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Chapter I
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Pemberley, in Derbyshire, was a tranquil estate. Situated in a long valley, its fields were fertile and eager to yield their bounty to a patient hand, the whole of it surrounded by lush woods, providing ideal acreage for sheep and cattle, its wealth seeming unlimited. With such a pastoral setting, there was little expectation of any noise, other than the daily working of a farm, a tenant hailing another or the sounds of cattle lowing, or perhaps the raps of lumberjack’s axes against trees.

Which was why the sounds of arguing were so incongruent one day in the early spring, and surprising as one combatant was known as a reticent man. He was tall, dark wavy hair framing a handsome face, dark eyes filled with intensity, and he was dressed in fine clothes as befitted his station. The other man in the dispute was not as tall or handsome, but would be called pleasantly featured by most, and was considered to be congenial by all, and easily led by the more cynical. In the present argument, however, he was not giving an inch.

“What is this madness?” demanded the taller man of the other. “I can hardly comprehend what you are saying, for it makes little sense?”

“Why should it make little sense? Since my father’s death, I have appreciated your guidance, Darcy, but if you think to direct me, you shall be disappointed.”

“Bingley,” replied Darcy with exaggerated patience, “I have no wish to direct you, for you are my friend, not my subordinate.”

“Then why do you take offense? Is it not my choice to pursue and—yes—even marry whom I wish?”

“Of course, it is,” growled a frustrated Darcy. “In this instance, however, I must think you are at the mercy of some witchcraft, for you are making little sense.”

“If witchcraft it is, then I am content to be caught in its grasp,” averred Bingley. “For I know no such exquisite torture as being in love with a worthy woman.”

“Infatuation, you mean,” snapped Darcy. 

“Do you think I do not know my own heart?”

“I believe the organ can be misled by your senses, that infatuation may be mistaken for deep and abiding love. Tell me, Bingley, what virtues does Miss Bennet possess that other ladies do not?”

“A beautiful countenance and a beautiful soul,” rejoined Bingley. “Even you, who is so particular about those with whom you associate and will not give consequence to any young woman must acknowledge she is an exceptionally lovely woman.”

“A lovely woman with a black heart.”

Bingley’s countenance became stony and he turned to march from the room without a word. Regretting his outburst the instant he uttered it, Darcy followed his friend, ignoring the thought it had always been Bingley following him, rather than the reverse.

“I apologize, Bingley,” said he as he chased his friend. “My words were ill-judged.”

“At least you confess it,” said Bingley, stopping and whirling about, one finger jabbing in Darcy’s direction. “I am surprised at you, Darcy. Though this fool disagreement between your family and the Bennets has persisted for longer than anyone can remember, I had never thought you, of all people, would dismiss a young woman because she is a member of a family you dislike.”

“It is her membership in that family which fills me with disquiet! The Bennets, Bingley, are not to be trusted—I cannot imagine this Miss Bennet differs from any of the rest of them.”

“Do you know her? Have you exchanged even two words with her? Has your family’s misplaced pride allowed you to believe, even for a single moment, that she is not the blackguard you have always assumed she was?”

“I know nothing of her—”

“That is the point.”

Bingley paused and calmed himself, taking several deep breaths. His friend, Darcy knew, was a man who disliked conflict, and would go to great lengths to avoid it. This was why Darcy was shocked their conversation had devolved to this state so quickly, for Bingley was more apt to laugh off that which he did not like, to evade unpleasantness instead of confronting it.

“Darcy, please listen to me, as a friend,” said Bingley at length. “Our friendship has been a great strength to me over the years—I appreciate your assistance and that of your father more than I can ever say. When my father passed away, I would have been lost if you and Mr. Darcy had not guided me, and I am not insensible of my debt to you.

“With respect to my life, however, I will accept no interference, will allow no dissent. My reason for informing you of my intentions was nothing more than the desire to avoid shocking you at the assembly tomorrow. I shall open the dancing with Miss Bennet and it is my intention to pay her the compliment of my attentions in as fervent a manner as I can muster. When the time comes, I shall ask her to be my wife, and I expect no less than her acceptance, for she has made her sentiments clear.

“Do not denigrate her feelings, my friend,” interrupted Bingley when Darcy opened his mouth to do just that. “It will not be beneficial for our friendship if you say any unkind word about Miss Bennet, for I will not tolerate it.”

For a moment, the friends stared at each other, Darcy surprised, for he was not certain he even knew this Bingley. On Bingley’s part, he stood and watched Darcy, not a hint of his feelings showing on his face. This, in itself, was unusual for Bingley, who was more akin to an open book than one closed tight.

“Please, Darcy,” said Bingley, “I urge you to accept my choice. For our friendship to remain, I require your acceptance. While your regard for her is unnecessary, I will brook no criticism, none of the Darcy disdain. Though I hope you will remain a friend, I will end our connection if you cannot find it within yourself to abide by these strictures.”

Then with a bow, Bingley turned and walked down the hall—within moments, the sound of Pemberley’s front door closing reached Darcy’s ears. Darcy wondered if he would ever speak to his friend again.

––––––––
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THE GENESIS OF THE dispute between the Bennet family of Longbourn, and the Darcy family of Pemberley was a matter of much speculation, for no one living could remember how it had come about. It may have been a dispute over water rights or the exact location of the border between the two estates, or it might have been as innocuous as an ill-timed slight or misspoken word. There were even whispers that it might have been an argument between two young men over the affections of a woman, though many scoffed at such silly notions. Whatever it was, the two families, while they did not descend to open warfare, had little good to say about the other, and were never inclined to deal with the other with any civility.

It was fortunate the border between the two estates was a low hill rising between two valleys, otherwise the dispute might have escalated to greater bitterness. As it was, there was little value in the hill, other than providing a fine view of both estates, and previous masters had been content to ensure the fence between them was in good repair and attempted to forget the proximity of the other family. England was a civilized place and had been for many years, and the crown would not tolerate open warfare in an otherwise peaceful location.

As it was, few in Derbyshire were not aware of the quarrel between the two families. The Bennets were the higher in society, as the current master of Longbourn was descended from a long line of the barons of Arundel and possessed connections to many others of similar stature—and higher—in society. The Darcy family, by contrast, were naught but gentlemen farmers, albeit with a long and distinguished history, lengthier than their more highly ranked neighbors could boast. There had been Darcys at Pemberley from time immemorial, some said back to the days of William the Conqueror, and while the Darcys were untitled themselves, they possessed many connections to those who were, including the late Mrs. Darcy, who was the daughter of an earl. Some of society called the Darcy family proud and arrogant, but not one of them could deny the family’s right to feel that way if they chose. It was nothing less than simple fact that previous Darcy masters had refused to accept titles, and the family was known to disdain those who did accept them. That they did not stint in showing this contempt to their titled neighbors was another bone of contention between them.

While those of a sensible nature might argue that a forgotten grievance was a poor reason to carry on a dispute, neither family had seen any need to attempt to reconcile with the other. The other families of the neighborhood fell into one of three categories—they sided with the Bennets, sided with the Darcys, or opted to remain neutral and clear of any argument. Most chose this final approach, though there were some who chose another because of friendship, connection, or as an attempt to curry favor.

Regardless of whatever others thought of the dispute, it was generally acknowledged that the absence of any violent tendencies between the two camps was a blessing. Instead, they tended more toward ignoring each other than arguing. And for that, most were grateful.

––––––––
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THE DAY AFTER HIS ARGUMENT with Bingley Darcy attended the assembly Bingley had referenced only the day before. Dancing was not one of Darcy’s favorite pastimes—it would be more correct to say he detested the activity. On that occasion, Darcy found he detested it more than he could ever remember. It took no great intelligence to understand the reason.

As the strains of the first set wafted over the gathering, Bingley stood across the aisle from his newest angel, his eyes fixed on her in a manner Darcy had seen many times before. While it was comforting to think this infatuation might not last any longer than the others, there was something in Bingley’s countenance which suggested this time would be different.

As the steps began, Darcy found himself unable to watch, and he glanced around the hall, attempting to discover some other sight to hold his attention. Were the entire Darcy family to attend, Darcy knew they would take up a position in one corner, while the Bennets would claim the other across the hall—no Darcy would ask a Bennet to dance, and there would be little mingling between the camps. While there might be occasions when members of the two families might come together due to the steps of the dance, they would affect ignorance of the other’s presence and exchange no words.

On this occasion, however, Darcy was the only member of his family present. Mr. Robert Darcy, his father, was even less inclined to society than Darcy was himself, and Georgiana was suffering from an indisposition which prevented her attendance—though Georgiana was only seventeen, she had begun attending certain events of the neighborhood to prepare for her eventual coming out. And as Alexander, his younger brother, was away from home, Darcy found himself enduring the evening alone.

“I see you continue to stand about in this stupid manner,” said a gentleman of the neighborhood by the name of Fordham, when the first sets ended. Fordham laughed at his own jest. “I understand your reticence, but surely you could set it aside for tonight. There are no ladies in attendance tonight who are desperate to attach themselves to you.”

“There are few pastimes I detest more than dancing,” responded Darcy. Fordham was a good sort, but Darcy did not consider him a close friend, and he wished the man would retreat and leave him be.

“I cannot understand why,” said Fordham. “Are there not many uncommonly pretty young ladies in attendance tonight? Take the Bennets, for example.”

Darcy did not dignify Fordham’s words with a response, though he was forced to agree with him. Though Darcy had no care for the Bennet family, the five daughters were exceptionally pretty, from the first to the last. The eldest, who had caught Bingley’s attention, was one of the most beautiful women on whom Darcy had ever laid eyes.

“Can you deny it?”

Pulled from his thoughts, Darcy shrugged. “I suppose you are correct, though I have no care for them.”

“Ah, yes, the infamous feud between the Bennets and the Darcys,” replied Fordham with a shaken head. “Still, would a man not foreswear even enmity of longstanding to gain the regard of such an exquisite creature as Miss Elizabeth?”

Darcy’s eyes found the second-eldest Bennet in response to the other man’s words, though he refused to respond. Fordham, unfortunately, needed no encouragement.

“And Miss Mary, though of an overly religious bent, is not devoid of beauty. Even Miss Kitty and Miss Lydia, though still young, are acceptable, though I find Miss Lydia a little too calculating for my tastes. And then there is Jane Bennet.”

Fordham paused for a moment, looking between Darcy and the eldest Bennet—not to mention Bingley, who stood close to her side. As Darcy might have predicted in advance, his next words concerned Darcy’s friend.

“Miss Bennet is a beautiful lady, but I find myself interested in your friend, for it appears dear Bingley has slipped his leash. Unless I am mistaken, I suspect you are not happy about it either.”

The full force of his glare Darcy turned on Fordham, which the man noted in an instant. Darcy’s displeasure had been known to quell more courageous tongues than Fordham possessed, but in this instance, he chuckled and shook his head.

“Do not mistake me, Darcy,” said Fordham, still laughing to himself. “Bingley is a good man, but he has been attached to your coattails for at least these past four or five years. This sudden interest in the eldest Bennet daughter cannot be to your liking.”

“Bingley may do as he pleases,” was Darcy’s short reply. “I neither direct him nor give my approval to his amorous interests. It would be best if you do not say such things where others might overhear, for I would have no one misled by jests which are untrue and in poor taste.”

“Your friendship is well known in the neighborhood, Darcy. It is this sudden distance between you which will excite the interest of the gossips. That and his attachment to the eldest Bennet, which, I might add, has escaped the notice of us all, will only throw fuel on the fire.”

“As I said,” replied Darcy with a shrug, “Bingley may do as he pleases. There is nothing I or anyone else can do to turn him from his course if he decides he wishes to align himself with her.”

“Even his sister?”

It was difficult, but somehow Darcy avoided grimacing at the mention of the woman. The eldest Bingley sibling, Louisa, had married a man by the name of Hurst two years before and had produced an heir of late. Darcy doubted she would return to the district until at least the summer. Bingley’s mother had recently returned from Norfolk where she had been assisting her daughter. The younger sister, however, was a different matter.

Caroline Bingley was a tall, willowy woman, not ill-favored, but more striking than beautiful. As the Bingleys were wealthy, she also possessed a handsome dowry, though the family’s lingering connection to trade—Bingley’s grandfather had purchased Netherfield Park, their estate—was still recent enough to engender an unwelcome stench to many in society. Miss Bingley, however, had decided from an early age that she was the perfect future mistress of Pemberley and was not subtle in the business of being noticed by Pemberley’s heir. There was no intention on Darcy’s part of ever making her an offer, a truth he had shared with his friend, but still she persisted. Even now, when she was dancing with Mr. Smallwood, her eyes often sought Darcy, her gaze hungry and predatory.

“Though I would imagine Miss Bingley is not pleased with her brother,” said Darcy at length, “she has never had as much influence over him as she believes. Her displeasure is all because she thinks her brother’s defection will make it more difficult to achieve her designs.”

“Will it?”

Darcy turned a scowl on Fordham, but though his displeasure would often cow the other man, that day he possessed the temerity to laugh. “I believe I have my answer, my friend. While Miss Bingley possesses a handsome dowry, you do not require it, and I believe the benefit of her fortune is offset by certain . . . disadvantages of the lady’s temper.”

Try as he might, Darcy could not find it within him to disagree. “I cannot say you are incorrect. The lady is a drawback I have endured to maintain Bingley’s friendship.”

“That is understandable. But consider the bright side of Bingley’s actions—if he joins his fate to the Bennets’ you may cut his sister with no consequences.” Fordham paused, full of mirth yet again. “Unless you are considering paying her the highest of compliments.”

“Given what I have just said about her?”

Fordham laugh. “I suppose not. It is likely for the best, for I doubt your father would approve of such a connection, regardless—he married the daughter of an earl, as I recall.”

“Yes, he did,” replied Darcy. “But he married her for affection, not because of her status.”

“I am sure her status did not hurt.”

The sound of feminine laughter reached them and they turned as one, noticing that Lady Margaret Bennet was holding court with some of the other women of the neighborhood. With her were most of the principal gentlemen’s wives, none of whom were her equal in society, though Lady Charlotte Lucas, the daughter of an earl and betrothed to Darcy’s cousin was present that evening. Lady Margaret had never been one to modulate her voice, and as such, her words floated through the air, easy to understand even with the musician’s efforts filling the room.

“My Jane is the most beautiful girl in the room, is she not? I am not surprised she has captured the attention of a man as handsome and amiable as Mr. Bingley. Lord Arundel and I would have preferred our daughter to favor a gentleman of our stature, but it seems he has captured her heart.”

With a scowl, Darcy turned away, an action noted by his companion. “It is difficult to blame them for espousing such wishes, Darcy. There are many their like in society.”

“Well do I know it,” replied Darcy, hoping his shortness of tone would induce Fordham to leave. When he did not, Darcy added: “You did not hear her at the last assembly, crowing to all her cronies of how her daughter would catch Lord Winchester.”

Fordham laughed and exclaimed: “I do not know what you saw, Darcy, but in my view, Miss Bennet had already captured Lord Winchester, and I do not blame the woman for an instant for throwing him back. Though he is a viscount and a future earl, Winchester is a dullard. I dare say if his valet did not lay his boots out the night before, he would not know which foot goes into which when he rose in the morning.”

Though improper, the remark set Darcy to laughing, for it was nothing less than the truth. “Did she refuse him? Given how her mother was speaking, it seemed inevitable there would be an announcement before long.”

“I do not know if Winchester ever offered for her,” replied Fordham. “All I can say is the lady did not appear happy with the man’s attentions. You must own the family at least allows the daughters to marry where they will—otherwise, Lord Arundel would not have accepted Bingley, nor would he have allowed her to refuse that mewling milksop Winchester.”

Though Darcy nodded, he declined to respond. This lack of response indicated to Fordham he was not in the mood for conversation, for the man excused himself soon thereafter. Darcy wished to be left alone, but it was not to be.

“For your information, since you seem to have some interest, Jane did not favor Lord Winchester, nor would my father force her to marry against her inclinations.”

Turning, Darcy noted the presence of the second Bennet daughter. She was standing close behind him, looking at him with suppressed mirth, tinged with asperity. The most diminutive of the Bennet daughters, Miss Elizabeth was also the darkest in coloring, her fine mahogany hair pinned behind her head, Darcy suspected, would reach the middle of her back if unbound. She was neither so beautiful as her elder sister nor ill-favored, but to Darcy’s judgmental eye, there were several imperfections about her face and form, and a satirical look about her, the sight of which provoked him to a painful clenching of his teeth. Her one feature which could be called beautiful—her eyes—were fixed upon him, fire burning in their depths.

“I assure you, Miss Elizabeth, that I do not concern myself with the doings of your family.”

“That is interesting, considering your recent conversation with Mr. Fordham. And to you, I am The Honorable Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”

Darcy ignored her baiting in favor of focusing on her comments concerning his previous conversation. “If you recall, it was Fordham who spoke on the matter—not I.”

The woman before him cocked her head to the side. “It takes two to converse, Mr. Darcy.”

“It does, indeed.”

“Then I suppose you must repine Mr. Bingley’s ability to direct his own affairs. Your distance this evening speaks volumes as to your opinion of his interest in my eldest sister, though I wonder that anyone could have any objections, for Jane is an angel.”

“Bingley may do what he wishes,” said Darcy curtly. “As I told Fordham, I neither direct him nor am I his nursemaid.”

“Perhaps not, but I am certain you wish you were.” The woman gave him a thin smile. “For you cannot approve of a man having an interest in a Bennet, though we are his superiors in society.

“I must own, however,” continued she, not allowing Darcy to insert a comment, “I wonder what you do wish for him. Though I know you would never settle for less than a princess—you would consider her your due—your friend does not have more than two gentlemen in his family history.”

“Then I wonder why you Bennets would wish him to join your family,” replied Darcy. “Is your father not a peer?”

“He is, and he is so conscious of his position that he rarely mentions it,” replied Miss Elizabeth. “Of much more importance is my sister’s feelings—my father would never do anything to interfere with that.”

“Then I applaud him,” replied Darcy. “If you think my father is any different, you are mistaken.”

The impish grin with which she fixed him somehow irritated Darcy. “Mr. Bingley is a good man to follow his heart, Mr. Darcy. I hope you can find it within you to congratulate him.”

“Whatever he chooses,” replied Darcy. “I only hope he does not know disappointment because of his choice. It is unlikely he will remain unaware of your family’s true colors.”

“I should hope he already sees our true colors,” replied Miss Elizabeth.

Then she fixed him with a smirk and turned away. But before she had gone more than a few steps, she turned back and glared at him. “As for my mother, know that she also wishes for her daughter’s happiness. She may speak without thinking occasionally, such as on the subject you mentioned. But she would never act in any way other than to ensure her daughters’ happiness.”

Having said those final words, Miss Elizabeth departed, leaving Darcy to watch her retreating form. It was, he decided, a more cordial interaction between members of the two families than he could remember for some time, a particular incident which occurred the previous summer being the most obvious example of the discord between them. That event did not bear consideration, and he pushed it from his mind. Instead, he returned to his contemplation of Bingley and Miss Bennet, wondering if his observation would reveal something he could take to his friend. The Bennets were grasping and artful, and he would not have Bingley caught up in their web.
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As feuds went, the disagreement between the Bennet and Darcy families was mild. There were no open conflicts among them, their servants were not at war, and while there had been an incident the previous summer, an excess of drink had been the culprit, drunken insults leading to other foolishness. The matter had been resolved with little difficulty, though hard feelings had persisted for some weeks after.

Having said that, there was little congress between the two camps and those who supported them. While the Darcys had no close family in the area—the closest family to them was that of Mr. Darcy’s late wife, Lady Anne Darcy, who lived some thirty miles distant—the Bennets had several other relations in the neighborhood, though those were also, similar to the Darcy family, relations of Lady Margaret rather than the baron. Of their close supporters, it could be said there was a little more fraternization, but that was often a matter of necessity, where business and estate concerns intersected, rather than friendship or a desire to socialize.

Mr. Charles Bingley was, therefore, an anomaly. The Bingley family had moved to the neighborhood during the time of the present Mr. Bingley’s grandfather, who had purchased the estate with funds obtained through generations engaged in a family business. At the time the family had been, as was the practice of those established as gentry, considered new money, and as such, while most were friendly, the Bingleys’ status, regardless of their wealth, was decidedly low. That had changed over the years as others forgot their origins or discounted them as the family became more gentrified. With their newness to the neighborhood, neither side of the dispute at the time took much notice of them.

That all changed when the heir of Pemberley met the heir of Netherfield at university. Darcy, being two years older than Bingley, had been starting his third year when the man’s father spoke to his own father, requesting guidance for his son, who was about to start his first year. The two young men, though not unknown to each other, grew to become excellent friends within days. This remained unchanged through the elder Bingley’s death, the subsequent inheritance of the son, and the ensuing years.

To an observant viewer, however, cracks had begun to form in their friendship, not sufficient to make either wish to forswear their mutual connection, but those suggesting a change in the dynamic between the two men. Fitzwilliam Darcy was a confident individual, one of a high position in society and intelligence which served him well in anything he chose to do. While Bingley was not deficient, he was of a more retiring nature, one which delighted in friendship, laughter, and kindness to all. Darcy was a leader and Bingley his eager follower. Over time, however, Bingley gained confidence in himself as a master and landowner, and it was inevitable the relationship between them would alter. These changes in their friendship culminated in Bingley’s admiration of Miss Jane Bennet.

In fact, Darcy had not been blind to Bingley’s growth over the years. As a young man entering university for the first time, Bingley had been eager to please, though not always certain how to go about doing it. His first years in university had been characterized by a tendency to become enamored with a pretty face—this had happened more times than Darcy could count, and it did not seem to matter the level of society the young woman inhabited. This had stopped, however, some time around Bingley’s last year of education, which coincided with his father’s passing.

Though Darcy had not seen Bingley’s interest and growing feelings for Longbourn’s eldest daughter, there were others who had. Among those who had noticed it first was Miss Elizabeth Bennet, Miss Bennet’s next younger sister, and her closest confidant.

While the day after an assembly was reserved as a time for the young ladies of the neighborhood to gather and discuss the night’s events, of late Mr. Bingley had been a fixture at the estate, and that morning was no exception. Elizabeth, who had liked the young man since she had been introduced to him, had seen his interested glances and, later, his longing looks at her elder sister. It was nothing more than the natural progression of his interest that he should show it more openly.

“Was Jane not admired last night, Mr. Bingley?” asked Lady Margaret as they visited that morning. “I have rarely seen her looking better than she did; I am sure you will agree.” Lady Margaret had ever been one to praise her daughters, her love for them showing in her pride in their beauty and accomplishments.

“How could I not?” asked Mr. Bingley, showing Jane an eager grin. “Then again, I think your daughter looks lovely in burlap and ashes, so I noticed no great improvement over the last time I saw her.”

Jane, as was her wont, reacted with a pretty blush at the praise, but then again, Jane never expected it. The sight of Mr. Bingley, his heart in his eyes, pleased Elizabeth, for she knew Mr. Bingley would make her sister happy. There were many men of Lord Arundel’s position in the world who would have thrown Mr. Bingley out on his ear for having the temerity to express interest in his daughter, but Lord Arundel loved his daughters and did not much appreciate society. His attendance in parliament was sporadic, and his forays into London society only made under duress applied by his wife.

“It is interesting to hear you say it, Mr. Bingley,” said Elizabeth, laughing at the gentleman’s words. “For, unless I am very much mistaken, I do not believe you have ever seen my sister in burlap and ashes.”

“Perhaps not,” said Mr. Bingley, his grin not dimming a jot. “But I am certain she would be no less than lovely in them.”

It was a surprise to no one that Jane’s cheeks took on the appearance of a ripe tomato, though she threw a glare at Elizabeth. Having too much enjoyment to pay attention to her entreaties to cease teasing, however, Elizabeth continued to speak with her sister’s suitor.

“Then the next time there is an assembly, I shall induce Jane to test the theory.”

“And I shall be happy to dance with her.”

“Oh, how you do carry on, Lizzy,” said Lady Margaret. “I know not how I raised such a teasing daughter, for none of your sisters tease as you do.”

“Except Lydia, of course,” said Elizabeth, smiling at her younger sister. “Kitty can hold her own too when she puts her mind to it.”

“I would prefer you did not dominate my sitting-room with talk of teasing if you please,” said Lady Margaret with a sniff. Then she turned back to Mr. Bingley and said: “How is your mother, Mr. Bingley?”

“Mother is very well,” replied Mr. Bingley.

“And your sister? I understand she has had her confinement—are she and the babe both well?”

“Exceptionally so, I thank you,” replied Mr. Bingley. “Hurst is beside himself with joy at the birth of an heir, and my sister has recovered without difficulty.”

“That is well,” replied Lady Margaret. “A woman’s lying in is a time when so many things can go wrong—this news of your family pleases me. Inform your mother I shall visit her tomorrow.”

“I shall do so, your ladyship.”

Lady Margaret nodded and favored the gentleman with a gracious nod. Then her look turned pensive and she peered at Mr. Bingley for a few moments, the gentleman bearing up well under her scrutiny. After a few moments, she spoke again, saying:

“I must say, Mr. Bingley, that learning of your interest in my eldest daughter was a surprise, for I had seen nothing of it.”

“You did not?” asked Elizabeth. “It was obvious before Jane even turned eighteen—my only question was when Mr. Bingley would act on his obvious interest.”

Lady Margaret’s eyes swung to Elizabeth, a hint of censure contained within. Elizabeth, however, had never been cowed by her mother, and she grinned back, prompting a shake of her head.

“Once again, you are allowing your impertinence to show, Daughter.”

“Perhaps I am,” replied Elizabeth with suppressed laughter. “But you still love me, regardless.”

A laugh escaped her mother’s lips and she touched Elizabeth’s hand. “Yes, I suppose I do, though I will own that sometimes you vex me exceedingly! Now, hush so I may speak to Mr. Bingley.”

“Miss Elizabeth is correct,” said Mr. Bingley. “Long have I admired your daughter, but I thought it would be best to restrain my ardor, for at the same time I was struggling to assume my father’s role on the estate.”

“That is understandable,” replied Lady Margaret. She paused and considered Mr. Bingley, and added: “Jane seems happy with you, so I approve. I can only think you have made a fortunate escape, given your past association with young Master Darcy.”

“If you excuse my saying so, nothing could be further from the truth.”

The raised eyebrow with which Lady Margaret regarded Mr. Bingley did nothing to cow the man—the opposite seemed to be true, for he was not hesitant to explain himself.

“When my father passed away, I might have been lost if it were not for Darcy and his father. Their advice and assistance have been invaluable, for I was in no way prepared to assume the burden.

“Furthermore, Darcy has been a good friend to me all the years I have known him. He is, perhaps, not the most voluble of men, and at times he can be downright taciturn, but he is a good man—the best I have ever known.”

Lady Margaret regarded Mr. Bingley for a moment before saying: “No doubt he offered help and friendship to bring you under his control. These Darcys are all that is arrogant and condescending—there are many in the neighborhood under their thrall.”

“I know little of the difficulties between your family and the Darcy family,” said Mr. Bingley, his tone slow and hesitant, as if to ensure he was not giving offense, “but I know Darcy and he is not all you say. There is no firmer friend than Fitzwilliam Darcy, and I have ever benefited from his society.”

“And yet he stands about at assemblies and refuses to give consequence to those he does not consider his equal,” said Elizabeth, her tone challenging.

Mr. Bingley laughed in response. “It is amusing to hear you say it, Miss Elizabeth, for that is something I might have said to Darcy myself.”

“It comes from something I overheard last night, Mr. Bingley.”

With a shaken head, Mr. Bingley said: “Though it is unfortunate, it is true Darcy is not at his best in a social situation. But I stand by my words concerning his character.”

“Did he not disapprove of your interest in my daughter?” challenged Lady Margaret.

“It is unfortunate, but he did,” replied Mr. Bingley. “Given the situation between your two families, it is not surprising.” Mr. Bingley eyed Lady Margaret and asked: “May I ask as to the origin of the dispute between you? I have asked Darcy, but he did not wish to speak of it.”

Lady Margaret was silent for a moment, and then she spoke with hesitation like the words were being pulled from her lips. “I do not know the origin of the dispute, Mr. Bingley.”

“And you would find no one who does,” said Lord Arundel, speaking for the first time. “Though some of the eldest members of the community might remember, I do not myself, for the enmity was already established when I was a young man.”

“If you will forgive me saying it,” said Mr. Bingley, “is it not silly to continue to despise the Darcys if no one remembers the reason?”

“When you put it that way,” replied Lord Arundel, “perhaps it is silly. But then again, we Bennets have had dealings with the Darcy family over many years, and we know them to be inherently untrustworthy.”

Though Mr. Bingley opened his mouth to speak, Lord Arundel waved him to silence. “I know what you will say young man, and it is to your credit that you defend your friend. It does no good for me to continue to inform you of the evil of the Darcy family, for I do not believe they are. Any reconciliation, however, is many years in the future, if it is a possibility at all.

“Of more importance,” continued Lord Arundel, “Is the status of your friendship with the Darcy heir. Your own words tell me you disagreed with your friend, but you have said nothing of the current state of your friendship. Do you mean to maintain it?”

Mr. Bingley was silent for a moment, considering the question, but when he opened his mouth, it was with a curious mix of hesitance and determination. “Will you deny me the opportunity to court your daughter if I tell you I have every intention of keeping the connection?”

A laugh was Lord Arundel’s response. “Well said, young man. It seems to me you have grown these years, for when you were a young man of eighteen, I know you would have given me an answer designed to appease me.”

Lord Arundel, still chuckling and shaking his head, turned his attention to his daughter, noting how Jane appeared unmoved. Jane, Elizabeth knew, was incapable of seeing in anyone anything other than the best, and this talk of continued friendship between Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley would not alter her opinion of either man.

“What I will expect,” said Lord Arundel, coming to the correct conclusion, “is that your loyalty will be to my daughter first. I will not require you to give up your friendship, but I wish my daughter’s suitor to protect her.”

“That is easy to promise, Mr. Bennet,” said Mr. Bingley. “If I were not prepared to give my first loyalty to Miss Bennet, I would not bother her with my attentions.”

“Well said, young man. Well said, indeed. Then I believe you may proceed at your leisure and as long as Jane welcomes you.”

Pleased, Mr. Bingley turned his attention to Jane, and could not be moved from her side for the rest of his visit. Elizabeth watched, once again happy her sister had such an ardent and devoted admirer. Even more than this, Elizabeth felt more than a hint of relief that he had shown such an assurance of purpose, for as her father said, she well remembered when the young man’s character had been described as more complying than firm. With such a protector, Elizabeth knew her dearest sister could not help but attain her happiness.

With these thoughts, Elizabeth’s mind turned to the difficulties with the Darcy family. Though she had not thought of it much before, she could not help but suppose Mr. Bingley had made an excellent point. Not knowing the origin of the dispute, was it worth it to continue to hate each other? It all seemed so silly.
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WHILE MR. BINGLEY WAS visiting his lady, another visit was in progress, though the situation was reversed from the visit occurring at Longbourn. For one, Darcy would have cheerfully dispensed with this visitor, for he had no interest in the Lady in his family’s sitting-room with his sister. For another, the lady’s intelligence of her brother’s visit to Longbourn that morning brought to mind again his stated intention to woo Longbourn’s eldest daughter, setting Darcy to brooding again.

“Charles is foolish—very foolish,” said Miss Bingley, for perhaps the fifth time. “Though Jane Bennet is beautiful, I cannot but think he will regret this reckless decision to throw his lot in with them.”

Though Darcy could not but agree, he did not make any response, as he had not the last time she had made this same statement. As for Georgiana, her youth was such that she was little aware of such matters which prevented her own response.

“I tried to counsel against it, but he will not listen to me.” Miss Bingley made a sound of annoyance, which served to annoy Darcy. “There was a time when Charles was eager to please and willing to listen to my advice, but of late he has grown hard-headed and recalcitrant. I cannot talk to him any longer.”

As Miss Bingley droned on, Darcy allowed his mind to wander. Her purpose, he knew, was to inform them of her loyalty and continued support, all while intending to procure his good opinion in the hope he would offer for her. Darcy had never considered favoring her with his addresses regardless of her brother’s folly or any other stratagem she might attempt. He did not find her interesting, let alone possessed any feelings for her which were not tinted by disdain for her mercenary ways.

“I assure you I have no intention of committing such a betrayal,” said Miss Bingley, drawing Darcy’s attention back to her continual blathering. “You will never have a firmer friend than me, Miss Darcy, for those awful Bennets will not lure me into their webs.”

“It is my hope your brother will be happy in his choice,” ventured Georgiana in a hesitant tone. “Though I have never spoken to Miss Bennet, she has always seemed like a lovely woman.”

“Of course, she seems that way,” replied Miss Bingley in a tone which was all that was condescending. “The entire family excels at appearing respectable. But underneath, they are everything to be despised, true wolves and sheep’s clothing.”

“And yet, they are a family respected by society,” said Darcy, drawing Miss Bingley’s eyes back to him.

“Has your opinion of them softened, Mr. Darcy?” asked she. While Miss Bingley exuded confidence, underneath, Darcy detected a note of insecurity.

“The Darcys and the Bennets have never gotten on, Miss Bingley,” replied Darcy. “But that does not mean I refuse to see any worth in them. In particular, it would be best if you recalled that the Bennets are of the peerage—Lord Arundel is a baron. It would not do at all to offend him by speaking in such a fashion. Should it reach his ears, he would be displeased, and rightly so.”

“But I am among friends,” said Miss Bingley with a smile which carried a hint of uncertainty. “I am sure neither you nor your lovely sister will bear tales to the baron.”

“No, we shall do no such thing. Speaking in such a manner, however, can become habit, and may result in something imprudent being said when in a position of being overheard. Thus, it is better to avoid the subject altogether.”

For an instant, Miss Bingley regarded Darcy, attempting to discern whether there was some hidden meaning in his words. There was not, but Darcy was more than happy to allow the woman to continue in uncertainty and silence. She came to the correct conclusion, though she did not appear to be any more certain of herself than she had been before.

“Thank you for your advice, Mr. Darcy. I shall accept it in the manner you offered it.”

For the rest of the visit, Miss Bingley concentrated on his sister, leaving Darcy in peace. Though he knew Georgiana was not enamored of her, she spoke politely, and Darcy knew she did not begrudge him the lack of his own share of Miss Bingley’s attentions. When the time for the visit elapsed, Miss Bingley rose and departed, albeit with obvious reluctance.

“What do you think of Mr. Bingley’s attentions to Miss Bennet?” asked Georgiana when Miss Bingley had departed.

It was all Darcy could do to suppress a grimace. “Bingley is his own man,” said he with what had become his default response, and if his reply was a little short, he did not think Georgiana noticed.

“I know he is,” said Georgiana, impatience coloring her voice. “I was asking what you think of it. You would not begrudge him his happiness because you do not approve of the Bennets.”

“As I informed Miss Bingley,” replied Darcy, “it is not my place to approve or disapprove of the Bennets. Lord Arundel is of the peerage—speaking rashly against any man of his position cannot end well.”

“But we are connected to several lines of the peerage.”

“That is part of the reason the Bennets have never used their advantage in society against us.”

“Do you think they would have if we were simple gentleman farmers?”

Darcy paused and shook his head. “The current Lord Arundel does not strike me as a man who uses his position in such a manner, though I might be incorrect. I can say nothing of his predecessors. You must understand, Georgiana, that in our society, the peerage can often obtain what they want because of the position they hold.”

“But Uncle Hugh does not do such things,” said she of Lord Matlock, their late mother’s brother.

“Uncle Hugh is a man who, while he is well aware of his position, he considers such abuse of power immoral, and I cannot disagree with him.”

Georgiana did not speak for a moment, and when she did, her voice was quiet. “To be honest, Brother, I consider this whole mess to be more than a little silly. Should we not forgive and forget, especially since so many years have passed?”

“Our parson would agree with you,” replied Darcy, fixing his sister with a smile. “Old grievances die hard, however, and there are newer grievances at play.”

“I am concerned for our brother,” replied Georgiana. “How will the neighborhood and the Bennets, in particular, receive him when he returns?”

“Mr. Gardiner does not seem to be a man who holds a grudge, and what happened was an accident—or at least an unfortunate event in which he was as much at fault as Alexander. If Alexander behaves himself, all should be well. I also do not expect Alexander to return for some time—by the time he is called home all should be well.”

“But will he behave himself?” countered Georgiana.

Darcy chuckled and put an arm around his sister’s shoulders. “I shall do my best to ensure he does. All will be well, Georgiana. You will see.”
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Chapter III
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“What can you be thinking, Charles? What can Miss Bennet possibly have that would tempt you into betraying a man who has been your friend for many years?”

“Miss Bennet is everything I could ever wish for in a wife,” replied Bingley, maintaining a calm demeanor in the face of his sister’s provocation. “And before you say anything further, you should remember she is the daughter of a baron, and as such, outranks you by several degrees.”

“I do not speak of her position in society,” growled Caroline in reply. “For those who care for such things, I am sure the Bennets are acceptable. This has nothing to do with their position, and everything to do with your friendship with Mr. Darcy.”

“If Darcy cannot accept my choice, then he is no true friend.”

“Perhaps it would be best—” attempted Mrs. Bingley, but Caroline was not to be denied.

“A true friend would not descend to such betrayal.”

“How is it a betrayal to follow my heart? There is a fallacy in your thinking, Caroline, for Darcy is a friend, and has been a good friend for many years, but in the matter of my happiness, I am the only one who may judge what is best for me.”

A cry of dismay escaped Caroline’s lips and she stepped away, pacing the floor in her agitation, wringing her hands together as her slippers glided over the tiles. Mrs. Bingley sat on a nearby chair, watching the confrontation with increasing alarm, though when she looked to Bingley, he shook his head to inform her it would be best for her to remain silent. Caroline felt she had the moral high ground in this situation, and Bingley knew she would have her say. It was better to do so now rather than allow her to continue to believe she had any power to change his mind.

“A fine judge you have shown yourself to be,” said Caroline at length, venom dripping from her tone. “There are many acceptable ladies in society, some of whom live in this very neighborhood. Can you not aim for one of them? If none of them strikes your fancy, then turn your attention to some other woman of society.”

“None of them hold my heart, Caroline,” replied Bingley, proud of how his tone stayed reasonable in the face of her provocation.

“I am sure you would fall in love with another woman if you only allowed yourself to do so.”

“There is no need to look elsewhere—I have found the perfect woman for me.”

“Then what of our friendship with the Darcys? Do you mean to throw that all aside? I assure you, I will not.”

“Nor would I expect you to,” said Bingley, unable to keep the wry note from his tone. “And I have not either. Darcy was surprised but I have hope he will not prove unreasonable.”

“Is that what you call me?” demanded Caroline, turning to him, fury shooting from her eyes.

“In this instance, yes,” replied Bingley.

“This situation does concern me,” said Mrs. Bingley, when Caroline proved incapable of responding through her anger. “This quarrel between the Darcys and the Bennets was old when I married your father and came to the neighborhood, and it has not abated with time. I would not wish my children to be courting opposite sides of the dispute.”

“Courting!” exclaimed Caroline, spearing Bingley with a look. “That is exactly it, though it is not as if my brother is the one doing the courting. That Jane Bennet has sunk her claws into you and drawn you in—if anyone is courting another, it is she!”

“Please,” said Bingley, shaking his head in disgust. “Why would Miss Bennet target me in particular? She is the daughter of a baron and cannot be in want of suitors.”

“Those Bennet girls are artful,” was his sister’s dismissive reply. “Who knows why they do what they do?”

“In other words,” replied Bingley, his resentment growing, “you cannot answer my question. There is no ‘drawing in’ of anyone because it makes no sense for her to turn to me if she was inclined to such behavior.”

“You do not know that,” snapped Caroline.

“I know one thing, Sister dearest,” replied Bingley. “Any courting is all on my side, for there will never be anything on yours. Darcy will not offer for you, no matter how much you flatter him or his sister—you are wasting your time.”

“My marital prospects are not at issue here!”

“No, they are not, for you have none with Darcy. But I well know that your objection to Miss Bennet is because of your desire to elicit a proposal from Darcy, and I can tell you that will never happen. Darcy does not consider you a potential wife—he does not even like you.”

A cry of frustration once again escaped Caroline’s throat, and she threw her hands into the air and stalked from the room, her voice floating back to then. “You will regret throwing over Mr. Darcy’s friendship!”

“Charles,” said Mrs. Bingley, her tone faintly chiding, “that was no kind thing to say to your sister.”

“Perhaps it was not,” replied Bingley, “but she is deserving of it. It is also the truth—Caroline is lying to herself if she thinks to provoke a proposal from Darcy.”

Mrs. Bingley paused, doubt etched upon her features. “Caroline has been so certain she will be Mr. Darcy’s wife.”

A snort conveyed Bingley’s feelings on the subject of Caroline’s confidence. “When does Caroline ever see anything other than what she wishes to see? It is unfortunate father coddled her so as the youngest, for he taught her to believe that whatever she wished was hers by right.

“Darcy has no interest in Caroline, Mother—he tolerates her for the sake of our friendship. It would be best if you would take Caroline to London for the season and concentrate on finding her a husband, for I cannot expect my future wife to endure her in my home, given her virulent opposition.”

“You know Caroline will not agree to go to London,” replied his mother.

“Then she will continue to waste her time.’

Mrs. Bingley regarded him for several moments before speaking again. “Are you certain of this?”

“I have had it from the man’s own mouth. The Darcys are a prominent family, one with connections to many in higher society. Darcy’s father married the daughter of an earl, and Darcy himself is expected to make an excellent match. Though we are gentlefolk, we are not so far removed from our roots to render Caroline acceptable.”

“Yet you aspire to the daughter of a baron,” challenged Mrs. Bingley.

“Had you not noticed, Mother?” asked Bingley, overflowing with amusement, “the Bennets are not high and mighty like the Darcys. Though Darcy is my friend, I am not blind to his character, and the family is a rather proud lot. Was Lord Arundel any other man than he is, I might have found myself forbidden from speaking to his daughter.”

“Are you certain of Miss Bennet, Charles? I know you believe yourself in love with the girl, and I have no complaints against her. But Caroline is correct in one respect—you have been Mr. Darcy’s friend for many years.”

“And if Darcy is willing to be reasonable, I shall be his friend for many more.” Bingley did not need to inform his mother of his firmness of purpose, for he felt it was clear in his stance, his carriage, and the way he spoke without hesitation. It seemed his mother recognized it, for she sighed and nodded.

“Then I will support you, though you do not need my blessing.”

“But I should like to have it all the same, Mother,” replied Bingley, favoring her with a smile.

“You have it,” replied she. “Only take care. I would not end like the Darcys and the Bennets.” When Bingley nodded, she turned the subject back to Caroline. “You know Caroline will not consent to go to London, nor can we bend her to our will.”

“Caroline is of age,” acknowledged Bingley, “but she is yet a daughter of this house and depends on me for her allowance and the roof over her head. If she proves impervious to reason we can establish her own residence, paid for by her dowry, and she can do as she pleases.”

“Oh, Charles,” said Mrs. Bingley. “I do not wish to throw her off.”

“Then she will learn for herself of Darcy’s disinterest, perhaps when he marries. Regardless, I will not have her making trouble for me with Miss Bennet—of that I can assure you.”

Mrs. Bingley nodded and rose, pressing a kiss to Bingley’s cheek. “I shall do my best to open her eyes. You have made me proud, Charles, for you have grown into a man firm of purpose. I believe your father would have been as proud as I am.”

Then his mother left the room to search for her daughter, her final words still echoing in Bingley’s ears. As his father had been a good and industrious man, no words could be a greater compliment.

––––––––
[image: ]


“THAT MR. BINGLEY IS such a pleasant man,” said Lady Margaret that evening as the family was sitting together after dinner. “One might expect him to be the opposite, given his descent, though I suppose the family has owned their estate long enough to have shed some of the traits of the lower classes.”

Elizabeth shared a look with her elder sister and shook her head, to Jane’s amusement. Their mother’s background was that of the daughter of a landowner, and they knew she was not a supercilious woman, though her elevation to the wife of a peer sometimes led her to speak as if she was.

“And yet, he appears smitten by our Jane,” said Lord Arundel with a smile at Jane. “Though some might wish for more for their daughters than the scion of tradesmen, I believe we can all agree it is important for her to find happiness in her life.”

“I thank you, Papa,” said Jane. “As you know, I care nothing for the opinions of society, nor do I wish to marry a man who considers me to be nothing more than a bauble to adorn his arm.”

“As you proved when you rejected Lord Winchester.” The mirth in Lord Arundel’s eyes made its way to his mouth, for he burst into laughter, his hilarity forcing him to remove his spectacles and wipe at his eyes. “I never saw someone so surprised. That dandy actually thought he would impress you and could not understand why I would not insist upon your marrying him.”

“That is exactly it, Father,” said Jane, retaining her serenity. “Lord Winchester, as Elizabeth would say, is everything I despise in a man.”

“He is all that is contemptible,” agreed Elizabeth. “Even so, I am grateful he did not attempt to press his perceived advantage as a future earl to compel Jane to comply.”

“It would not matter if he had,” replied her father. “Though perhaps I am not as high in society as Winchester, I am not friendless.”

“Oh, Jane could not have married Lord Winchester,” said their mother, “for I quite detest the man. Mr. Bingley is not so high in society, but he is much more pleasant. He is an excellent suitor for my dear daughter; I give you leave to like him, Jane, for he is all a man should be.”

“Thank you, Mama,” said Jane, her tone brimming with amusement.

“It is also beneficial for Mr. Bingley,” added Lady Margaret, “for it removes him from the influence of those awful Darcys. How he must feel fortunate at his escape!”

“Given how he spoke of the younger Darcy when he was here,” said Lord Arundel in a dry tone, “I cannot but imagine the opposite. It seemed to me he defended his friend with unusual verve and eloquence.”

“I cannot imagine why. And I believe he will come to appreciate our society rather than the Darcys.”

“Perhaps he will, my dear. But I, for one, will not ask him to make that choice. The Darcys have been our enemies for many years, but it is a man’s right to choose his own friends, and I shall not gainsay Mr. Bingley that right.”

“Even if your own daughter will be brought into the Darcys’ influence?”

“Even then,” was her husband’s response. “Given the manner in which he defended his friend, Mr. Bingley should prove no less protective of a wife. Should Darcy attempt to mistreat Jane, that is how their friendship will end. Thus, I feel no compunction in allowing Mr. Bingley to choose his friends, and to throw them off should it become necessary.”

With those words, Lord Arundel excused himself and left the sitting-room, likely to seek peace and quiet and his beloved books in the sanctuary of his study. It could not be said that Lord Arundel was a slothful man, but neither was he a diligent one. Books were his greatest love, and he sought their company whenever possible, although his family was always welcome to join him, for he loved to debate. He gave his daughters guidance but allowed them to go their own way which had resulted in the youngest being perhaps more lively than they should be. But their governess made up for any lack in Lord Arundel’s parenting style, and all the girls were well-mannered, though again, Kitty and Lydia possessed high spirits.

Once her husband had left the room, Lady Margaret again began to speak of the Darcys and the untrustworthy nature of the family, and this time she spoke for some time, as there was no one to gainsay her. Whether any of the facts she related were in any way the truth Elizabeth could not determine, though she had heard many of these same complaints before. Elizabeth tried to ignore her mother’s constant stream of words, and speak quietly with Jane, for they could do little to silence her.

After a time of this, her mother fell silent on the subject, as her youngest daughters drew her into other subjects. Elizabeth nodded at Lydia in thanks, which the girl returned with a pert grin. Jane, Elizabeth, and Mary were as yet the only Bennet sisters introduced to London society, in slight contravention of the established norm, which was to wait until the elder sisters married before presenting the younger. Jane’s unacknowledged courtship with Mr. Bingley would remove any impediment to Kitty and Lydia’s eventual presentation, as would the expected match Mary would make. As yet, no man had caught Elizabeth’s fancy.

“Lizzy?”

Turning, Elizabeth noted her youngest sibling looking at her. Thomas was ten years of age and precocious, the long-awaited heir of her father’s barony. He was also intelligent, active after the manner of boys his age, and close with Elizabeth who indulged him by playing with him in his youthful games.

“Yes, Thomas?” asked she, noting he was frowning in confusion.

“I do not understand. Why does Mama dislike our neighbors so?”

“It is a mystery to me too,” replied Elizabeth, seating him nearby so she could attempt to explain in a fashion he would understand. “The Bennets have long considered the Darcy family to be untrustworthy.”

“Why?” demanded her brother. “Did they harm us?”

“I do not know, Brother. The dispute has persisted longer than I have been alive. Papa does not even remember how it began.”

“Then why should it continue? If the offense is no longer known, should it not be forgotten?”

In Elizabeth’s mind, her brother showed impressive perception. “One would think, would they not? Unfortunately, it does not always work that way in our world. Sometimes people do not get on with each other for reasons no one can understand.”

“Well, that is silly,” insisted Thomas. “You may be certain that when I am Lord Arundel, I shall not continue such an absurd feud. I will end it and make peace with Mr. Darcy.”

“Then I wish you success, Thomas,” said Elizabeth, holding him close to her side. “It is laudable to wish to mend our relationship with the Darcy family. Perhaps you may succeed where the rest of us are too steeped in resentment to have any hope of success.”

Thomas gave her a brilliant smile and retreated to his toy soldier collection which had held his interest most of the evening. On another night, Elizabeth might have joined him—much to her mother’s chagrin—but tonight there were more important matters afoot. Her brother’s startling perception notwithstanding, there was enough bad blood between the Bennets and the Darcys that Elizabeth wished to ensure her sister knew what she was undertaking by accepting Mr. Bingley’s overtures.

“Jane,” said Elizabeth, drawing her sister’s attention. “Are you sure of Mr. Bingley, and your willingness to be drawn into the Darcys’ sphere?”

“I had not thought you would champion distrust of the Darcy family, Lizzy,” said Jane.

“You know I do no such thing,” replied Elizabeth. “Mr. Bingley has been a close friend of Mr. Darcy for many years, and as Papa says, he shows no signs of wishing to give up the acquaintance. How will you manage, being near the gentleman, given the discord between us?”

“The same way I manage any other situation, Lizzy,” replied Jane. “With patience and understanding. As Papa suggested, I do not think Mr. Bingley would allow Mr. Darcy to mistreat me.”

“Nor do I think Mr. Darcy would do something so overt.” Elizabeth paused, thinking of what she knew of the gentleman. “Mr. Darcy has always struck me as a stern man, a man who demands the best in himself and others. I know we Bennets think the Darcys possess no redeeming qualities, but people are more complex than that—any attempt to stuff them into a box and label it is doomed to failure.”

“Then why do you ask?”

“Because I wish to assure myself that you know what you are about with Mr. Bingley. No, I do not expect Mr. Darcy to mistreat you, but he is our family’s enemy. Furthermore, Mr. Bingley has always seemed to be under his influence, though I will own he has shown some firmness of purpose since his attentions to you began. The most important factor, however, is how you feel about Mr. Bingley. Do you love him as a woman ought for the man she is considering as a future husband?”

“Have we not always vowed we will marry for love?” asked Jane, her tone slightly chiding. “I thought you knew me better than to suspect I would allow a man to approach me when I do not love him.”

“I have always thought I did,” said Elizabeth. “But you are maddeningly difficult to understand at times, Jane, and I am uncertain.”

“Then let your mind be at peace. I love Mr. Bingley as much as I should, and I would like nothing more than to be his wife. Any matter of Mr. Darcy I may consider when it becomes necessary, and not before. And I should also inform you, Lizzy, that had I any concerns about Mr. Bingley’s firmness of purpose, I would not have allowed him to proceed even as far as he has.”

Elizabeth regarded her sister, relieved at last to know Jane’s innermost thoughts. “Then I wish you every happiness, Jane. I have always thought Mr. Bingley was an excellent man, and I know you shall be the making of him. Moreover, happiness shall be yours with your extended family, for Miss Bingley will be the most perfect sister a woman could ever have!”

Jane shook her head and laughed along with Elizabeth, for both women had known of Miss Bingley’s limitations for many years. Neither held any illusions she would welcome Jane with open arms, despite her being the daughter of a peer.

“In truth, I pity Miss Bingley.”

“Aye, she is a woman to be pitied. The way she throws herself at Mr. Darcy is only made more pitiable by Mr. Darcy’s restraint and Miss Bingley’s inability to see it for anything other than the contemptuous indifference it is. Then again, as her brother’s wife, perhaps can explain it to her in such a way that she will see the truth and fix her mercenary attention on some other poor unsuspecting gentleman.”

“Caroline is not that bad, Lizzy.”

“Yes, she is, Sister dearest,” replied Elizabeth, rising to her feet. “As much, for your sake, as I wish it was untrue, Miss Bingley is that bad, and perhaps worse. Though I worried about Mr. Darcy, and with good reason, I believe Miss Bingley to be the greater threat. Do not trust her, for you may find a dagger in your back if you do.”

Then Elizabeth wished her family good night and sought her bed and the good book she had waiting on her nightstand. With Jane’s words, she was now content with her sister’s choice.
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