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Elizabeth Bennet stepped back in astonishment. “No, sir. I will not take a letter from you!” She looked at Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy with such indignation that it was reflected in her emerald green eyes. “Put it back in your pocket and explain yourself,” she commanded in a voice that brooked no doubt of her meaning. Darcy did as commanded and looked deep into her eyes, noting the flashes of ire and turmoil. The dark shadows underneath them silently proclaimed that Elizabeth had not slept easily.

“It is an explanation. I want you to know the truth of my actions. You will deny me this?” Darcy questioned her in a voice that reflected his chagrin at being thwarted again. Months of struggle to put this chit out of his mind culminating with a disastrous proposal of marriage yesterday evening that concluded with a resounding rejection of his hopes, followed by a violent argument and a sleepless night of letter writing, made his face a mirror of his emotions.

Sensing that a storm was brewing inside the man in front of her, Elizabeth modulated her voice. “Mr. Darcy, please think about this rationally. Yesterday, neither of us performed well. Let us try to act with some decorum and converse calmly with each other. You came upon me yesterday while my head ached, and my mind tried to make sense of various past events. Colonel Fitzwilliam’s story of you saving Bingley from my beloved sister infuriated me. I apologize for my ungenerous remarks and poor manners. You had hardly left my presence when my conflicting emotions resulted in a bout of uncontrollable tears that lasted for quite some time.” Elizabeth glanced at Darcy from under her lowered eyelashes to gauge his reaction to her words.

Seeing Darcy’s expression begin to relax, she continued. “First, let me make one thing very plain. You’re not the last man I’d ever marry. That honor was given to my cousin, Mr. Collins, last year when he proposed. It was the most ridiculous application for my hand any sane man could deliver. I would have made him miserable, and not even the thought of marrying father’s heir to preserve Longbourn as my home after Papa’s death enticed me to do it. Entails are hateful devices.” 

“A worse proposal than mine?” asked Darcy.

“Yes,” she replied and gave a little laugh. “After all, my cousin’s proposal was sanctioned expressly at the behest of the great and wonderous Lady Catherine de Bourgh, who would find me charming after following his guidance in how to comport myself in the presence of such magnificence. Can you imagine any circumstance that would cause your aunt to consider me a suitable wife for her parson?” 

Darcy shook his head. “Aunt Catherine considers you quite impertinent. Certainly, she would have been shocked by your independent views and insulted if you ignored her directives. She would make your life miserable once she got your measure. When did this event take place?”

“The day after the Netherfield ball. He cornered me in the parlor, and after several refusals, I managed to leave the room and escape from the house while my mother bombarded me with her threats and reprimands while chasing behind me. Thankfully, my father refused to allow the match or to throw me out of the house. However, if Papa dies, my mother makes it clear daily that she will not shelter me.” Elizabeth began walking along the path... her eyes reflecting a deep sadness. 

Darcy walked beside her without speaking. He was a shy man with only a few close friends. His parents had loved him. Neither would inflict such deep hurt on their children. Why hadn’t Elizabeth accepted him if her future was so indeterminate? When had he bothered to really talk with this intelligent woman about her hopes and dreams? She needed the life he could give her, but she had refused it. Why? He decided to find out and change her mind.

“Let us start a true exchange of words, Miss Elizabeth. I’m not a good conversationalist. Often, my words flow poorly and can be taken in ways I did not intend. If you agree to an honest exchange of thoughts with me and promise to stop me for clarification whenever necessary, rather than assume intent, we might come to a better understanding of each other. Would you be willing to do this?” Darcy queried.

Elizabeth looked at the man. For the first time, she wanted to put aside her ire and understand him. This man claimed to ardently admire and love her. In her heart, she knew that they shared many interests and characteristics. She decided to give him a chance to win her over. She said, “Let us start with the Meryton assembly. I’ll go first, and you can give your thoughts afterwards.”

After receiving a nod of acquiescence, she continued, “That whole day, my mother and younger sisters bombarded Jane and me with talk of suitors, dancing, rumors about the new neighbors, and which dress to wear for the ball. Mother’s voice rang through the halls and followed Jane with advice and suggestions to improve her appearance and behavior with the purpose of attracting the attention of Mr. Bingley with her unrivaled beauty. 

“Toward me, Mama directed her admonishments to limit my conversation to acceptable topics for young ladies, combined with a hope that I’d not speak out of turn or display my intellect. I was told what to wear, and after our maid finished my hair, Mama sighed loudly and claimed the result was acceptable, but my looks would never rival those of Jane or Lydia. 

“Papa hid in his library the entire day and refused to join us. He had done his duty by visiting the new neighbors, but refused to introduce us at the assembly, claiming Sir William Lucas would do it. Mama was furious. The carriage ride to the assembly hall gave her a chance to vent her anger by criticizing me.

“Once inside the assembly hall, my card began to fill with the usual names, leaving a few openings. So many of our young men are fighting in France. The assembly always has more women in attendance than men. It is well established that Jane and I have no interest in attaching ourselves to the men of the area. Everyone present knew that our hopes were to marry for love, regardless of our small dowries and embarrassing family members.

“When your party entered the rooms, my eyes were drawn to you. My breath caught in my throat, and my skin tingled. I had no idea who you were or what your social status was. I just wanted to meet you. Sir William brought you over to us with Mr. Bingley to introduce us, and I hoped you’d ask for a dance. Imagine my disappointment and my mother’s ire when you left us while she spoke. Thus, you insulted the matron of the most prestigious family in the area.

“The shock of the perceived cut was nothing compared to further insulting the family and me when you pronounced me tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt you. I tried to make a joke of it, but your words cut me to the core. You had inadvertently agreed with my mother that Jane was the only handsome woman in the room. I was merely tolerable. I determined the only way to protect myself from your derision was to find fault with your manners and words. From that moment on, I believed you looked at me to find fault, so I should do the same.” Elizabeth stopped talking. She swallowed the lump in her throat and indicated with a glance at Darcy that it was his turn to talk about that night.

Darcy was ashamed. “Will you please forgive me? I apologize for uttering words that were untrue and should never have been spoken aloud, no matter what the provocation. I just wanted to be left alone.”

She looked at him and said, “I forgive you, but I will never forget the hurt. Please tell me why you came to the assembly that night if you just wished for solitude.”

Darcy rubbed his jacket pocket before speaking, “There is no easy way to begin. Please bear with me, even if you find my words distressing, until I manage to tell you the whole. Parts of what I’m going to say must not be repeated. Do you agree to keep what I disclose about my sister confidential?”

“Yes, I can keep a confidence. I promise whatever you tell me about your sister will remain between us,” replied Elizabeth.

Darcy gave a slight nod of his head and began to speak, “Mr. Wickham is a man notorious in our home locale for his failure to pay debts to merchants, debauchery, gambling, and deflowering of young women before deserting them, even when they carry his child. George Wickham was my father’s godson, and his true nature was never exposed to my father. After my father’s death, Wickham was given the opportunity to receive a valuable family living if he took orders. He denied any desire for such a career, declared his intention to study law, and demanded money to fund it. Wickham signed legal documents giving up all rights to the living for a sum of three thousand pounds. That sum, in addition to the one-thousand-pound bequest in my father’s will, was expended in less than four years. 

“Wickham came to me early last year and demanded I give him the living and relieve his financial burdens. I refused. Four thousand pounds should have given him the ability to make a success of himself. He swore revenge on my family and me.

“Colonel Fitzwilliam and I are joint guardians of Georgiana, my fifteen-year-old sister. When we removed her from school last spring, we hired a companion for her. Last summer, my sister went to Ramsgate with her companion, Mrs. Young, who proved to be dishonest and an intimate friend of Mr. Wickham. They plotted to force Georgiana into an elopement to Scotland and take her thirty-thousand-pound dowry.

“Richard and I became suspicious of the references Mrs. Young had provided when my aunt Lady Matlock ran into one of the former employers and mentioned Mrs. Young to her. Lady Matlock was astonished when her acquaintance claimed to have no knowledge of Mrs





















































d2d_images/cover.jpg
HUNSFORD
REDUX

A PRIDE & PREJUDICE VARIATION

LINDA WAGNER





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





