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And Then Love

Willow Hall, Book 1


Before there was Darcy and Elizabeth, there was a love story of a different sort. One in which…

Lucy needs a rescue, and marrying Philip is her only hope.
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Chapter 1


The sun’s rays were sliding toward the horizon as Lucy Tolson folded the letter. A slight breeze dashed by and tried to snatch the paper from her. Lucy tucked it into her pocket. How long she had sat there, reading and considering that letter, she did not know. It had come earlier in the day, but she had refused to open it until she would be able to share it with her father for she knew the news it contained would not be welcome. 
“It is as you said, Papa. Uncle will take me in two months’ time if I have not found a suitable husband before then.” Lucy leaned her head against the coolness of her father’s headstone and spoke to the fresh mound of earth that covered him where he lay beside her mother. Two months? She shook her head. She would be lucky if her uncle did not come for her within the week. Not that he cared for her! No, his interest in her, as it was in everything in his life, had always been mercenary. He had proven that long ago.
“I’ll not be separated from you, Papa.” She laid a hand on the earthen mound. “I could not abide living in his house with that woman and those children. And my money, Papa, you know he would not care for it as you have. It would be gone within a card game along with my chances for a good match.” She pulled her handkerchief from her pocket to catch her tears. “I cannot go with him, Papa. You know what he is.” She buried her face in the bit of cloth she held and let her grief and fears flow freely for a few moments. Then, after several shuddering breaths, she lifted her face to her father’s marker once again. “I will consider all you have told me. I will make a good choice, and even if I am not loved as Mama was, I will be happy.”
“Miss Tolson?” From a window in the church, Philip Dobney had seen the lady enter the graveyard and was worried because she had stayed for so long. For the past few minutes, he had been watching her weep from the window as the sermon he had been practising sat neglected on a pew a few feet away. He knew that grief was a demanding master, who ran roughshod over many, sometimes, leading them to consider all sorts of things they would not have considered when in a happier state. And it was always strongest at first, so he knew that Lucy’s grief was great. It had been but a few days since Mr. Tolson had been buried. It was the first service of that sort which he had performed since accepting the living here in Kympton.
Lucy accepted his hand and with his help rose from where she knelt. “I am well, Mr. Dobney. I was just sharing some news with Papa.” She dried her eyes and allowed him to guide her to the bench next to the church.
“Please call me Philip,” he said, taking a seat next to her. “We have known each other for years, and at times such as these, I believe we can be less formal. Can we not be?” Indeed, Lucy and his sister Mary Ellen had been friends since before they were in leading strings.
His mother and Mrs. Tolson were often in each other’s gardens or sitting rooms when he was young. They would have tea and stitch while their daughters would play. More than once, he had been enlisted to help keep them from trouble so that their mothers could relax.
They had been tolerably good and pleasant enough to have as companions for a while. He and his friends had actually come to like having them around on occasion.
“Very well, but on Sundays and in company, I shall insist on calling you Mr. Dobney.” She smiled at him as she sniffled and stuffed her handkerchief into her pocket. “And you, of course, may call me Lucy.” She drew a deep breath and released it. Her heart felt less heavy and oddly protected as she sat there with him. But then, that was how his presence had always made her feel.
“You have settled into the position of parson well.” She gave him a sidelong look. “My father commented on how he has enjoyed your sermons these last few weeks. I believe he called them refreshing.”
“Lucy, I am here to offer comfort to you, not garner your praise.” He chuckled.
“Passing on my father’s praise gives me comfort. It makes it seem less like he is gone.”
“Then, I shall attempt to receive his compliments graciously.” He leaned back and looked toward the grave next to which she had been kneeling. “You said you were sharing news with your father. Is it anything with which I could be of assistance?”
She tilted her head and gave him a searching look. She had promised her father that she would speak to each of the men on his list. However, she had intended to do so with her Aunt Tess present, not while alone in a churchyard.
“Anything at all, Lucy,” he prompted.
Her cheeks grew warm, and she pulled up her shoulders and let them fall in a little shrug. “There is nothing.” She paused, then allowed the rest of her thought to rush out before she could think better of it. “Unless you wish to marry me or know of someone else who would be willing.”
Before he could respond to her comment, she pulled a folded paper from her pocket. “There is a list.” She thrust it at him, keeping her eyes focused on the paper that wavered in her shaking hand. She did not wish to see whatever expression he might be wearing.
“I made it with Papa just last week,” she explained. “I listed all the gentlemen who were of marriageable age and according to my sources, looking to take a wife.”
Philip rolled his eyes as he began to unfold the paper. By sources, she, no doubt, meant his sister. Mary Ellen always seemed to know everything that was going on in their village. She was not a gossip, but she was a listener with a keen memory, sharing what she had heard only when she felt it would benefit him in dealing with some person or situation.
“You will note,” said Lucy quickly as she watched his fingers smooth out the creases, “that most of the names have been crossed off. In fact, Papa left only two choices whom he deemed acceptable, but since Mr. Pryce seems well on his way to speaking to Miss Burton’s father, I removed his name. It can be added again should he be unsuccessful with Mr. Burton, although that is highly unlikely.”  She bit her lip and swallowed nervously as he opened the final fold.
Philip scanned the list of names that had been scratched out. There were little notes next to each with a reason for their removal. As he reached the bottom of the list, his eyes grew wide as they read the one remaining name ─ Philip Dobney.
“There is a second list on the right.” Lucy’s finger trembled slightly as she pointed to it. “Reasons I would make an excellent parson’s wife.”
He looked at her and shook his head trying to grasp what was happening.
“Please, just read it,” she whispered.
So, he did.
She had been thorough and accurate. There was not a thing on that list which was not true. She was practical. She was capable of finding solutions to problems ─ even ones others had deemed unsolvable. She was seldom given to fits of nerves or swooning. Things that had shocked his sister, had failed to rouse more than a laugh, a scold, or a suggestion for improvement of a prank from her. But, he glanced at her, she had always been full of advice when asked. He smiled as he returned his attention to the list and saw that she had included that as the second to last point.
His breath caught in his chest and unexpected tears sprang to his eyes as he read the last point.
My father had confidence in me.
It was a statement that though short in length was filled with volumes of commentary on her character. Philip knew that Lucy’s father had relied on her heavily since her mother died three years ago, and Simon Tolson was an upstanding man who was revered by many, including Philip. If Mr. Tolson had confidence in someone, there was a good reason. Though the man was gracious and kind, his approval was hard earned.
Philip scanned the list one more time as he thought. He could not refute any of the points, least of all the last one. He began to refold the list. If both Mr. Tolson and his daughter, who was much like her father, thought she would make him a good wife, then there was no doubt in his mind that she was well-prepared and would do him credit. It would do him well to, at least, consider it.
“You have heard of my uncle?” Lucy asked quietly.
Philip nodded. Lucy’s uncle was the only person he had ever heard his mentor, Mr. Harker, speak about harshly, and for good reason. Angus Tolson was the exact opposite of his brother ─ Cain and Able, Mr. Harker called them. Where Simon sought to do what was right, Angus sought a way around it.
“I shall be required to go live with him at the end of two months’ time unless I have a husband. I cannot abide him and have no wish to live with him or his wife, nor do I have a desire to take care of his children ─ I have met them, and they are quite unpleasant.”
Her voice grew stronger as she spoke of her uncle, and Philip watched her posture stiffen and her countenance grow agitated.
She turned toward him. “And my money, which is supposed to go to my future husband, will, without a doubt, be gambled away. It is what he does with any bit of money he receives.”
Desperation filled her eyes, and Philip could hear the fear that crept into her voice.
“I will then become useless to him ─ a burden.” Lucy tried to force away the panic that filled her. “I will be given to whichever gentleman is willing to pay the highest price to have me as a wife.” She shook her head slowly. “You are my only hope for a good match, but I would rather marry Mr. Gibson or Mr. Scott and turn a blind eye to a mistress than go to live with my uncle.”
His head bobbed up and down as he considered her words. From the stories Mr. Harker had told him, her life with her uncle would be as bleak as she described. It was not something he wished for her. The guilt of knowing he could have saved her from such a fate but chose not to was not something he wished to endure, and he was certain that his sister would make sure he felt his guilt keenly.
He finished folding the paper and then looked into her desperate eyes. How could he refuse her when to see her so fearful caused his chest to constrict and his heart to hurt? She needed a husband, and he did need a wife. Mr. Harker had been impressing that on him for some time. He saw no reason why it should not be Lucy. She had proven her qualifications, and although she was not considered by many to be a beauty, her features and figure were pleasing and womanly.
“There is one thing missing from your list.” He handed it back to her. Her brows drew together in confusion. “I should like to know if you think we could enjoy the intimacy of marriage.”
Her eyebrows shot up in surprise, and her mouth popped open.
“I would not have expected you to know or to have actually written such a thing on your list, of course.” He felt his ears growing warm. “But, I should like to know before I agree to marry you that there could at least be a small amount of attraction between us beyond the friendship we have always shared. So, I must kiss you.” And without allowing her time to think or argue, he did just that.
He had expected it to be pleasant, but he had not expected to have to fight to keep his arms from drawing her near. Nor had he expected to find it so very difficult to break away from her. In fact, he found he needed a moment after ending the kiss before he was certain his voice would be even close to normal.
He stood and straightened his coat before offering her his hand. “I shall have Mr. Harker call the banns,” he said. “We marry in three weeks.”
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Chapter 2


The rain had only started to fall lightly as the parishioners began to file out of the small church in Kympton. The migration of people from pew to door was a slow one as each took a moment to comment on Mr. Dobney’s sermon and to congratulate him on his upcoming marriage. 
Rather than joining the numbers that lined the aisle, Lucy remained seated near the front of the church but turned so that she might watch the man she would soon call husband. He smiled and laughed. He ruffled the hair of children and shook the hands of their fathers. He had always greeted people with such ease and welcome — as if he had always known them.
She rested an elbow on the back of the pew and her head lightly on her hand as she watched him nod his head and tap his lip with a finger before replying to Mr. Evans. She knew from the actions that he was giving some bit of advice, for he never did so without at least a moment’s thought. Even when they were children, he had been the one to whom the others had looked to for guidance, and he had provided it without ever making one of them feel as if they were lacking in any way.
She smiled as he leaned his tall frame down to speak closely into Mrs. Walcroft’s ear. Others might have raised their voice to talk to the woman, but he never did. Philip was cautious not to injure the dignity of others, no matter their age or frailties. It was something she had always admired about him; however, not all had found the trait admirable. In fact, there were those who, at one time, had thought it a weakness and had teased Philip relentlessly.
It was not the only thing about which Philip had been teased. He had been gangly as a young man. His arms and legs seemed to grow rapidly, much more rapidly than his ability to use them with grace and dignity. He had also been rather skinny until he had gone away to college. However, during those years, his body had finally righted itself. He had not added another inch to his height, and he was no longer skinny.
She ducked her head as she felt a bit of colour creeping into cheeks when she realized just how fine he now appeared to her. He was still taller than most, but his clothes no longer hung on him. She turned her mind away from admiring how his jacket now stretched across his back and wrapped snuggly around arms that were well-muscled and strong.
Lucy rested a gloved finger on her lips. She had chosen him for his admirable character, but since that kiss two days ago…
She swallowed and rose from her seat. This was not the place to be contemplating fine figures or kisses. However, she could not resist taking one more look at Philip before she ducked out the side door.
She pulled her wrap about her and dashed to stand under a well-leaved tree. She leaned against the tree and closed her eyes, filling her lungs with air that was washed clean by the falling rain. Expelling it, she opened her eyes and searched for things, other than Philip and that kiss, with which to occupy her thoughts. She was certain it was quite improper for her to have enjoyed it so. Indeed, in the moments when she was not applying herself to one task or another, it had often crept into her mind.
She gave herself a little shake and began watching the horses and carriages travelling along the road and the people who hurried along on foot. Despite the inclement weather, the church had been full. Even Philip’s patron had been in attendance today, but knowing what day it was, she had expected him to be there. He never missed his mother’s birthday. He had returned from town just yesterday, according to the ladies who had been sitting behind her during the service.
Her eyes wandered across the churchyard. Ah, there he was, kneeling on the damp ground, brushing away whatever traces of dirt might have accumulated on his mother’s name. She understood his need to be there. Once a year, she, too, would visit her mother’s grave, flowers in hand, words of love and thankfulness on her lips. She sighed. She would be making that journey twice a year now.
“Lucy,” Philip said as he approached, “why are you standing out here in the rain? You will catch a chill.”
Lucy glanced at Philip and gave him a small smile. “I felt a need for some air, and I knew you would not be long. Is Mr. Harker ready?”
Philip smiled and shook his head. “But he will be soon. He only had two more people with whom he wished to speak.”
“So, a quarter hour then?” Lucy asked with a laugh. Mr. Harker was not known for the brevity of his conversations.
“If we are so fortunate,” said Philip. He offered her his arm and nodded toward the churchyard. “Do you wish to visit your father?”
She smiled up at him and nodded as she wound her arm through his, stepping in close so that the umbrella might shield them both from the majority of the rain that was now steadily falling.
A picture of strolling just like this after every service formed unbidden in his mind and a sense of peace and comfort washed over him. He shook his head. His reaction to her continued to amaze him. He had definitely felt a certain amount of friendship with her for many years. Her loyalty, as well as her honesty, had always impressed him. It was something he had treasured about his friendship with her. In fact, he had treasured it so much that she, though she did not know it, had been one of the few people he had ever asked for advice. Then, when she had proposed the idea of marriage, he had felt a certain amount of duty to her ─ a responsibility to see her safe and well-cared-for ─ much as he had when they were young and his mother had assigned him to look out for Mary Ellen and Lucy. But then, he had kissed her, and that had set off a full range of new and wholly unexpected emotions. And now, with her here walking next to him…
“Is something troubling you?” They stood before her father’s grave, but instead of leaving his arm and attending to whatever bit of information she wished to speak to her father, she stood, holding his arm firmly and looking up at him in concern. “You look rather pensive and perhaps a bit puzzled.”
“I was just thinking about our future,” he said looking down at her.
“And it makes you draw your brows together and frown?”
He laughed lightly. “I do that when I am thinking especially hard. It does not mean the topic of consideration is unpleasant.” He was relieved to see her expression soften.
“And how do you see the future, Mr. Dob ─ Philip?” she corrected as he raised a brow at her.
He patted her arm and a joyous smile lit his face. “Happy, Lucy. Very, very happy.”
Lucy gave Philip’s arm a squeeze before releasing it. “I believe you are right. We will be happy,” she said before turning to her father’s grave.
“Mr. Dobney,” Lucy heard a gentleman calling to Philip as she spoke softly to her father telling him that the first of the banns had been read that morning and assuring him that her future would be secure and happy.
“Mr. Darcy,” Philip greeted the gentleman who had called to him. “It was a pleasure to have you amongst the faces in church today. I trust you are well?”
“I am well.”
“And your sister? Does she still find school a challenge?” Philip remembered the shy young girl who had peeked out from behind curtains and doors when he had visited his friend at Pemberley.
Darcy sighed. “She does. My cousin and I are considering removing her from school.”
Philip cocked his head to the side and looked carefully at his friend, who had in the last three years since his father’s death grown so much more serious than he had even been as a child. The responsibility of an estate as grand as Pemberley and the guardianship of a younger sister must be an immense weight to carry.
“It might be for the best,” he said. “Individual instruction can be most beneficial to some, and as long as you find her a proper companion, she may do very well. Of course, one can never be certain.”
Darcy nodded a greeting to Lucy as she came to stand at Philip’s side. “No, my friend, nothing is ever certain.”
“Uncertainty does not have to be something to dread,” said Lucy, “though it does make one feel ill at ease. I find a plan the best remedy for the feeling.”
Darcy could not help but smile at her comments. She had always been the most positive of his acquaintances. “And,” he cocked a brow, “Philip here is part of your plan?”
Lucy laughed and wrapped her arm around Philip’s. “He is now.”
“Now?”
Lucy’s eyes flicked quickly to her father’s grave. “My plans to spend some time in finding a suitable match were altered, so the process had to be hastened.”
“I was sorry to hear of your father’s passing,” Darcy said.
“Thank you.” Lucy looked at Philip. “Would this conversation not be much better if we were out of the rain and perhaps had a cup of tea or a meal in front of us?”
Philip chuckled at her gentle way of making a suggestion. “I believe you are correct. Mr. Darcy, would you care to join us for our repast? I believe Mr. Harker will be ready to leave soon.”
Lucy waited long enough to get Darcy’s acceptance before telling Philip she would inform Mr. Harker.
“A marriage of convenience?” asked Darcy as he watched Lucy walking toward the church.
Philip nodded. “Her uncle offered to take her if she was not married in two months, and you know what he is like. I would not wish to subject any young lady to his care.” He knew Darcy was familiar with Angus Tolson’s proclivities. “So, when she presented the idea of marriage, I could not refuse.”
Darcy studied the look on his friend’s face. “You do not seem displeased with the idea. In fact, I am not sure I have ever seen you look so at ease.”
Philip shrugged slightly. “I admit there is a certain amount of peace that has taken up residence in my heart knowing that one aspect of my future is secured.”
Darcy shook his head. “No, there must be more to it. I have seen many who have married for convenience, and it is rare to find one who looks as you do.”
“Perhaps it is because she has always been my friend,” Philip suggested. “I know her. Many who marry do not truly know each other ─ at least, not as I know her.”
“Perhaps,” agreed Darcy, though his tone spoke of his disbelief. However, their discussion of Lucy was soon to come to an end, for the very lady was presently assisting Mr. Harker toward where they stood and the carriage waited. “She will make a fine parson’s wife.”
“Yes, I know,” said Philip as a strange feeling of pride filled him. “She told me she would.” He reached into his pocket. “She had a list.” He handed the list to Darcy. “Make sure I get that back, and please, do not let her know I have given it to you. I am sure she would not mind your seeing it since we are all such good friends, but I would rather not find out I am wrong.”
Darcy chuckled and slipped the paper into his pocket as Philip left him to assist Mr. Harker and Lucy into the carriage.
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Chapter 3


Darcy slipped the letter he had been given to read back to Philip as they entered the sitting room at the parsonage. “She was always the brightest among us,” he said softly. “You cannot fault her logic.” 
Philip watched Lucy begin to pour the tea and smiled. “I believe, she will do quite nicely,” he agreed.
“Even better than that,” muttered Mr. Harker as he bumped his way past Philip. The gentleman’s eyesight might nearly be gone, but his hearing was still sharp. “It will be pleasant to have her come visit me once I am settled into my cottage.”
“You know you are welcome to stay with us,” said Philip.
“Oh, I know,” said Mr. Harker with a smile and a flick of his brow, “but you will be grateful for your privacy, I assure you.”
Darcy chuckled as his friend’s face grew red.
“And I,” continued Mr. Harker, “will be glad for the quiet. Shepherding a flock is a noisy business. I shall enjoy my ease.”
“You will wish for company soon enough,” said Darcy.
“Bah,” Mr. Harker took his seat. “They’ll not leave me alone. I shall have company aplenty.”
“More than you would wish for,” agreed Philip. “There are those in Kympton who will make it their duty to see you entertained and well-fed. Mrs. Walcroft was inquiring about you today.”
“Mrs. Walcroft, Mrs. Blakely, Mrs. Evans,” grumbled Mr. Harker as Lucy placed his tea on the table next to him before touching his hand and telling him where the cup was.
“It is reassuring to know you will not be lonely,” said Darcy with a chuckle.
Mr. Harker smiled and lifted his cup of tea. “Mrs. Evans does make a delicious mincemeat pie.”
“Like I said,” commented Philip as he brushed past Lucy and took a seat, “you will be well-fed.”
“Mr. Darcy.” Lucy handed him a cup of tea.
“Thank you, Miss Tolson.” He settled into a comfortable chair in the sitting room of the parsonage. He had spent many hours right here conversing with Mr. Harker. It was a friendship that had developed after his mother had died and had continued to grow over the years. His friendship with Mr. Harker had been invaluable when Darcy’s father had fallen ill and he had found himself facing the responsibilities of not only an estate but those of caring for his younger sister. Mr. Harker sat now where he had sat on each of those visits, in a chair tucked away in the corner just to his left. Darcy took a sip of his tea. “When will your uncle be coming?”
The cup Lucy held clattered just slightly. The thought of his return made her nerves jump and quiver. “He will be here in just over a month’s time. He wishes to have an accounting of all the items in the house before the new tenants take up residency.” She knew that many of the items would be packed up and taken back to town and sold to cover debts. She had already seen to the moving of the pieces left to her by her mother, so that they would not go missing.
“He will not be returning to stay?” Darcy was not at all surprised, nor was he disappointed by the information. To own the truth, he was rather pleased.
“My uncle prefers town, and I prefer him to remain in town,” said Lucy, passing a cup to Philip before filling one for herself.
“As do many,” muttered Mr. Harker.
“Thankfully,” continued Lucy as she took a seat next to Mrs. Barnes, more commonly known as her Aunt Tess, “he will not arrive before Mr. Dobney and I have wed.”
Darcy cocked his head to one side. “You would expect him to cause trouble?”
Lucy sat her cup on the side table and folded her hands in her lap. She dared not hold a cup of hot tea while discussing her uncle, for she was sure she would slosh at least some if not all of it on her clothes. To say she was not fond of her uncle was an understatement. To say she feared him was much closer to the truth. “Only if he is in need of money, which he nearly always is.”
Darcy also put his cup aside. “I have met many like him.” He turned the handle of the cup away from himself and back again. There was no need for the motion other than to give his hand something to do and his eyes something on which to focus other than those looking at him now. There was a topic he knew he must broach and of which both Mr. Harker and Mr. Dobney needed to be aware. However, the subject was not one that was easily canvassed. “I was visited by such a one just yesterday.”
“Wickham?” asked Philip softly. In the whole of their acquaintance, there were few who caused Darcy to fidget with uneasiness as he was now. George Wickham was very adept at making Darcy uneasy. He was known for his purposeful gibes at Darcy, as well as his playing at causing trouble for him. How Darcy had managed to tolerate the young fool for as long as he had ─ even if it was merely for the sake of his father ─ had always astounded Philip.
“Did he asked about the living?” There was no doubt in Philip’s mind as to what that meeting had been about. Philip knew the details of Darcy’s father’s will and the arrangement that had been made with Wickham when he had declined the living in favour of a monetary settlement, for Darcy had discussed them with Philip before allowing him to accept the living as his own. There was an understandable uneasiness even then in Darcy’s manners. They both knew that Wickham would one day challenge the arrangement and plead how the elder Mr. Darcy’s will had not been kept.
“He did, and I refused to hear of it, of course.” Darcy looked out the window. “He claims his circumstances are dire, and I have no doubt they are.”
“He is like my uncle,” said Lucy, rising to gather the cups. Her hands often felt the need to be busy when her mind was disquieted. “He will apply to you again and again. And then, when he is unsuccessful, he will look for another method of gaining what he wants.” Her voice grew more panicked with each successive word, and her hands trembled, causing the cups to clatter.
Phillip, who was near her, reached out, steadied them, and then took them from her. She was not one to be easily rattled. She had listed that trait as one of her qualifications for marrying him, and so her state of agitation spoke to him of some awful truth that lay hidden.
Aunt Tess, who had lived with and helped care for Lucy for years, stood and wrapped an arm around her niece’s shoulders. “He may be like your uncle, but he is not your uncle. We will be well. You shall marry Mr. Dobney, and we shall be well.” She guided Lucy back to the settee they had been sharing. Taking her seat, she took Lucy’s hand in both of hers. “It is time we spoke of it,” she said gently to Lucy, who swallowed and nodded her consent.
“As you know,” said Aunt Tess, turning toward Philip and Darcy, “I came to live with Lucy and her parents six years ago. My husband had left me with the means to establish a place of my own should I wish it, but I preferred to be surrounded by those I love.” She patted Lucy’s hand affectionately. “The decision, I believe, was providential, for shortly after I arrived, Lucy’s mother was injured while riding.” She sighed slightly. “She never fully recovered. Her constitution was weakened. She tired easily and became readily susceptible to illness, taking to her bed regularly until finally she succumbed completely and was no more.”
Philip watched Lucy chew the corner of her lip and knew that she was battling the emotions that recounting such events must necessarily arouse.
“Shortly thereafter,” continued Aunt Tess, “my youngest brother appeared, insisting that he needed help. He had lost money, he said, in a speculation,” she raised an eyebrow indicating she did not believe the explanation, “He, of course, had debts that needed repayment. The money lost was money which Simon had previously given Angus to cover another pressing debt. Simon was rightfully furious and refused Angus the money. No matter how Angus pleaded, Simon held firm. It was a trying few days. The sound of raised voices was common. We were all relieved when Angus finally packed his bags and mounted his horse.”
“But he had not truly left,” said Lucy with a quick glance at her aunt. “A week later, he crept into the house and found my aunt in her chamber. I was in her dressing room.”
Aunt Tess’s hand rested on Lucy’s knee, rubbing it just slightly. “Angus knew that I was not without means, but he also knew that I would not part with those means easily.”
Philip noted how tightly Lucy’s hands were clasped in her lap and how often she drew in a deep breath as if needing to fortify herself. Again, just as it had when she had spoken to him so fearfully in the churchyard, his chest constricted, and his heart longed so intensely to see her protected that it hurt.
“I tried to stay quietly hidden in the dressing room,” Lucy’s voice was apologetic, “but I bumped a brush, and when it clattered to the floor, he found me.”
Aunt Tess’s arm wrapped around Lucy’s shoulders once again. “Lucy had to wear long sleeves for a month to hide the marks his hands made when he grabbed her.” She smiled sadly at her niece. “But that was not the worst of it.”
Lucy shook her head, wishing for the story to stop, and her aunt, seeing her distress, said no more. The room fell silent for a moment until Lucy, gathering her courage, continued the tale.
“He said the man to whom he owed the debt would gladly accept a young and eager bride in place of the money.” She closed her eyes and shook her head again; perhaps she did not have the courage to tell it all. “He then enumerated what exactly he expected the man would appreciate about my person.” Even now, she could feel his hands touching her as he spoke of it. She could smell the stench of alcohol as he spoke near her ear, and her stomach twisted and turned with revulsion just as it had then.
“I could not allow that, of course,” said Aunt Tess, drawing Lucy as close as possible, “so I gave him what he wanted.”
“And you fear that Wickham will attempt to hurt you to get what he wants?” asked Philip, looking intently at Lucy. He longed to be where her aunt was now, with his arms around her and her head on his shoulder, providing comfort and a feeling of security.
Lucy lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “As silly as it sounds, I do, and if not me, then one of you. Men like my uncle do not admit defeat easily.”
“I will not allow it,” said Philip, standing and pacing the room. His emotions could no longer be contained without some escape of movement.
“Nor will I,” said Mr. Harker and Darcy nearly as one.
The vehemence in Philip’s voice surprised Darcy. His friend had always been gentle and peaceable. He had rarely shown any sort of anger, and only in instances when those he cared for deeply, such as his sister or his brother, had been threatened. Despite the seriousness of the moment, Darcy found himself smiling as he watched Philip pace the room. No matter how much his friend insisted that he was marrying Lucy out of convenience or some sense of duty, Darcy suspected that Philip had actually fallen in love with the woman who was soon to be his wife.
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Chapter 4


The following morning, having already made her selections, Lucy stepped outside the milliner’s shop to wait for her aunt. A soft, cool breeze blew, tugging gently at her bonnet. She turned her face to the sun. It was pleasant to feel its warmth on her cheeks for the few brief moments she allowed them to be tilted upward. She would like nothing better than to remove her bonnet and drink in the sunshine, but her skin was fair, and where others would turn brown from the sun, she only turned painfully red. She glanced through the shop window and watched as the milliner’s assistant showed her aunt ribbons and lace. She smiled. Her aunt was never without an exquisitely decorated cap. 
“Miss Tolson.”
Lucy heart skipped a beat at the voice. Slowly, she turned to face the speaker. “Mr. Wickham,” she said in greeting, with a quick curtsey and a nervous glance toward the shop.
“It is a fine day for shopping, is it not?” He shoved the small package he was carrying into the pocket of his great coat. “The sun is warm, the breeze is cool, and the shops are filled with smiling faces.”
“Indeed, it is a lovely day, Mr. Wickham. My aunt is just finishing placing an order for a new bonnet,” Lucy took a step toward the door to the shop. Although he wore a friendly expression, she knew better than to trust that there was anything akin to friendship behind his greeting. He had always been able to convince people of his sincerity with his flowery word and pleasant smile, but she had seen his true character displayed more than once while they were growing up. She also knew that he had been unsuccessful in his meeting with Mr. Darcy, which meant he would be looking for a new slant, a new approach, to gaining that which he desired.
“I was sorry to hear of your father’s passing.” Wickham stepped towards her. His features drooped with feigned grief, and his shoulders sagged just a bit. “He was a good man from all accounts.”
“He was,” agreed Lucy, watching him warily. His posture shifted just slightly. His shoulders rose and his countenance brightened, though Lucy was not certain if it would be more accurate to say he smiled with restrained delight or just mere cunning.
“I also understand that you are to marry. I believe the younger Mr. Dobney is the lucky fellow, is he not?”
Lucy glanced again toward the shop. She heart was beginning to beat more rapidly the longer she stood here talking to him, and her stomach began to twist into a knot. She wished desperately for her aunt to conclude her business and step outside. “He is,” she said.
“A rather sudden engagement, I hear.” An eyebrow flicked upwards as he smirked at her.
Lucy heard the hidden implication in his tone and read it in his expression. She wished to pull her pelisse more tightly about herself and turn away from his roaming eyes. “You have been busy catching up on all the news, have you not?” she said somewhat sharply.
He chuckled and allowed his eyes to roam her figure once again. “One hears things,” he said as he took his watch from his pocket. “Well, I must be off, or I shall be late.” He took two steps away before turning back with a most evil smile on his face. “Do you wish me to give a greeting to your uncle?”
Panic gripped Lucy’s heart. The world felt as if it was shaking, causing her to sway and struggle to keep her balance. “My…my…uncle?” she eventually forced out the words.
Wickham stepped closer once again and placed one hand on her elbow to steady her while he placed his other hand inappropriately low on her back. “Well, Tolson told me his arrival would come as a shock to you, but I had not expected you to nearly swoon.”
She pulled her arm away from him and took a step forward. “I did not almost swoon,” she snapped.  “I was merely surprised that you know my uncle so well.”
He shrugged. “If you say so, but I suppose any lady who wished to pass herself off as chaste enough to be a parson’s wife would be worried to the point of swooning if she knew the stories that could be told about her.”
She wished to end this conversation and run to her aunt, who was still inside the shop, but her feet were rooted to the spot where she stood. Her eyebrows furrowed, and she shook her head. “There are no stories,” she said.
He shrugged once more. “If you say so.”
“I do say so. There are no stories.”
He laughed. “Oh, Miss Tolson, there are stories.” He picked at a piece of lint on the jacket of his coat. “I am sure an arrangement can be reached where you can continue to be thought of as a paragon of virtue.”
“An arrangement?” She remembered the same word being used by her uncle when he had discussed her becoming the young bride of the man to whom he owed money. The pieces were beginning to fall into place in her mind.  Although still wary and fearful, she was becoming increasingly angry at Wickham’s hints of knowing some secret. Pushing her fear to the side, she drew a fortifying breath and asked the question that would confirm her suspicions about her uncle and Mr. Wickham being associates. “Mr. Wickham, exactly how do you know my uncle?”
Again, he shrugged. “I grew up here. Everyone knows your uncle.”
She shook her head. “No, he left when I was quite young, and you are not that much older than I am. You would not have been old enough to have formed such an intimate acquaintance before he left.” She cocked her head to the side and studied Wickham’s face. His eyes shifted uneasily under her scrutiny. “You have met him since.”
“Very well,” admitted Wickham. “We have been friends and business associates for just over a year.” He took a step closer to her, and any false pretense of friendliness left his features. “But, I assure you, there are tales that can be told. You would do well to be more receptive to his offer when he visits you this time.”
Dread settled in Lucy’s stomach, but she dared not acknowledge it. He had seen her fearful reaction once; to offer him a second glimpse of the terror her uncle brought to her heart was not something she was willing to do. “Tell him,” she said as calmly as she was able, “that he may call for tea tomorrow. I am sure he is anxious to see that the estate is in order and ready for its transfer. You may assure him that it is.”  The door to the milliner’s shop creaked behind her. “Good day, Mr. Wickham.” She bobbed a quick curtsey and turned toward her aunt, who was just exiting the store.
“To whom were you speaking?” asked Aunt Tess as she reached Lucy’s side.
Lucy let out a shuddering breath, finally releasing some of the fear that had gripped her. “It was Mr. Wickham.”
“What did he say to you?” Aunt Tess took Lucy by the arm and began hurrying her in the direction of the parsonage, which was much closer than her home.
Lucy felt decidedly weak, and she knew she was trembling.
“He asked if there was a message I wished for him to give to my uncle.”
Aunt Tess’s grip on Lucy’s arm tightened and her pace increased. “Your uncle is here?”
Lucy shrugged. “I am not certain, but Mr. Wickham made it sound as if he is.”
She and her aunt moved further to the side of the lane as a barouche approached, but instead of passing as they had expected it would, it came to a stop next to them.
“Miss Tolson, Mrs. Barnes,” Philip called to them. “Could we give you a ride?”
Aunt Tess eagerly accepted the offer, and soon the two ladies were seated in the carriage with Darcy and Philip. “We were on our way to the parsonage,” she explained as the horses began walking. “I was unsure that Lucy would make the full journey home. She had a bit of a fright.”
“You are unwell?” Philip asked.
Lucy ducked her head and clasped her hands tightly in her lap. His tone was so serious, so filled with concern.
“I had a small conversation with Mr. Wickham.”
“Wickham?” asked Darcy.
Lucy gave him a weak smile and nodded head. “He mentioned my uncle was here.”
Shock suffused Darcy’s face. “Your uncle and Wickham are acquaintances?”
“Business associates, according to Mr. Wickham, which,” she took a breath and blew it out, “means they are both in need of money. I would venture to guess that Mr. Wickham, since he has already petitioned you for the living, is in debt to my uncle, and my uncle is in debt to someone else.” She turned to Aunt Tess. “He said I should be more receptive to my uncle’s offer this time when he calls on me. He knows of what happened and has threatened to use it to tarnish my reputation.”
Philip looked at her in confusion. “How could a tale about a man attempting to force you into marriage harm your reputation?”
Aunt Tess had wrapped an arm around Lucy. “Lucy was preparing for bed when he visited last time. She was not dressed to receive visitors and was less dressed when he left, for he tore her clothes from her as he spoke of her particularly attractive attributes. She was not violated in any other way than being seen disrobed and, of course, touched as he removed her clothing. She is still as virtuous as any maiden, but her uncle is not above lying.”
Lucy’s face burned crimson, and she dared not look at either gentleman in the carriage.
Philip reached across the carriage to take her hand. “What can I do to protect you?”
What he wished to do was pull her into his arms and ride away with her to some place where her uncle was not. Her peculiar effect on his feelings once again surprised him.
Lucy peeked up at him. There was no judgment in his eyes, only concern. “I do not know,” she whispered.
“We must not return home,” said Aunt Tess.
“Pemberley,” said Darcy. “You must come to Pemberley.” He laid a hand on Philip’s shoulder. “You and I and a stout footman or two shall spend the night at Willow Hall in case Lucy’s uncle decides to visit in the same manner he did last time.  I believe Mr. Harker should join the ladies at Pemberley.”
“I have told Mr. Wickham that my uncle may call on me tomorrow for tea to inspect the estate and see that all is in order for the transfer to new tenants,” said Lucy.
“Then it is most imperative that you stay at Pemberley, and we keep watch over Willow Hall. If he is as desperate as I know Wickham is, your uncle may try to alter things so that he can blame you. If he can make you appear to be an unacceptable choice for Mr. Dobney; then you will have no option but to return to his home with him.” Darcy rubbed his chin. “How exactly Wickham and his request for the living fit into this scheme I do not know.”
Lucy squeezed Philip’s hand, which still held hers. “I believe I know,” she said softly. “Mr. Wickham must owe him a substantial amount of money.”
“But how will ruining you help Wickham?” asked Philip.
“If he can discredit me in the eyes of the village, he can certainly do the same to you. Who would wish for or listen to a minister who has been taken in by a fallen woman? Indeed, who would respect a man who preaches purity when he himself has rushed into a marriage because of a lack of restraint?”
“But we are not marrying for that reason,” protested Philip.
“No, we are not, but it is what Mr. Wickham implied.”
Philip’s eyes grew wide and then narrowed with anger.
“She is right,” said Darcy gravely. “Tolson may not be readily believed, but we all know how convincing Wickham can be.”
“So what do we do?” asked Philip.
“The ladies and Mr. Harker will go to Pemberley, and we will stay at Willow Hall as planned. Perhaps, if we are fortunate, we can stop them before they have begun.”
Aunt Tess agreed with the plan but added. “I know that none of you approve of gossip, and neither do I, of course; however, a word of caution to the staff at Willow Hall about Lucy’s uncle with a suggestion of his debauchery would not be out of order.”
Darcy smiled. “And we know that servants do not always keep all tales to themselves.”
“Especially when they are not instructed to,” said Aunt Tess, returning Darcy’s smile and tapping her nose.
“Very good,” said Darcy. “Ladies to Pemberley, gents to Willow Hall, and tales to those who will carry them.”
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Chapter 5


Lucy looked around her room while mentally ticking off the items she had put in her bag and attempting to ensure she had not forgotten anything that she would need for her stay at Pemberley. Her eyes came to rest on the book next to her bed. “Of course,” she said. Picking up the book, she turned it over in her hands and ran her finger along the blue ribbon that held her place. 
He prayeth best who loveth best,
All things both great and small:
For the dear God, who loveth us,
He made and loveth all,1
She quoted the familiar lines as she tucked the book under her clothes in her bag. It was a book she had read many times, a book which had been a gift from her father to her mother, a book that she had heard her father read to her mother as they sat before the fire in the evenings. And it was the book she had read while her father had breathed his last. She dabbed at the corners of her eyes. It was a book with which she would never part. The memories attached to it were greater even than the wonderful words contained within it.
“Miss?” A maid stood at the door. “There is a letter for you.”
“A letter?” She took the letter from the maid. “I did not heard a rider.” There had been no crunching of the gravel on the drive or banging on the door. Both were things she would have heard from her room since it was situated facing the front of the house.
The maid wrung her hands nervously. “There was no rider, miss. Only a man in gentlemen’s clothing at the kitchen door.” Her voice was soft, and she peeked down the hall behind her. “I weren’t supposed to tell you, miss.”
The letter trembled slightly in Lucy’s hand, so she tucked it into her pocket. She fought to keep her voice steady as she questioned the maid. “Do you know where my aunt is?”
“Yes, miss. She is in the sitting room with the gentlemen. Jonathan is waiting to take her bag to the carriage when he takes yours.” The maid dipped a small curtsey and turned to leave.
“Margaret,” Lucy called to the maid before she could scoot away. “This man.” She held up the letter. “Is he gone?”
“I do not know, miss. I did not tarry when he told me to be quick. I feared he might hit me if I did.”
Lucy’s brows rose, but she dismissed the maid with the instructions that her bag was now ready for Jonathan to take to the carriage. Taking the letter from her pocket, she turned it over in her hands so that she could see the seal. There was the distinctive T in the wax. It was, she suspected, from her uncle. She shook her head at his cunningness. He had selected a maid who had not been in their employ long enough to know his identity.
She crossed to her window and looked out, even though she did not expect to see him since he had made his delivery at the back of the house. The carriage waited in front of the house, and beyond a footman and a coachman. There was no one in front of the house.
“Are you not going to read it?”
Lucy froze at the sound of her uncle’s voice.
“Are you not going to read it?” Lucy’s uncle repeated.
Lucy closed her eyes briefly and took a steadying breath before turning around to face him. “I shall read it. Just not now.” She slipped the letter back into her pocket. “I was on my way to visit with friends, and they are waiting. I shall not keep them waiting.” She was not sure her legs would carry her the full way or that passing so close to him to leave the room was a wise choice, but she was certain she did not wish to remain in this room with him.
“I think,” he said as he nudged her bedroom door closed with his foot, “that you should read it now. I am rather impatient for an answer.”
“If you are so impatient for an answer, why do you not just make your request and be done? I do not see why you bothered to take the time to write a message if you had every intention of speaking to me in person.” Lucy hoped that the trembling she felt was not visible to him. She knew she must act confident even if she did not feel it. “Jonathan is to arrive soon to collect my bag, and my aunt and my friends will wonder when I do not appear in the sitting room soon.”
He stepped closer to her and clucked his tongue. “Your manners are not at all those of a well-bred lady and certainly not the sort that would do honour to a parson.” He took a moment to admire her features. “Your beauty is not that of which the poets write, but I must say you are very womanly. I still have at least one associate who would be pleased to have you.” He took one step closer. “You have not forgotten my previous offer, have you?”
Lucy fought the urge to wrap her arms around herself and hide from his gaze. “My friends are waiting, Uncle.”
“Ah, yes, your parson and Darcy. One who holds a position that should be another’s and the other, the lying, thief who gave it him.” He crossed to her bed and began to open her bag. “You really should seek better friends.” He pulled out a chemise and stuffed it inside his coat.
“What are you doing?” Lucy had crossed the room when he had begun to open her bag and now she snatched it from him.
“Read my message, my dear.” He smiled wickedly at her as he tugged the bag out of her hands. “I would like to have my answer now, but since you will not obey me and read that letter as a good girl should, I will be forced to wait until tomorrow.” He pulled the book of poetry from the bag and opening it, tore out one page. “Disobedience must be punished. This was your mother’s book, was it not?”
“How did you know?”
He smiled that wicked grin again. “There is much you would be surprised that I know.” He tucked the torn page into her bag and the book into his coat. “One page every hour until I have my answer, Lucy. And if you speak of the contents of that letter to anyone. I will consign the entire book to the flames and that will merely be the beginning of your punishment.” He gave a bow and slipped out the door.
Shaking, Lucy sat on the bed and took out the letter.
I have two “requests” to make of you, my dear niece.
First, I have need of your mother’s necklace — the one with the golden leaves. Leave it at her grave.
Her hand rested on her heart. First, he took her mother’s book, and now, he wished to steal her mother’s necklace? She was not certain she wished to know what the second request was, yet she read on.
Second, I have need of the living which your betrothed now has. A friend is in need of an income. Please do persuade your parson that he should seek another position. It would do me great pain to have to make your soiled state known to the public, but I will if need be.
Ah, you are wondering at how I know of these things?
She was.
I have in my possession a certain garment of yours which is worn close to the body.
She gasped. That was why he took her chemise! Horror washed over her as she read his next words.
I believe you left it as a token of your affection the last time you visited your lover. And if I believe it, so will others.
He would ruin her reputation and Philip’s right along with it.
Convince him, and you shall be married as planned.
There are yet two reading of the banns, are there not?
Lucy let the letter fall into her lap as she pulled out the torn page and read some of what was written there. She needed something — anything — with which to push his words from her mind and keep her tears from falling.
Farewell, farewell! but this I tell
To thee, thou wedding guest!
He prayeth well who loveth well
Both man and bird and beast.
He prayeth best who loveth best,
All things both great and small:
For the dear God, who loveth us,
He made and loveth all.
The Marinere, whose eye is bright,
Whose beard with age is hoar,
Is gone; and now the wedding-guest
Turn’d from the bridegroom’s door.
He went, like one that hath been stunn’d
And is of sense forlorn:
A sadder and a wiser man
He rose the morrow morn.2
Lucy folded the poem with great care and tucked it between her clothing. She felt a great deal like the wedding guest — stunned, forlorn, and grieved. She went to the wardrobe and took out another chemise. She ran her fingers over the delicate flowers she had embroidered on the neckline before tucking the garment into her bag. Her mother had taught her to do that stitch and had insisted that every undergarment have at least one flower on it. For, her mother had explained, “A secret bit of beauty, hidden away such as this, has the ability to make the wearer feel that beauty and carry herself with grace and poise.”
And Lucy had obeyed. Every chemise and every petticoat was adorned with those flowers. It would be a telltale sign that the chemise her uncle had stolen was hers. The lying scoundrel! She snatched his letter from the bed, crumpled it and placed it between the wood in the fireplace so that it might be burned when the next fire was lit.
Then, she returned to the wardrobe and took out a handkerchief. She placed it on the bed and slipped the necklace from around her neck. She folded the cloth around the necklace and, taking a ribbon, tied it securely.
“Sarah,” she called from her doorway to a maid who was just down the hall. “I need you to do something for me today.” She placed the necklace in Sarah’s hand. “This must be left at my mother’s grave as soon as can be. It is something I had promised to lend a friend, and my friend will be looking for it.” She bit her lip. The falsehood hung in the air, taunting her, tempting her to snatch it back and correct her words, but with her mother’s book in her uncle’s possession, along with her chemise, she dared not speak the truth.
“Today? At your mother’s grave?” asked Sarah.
“Yes, immediately, if you would.”
Sarah’s brows drew together slightly as if she questioned such an unusual request, but she obediently bobbed her head and left with the necklace.
Lucy looked around the room. She did not know what she intended to do about the living, but she hoped that the necklace would provide her with some time to consider it.
“Are you ready?”
Lucy jumped at her aunt’s words. Her hand flew to her throat, and she gasped.
“Are you well?” asked Aunt Tess, coming to her side. “You do look a bit pale.”
“I am well.” Lucy smiled at her aunt. “I was merely running through a list in my mind and did not hear you approach.”
Aunt Tess raised a brow in disbelief and placed an arm around Lucy’s shoulders, then quickly pressed the back of her hand against first Lucy’s cheek and then her forehead. “You are shaking. Come. We must get you to Pemberley and see if Mrs. Reynolds will be so kind as to have the cook make you some broth.” She clucked her tongue and shook her head. “You never admit to being unwell until it is far too late. This time, you shall be made well before your body has determined it is indeed ill.”
“I am well,” insisted Lucy. “I find today to be a bit cool and with no fire in the grate, I must shiver to stay warm.”
“You shall still have broth, tea, and toast and retire early,” said her aunt. “I shall not see you ill due to a chill.”
Lucy sighed. There was no way to convince her aunt of her good health other than to tell her of the letter, and that was not something she was prepared to do just yet. Perhaps after she had had some time to consider what could be done, then she would tell her aunt. And so, she allowed her aunt to bundle her in an extra wrap and lead her from the room. It could not be helped; she would just have to allow her aunt to care for her as if she had taken a chill.
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      from THE RIME OF THE ANCYENT MARINERE, IN SEVEN PARTS, by Samuel Taylor Coleridge
    
2.
      also from THE RIME OF THE ANCYENT MARINERE, IN SEVEN PARTS, by Samuel Taylor Coleridge.
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Chapter 6


Philip and Darcy remained for a time in the sitting room after the ladies and Mr. Harker had left Willow Hall. Darcy drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair and stared into the fire while Philip paced the room. 
Finally, Philip broke the silence. “She was not well. Something is amiss.”
Darcy nodded. He, too, had noted the paleness of Lucy’s complexion and the way her eyes had not once sought his or Philips. It was unlike her, but then she had been quite unlike herself ever since she had heard of Wickham’s seeking the living.
To be honest, after listening to the tale her aunt told yesterday and added to today, he did not fault her for her fear. How any man, let alone one who was a close relative, could treat a young girl so contemptibly was beyond him! “This business with her uncle is very unsettling.”
Philip dropped into the chair across from his friend. “That it is, but I cannot help feeling as if there is something more.” He leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. “She was not so distressed earlier when we arrived so the ladies could collect their things.”
Again, Darcy nodded his agreement. “That is true. However, abandoning your home because you fear for your safety while in it is naturally distressing.”
Philip sighed and lapsed into silence. He could not imagine fearing for his safety within his own home. And he knew that for Lucy the
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