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        “What do I not owe you! You taught me a lesson, hard indeed at first, but most advantageous.”
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            Chapter 1 ~ So Pleasing a Prospect

          

        

      

    

    
      What on earth was Elizabeth thinking? Lady Ellen Matlock asked herself more than once that afternoon. The frosty nip in the air made its presence known, taking its toll on her ladyship’s patience, though certainly not her affection, for her eager niece. Even if setting protocol aside, surely common sense dictated that the arriving guests be greeted initially inside the warmth and comfort of the great manor house.

      Whilst her ladyship stood outdoors with her beloved nephew and niece to await the onslaught of Darcy’s in-laws, she drew her arms tightly about herself to fend off the cold. Turning about to direct her attention to the young couple, she quietly observed Darcy and Elizabeth standing there, arms intertwined in a loving embrace. The very sight of such tender affection cast a warm glow over her sentimental heart. She smiled as she silently pondered. Is there anything that he would not do for his lovely wife? Only time will tell.

      Just moments later, the thundering hooves of multiple teams of horses resonated harmoniously with the arrival of the many fine carriages. The shades of Pemberley—indeed! Lady Ellen watched as tradesmen and their families, of various forms and fashion, descended from their carriages. They were to visit for the duration of the entire month.

      Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner, she had already met at the wedding that last summer. Perhaps it is not so bad, she contemplated. If all of Elizabeth’s family display any semblance of dignity as the Gardiners, this might be a tolerable experience after all.

      The four children who sprang from the carriage caused Lady Ellen to reconsider her just formed stance. She quickly noted with some measure of comfort that the children were extremely well-groomed and well-mannered—not bad at all.

      The descent of Mr. and Mrs. Phillips from their carriage cast another cloud on her sentiments. There was no mistaking them. Their roots in trade could hardly be disguised, not that they felt any desire to try to do so. Lady Ellen thought to herself, this must be the Meryton attorney and his wife.

      Mr. Thomas Eliot was next in alighting from the carriage. He quickly turned to hand down one of the most angelic creatures her ladyship had ever encountered, even with all of her years amongst the highest echelons of society. The young woman was by no means expensively attired; her clothes were quite modest, but she possessed a beauty that required little embellishment. Elizabeth’s eldest sister, Lady Ellen surmised. Indeed, it was Jane. The two little girls who followed her from the carriage were so adorable that even Lady Ellen could not help but admire them.

      A third carriage brought Mr. John Lovett and his wife Kitty forth. Elizabeth’s youngest sister, no doubt, her ladyship concluded, as she bore a remarkably strong resemblance to her beloved niece. Yet another tradesman, she thought upon further perusal of Mr. Lovett. An even closer scrutiny of the general dishevel of the young couple’s attire lent evidence as to why the two had enjoyed the privacy of such a large carriage.

      Finally, an occupier of the fourth carriage came into view. He appeared to be a man who was fairly aware of himself. Fastidious in his dress, the first thing he did was adjust his coat and straighten his cravat whilst straining his neck in a manner befitting a proud peacock. Where have I seen that ridiculous man before? She asked herself. A loud shrieking sound soon halted her recollection, as she observed what seemed to be some confusion over who should descend next. The gentleman had reached for the eldest woman, but she insisted it was her privilege to be welcomed last—it seemed an attempt at a grand gesture of sorts.

      “But Mama, it is right that you should descend first,” Mrs. Mary Collins could be heard saying from inside the lush carriage.

      “True, quite true, come along now, come along,” Mr. Collins beseeched, hoping against all hope to avoid a spectacle.

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Bennet contended, “foolish child.”

      Some moments later, the confusion subsided. A young woman of a rather unprepossessing nature stepped down. By the time the self-proclaimed guest of honour got handed down from the carriage, Lady Ellen was beside herself with dismay.

      What in the world has my poor nephew gotten himself into? What has he gotten the Fitzwilliam family into?

      Her smile, plastered on earlier, no longer endured. She hardly knew what to do under such circumstances. The only comfort she took was in her opinion that Elizabeth might have been taken in at birth; that the woman before her was no indication of what her beloved nephew might look forward to in the long years to come.

      Lady Ellen’s hugely considerable distress was no match for her niece’s tremendous enthusiasm. Elizabeth was utterly delighted. It was her first opportunity to see her family since her marriage to Darcy. He had followed through on his promise and received them all at Pemberley for December. He had spared no cost in their conveyance.

      Knowing full well the opinion of Darcy’s aunt on the manner in which they were greeting her family, Elizabeth insisted that it would be no significant distress to her if her ladyship waited till everyone was properly settled within the manor before making their acquaintance. It had been far too many months since she had seen any of her family. She was not inclined to delay their reunion a bit longer than required, simply for the sake of formality. They were her family. She had no intention, whatsoever, to stand on ceremony with them.

      That was but one of several, of what had been and would always be, differences of opinion between the two strong-willed women. The first months of marriage had persuaded Darcy not to take his aunt’s side in any disagreement with his wife. He had agreed to greet the arriving guests less formally, as well. Viewing herself as a co-hostess, rather than a mere guest in her nephew’s home, Lady Ellen acquiesced.

      Mrs. Reynolds, the Darcys’ housekeeper, and her able army of staff were able to accommodate the swarm of guests and ensure that everyone was properly settled in no time at all.

      All the women, having taken an adequate opportunity to make themselves more presentable after their long journey, assembled in the drawing room to partake of afternoon tea and light refreshments. Elizabeth had been anticipating with pleasure her first opportunity to host such a large gathering as mistress of Pemberley. Much to her dismay, Mrs. Bennet was effusive in her praise of the size of the rooms, the fine furnishings, and the rich ornamentations. Elizabeth felt that some of her mother’s extolling would have been better confined to silent musings. Regrettably, Mrs. Bennet was not one to keep her thoughts to herself.

      “Pemberley is such a fine home. You were very clever, indeed, to have landed such a rich husband, Lizzy,” she said as she traced her fingertips along the intricate pattern of the fine fabric of her chair and looked about the room proudly. “Though, it was always my Jane whom I thought to enjoy such riches. Alas, it was not to be, as Mr. Bingley failed to return to Netherfield.

      “What a great shame the place has not been let. I have encouraged Mr. Lovett and Kitty to make it their home, not that they can afford it on their own; but Lizzy, perhaps you might aid them in that endeavour. I can only imagine what pin-money you must have. Why should your sister and her husband live in such a small place in Meryton when Netherfield remains vacant? Lizzy, you must speak to Mr. Darcy.”

      Elizabeth knew her mother would be impolitic, but somehow she believed that, in Lady Ellen’s presence, her mother’s ridiculous manner might indeed be restrained. She was mindful that her ladyship had made a concerted effort in accepting her as Darcy’s wife, a fact that mattered to her greatly, as she was of the opinion that Lady Ellen was someone who upheld society’s rigid views on the distinction of rank and privilege most decidedly. Any offence she might have suffered with the awareness that everything that her ladyship did on her behalf, was ultimately done for the sake of her nephew, she chose to ignore.

      All of Darcy’s relatives, the notable exception being his aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, made her feel a part of the family. How could she judge her ladyship harshly in light of her seeming disdain of her family? Even Elizabeth could not deny the embarrassment she often suffered as a result of their antics. That being said, it was her family, and, therefore, her prerogative to be put off. Elizabeth felt as long as her ladyship did nothing to show blatant contempt or disrespect for her people, she would not be offended. Darcy revered Lady Ellen as a mother. She was, therefore, likened as a mother-in-law to Elizabeth. As such, she was worthy of her regard.

      Lady Ellen was astonished by the words that gushed from Mrs. Bennet’s mouth. It could be argued that she had wanted her nephew to choose from the finest young ladies of the ton in selecting the mistress of Pemberley. Her years of unsuccessful matchmaking attempts bore that out. However, what she had wanted most was that he should be happy. She had never known him to be happier than he was with Elizabeth. She felt the worst her nephew had done in marrying Elizabeth was that he had married his sister’s paid companion, his own former employee, and someone with a hint of family scandal in her past life. But a mercenary! She would never have ascribed that as Elizabeth’s motive in marrying her beloved nephew.

      Is it truly Mrs. Bennet’s ardent belief that my nephew might purchase an estate for one of her daughters? For the second time, the only comfort she could find was in the notion that Elizabeth was taken in at birth. Even if that were the case, little good it would do the proud Fitzwilliam family. She was mortified by the prospect of what lay ahead if Elizabeth’s Meryton family ever ventured forth in town and claimed an acquaintance. She had promised her nephew to support his choice of Elizabeth as his wife and do all that she could in recommending her amongst the ton.

      Would that even be possible now? she wondered. With such a family as this, how on earth will I keep my promise to Fitzwilliam?
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      With each passing day, Elizabeth’s misery increased in having her mother’s lack of common sense displayed so openly. Elizabeth thought it had been bad enough to have Lady Ellen as a guest for the past weeks, even though she had done everything she could in helping her acclimate to her role as mistress of Pemberley, and more importantly, as the wife of Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy and niece to the Earl of Matlock. At least she did not interfere with Elizabeth’s management of the household. Mrs. Bennet’s manner was another matter altogether. She questioned, with very little tact, every decision that Elizabeth made, even doing so in front of servants. On more than one occasion, Elizabeth found herself to be redirecting members of staff from one activity or another as a result of Mrs. Bennet’s instructions. The most trying instances were those that involved Pemberley’s renowned chef. Why Mrs. Bennet chose to interject her strong opinion in that regard was hard to fathom; nevertheless, she did and with some frequency. Her opinion of her second daughter being such as it was, she was far from persuaded that Elizabeth knew what she was about in her role as mistress of such a grand home. She was intent on teaching her all that she needed to learn.

      The exceedingly unpleasant aspects of being under the same roof as her mother once again could only be atoned for by the joy of being surrounded by others she held most dear to her heart. Nothing was more pleasing to Elizabeth than to have Jane with her at Pemberley. The fact that both were recent brides afforded what Elizabeth had hoped would be an even greater bond between them. Over the past months, Elizabeth had been eager to share confidences with her in their frequent correspondence, much as she did with her newly wedded sister-in-law Lady Georgiana Middleton. Sadly, it was not quite as simple as she had wished. Elizabeth and Georgiana exchanged letters that spoke of joyfulness and uncertainties attributable to the first months of marriage. Jane’s letters spoke of the responsibilities of motherhood and managing a household, and none of the less weighty concerns of young bridal insecurities.

      Elizabeth missed her dearest sister exceedingly. She was extremely curious to know more of the man who had married her sister and, therefore, was eager to spend time with all of Jane’s new family. Mr. Eliot had proven to be an enigma to her during their brief association in Hertfordshire the summer before. She was anxious to know how married life had affected him.

      Thomas Eliot was a grave looking young man of eight and twenty, with an air of self-satisfaction and little inclination to please or be pleased. He did not look upon Jane with the countenance of a recently married and overly besotted lover, but rather deferred to her, most significantly, as the mother of his children. Sarah and Beth, ages three and four respectively, were angelic little creatures whose delicate features brought to mind those of Jane. Whenever the four of them were together in the same room, it was always Jane who interacted with the little darlings and satisfied the role of the doting parent. The girls loved Jane so much so that they preferred her above all others, including their nurse who had been with them since the death of their mother.
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      On a somewhat pleasant afternoon, Elizabeth and Jane leisurely strolled along one of Elizabeth’s favourite paths. Elizabeth remarked upon the delightfulness of Jane’s stepdaughters, a topic which Jane was always happy to discuss.

      “Indeed, Sarah and Beth are a great blessing. They are divine. They so remind me of the children in my charge in Scotland, more so in countenance, mind you,” Jane said, recalling her time as a governess and the oftentimes unruly behaviour of the children. “Though it has been a year since I have seen them, I remember them as if it were only yesterday. Indeed, my dearest Lizzy, it is the only one of the memories that I wish to recall of my life in Scotland.”

      “Dearest Jane, let us think no more of that part of our lives. Are we not all blessed being here, together once again, each with our own charming prince to love and protect us? I daresay you seem happy. Are you, indeed?”

      “I am ever more inclined to agree with our dear departed friend Charlotte in her opinion that happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance.”

      “I must say that I am not certain as to how to take what you have said. I know that our dear friend’s view of marriage was rather pragmatic and not at all romantic. I always feared you were settling for less in your decision to marry my brother. Can this be so?”

      “He has provided me with two beautiful daughters. He is kind and considerate. Our home is quite lovely… though nothing compared to Pemberley.”

      Elizabeth chose not to consider her sister’s words as anything beyond sincerity, even as she wondered why Jane would say such a thing. She looked about her surroundings contentedly, still in awe of Pemberley’s splendour.

      “Indeed, Pemberley is lovely. To be mistress of such a place is more than I dared ever to have hoped for. However, I would be happy any place on earth as long as I am by William’s side. He means everything to me, Jane.”

      “It is plain to see that you mean the world to him, as well. Is there anything that he would not do for you? Is there anything that he has not given you?” Jane asked, thinking of Elizabeth’s elegant wardrobe, the many fine jewels, and the pampered lifestyle she lived as though she had not a care in the world.

      “Jane, you are my dearest sister and my closest friend. Please do not think, for one moment, that I have anything that I am unwilling to share with you.

      “Furthermore, I invite you and my brother to be our guests in town this Season. I am so looking forward to it, and I would wish for nothing more than to share it with you. Please say you will consider it.”

      “Lizzy, as much as I would love to take part in the Season with you, I do not know that it would even be practical.”

      “I only ask that you consider it. And do not be concerned with being practical as you will be my guest; there is simply no cause for it.”

      “Indeed, I shall give it some thought,” Jane promised.

      Jane thought she had chosen the most advantageous option available to her in accepting Mr. Eliot’s proposal of marriage. He owned a modest estate, comparable in every way to Longbourn, her childhood home. He was a gentleman, but as with Jane, his mother’s family also had roots firmly ensconced in trade. As it had been with the Bennet daughters, his daughters too, would have very small sums to offer in the way of dowries. For all intents and purposes, Jane’s situation was as it had always been; whereas, Elizabeth’s was becoming increasingly entrenched in that of the highest order of society.

      What might Mr. Eliot think of the prospect of being in town for the entire Season, when, in fact, his agreement to come to Pemberley had been reached with so little enthusiasm?

      “You go ahead. I find myself in need of a quiet moment of solitude.”

      “Are you quite certain, Jane? Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, dear Lizzy, I shall not be long.” Elizabeth smiled and embraced her sister before heading off along the path. Jane walked along in silent reflection. Elizabeth had given her much to consider. What would it mean to have a Season in town? Surely there would be many private balls and elaborate gatherings. Recollection of the last time she had danced pervaded her thoughts—the Netherfield Ball. The Bennet daughters had looked forward to that occasion for weeks.

      Even the prospect of her wedding to Mr. Eliot had not offered such promise as much hope. The lovely white gown she had worn with considerable delight at Netherfield was the same that she had worn on her wedding day. Despite her mother’s protest, the wedding celebration was scant—its being Mr. Eliot’s second marriage. Then, too, Mr. Collins had been obliged to pay for not just one wedding, but two, with Kitty’s nuptials following Jane’s by a week.

      Jane considered that her present wardrobe was comprised of the same gowns as when she had been a maiden. Mr. Eliot was as miserly as was Mr. Collins. Neither of the two young men ever wished to find himself in similar financial straits as Jane’s father, the late Mr. Thomas Bennet. Jane, being a very sensible woman, understood both men in that. In fact, she appreciated their spendthrift ways. In light of Mr. Eliot’s stern insistence that they should live below their means, Jane wondered if she stood a chance of persuading him to spend a Season in town, even if at the Darcys’ largesse, where they would find themselves surrounded by the elites of the ton.

      Jane sat down on a cold wrought iron bench. She smiled as she glanced about whilst admiring the magnificent wintertime topiary. With her arms wrapped tightly about her shoulders, as she reflected upon the many blessings in her sister’s new life, she took time to consider her own— Beth and Sarah. It was not in Jane’s nature to try to replace their birth mother. Though she barely had known the late Mrs. Eliot at all, she endeavoured to do all she could in seeing that the girls must always remember her. She loved her step-daughters dearly. Sadly for Jane, in a week or so, the girls would be off to visit their grandparents in Lincolnshire. She could only imagine the utter emptiness in the Eliot household that would ensue.

      Giving little to no thought at all to the passing time and increasingly frosty winter air, Jane continued to think long and hard on the many advantages and disadvantages of her sister’s scheme. At length, she considered, have I not sacrificed enough? Why then should I be denied so pleasing a prospect as the Season in town?
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      Fitzwilliam Darcy was no stranger to foolish people who had no awareness that they might be perceived as such. Through his privileged upbringing, he had cultivated a higher tolerance for some, not so much for others. Those whom he considered his equal in consequence were more easily tolerated than those he did not. His aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, served as the best example of that. Over the years, he had crafted a perfect prescription to deal with her ladyship— a slight dose of reverence combined with an abundance of obliviousness. It did not take him very long with his mother-in-law residing in his home, to realise that same formula might be equally effective with her.

      He noticed that the great disdain she had harboured for him during his stay in Hertfordshire was now replaced by a sense of awe. She only spoke directly to him when it was in her power to grant him approbation or mark her deference for his opinion. Of course, he rarely spoke to her at all, and then only if he could not avoid it. That did not stop her from speaking nonsense to others in his presence. He found her way of speaking to Elizabeth particularly abhorrent to him, and he wished to intercede on his wife’s behalf. Indeed, they had agreed beforehand that Mrs. Bennet might certainly need handling during her stay. However, it was at Elizabeth’s adamant insistence that they agreed it was better that she would be the one to do it.

      For the most part, Darcy was happy to see his beloved Elizabeth take so much pleasure in hosting her family, despite the strain it placed upon their personal relationship. They had gone in the space of an evening from being inseparable to rarely having any time to themselves.

      Three sisters, three brothers-in-law, two nieces, four cousins, two aunts, two uncles and one mother had been there for nearly a week. And those were just her relatives! His own aunt had been a guest since the middle of November with the resulting inherent clashes amongst guests of such disparate social classes. Soon, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam would be joining them as well, to be followed by Darcy’s uncle, Lord Matlock. Finally, his cousin and his cousin’s wife, his sister and his sister’s husband planned to arrive in time for Christmas.

      All Darcy desired was to spend time alone with Elizabeth. His mask of indifference became his preferred countenance as the abundance of house guests began to take its toll on his spirits.

      Things began quite well upon the arrival of Elizabeth’s family. It could be said by all that the erstwhile haughty and taciturn Mr. Darcy was far more accommodating and agreeable than anyone from Meryton had ever remembered him to be.

      He welcomed Elizabeth’s relatives with as much warmth as could be expected from someone who had spent his entire life with a disdain for those outside of his sphere. Towards the Gardiners, he was amiable and hospitable, as he was when they first visited Pemberley. He endeavoured to find some commonality with both Mr. Lovett and Mr. Eliot, not an easy task to be sure. Darcy likened Mr. Lovett to a male version of his wife Kitty. Though easily impressed himself, he was hardly one to inspire a similar sentiment in others. All this, Darcy might have found bearable if not for the fact that Mr. Lovett seemed to hold Mr. Collins in some esteem. Where went one, so went the other.

      Proving to make matters worse, albeit always a mixture of pride and ludicrousness, the self-assuredness that Mr. Collins once seemed to possess as Master of Longbourn had reverted back to foolishness made more comical by an added heightened air of self-importance as he now was able to boast of being the brother of Mr. Darcy of Pemberley, the nephew of his former patroness Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Both Darcy and Lady Ellen were the unfortunate recipients of every bit as much kowtowing as was once bestowed upon Lady Catherine.

      At the other end of the spectrum was Mr. Eliot who much preferred the solitude of a good book to the company of others. He was contented to pass the bulk of his time in the library. In thinking of Mr. Eliot, Darcy’s thoughts could not help but tend towards Jane. Darcy recalled his earliest opinion of Jane, especially with regard to her smiles. The impression he had of her then was no longer befitting of her. She rarely bestowed her smiles outside the presence of her two daughters.

      Was it the tragic loss of her father, her youngest sister, and subsequently, her childhood home that has altered her so? Perhaps it was the year spent in servitude under what could not have possibly been the most ideal circumstances that led to this.

      In light of those very unfortunate particulars, Darcy could well understand why she had married Mr. Eliot, who appeared to be a good man—even if a tad too taciturn and somewhat aloof. Far be it for Darcy to consider either of those traits as lacking. Indeed, to his way of thinking, Jane had made an excellent match.

      Why then, did it bother him to see Jane so altered? Would she have been happy with Charles Bingley? Darcy asked himself. Bingley, who fell in love with a different angel as often as the change in seasons; Bingley, who married one such angel within months of his departure from Hertfordshire.

      Darcy recalled Elizabeth’s words to him that Jane had been in love with his friend. Her words alone failed to bring to bear the level of remorse he now suffered in witnessing the possible consequences of his actions of some two years ago.

      Was it my interference that led to this? He wondered. Very soon afterwards he surmised, One will never know. However, one thing was clear to Darcy. He would not venture to interfere in
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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