future. Soon, I shall again have my share of society and amusement—indeed, on my own terms. I am quite decided upon it.
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Darcy and Georgiana sat across from each other at the breakfast table. As the befuddled expression on his handsome face attested, he struggled to make sense of his correspondence. He has gone and got himself in over his head ... again! Darcy was aware of his friend’s propensity for falling in love with angels. Now, he had married one. Darcy shook his head in disbelief and placed the letter aside long enough to nibble at his fruit and sip from his cup of coffee. Finding it empty, with a slight lift of his brow, he silently commanded the servant for a refill. Darcy raised the coffee to his mouth, found the rich aroma to his liking, and signalled his approval with a subtle movement of his head. The servant resumed his post by the side table.
“Is that a letter from Mr. Bingley?”

Darcy confirmed his sister’s supposition with a nod. “How did you guess?”

“Who else has such power to confound you merely by putting quill pen to parchment? What does he say?”

“Bingley has signed a lease on an estate in such a god-forsaken place as Hertfordshire. He appeals to me to come, for what might be an extended visit, to offer advice and counsel on the management of the estate.”

“An estate! How lovely. The first step in the fulfilment of his father’s dream—that sounds wonderful. Does he mention the name of his new home?”

“Yes ... Netherfield Park.” Darcy’s tone held none of the enthusiasm of his younger sibling.

“Netherfield Park,” she repeated poetically. Rightly suspecting her brother viewed his friend’s act as impulsive, she reached across the table and placed her hand on his. “With such a name, how bad can it be?”

Georgiana smiled brighter than the morning’s sun and forced a crack in his stern countenance, a talent she only lately had come to possess. She had not always wielded such an effect on him. They had recently returned to England from a yearlong trip abroad. The time away had proved to be a balm to the two siblings’ relationship, which had been strained from the start. Darcy had been resentful at first of Georgiana for taking away his mother. Such was his understanding, formed as a boy in deep mourning. 

Only after he had gone off to Eton College did he begin to comprehend that his young sister was not responsible for their mother’s death. Lady Anne Darcy had loved children. She had wanted to give her beloved son a sibling. Against prevailing advice to the contrary, she had conceived and given birth to another child after years of failure at the attempt. She never had recovered from the confinement. Mr. George Darcy had suffered the loss of Lady Anne deeply. Broken-hearted, he had not been able to look upon Georgiana with affection. Though surrounded by nurses and maids, she had grown up alone, save the love of a devoted housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds.

Amidst a household profoundly affected by the loss of a most beloved and cherished matriarch, had lived young George Wickham. He had endeared himself to them all. His easy, unaffected manner had proved a marked contrast to the sober young man recovering from the loss of his dearly loved mother. He easily had ingratiated himself with the elder Mr. Darcy, who came to favour him and placed him on a near equal footing with his own son and heir. Young Darcy had found comradeship with Wickham. Though he was a few years older than Darcy, he had encouraged in the younger boy a sense of adventure. Even young Georgiana had cherished fond memories of Wickham, for he often had devoted hours to her amusement.

When Darcy was one and twenty, his father died, entrusting him with the care of his young sister of fourteen. The sudden loss of his father had thrust him not only into the role of Master of Pemberley at a young age, at a time of his life when the demands of friends and engagements were continually increasing, but also into the position of legal guardian to a younger sister he scarcely knew. Overwhelmed, he had put everything aside save his role as Master of Pemberley. He had relegated the care of his sister to a Mrs. Younge, who lived with them at Pemberley for a period after Georgiana was taken from school, until an establishment was formed for her in town.

Georgiana had been staying in the seaside town of Ramsgate, under the care and supervision of Mrs. Younge, when Wickham travelled there, endeared himself to the innocent young girl, and persuaded her to his scheme. Darcy had arrived in Ramsgate not a moment too soon.

Naïve and excited, Georgiana had told her brother of her impending elopement with George Wickham. Finally, she would have the happiness she had never known as a child. Darcy had been devastated. He had known Wickham was up to no good, but more than that, he was made to acknowledge his younger sister had been unhappy all her life, reared without a mother’s love and with a father’s neglect and inattention. He had vowed to make it up to her. Only seven years her senior, he knew not what she needed most, a brother or a father. She needed both, but in trying to account for her susceptibility to George Wickham; he supposed she needed a father more ... strong guidance, discipline, fostering, and thoughtful attention.

Darcy had returned to London with his sister, and after securing the services of a well referenced Mrs. Annesley to guide her, they had set off for the continent where they had spent the past year building a basis for a close relationship. He began to look upon her with devotion. She began to regard him as a parent rather than as an older brother.

A month before the timely intervention at Ramsgate, Darcy had ended an entanglement with an older woman in town. Time away from England had served both Darcys well. It had allowed them to become better acquainted with each other, heal wounds left in place from their childhood losses, and distance themselves from those who meant them no good.

“Pray tell, do you intend to accept Mr. Bingley’s invitation?”

“He is my closest friend, which obliges me to heed his request. However, what about you, dear sister? Do you wish to travel to Hertfordshire on the heels of our return?”

“Fitzwilliam, do you not recall? Cousin Anne invited me to Rosings Park. I do not wish to disappoint her.”

Anne de Bourgh, their cousin, was the daughter of Lady Catherine de Bourgh, his late mother’s sister. Darcy’s family expected him to marry her. The commonly held assertion was that the two sisters planned the union at his birth. Even his esteemed father had vouched for that fact, but he had encouraged his son to make his own decision in that regard. Darcy’s parents had enjoyed a love match. The elder Mr. Darcy had surmised his son might aspire to the same. Darcy was not disinclined to fulfil his late mother’s wish. He considered he might marry Anne, but since he was in no hurry, he never allowed that he was open to the marriage to his determined aunt. Lady Catherine equated his silence to tacit consent, and he did nothing to persuade her against the notion.

“Dearest Georgiana, I hesitate to leave you alone for what may be months.”

“Brother, you must believe me when I say I will be fine. I love you dearly. Nothing has given me more pleasure than to have spent every day of the past year with you. However, I do not expect this arrangement to go on forever. You have your own life to live. Besides, I have Mrs. Annesley to keep me company.” 

Darcy conceded the truth of his sister’s words. The Ramsgate fiasco haunted him still. In accepting what a grave mistake he had made in forming an establishment for his young sister, apart from his own, he determined that from then on, Georgiana was to reside with him in his London home. Entrusting his sister to the care of Mrs. Annesley, whom he too had grown to revere and trust over the past year, Darcy decided to accept his friend’s invitation to visit him in Hertfordshire. He welcomed the opportunity to spend time with his closest friend after such an extended absence, but he dreaded the idea of being under the same roof with his friend’s sister Caroline for any long stretch of time. He shuddered in recollection of her overenthusiastic and often inappropriate attentions. As for Bingley’s other sister, Louisa, Darcy bore her company reasonably well. Her husband—he mattered not.

Bingley had made it clear to him that his sisters would not be in residence at Netherfield Park during the visit. Darcy released a deep sigh of relief over the information. 

At least, that is one bit of good news.
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​​Chapter 2 ~ She is Tolerable
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Heavens, these people are strange! What is the purpose of their being here? No doubt, they are awaiting the arrival of a wealthy gentleman to rescue them from their lowly existence. Moreover, what are Caroline and the Hursts doing here? I thought they were in London and would be there for the duration of my visit. 
The Bennet women were in lively fashion, fluttering about and bubbling with talk of laces and ribbons, officers and redcoats, and entreaties to Jane and Bingley to hold a ball at Netherfield. 

Mr. Darcy had captured the attention of the room by his fine, tall person, handsome features, and noble mien. Questions arose from every direction. 

“How do you find Hertfordshire? Do you dance, Mr. Darcy? What say you about a ball? Do you not think it is an excellent idea?”

Sick of the obsequious air of the room and annoyed because so much effort was made to garner his opinion on this thing and that thing by the silly young Bennet ladies, Darcy escaped from the room on the guise of handling some business with his man but with an unsettling conclusion: his friend had attached himself to the most uncouth lot of people he had ever had the misfortune to encounter. He indeed had seen a collection of people in whom existed little beauty and no fashion, for none but one of those whom he had met had held the smallest interest for him.

Mrs. Bingley, she is pretty, but she smiles too much.

Upon his precipitous departure from the room, Mrs. Bennet’s opinion of the young man had been established. At first glance, she had thought him a suitable match for either of her unmarried daughters, save Elizabeth, but in the wake of his exit, his character had been decided. He was the proudest, most disagreeable man in the world.

“The shocking rudeness of Mr. Darcy, he is above his company and above being pleased. I quite detest the man!” The startled speeches amongst the Bennet women rang out vehemently. The most violent against him was Mrs. Bennet, whose dislike of his general behaviour was sharpened into particular resentment by his having slighted her daughters. 
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The stately Netherfield library, widely regarded as the finest in the county, made for a perfect refuge from the raucous goings-on in Bingley’s drawing room. Endless rows of shelves lining the rich mahogany walls were stacked with pristine journals, most of which had never been cracked, a silent testimony to the lack of interest displayed by the estate’s current residents. Though nothing compared to the library at Pemberley, its atmosphere calmed Darcy’s strained sensibilities. Darcy appreciated the reprieve.
His long legs crossed, Darcy settled in a comfortable chair across from his friend. Bingley sat on the edge of his seat. A thousand questions flooded his thoughts on how Bingley’s life had suffered such a turn. 

“For Heaven’s sake, how did you find yourself here?”

“Netherfield Park is a fine estate. Do you not agree?”

“I imagine it is as fine as any other. You miss my meaning entirely. I do not speak of the estate. I speak of your alliance with this Bennet family.” Darcy spat the appellation disdainfully. “In your letter you mentioned nothing of their connections, their fortune. What do they have to recommend themselves, pray tell? What were you thinking?”

“The Bennets are one of the finest families in Hertfordshire.” 

“What about the father? What is his manner and deportment? He cannot be beyond reproach if his wife is any indication.”

“Mind you, Darcy, it is my family of whom you speak.” 

“As I will endeavour to consider,” said Darcy, barely contrite and urging Bingley to answer his question.

“Mr. Bennet is a fine gentleman. He commands respect wherever he goes. I might add he is somewhat reclusive. He rarely ventures beyond the village of Longbourn nowadays. He does not visit Netherfield, but perhaps he will be persuaded to attend the ball, then you might meet him and judge for yourself.”

“Longbourn? Am I to assume Longbourn is the name of his estate? Does he have a son who will inherit the property?”

“No, Mr. Bennet has no sons. The estate is entailed to the male line of the family. Jane’s cousin, a Mr. Collins, will inherit.”

“My God! Do you mean to say you are one heartbeat away from supporting the lot of them?”

“Indeed, I am, if you choose to see it as such.”

“What were you thinking in taking on such responsibility?”

“You spoke with my Jane. Tell me that you do not think she is an angel.”

“I grant you that she is pretty. Her family, on the other hand, is quite another thing altogether.” Darcy thereafter went on to explain that he had found them ... unrefined, vociferous, ill-mannered, and unfashionable.

“But what about Jane’s sister, Elizabeth? I dare say she is pretty, as well.”

“I think ‘tolerable’ best describes her,” Darcy quipped. Elizabeth.

“Tolerable? Surely, you jest. I would not be as fastidious as you are for a kingdom!”

Indeed. Darcy had found it hard not to admire her. “I stand corrected, my friend. I seldom have beheld anyone more stunning than she.” Darcy altered his manner and tone dramatically in recollection of his initial impression of Elizabeth—her pleasing figure, her long dark hair, her eyes. He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “What can you tell me about her?”

“Nothing, besides the fact she lives at Netherfield with us. Beyond that, I shall not discuss my sister with you or anyone. If you want to know anything more, you shall have to ask her.”

Elizabeth chose that moment to make her presence in the library known to the gentlemen. They had been unaware she was seated comfortably in an oversized chair facing the fireplace, engrossed in a book upon their arrival and thereby privy to their entire conversation.

Whatever does he mean in questioning my brother on my
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