
A Gift for Elizabeth

Jann Rowland

[image: image]

By Jann Rowland

Published by One Good Sonnet Publishing:

Pride and Prejudice Adaptations

It Taught Me to Hope

Vicious Propensities

The Bennet Inheritance

Saving Anne de Bourgh

Mr. Darcy’s Return

Bingley’s Indignation

Only Exceedingly Shy

No Indignity So Abhorrent

A Devoted Sister

Fate’s Intervention

THE STORY, ALL NAMES, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

A GIFT FOR ELIZABETH

Copyright © 2018 Jann Rowland

Cover Design by Jann Rowland

Published by One Good Sonnet Publishing

All rights reserved.

ISBN: 1-989212-00-X

ISBN-13: 978-1-989212-00-4

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

To my family who have, as always, shown

their unconditional love and encouragement.

Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Thank you for reading A Gift for Elizabeth.

More Great Titles from One Good Sonnet Publishing!

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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SNOW WAS FALLING. IT was not the fine, wind-driven bits of ice which stung the cheeks of those unlucky enough to be walking against the flow of the wind. These flakes were large and fluffy, akin to the down of a goose, lazily floating through the air, alighting on the ground below and instantly rendering it sodden, turning dirt paths into quagmires of mud.

Given the existence of such inclement conditions, one might have suspected those out in it would hurry along, eager to reach home and the warmth promised by a roaring hearth. One would be correct in a general sense. Out on the street beyond the gate, the denizens of the city could be seen hurrying along, the slush of the roads pushed to the sides where their feet fell, leaving footprints which quickly filled again with slurry water and newly fallen snow.

On a bench situated along the path from the massive doors to the gate beyond, sat a young woman. Every so often, the woman would brush at the snow gathering on her lap and shoulders, sending it careening into the air to mingle with the continually falling flakes to join that accumulating on the ground or the bench on which she sat. Perhaps it would be best to go back into the Foundling Hospital, to wait inside, away from the dampening effects of the weather. But the young woman was a hardy soul, one accustomed to walking, often when others might have thought her daft. The wonder of the newly fallen snow and the crispness of the air was not something she would willingly forgo. And it was not as if it was uncomfortably cold either, as the half-melted snow under her feet could attest.

London was not where Miss Elizabeth Bennet had been raised, and while it had been her place of residence for some months now, she still did not consider it her home. Her aunt and uncle, with whom she lived, were everything attentive and kind, and she could never repine their society. But she was, in essence, a country girl, one more suited to walking the paths near her father’s estate than the pavement of the large city.

The thought of her erstwhile home brought a lump to Elizabeth’s throat and a stinging to her eyes. She was not a woman made for melancholy, however, and she pushed such thoughts from her mind in favor of happier thoughts. She had much of which to be thankful, after all, and the approaching of the Christmas season and the celebration of the Savior’s birth was not a time to be unhappy.

So Elizabeth sat and waited, watching the snow fall with a kind of childlike wonder. Snow was a phenomenon to be treasured, to anticipate and enjoy, though she knew her uncle’s carriage driver would glance at the sky as he drove, cursing the weather which would make his task more difficult. Elizabeth knew that on the morrow she would almost certainly accompany her little cousins to the park near her uncle’s home. Perhaps there might even be enough snow for an impromptu snowball fight to break out. Images from Elizabeth’s childhood flashed through her mind, memories of Charlotte Lucas, her friend as a girl, and Charlotte’s older brother, Samuel, engaged in pelting each other with the soft balls of snow, as her sisters were usually unwilling to engage in such games.

Elizabeth sighed. It seemed as if thoughts of the past were destined to plague her that evening. Through the haze of the thickly falling ice, Elizabeth wondered what had prevented the carriage from arriving as it had every other day. Her uncle was very good for allowing her this much freedom, making his carriage available to transport her as often as he did. The hospital was a matter of two, perhaps three miles from his house. And while she was happy to hail a hackney instead of burdening her uncle, her funds were limited, and her uncle insisted. But it had never been this late before.

A glance back revealed the solid, imposing form of the Foundling Hospital. Within, Elizabeth knew the children would be partaking of their evening meal, to be sent to their rooms and their beds soon after. In her time working there, she had become quite attached to some of the little girls. Some had even begun to emulate her, their cherub faces shining with pleasure at every little compliment, every kindness she bestowed upon them.

Their situations broke Elizabeth’s heart. So many little ones, adrift and alone in the world, never having known the love of a mother, the guidance of a father. Though Elizabeth often felt herself similarly alone, she had been raised in the bosom of a loving family, which, while there were times of trial and vexation, had been the forming of her current character. She could not imagine the pain and suffering of those little ones as they came to the realization that no one in the world loved them as a parent loves a child.

As the night deepened, Elizabeth began to take some thought as to what she might do should the carriage not come, little likely though that seemed. The distance was not one she could not walk—why, she had walked much further in the countryside many times! But London was not Hertfordshire, and there were dangers here which were not present in the country. The city had seemed civilized enough from the window of her uncle’s carriage when she had passed through it that morning. But appearances could be deceiving, and a seemingly benevolent face might hide ungentlemanly thoughts and threatening proclivities.

The other option was, of course, to hail a hackney. That course of action was not without its own risks, especially with the night deepening. Elizabeth knew she possessed the means to do so if she chose, but the other occasions in which she had traveled in that manner were undertaken earlier in the day, not in the deepening gloom of night. Who knew what kind of man she might entrust herself to for her transportation?

As the time wore on, Elizabeth knew she must do something, for her aunt and uncle would begin to worry. Perhaps it was best to wait in the hospital? Surely they would become concerned when the carriage did not arrive with her a passenger within. But Elizabeth was not a woman who waited. She was capable and competent, and such a predicament demanded she take charge of her own welfare. And so, with a final look back at the hospital, she determined to rise and be on her way.

The sight of a tall man, imposing against the backdrop of the large building, arrested her motion. He was a tall man, a top hat perched on his head, a wealth of dark curling out from under the brim, framing a stern face in which was set a pair of dark eyes. The man did not look displeased, so much as curious. And in a shock of recognition, Elizabeth realized she had seen him before.
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THE CIRCUMSTANCES WHICH had led to Elizabeth’s situation on the bench outside London’s Foundling Hospital were not at all unusual. Elizabeth had always been an active sort of person, whether it had been walking, engaging in the society near her home, tending to the tenants of her father’s estate, or working with her elder sister on the gardens behind their home or in the small stillroom the estate boasted.

But after several weeks of enforced inactivity at her uncle’s house, Elizabeth had been desperate for some occupation to take her mind from her troubles. This restlessness had led to the conversation which had resulted in her taking more of an active role in her own life.

“It is too much!” Elizabeth had exclaimed some weeks before, closing the book which had sat unread in her lap for several fruitless minutes.

“What is, Lizzy?” her aunt had asked. Mrs. Gardiner, by contrast to Elizabeth’s restless energy, had continued with her sewing, not even glancing up at Elizabeth’s outburst. She had seen Elizabeth’s growing discontent, no doubt, for such episodes were becoming more frequent.

“This . . . This sitting in your home, doing nothing as the world passes me by!” Elizabeth pushed her book to the side and stood, pacing the sitting-room with agitated steps. “Surely there must be some occupation, some way in which I may be of some use to someone.”

At this statement, her aunt did look up with a mixture of fondness and pity. “I would not say you are useless. Your help with the children is a wonderful boon for which I cannot express enough gratitude. And you assist in everything I ask with nary a complaint.”

“Who could do anything less?” asked Elizabeth, continuing her pacing. “You are everything that is good, supporting me and allowing me to live in your home. Such repayment is a pitiful gesture, indeed, but it is all I have.”

“No repayment is required. You know this.”

“I do, Aunt,” replied Elizabeth with a sigh. “I love you and Uncle, and I appreciate everything you have done for me.” Her nervous energy spent, Elizabeth once again sank down on the sofa. “Do not think I am ungrateful. It is simply . . .”

Elizabeth sighed and turned to look at her aunt, noting her attention was now away from her sewing and fixed on Elizabeth herself. “I feel I have no purpose,” said Elizabeth in a soft voice, looking away so she would not choke up at the sight of her aunt’s pity. “The gratitude I feel for you and Uncle is profound. But surely there must be more than this.

“My sisters and mother may be content to live in their cottage, mingle with whatever society will have them, and simply allow the years to pass. But I feel I need something more. There must be something more to this life.”

“Not all your sisters live in the cottage.”

Once again Elizabeth’s throat felt constricted as if choked by a scarf tied too tightly. That subject was even more painful, and Elizabeth shied away from it out of instinct. Unfortunately, what emerged from her mouth was guaranteed to provoke her aunt.

“Perhaps I should go into service.”

It was an old argument, even considering the short time in which Elizabeth had resided with the Gardiners. Her aunt was not any more pleased that Elizabeth had brought it up again than she had been any other time the subject had been raised.

“That is not required.” There was a firmness in her aunt’s tone, one which, had she been a child, would have removed all thoughts of contradiction. “Your uncle and I wish you to stay as long as necessary. And we have many friends—surely your prospects are not so dim as to require your going into service. There must be a man who will value you for what you are, the daughter of a gentleman, even if you do not possess a handsome fortune to tempt him.”

Elizabeth loved her aunt’s positivity. Unfortunately, she had learned the harsh truth of the world. Perhaps there would be a man to overlook the unfortunate truth of her position, but Elizabeth knew it unlikely she would ever find that man. And that did not even begin to consider her current situation and the situation of her family. Her aunt did not like to hear Elizabeth state as much, but it was nothing less than the truth.

“And what will happen if I do not find a man to marry me?” asked Elizabeth after she had made these points to her aunt. “What shall then become of me? I cannot stay here forever?”

“We would be very happy if you did.”

“None of us will live forever, Aunt.”

“And if your uncle or I should pass on before you, I am certain our eldest would be happy to keep you, his beloved aunt, under his roof.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “Perhaps he might. But I cannot live under such circumstances. You must know this, Aunt. I require something more.”

A slow nod was Mrs. Gardiner’s response. “There is certainly something to what you say, Lizzy. I cannot fault your desire to make a difference in your life.

“But this talk of going into service is not necessary,” continued her aunt. Elizabeth frowned, ready to contradict her when Mrs. Gardiner raised her hand for silence. “If you wish to help, I might, perhaps, be in a position to suggest something to give you some occupation. If you are willing.”

In spite of herself, Elizabeth’s interest was pricked. While she might prefer to embark on providing for herself, she knew her aunt and uncle were adamant that she not do something so demeaning as going into service. In the interest of present harmony, she nodded, indicating that her aunt continue.

“As you are aware, I am engaged in assisting with several charities, some of which I serve as a board member. If you would like, you could provide assistance as a volunteer.”

Elizabeth frowned. “Such as the Foundling Hospital?”

“I do not have as much to do with that institution,” replied Mrs. Gardiner, “but there are several at which you might assist. None of them would become a source of income for you, of course. But it may assist you in shedding this persistent malaise which seems to have fallen over you.”

“I suppose I could make the attempt,” said Elizabeth slowly, considering the possibilities.

“You are a good girl, Lizzy,” said Mrs. Gardiner, patting her hand, a gesture which bespoke her love and esteem. “Join me when I go to the poorhouse tomorrow. It is a worthy cause and one which will allow you to feel you are useful.”

––––––––
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IN THE END, THOUGH Mrs. Gardiner introduced her to several of the charities to which she gifted her time, Elizabeth found herself drawn to the hospital. There was simply something about those little faces that tugged at her heartstrings. In some ways they were much like her cousins, so trusting, so innocent. In other ways, the harshness of the life they had led had aged them before their time, jaded them beyond what young children should be required to endure.

Before long, Elizabeth was spending three days a week assisting at the hospital and would have increased that amount, had her uncle not laughingly protested the continuous use of his carriage. “I am glad you have found some purpose, Lizzy,” said her uncle, fixing her with an affectionate smile. “But perhaps a little moderation would be in order, do you not think?”

So Elizabeth acquiesced and limited herself to three days a week. The matter of her suggestion of going into service was pushed to the side for the present. Elizabeth did not forget it, nor did she lose the conviction it would be her ultimate path in life. The Gardiners, for their parts, seemed happy she had relinquished such thoughts. Thus everyone was happy such matters had been pushed to the side.

The night in question was unusual, indeed. Her uncle’s carriage had always arrived to retrieve her before the time of her departure and was obliged to wait for her to emerge. Her uncle preferred it this way, for as he had said to her more than once, “It is better for the carriage to arrive early than to keep you waiting in the cold.”

But here she was, waiting for a means of conveying her home, which was by now more than thirty minutes late. When the man appeared into her sight, Elizabeth was startled for a moment, but not afraid. She had seen him once or twice about the hospital, and as she possessed a good memory for faces, she recognized him at once. He was not the kind of man who was forgettable, for he stood tall and forbidding, his air and manner stern, his countenance striking, as handsome a man as she had ever seen. And he stood in the courtyard of the hospital, gazing at her with a slight frown. Elizabeth wondered if he thought her to be a loiterer.

––––––––
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MISS ELIZABETH BENNET had seen the gentleman in the hospital a time or two, but he had been there many more times when she had not seen him. She would have been surprised how much he had observed her since she began working there and even more had she known exactly who he was and what position in society he possessed. In her current circumstances, she might have felt some measure of intimidation at being the focus of the man’s scrutiny.

The position he held was an old one. The Foundling Hospital had been established in 1739, and at its inception, his grandfather had been among the board of governors. From that time, the governorship held by his family had been passed to his son, and now to his grandson. Even as a young man and new master of his estate, he had held the position, striving to do the best he could to fulfill his obligations to the best of his abilities.

There had been times, however, when he had felt burdened by the responsibility, just as he was by the other cares which weighed down on him. Surely to care for his estates, donate of his wealth to the poor and needy, to guide his sister in society, and uphold his family name was all that could be expected from one man. At times, he had thought to allow the position to go to another, to refocus his thoughts on other matters which required his attention, his family’s history with the place notwithstanding. But something had always held him back, whether it was duty, honor, or simply a nudge from something beyond his understanding, informing him he would one day be glad he had kept the association.

Now, he thought he knew why he had been kept here. The first glimpse he had caught of the young woman had been something akin to a rush of pure fire through his veins. He was not a man to allow himself flights of fancy. He was a man of the world, one who had lived in the midst of society all his life, who had become jaded by the overt greed and grasping nature of his fellow man, particularly those of higher society. How could a man such as he believe in such poetic nonsense of instant love?

Even now he could not state that it was love. How could he know? He had not exchanged two words with the young lady. But as he watched her, as he noted her diligence in performing the tasks to which she was set when she gave of her time and energy, he was struck by how pure she seemed, how open and honest she was when connecting to these young unfortunates. By now, he knew, she was adored by the girls she assisted, and more than one of the young boys had been heard to state how they would marry her when they came of age. And he well understood their interest, for she was exquisite, not only in her character but in the beauty of her countenance and in the light of her dark eyes. He had rarely seen a jewel of such worth as she.

It would not do for a man of his standing to be drawn in by a young girl of whom he knew nothing. His was an old family, one connected to several families of the nobility and many more of wealth and position. It would be a scandal of the worst sort should he be captured by a woman who was not, at the very least, of the gentry herself. He knew he could aspire to wed the daughter of an earl, should he choose, little though such a society wife interested him.

Those fears were put to rest by what he had heard when inquiring concerning her. Oh, he was never overt, never direct in his inquiries. He would ask a general question about the volunteers, of whom there were not a few, turning it with subtle questions and general interest to the girl who interested him.

“A good girl, that one,” the matron told him not two days before he came across her outside on that dark and snowy night.

“She is new here, is she not?” he had asked, doing his best to appear casual.

“She is,” replied the matron. “Mrs. Gardiner, one of the ladies who donates her assistance from time to time, brought her around three weeks ago. She has been a regular ever since. A niece, I believe.”

Filing the name Gardiner away for future reference, he replied: “She is from home, then.”

“I can’t rightly say. Oh, she is not living with her parents at present—that is certain enough. I understand she hails from Hertfordshire, from an estate some distance from the northern edge of town. But I know not much more of her, for she does not speak of herself.”

Eager to avoid an unseemly degree of interest, he had allowed the subject to rest. It was nothing less than a fact that he had spent much more time at the hospital since first catching sight of her, especially when he learned the days she preferred to work there. It would not do for whispers to begin among the staff.

So he watched her whenever he had the chance, noting her ease with the children, the way she would engage herself in their games, delighting her charges with her enthusiasm and interest. More than once he had caught himself staring at her when she was engaged in some task, and he thought she had discovered his interest more than once. But if she did, she either did not know who he was, or she was of such a character that she did not try to take advantage of his interest. Either way, his interest in her was further raised.

It was nothing less than the truth that his thoughts were fixed on her that evening as he walked out of the building to meet his sister. But then again, his thoughts were almost always on her of late. Seeing her in the darkening night, watching her look about as if she had never before seen snow, he was charmed all over again. And taking it as providence, he determined to approach her and damn the consequences.

As she turned, her eyes alighting on him with curiosity, but no fear, Fitzwilliam Darcy stepped forward and addressed her.

“Good evening, Miss. Is there something I can do to assist?”
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AS THE SOUND OF HIS soft baritone reached her ears, Elizabeth found it difficult to believe he had actually spoken to her. What man of his obvious standing would speak to a woman who may be naught but a servant, for all he knew? But lest he think her a simpleton, Elizabeth knew she must respond, though she knew it could be considered improper.

“I thank you, sir. But I am completely well.”

He paused for a moment as if considering walking away and leaving her behind. But then his voice reached her ears again, and she was surprised all over again.

“Well you may be, but it appears you are stranded. Why else would you be sitting on a cold bench with snow falling all about?”

Elizabeth could not help but laugh at his words, and before she could still her tongue, an arch reply escaped her lips: “Perhaps I am simply fond of snow.”

A smile lit up his countenance, rendering his uncommonly handsome face all the more appealing because of it. “Even those who enjoy the snow usually do not sit while it accumulates around them. If you stay here much longer, one might mistake you for a snowman.”

“I doubt that very much, sir. Even now as the snow falls, it melts quickly. It is not nearly cold enough for it to remain with us, even though I might wish it was so.”

“Ah, you have caught my exaggeration,” was his expansive reply. Then he became serious again. “I hope you do not think I am prying, but it seems to me there is something amiss. Are you waiting for conveyance to your home?”

“Yes,” replied Elizabeth. “My uncle sends a carriage to collect me, but tonight it is unusually late. I cannot account for it.”

“Then perhaps I might be of assistance,” replied the man. “If you are willing, my sister awaits me in my carriage beyond the gate. It would be no trouble to convey you to your uncle’s home. The last thing I would wish is to hear you caught a cold because you sat in the cold and damp waiting for a carriage which has been delayed. You do not know how long it will be.”

Charmed though she was by this man’s offer and his earnestness, Elizabeth could not allow another to put themselves out for her. “I shall be well, I am certain, sir. It is likely as you say—the carriage will be along as soon as the delay has been resolved.”

“I beg your pardon, Miss,” replied the man, his tone firmer than before, “but I do not believe it is safe for a young woman to remain alone, even within this courtyard. Shall I summon my sister to reassure you I mean no harm?”

“I never suspected you of ulterior motives,” replied Elizabeth, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks. “I merely do not wish to be a burden.”

“It seems impossible you could ever be a burden, Miss . . .”

It was an invitation to introduce herself. Elizabeth was well enough acquainted with society in general, and with higher society, of which she thought this man to be a member, to know that introducing oneself to another without the benefit of a mutual acquaintance would be frowned upon. Yet, she could do nothing but respond.

“Elizabeth Bennet, sir. I am originally of Hertfordshire, though I have been living with my aunt and uncle these past months.”

Something crossed the man’s countenance, something Elizabeth could not quite name. It seemed similar to a scent which tickled the nose, but one which he could not quite place, or the face of a person one has seen before, but cannot quite remember where. It seemed her name was not unknown to him, though his eyes did not light up with immediate recognition.

But he did not hesitate to reciprocate in introducing himself to her acquaintance: “Fitzwilliam Darcy, of Pemberley in Derbyshire, at your service.”

If her name had been known to him, his was doubly so to her. The recognition must have been evident on her countenance, for he nodded and spoke yet again.

“It seems we possess a common connection, Miss Bennet,” said he. Then his countenance darkened, and he continued: “Or, at least a former connection. But I do not believe the teeth of inclement weather is the place to have such a conversation. Shall we not proceed? I shall ask those at the hospital to inform your driver that you have proceeded to your uncle’s house, should he arrive.”

Though very aware it would probably be best if she demurred, Elizabeth found she could not refuse this man’s kind offer. She gave him her consent, after which Mr. Darcy stepped back into the building to leave his instructions. Then he returned to escort her toward his carriage.

His conveyance was located around the corner of the entrance wall, out of sight from her previous position on the bench. Elizabeth was so surprised by what she saw that she almost stopped walking in her shock. The carriage was enormous, its costly nature evident in the fineness of the craftsmanship, the large springs which promised a far smoother ride than any she had ever experienced, the black lacquered exterior, and the crest painted on the back. It was pulled by four carriage horses, beasts which had been chosen due to their sleek, powerful frames built for endurance and, presumably, for their matching appearance and abilities. As they approached, one of the lead horses snorted and stamped its greeting.

“Please excuse me for a moment, Miss Bennet,” said Mr. Darcy, disengaging his arm from hers as he moved toward the door of the coach. “I shall inform my sister of the increase of our party.”

He stepped forward and, opening the door, stuck his head inside, speaking quietly for a few moments. Then a young lady stepped down from the coach and approached her, eyes curiously lowered. Miss Darcy was a tall young lady, her blonde hair gathered around the edges of her bonnet, her eyes indistinct due to the fact that she did not look up. Elizabeth judged her age as younger than twenty, based on what she could see. Given what she had heard of this young lady, she knew Miss Darcy was closer to seventeen or eighteen years of age.

“Miss Bennet,” said Mr. Darcy, leading his sister toward her, “please allow me to introduce you to my sister. Georgiana, this is Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Hertfordshire, though she has been recently staying in London with her aunt and uncle. Miss Bennet, my sister, Georgiana Darcy.”

The ladies curtseyed to each other, yet Miss Darcy did not look up. Though she would not have expected it, Elizabeth found herself suddenly certain that Miss Darcy was exceedingly shy. Thus, it fell to her to attempt to induce the other girl to comfort.

“Good evening, Miss Darcy. Please allow me to thank you for sharing your coach with me this evening. My uncle’s carriage must have been delayed, for it has usually arrived by this time.”

“It is no trouble, Miss Bennet,” came the girl’s quiet reply. Then she seemed to gather her courage, for she hazarded a look up and said: “Does your uncle live far from here?”

“About two or three miles,” was Elizabeth’s reply. “I have walked that distance when I lived at my childhood home, but in London, it seems ill-advised at best. My uncle would not forgive me should I enter his house having walked through the city.”

“Your uncle is a wise man,” said Mr. Darcy. “But I think we should depart and attend to our discussion in the carriage. Might I inquire as to your uncle’s address, Miss Bennet?”

Elizabeth told him and waited as he gave the instructions to his driver. Then Mr. Darcy helped first his sister, then Elizabeth into the waiting carriage. She took her seat next to Miss Darcy, as was proper, and when Mr. Darcy entered, the conveyance lurched into motion.

“Now that we are on our way,” said Mr. Darcy, not wasting any time, “perhaps we should satisfy each other’s curiosity concerning our shared connection.”

It seemed Miss Darcy forgot her reticence, for she blurted: “Connection?” The manner in which she glanced at Elizabeth out of the corner of her eyes suggested she suspected her of some nefarious plan of entrapping her brother. And so she should, thought Elizabeth; she might feel the same, were she in the girl’s shoes.

“And yet you termed it a former connection,” rejoined Elizabeth. “I find that I am rather curious.”

“Former in the sense that I have not seen or spoken with Bingley for some time,” replied Mr. Darcy. “Am I correct in assuming you are sister to the Miss Bennet who married my friend Bingley last year?”

“I am,” replied Elizabeth. There were other matters concerning that connection of which she should probably inform him, but the task seemed daunting at present.

Mr. Darcy nodded. “I had thought as much. Though if pressed I would still call Bingley a friend, our friendship was strained by . . . an event which occurred more than a year ago. I have not seen Bingley since that time, and as he has never been a good correspondent, we have not kept in contact.

“I have, however, heard rumors of his marriage, enough to have heard the name of his new wife. Those mutual friends who have made her acquaintance have been universal in their approbation.”

“If there is anyone in the world who could disapprove of my sister,” said Elizabeth quietly, “I have yet to meet them. There is no sweeter or more angelic woman in the world than my sister.”

“Very beautiful too, if what I have heard is correct.”

“The very best of us all,” replied Elizabeth. “If you consider your friendship with Mr. Bingley intact, I dare say he shares your sentiment tenfold.”

The siblings shared a low chuckle, one which Elizabeth understood. Mr. Bingley was about as inoffensive a person as she had ever met, his affectionate nature not allowing him to disapprove of anyone. If only . . .

“That does not surprise me, Miss Bennet,” said Mr. Darcy. “Bingley has ever been a good friend, and while we disagreed, I do not hold it against him or accuse him of anything improper. It has been my wish that the gulf between us be repaired.”

“Then should you approach him, you would not find him disinclined to hear you.” Elizabeth paused and laughed. “When he came to Hertfordshire last year, he was eager to inform everyone of his very good friend. I dare say you are the best and most knowledgeable master of your estate, the truest and staunchest friend, and the most upright man in all of England.”

“Bingley does, of course, exaggerate.”

“Even if he does,” replied Elizabeth, “if half of what he says is true, you are a true paragon of virtue, sir.” Then Elizabeth turned to Miss Darcy. “And your name is not unknown to me either, Miss Darcy. Mr. Bingley’s sister was eager to praise you as her bosom friend, a most poised, elegant, and accomplished young woman.”

A shadow passed over the faces of both Darcys, telling Elizabeth that Miss Bingley had likely had some influence on the disagreement between the two men. Elizabeth had known Miss Bingley was social climber the moment they had been introduced—she never would have given up the friendship of such people if given a choice. Her continual praise of the Darcys suggested she was eager to restore it, should the opportunity ever present itself.

“You must not give credence to everything Miss Bingley says,” said Miss Darcy. “In actuality, I do not know her well. She is the sister of my brother’s friend and has always been eager to praise me, whether praise was warranted or no.”























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
s .

A g)nde and c@rgudzce Ghristmas J‘ldapl‘al‘wn

Jann Rowland
Srom the Author of CWﬂispers of the Feart





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image006.png
CEoB°





d2d_images/image004.jpg
One (Good Sonnet Srblishing
Publishers of Fine Romance
and Fantasy Fiction






d2d_images/scene_break.png





