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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      “You have gone mad, Fitzwilliam! Entirely mad! If your father was here to see you right now, he would be so disappointed in you. You can not do this. You simply can not!”

      Fitzwilliam Darcy had been listening to his Aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh abuse him for over an hour, but there was no way to avoid it. When he made the decision to end his engagement to his cousin Anne, he expected that his Aunt would summon a winter storm that would last a thousand years. She was certainly trying her level best but all she had done thus far was draw the attention of her entire staff, each of which had come to the drawing room to inquire as to her well-being.

      It is me for whom they should be worried, Darcy thought as he tried to rub the pain from the sides of his head.

      “Are you listening to me, Fitzwilliam? This was a promise made to your mother on her deathbed! You can not simply change your mind now! It was the greatest wish of your dearly departed mother, my sister!” Lady Catherine cried as she struck her fist upon the table next to her. It caused a vase to fall to the floor and shatter into a hundred pieces. Within moments, three members of the household staff rushed into the room. They did not remain long.

      “Get out! Get out! You can clean later!” she roared at them, which sent them all running in different directions. “What is the matter with you, Fitzwilliam? This is simply intolerable! INTOLERABLE! You have not even justified this rash and selfish decision.”

      Darcy had been struggling with the decision for some time but did not believe he had to justify anything to his Aunt Catherine. In fact, he was quite sure the truth would only anger his aunt further. Over the last several years, Anne, always been a sickly girl, had only grown more weak. Yet, the weaker her body became, the more vicious and sharp her tongue had grown. With each day, she was becoming more and more like her mother, a trait that Lady Catherine either failed to notice or did not see as a fault.

      While he did not begrudge Anne her right to become a miserable elderly spinster, like her mother, Darcy wished to have no part of it. She did not have the proper temperament to be the mistress of any estate, let alone a magnificent place such as Pemberley. Lady Catherine drove almost everyone from her life with her terrible temperament and unpleasant attitude. It would not be long before Anne did the same and she did not have many people in her life at the start.

      Darcy discovered himself in a precarious position as well. The longer he remained unmarried, the more gossip began to spread about the reason there was no mistress of Pemberley. His housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds, acted as his eyes and ears in town and returned from a trip to the market one day with some very interesting news. It seemed someone unknown to either of them was spreading a rumor that Mr. Darcy of Pemberley was married and kept his mad wife locked in the attic. Mrs. Reynolds did what she could to dispel the rumors but it seemed to be too popular a topic of conversation to combat.

      However, in the end, it did not matter his reason. It did not matter how long his Aunt Catherine yelled at him. Darcy needed a wife, a simple, intelligent, quiet wife. And that wife could not be Anne de Bourgh. His mind could not be changed.

      “This arguing is pointless, Aunt Catherine. I will not marry Anne and you can not convince me otherwise. To do so would be a waste of your very precious time,” Darcy said as he looked at the clock behind his Aunt to check the actual time. “If you will excuse me, Aunt Catherine. I need to be on my way.”

      As soon as Darcy stood up, her face turned as red as the ruby ring on her finger.

      “I will not excuse you! You will stay right here until you are willing to listen to reason! This is madness, Fitzwilliam. Pure madness!” Lady Catherine said as she attempted to chase him out the door. Darcy heard the sound of her cane beating against the floor and she somehow managed to catch up to him.

      “Fitzwilliam!”

      Darcy stopped and turned with such haste, his Aunt almost ran into him.

      “Aunt Catherine, the time has come for all of us to move on with our lives and I will not hear another word about it. Now go back inside before you cause yourself further embarrassment in front of my coach driver.”

      He heard the incredulous gasp of his Aunt from the step but did not pause to speak any further. As far Darcy was concerned, there was nothing left for them to say to each other, not while his Aunt was being entirely unreasonable. He signaled for the coach driver to depart for Netherfield, the home of his friend Charles Bingley. It was a long trip and Darcy assured Charles that he would arrive in time for a ball they were throwing.

      As the coach began to pull away from Rosings Park, Darcy heard his Aunt call after him.

      “I will not allow this to happen, Fitzwilliam Darcy! You will marry my daughter!”

      Her words gave him a chill and Darcy was not quite sure why. It seemed there would be plenty to speak to Charles about when he arrived at Netherfield...
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth Bennet kissed the hand of her two-year-old nephew, Elijah, who was sitting in her lap in the drawing room of Netherfield. The little boy let out a great laugh and then crawled down from her legs to play with his little toys on the floor. She did not even realize she was doing so, but Elizabeth let out a great sigh as she watched the little boy play happily under his mother’s eye. Jane and Charles Bingley had the little angel just ten months after their marriage, and Jane was already once again pregnant with their second child. Elizabeth looked up at her sister’s glowing face and pregnant belly and sighed once again.

      “Elizabeth, what is the matter? You will soon swallow all of the air in the room,” Jane said with a laugh as she handed Eli one of his wooden animal toys. Elizabeth shook her head, as she did not know the answer herself.

      “I suppose I have been a tad melancholy as of late,” she admitted. Jane raised one of her eyebrows in suspicion.

      “Surely not over William Collins?”

      Elizabeth only prevented herself from laughing out of respect for the dead. Well, the presumed dead, in any case. Three years earlier, shortly after Charles and Jane married, Elizabeth was meant to marry a pastor and distant cousin named William Collins. Everything had been prepared for the nuptials and then, Collins’s benefactor, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, sent him quite suddenly on a trip to India to spread the good word. Elizabeth would have been lying if she said she was not grateful for the temporary reprieve, but then Mr. Collins never returned.

      At first, everyone believed he had just been delayed with his work in India, or he had missed the returning ship to London. But when Lady Catherine ceased receiving his letters detailing his progress in India, there was only one conclusion left…

      A terrible fate had befallen William Collins and he would not be returning to England.

      When it was accepted by all that he had passed, Elizabeth was forced to act as a grieving “widow” for some time, a role she detested. She never had any affection for William Collins, though she certainly never wished for any harm to come to him. But it was an unpleasant task for her to pretend she mourned a man she never wanted to marry at all. Her father offered to let her end the engagement several times, as he could see how uncomfortable she was with the arrangement. Yet, Elizabeth wished to do what was best for Longbourn and her family, and for a time, that was enough to soothe her.

      But years had passed since the disappearance of William Collins and still, Elizabeth was alone.

      “Elizabeth?” Jane renewed her question. “You do not still mourn Mr. Collins, do you?”

      Elizabeth shook her head ardently.

      “I am sure this is no surprise to you Jane, but I did not mourn him three years ago and I do not mourn him now. I do not know why I am sad. It is not envy, as I adore Charles, Elijah, and the new precious baby that will soon join our family. I suppose I simply expected to be somewhere else in my life by now. I certainly did not expect to still be living with mama and papa while Lydia, hardly older than a child, ran off and married a regimental soldier. I feel like a piece of old furniture at Longbourn now.”

      Jane reached out and took her sister’s hand. “Elizabeth, you will not be living with mama and papa forever!”

      Elizabeth shrugged, resigned to a quite different future she had already imagined for herself. It involved needlework, moth-eaten dresses, and cats. Many, many cats. 

      “Perhaps marriage is simply not something I am meant to enjoy, Jane. Instead, I can be a lovely aunt to all of my sisters’ beautiful babies… and read. I do love reading.”

      Jane laughed, though it was a laugh of love and not teasing.

      “Elizabeth Bennet, that is the silliest thing I have ever heard you say, and I have been present for most of your silliest schemes and stories,” she said as Elijah tugged on her dress to be lifted from the floor. She was able to do so, though it was with great effort, and the little boy scarcely fit in his mother’s lap.

      “I think I must accept that some women are not meant to be married and I am simply one of those women,” Elizabeth said as she waved at Elijah, hiding her sad words behind a bright smile.

      “You can not give up on love, Lizzy! Everyone deserves one great love in their lifetime and I just know you will find yours.”

      Elizabeth appreciated that her sister was so confident, but she did not share Jane’s hope. In truth, she was not even sure finding her “great love,” as Jane had said, was her interest anymore. Elizabeth wanted something else. Something… more peaceful.

      “I do not believe in searching for a true love anymore, Jane. I would be quite contented with the simple joy of happiness. I wish for a gentleman who knows the things I love and the ones I dislike. I just want the security that comes from knowing your husband respects your mind and protects your heart.”

      Jane smiled as she held Elijah as close to her as she was able.

      “That sounds quite a bit like love to me, Lizzy.”

      Elizabeth was not given the chance to argue because Charles appeared in the drawing room as if he were an excited child. He picked up Elijah from Jane’s lap and spun the boy in circles, causing him to laugh so much, it sounded as if he would never stop.

      “He is here!” Charles finally said as he tucked Eli under his arm. “Come, come! Let us go outside and meet him!”

      “Who is here?” Elizabeth asked, confused. Charles and Jane were throwing a ball at Netherfield later that evening and had invited many of their friends and family. But it was still very early in the day for guests to arrive. Jane looked down at her belly for a moment, as if she were trying to let the silence linger a little bit longer before she answered. “Jane… who is here?” Elizabeth repeated.

      “Fitzwilliam Darcy,” Jane said quietly, as if she hoped Elizabeth would not hear her. But Elizabeth had exceptional hearing and heard every word.

      “Mr. Darcy?! You did not tell me he was coming tonight! I have not seen him since your wedding and his behavior toward me, and your entire family might I remind you, was atrocious. How could you possibly invite him here?”

      “Calm yourself, Elizabeth. He was suffering some personal tragedy at the time of our wedding and has since apologized. Regardless, he is only going to be here for the ball tonight. You can surely tolerate the man for one evening, can you not?”

      Elizabeth did not answer her sister because she was not sure she could tolerate that beastly man for one night. And she certainly was not going to welcome him to the house like an old friend. The only question was…

      Where could she hide until the pleasantries had been exchanged and the welcome was over?
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