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      There are moments in life when one is entirely content.

      I had discovered this for myself at Pemberley.

      For perhaps the first time since my birth, I was not causing trouble, attempting to solve trouble, or accidentally creating trouble while trying to solve other people's trouble.

      It was a most agreeable state.

      The morning in question began with every promise of remaining equally peaceful. The breakfast table had been laid in the smaller family dining room overlooking the eastern gardens. The spring sunlight illuminated the lawns beyond the windows, while a gentle breeze stirred the leaves of the great beeches that bordered the drive.

      I sat with a cup of tea before me and a book I had every intention of reading.

      Lizzy sat opposite me, reviewing household correspondence. Darcy occupied his customary position at the head of the table, reading a newspaper with an expression of such concentration that one might suppose Parliament itself had requested his assistance.

      Mama, Lydia, and Mary were visiting from Longbourn for several weeks.

      This arrangement had produced varying results.

      Lydia was already speaking far too loudly for the hour.

      Mary was attempting to improve everyone through conversation.

      Mama was planning marriages.

      In short, everything was perfectly normal.

      "I still say Colonel Dudley ought to marry again," declared Mama, helping herself to more toast. "A man cannot be left unmarried forever."

      "He seems remarkably content," said Lizzy.

      Mama waved a dismissive hand. "Men never know what is best for them."

      Darcy lowered his newspaper slightly. "I shall endeavor to remember that."

      Lizzy bit her lip, Lydia giggled, and mama missed the remark entirely.

      "It is fortunate you are already married, Mr. Darcy, otherwise I should have to concern myself with your future."

      Darcy folded the newspaper. "I tremble at the thought."

      I smiled into my tea.

      Life at Pemberley has taught me many things. One of them was that my brother-in-law possessed a sense of humor so dry that it often escaped notice entirely.

      A servant entered carrying the morning post.

      Several letters were distributed around the table and one was placed beside my plate.

      I recognized Jane's hand immediately.

      My smile widened.

      Jane had been married to Charles Bingley for several months now and was residing happily in Mayfair. Her letters remained as warm and affectionate as ever.

      I broke the seal and unfolded the pages.

      The smile disappeared before I reached the second paragraph.

      "Good heavens," I said. “Not again.”

      Lizzy glanced up. "What is it?"

      I continued reading and the situation somehow became worse.

      "Oh no." I whispered but it may have well been a shout with the quiet that had descended around me.

      Now everyone was looking directly at me.

      Lydia leaned forward eagerly. "What has happened?"

      I lowered the letter and stared at it in disbelief. "I believe Jane has lost her senses."

      "Impossible," said Lizzy.

      "Quite impossible," agreed Darcy.

      Mama pressed a hand dramatically to her chest. "Kitty, do not keep us in suspense."

      I read the relevant passage again to ensure I had not misunderstood it.

      Unfortunately, I had understood it perfectly.

      I looked up.

      "Jane wishes me to come to London."

      "That sounds harmless enough," said Lizzy.

      "To help Caroline find a husband."

      Silence followed.

      Then Lydia laughed so violently she nearly spilled her tea.

      Mary blinked and looked toward mama who looked simply delighted.

      Lizzy closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      Darcy slowly lowered his newspaper. "I see," he said.

      "Do you?" I asked. "Because I simply do not."

      Lydia was still laughing. "Oh, Kitty, you cannot possibly agree." She was able to say between coughing fits.

      "I have no intention of agreeing." I said quickly.

      Mrs. Bennet immediately objected. "Nonsense. Of course you must."

      "Why?" I protested as I scanned the room of shocked faces.

      Mama slapped her thigh for impact. "Because she needs a husband."

      "She needs many things," I replied. "A husband is merely one of them."

      Lizzy coughed suddenly into her napkin. I suspected she was concealing a laugh.

      I returned to Jane's letter.

      There was more. Far more.

      Jane explained, with her usual generosity, that Charles had become increasingly worried about his sister. Caroline remained dissatisfied with everyone and everything around her. She criticized every social engagement, every acquaintance, every invitation, and nearly every gentleman she encountered.

      Jane believed that beneath Caroline's faults there remained a good heart.

      Jane believed many things and I loved her dearly for it.

      Charles, according to the letter, had become convinced that Caroline would be happier if she found someone worthy of her affection.

      Jane had apparently agreed.

      Worse still, both of them believed I could help.

      I dropped the letter onto the table. "This is absurd."

      "Entirely," said Darcy.

      I turned toward him hopefully. "Thank you."

      He folded the newspaper neatly. "Nevertheless, you will almost certainly go."

      My shoulders slumped. "You are not helping."

      "I am observing." He stated, his eyes were narrowed slightly.

      Lizzy laughed openly. "He knows you too well."

      "I do not wish to go." I complained bitterly, hoping that at least someone would take my side.

      "You said exactly the same thing the last two times," Lizzy replied.

      "Yes, and look what happened."

      Lydia grinned. "Everything worked out, did it not?"

      "That is not the point." I continued with a sigh.

      "It seems a very strong point," Darcy observed.

      Mama leaned forward eagerly. "Think of it, Kitty. If you succeed, everyone will speak of your talents."

      "My talents?" I could not help but scoff.

      Mama smiled broadly. "Certainly."

      I stared at her. "Mama, every scheme I have ever attempted has nearly collapsed into disaster."

      "Details, my dear." She replied with a flick of her wrist.

      Mary cleared her throat. "Perhaps we should consider whether it is morally appropriate to interfere in the affections of others."

      Everyone stared at her.

      Mary appeared pleased with herself. "I merely suggest that true happiness must arise naturally."

      "Thank you, Mary," said Lydia. "That was extremely educational."

      Mary nodded. "It usually is."

      Lizzy laughed so hard she nearly dropped her correspondence.

      I pressed both hands over my face. Why was this becoming my life?

      When I lowered them again, I found another sheet enclosed within Jane's letter.

      A second note, yet shorter this time and written in a different hand.

      Charles Bingley's.

      I groaned. "Oh dear."

      "What now?" asked Lizzy.

      "He has written separately."

      Mama clasped her hands. "Read it, read it." Her voice brimmed with excitement.

      I unfolded the page.

      Charles's message was exactly what I should have expected.

      Warm and sincere and above all things earnest.

      Worst of all, entirely impossible to refuse.

      He spoke of his concern for Caroline and his gratitude toward Jane for helping. He apologized for imposing and admitted that he knew the request was unreasonable.

      Then he ended by asking for my help as a friend.

      I sighed.

      Lizzy immediately smiled. "You are considering it are you not?"

      "No." I said quickly.

      "You are, you have the expression."

      "What expression?"

      Lizzy tiled her head slightly and leaned forward. "The one you wear before doing something you know is foolish."

      Darcy nodded. "An excellent description my love."

      I pointed accusingly at both of them. "You are supposed to discourage me."

      "We tried that before," said Lizzy. "It never worked."

      I looked once more at Jane's letter and then at Charles's.

      Then out the window toward the gardens.

      Pemberley had become home. The thought of leaving was not particularly appealing. The thought of spending weeks in Caroline Bingley's company was considerably less appealing.

      Yet Jane and Charles had both asked, and however ridiculous the scheme might be, they were family.

      Unfortunately.

      "I suppose," I said slowly, "that a short visit might not be entirely impossible."

      Mama gasped with triumph.

      Each of my sisters looked at me with a mixture of concern and excitement.

      Darcy merely nodded as though the outcome had never been in doubt.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. "You knew."

      The corners of his mouth twitched. "Because you are remarkably predictable."
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      Three days later, I found myself seated inside a carriage bound for London.

      My trunks had been packed.

      My farewells were exchanged.

      Lizzy had embraced me warmly.

      Darcy had wished me a safe journey.

      Even Mama had managed not to cry.

      As the carriage rolled away from Pemberley, I settled back against the cushions and looked through the window at the receding house.

      The great stone facade gradually disappeared behind trees and distance.

      I already missed it.

      More importantly, I already regretted this entire undertaking where hours ahead awaited Caroline Bingley, and yet another attempt at matchmaking that would almost certainly create another catastrophe.

      I closed my eyes and sighed deeply, trying to focus myself to any other situation by sheer will, but it was useless, my path was set.

      Why, after so much evidence to the contrary, did people continue believing I possessed any talent whatsoever for arranging other people's lives?

      I feared London was about to provide the answer.

      And I was not at all certain I wished to hear it.
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      By the time my carriage rolled into Gracechurch Street, I was thoroughly tired of London.

      This was perhaps unfair, as I had only been in the city for an hour.

      Nevertheless, after the peace of Pemberley, the endless noise, crowded streets, and ceaseless movement seemed determined to exhaust me before I had even reached my destination.

      The moment I caught sight of my aunt and uncle Gardiner's familiar townhouse, however, my spirits improved considerably.

      The house had always felt welcoming. Long before Lizzy married Mr. Darcy, before Jane married Mr. Bingley, before any of our lives changed so completely, Gracechurch Street had been a place of comfort and good sense. I felt an immediate sense of relief. The familiar brick facade, polished brass knocker, and spotless front steps were as welcoming as an old friend.

      A footman lowered the carriage steps, and I had scarcely reached the pavement before the front door opened.

      My Aunt Gardiner emerged smiling. "Kitty!"

      I laughed and hurried forward. "Aunt!"

      She embraced me warmly. "It is wonderful to see you."

      "And you."

      She drew back just enough to study my face. "You look very well my dear."

      "Pemberley agrees with me." I replied with a smile.

      "I suspected it might." There was affection in her eyes as she linked her arm through mine and guided me toward the house.

      "Come inside. Your uncle will not return until later, but he has been looking forward to your visit."

      I patted her hand as we walked. "I am delighted to see him again."

      "And we are delighted to have you."

      As we entered the familiar hall, I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders.

      The polished floors gleamed and the grandfather clock still occupied its corner. The scent of beeswax and fresh flowers lingered in the air. Nothing appeared changed.

      Or almost nothing.

      A figure emerged from a doorway farther down the hall and I recognized him immediately.

      My aunt and uncle's valet Mr. James Everley stopped when he saw us and for a moment, we simply looked at one another.

      Then he bowed. "Miss Bennet." His smooth voice carried easily across the room.

      The greeting was perfectly ordinary yet I found that my reaction was not.

      The last time I had seen James, he had already been intelligent, capable, and dependable. Now there was something different about him. Not merely maturity.

      More of an air of confidence. The sort of confidence that comes from being trusted and knowing one deserves that trust.

      He stood straighter than I remembered. His expression remained calm, but there was authority in it now.

      I found myself staring.

      His eyes brightened slightly as he walked toward us. "Have I altered so much? You look as though you do not recognise me." He teased.

      Heat immediately rushed to my face. "No… I mean,  yes, of course I recognise you Mr. Everley." The answer emerged far too quickly.

      I cleared my throat. "You have changed only somewhat."

      One corner of his mouth lifted. "That is a relief."

      My aunt looked between us with unmistakable amusement.

      I pretended not to notice.

      "You are looking very well, Mr. Everley." I continued, I took a deep breath in hopes of cooling my face.

      "And you, Miss Bennet." He flashed a broad smile.

      "Miss Kitty," corrected my aunt.

      James nodded. "Of course, Miss Kitty."

      The simple use of my first name should not have affected me at all. Yet for some reason it did and I was extremely grateful when my aunt changed the subject.

      "James has become indispensable." My Aunt said with a nod.

      James sighed. "You have said so often enough that I fear people may begin believing it."

      "It is difficult to avoid believing the truth." I added.

      James bowed slightly. "I shall endeavor to survive the praise."

      I laughed. His familiar dry humor remained intact, and to my relief, so did my ability to understand it. "Has my aunt been terrorizing you with compliments?"

      "For years." He replied with a raise of his eyebrows.

      "I knew it." I replied with a smile.

      His expression became solemn. "I have suffered greatly."

      My aunt swatted his arm.

      James actually laughed.

      The sight surprised me, for I could not remember ever seeing him look quite so relaxed, and for reasons I was unable to explain, that realization pleased me.

      Very much.

      Fortunately, before I could dwell upon the matter, my aunt announced that we must prepare for dinner.

      "Dinner?" I repeated.

      "At the Bingleys' residence this evening." She said it as if the plan was already known to me.

      I stopped walking. "Already?"

      My aunt turned and faced me. "You came to London for a purpose."

      "I had hoped for at least one evening before confronting it." I shook my head.

      My aunt smiled. "Jane is eager to see you."

      That was enough to remove any remaining objections.

      "I suppose I can hardly refuse Jane."

      My aunt tilted her head slightly. "Very wise."

      James opened the drawing room door for us and as I passed, he said quietly, "I wish you luck."

      I paused. "That sounds ominous."

      "It is intended to."

      I groaned.

      He looked entirely too pleased with himself.

      

      The moment I arrived at the Bingleys' Mayfair residence and the butler announced my name, Jane appeared. 

      "Kitty!" She called as she ran toward me.

      She crossed the room so quickly that propriety barely survived the effort.

      I embraced her tightly. 

      "I have missed you." She said as she held me.

      "And I you."

      She stepped back and smiled.

      Marriage suited Jane. Not because it had changed her but because it had made her happiness impossible to miss. The warmth in her eyes seemed brighter than ever.

      Charles arrived moments later. "Kitty, thank goodness."

      I laughed. "That is not exactly the greeting I expected."

      "It is the greeting of a desperate man." His greeting was bright as I always expected from Charles yet with a touch of desperation.

      Jane touched his arm. "Charles."

      He shrugged. "What? It is true." He looked genuinely relieved to see me.

      This did not inspire confidence. Not at all.

      Then Caroline entered.

      I had almost forgotten how impressive she could appear. She was elegantly dressed, perfectly poised, and beautiful enough to command attention the moment she entered a room.

      Unfortunately, she was also Caroline.

      "Miss Bennet." She spoke with her all too rehearsed tone.

      "Miss Bingley." I replied with a smile and a small bow.

      She kissed my cheek.

      "How fortunate that you could join us."

      The words sounded gracious and the tone suggested she would rather have swallowed pins.

      I continued to smile politely. "It was impossible to resist Jane's invitation."

      A flicker passed through her eyes as if she knew exactly what I meant.

      Dinner was announced shortly afterward.

      For the first quarter hour, everything proceeded smoothly.

      Conversation remained general and the food was excellent.

      I briefly entertained the possibility that Charles had exaggerated.

      Then a gentleman's name was mentioned.

      That was all it took.

      "I encountered Mr. Fairchild yesterday," Charles said. "He asked after everyone."

      Caroline's expression immediately cooled. "He laughs too much." She said in a venomous tone.

      Charles blinked. "What?"

      "He laughs too much." She repeated plainly.

      Jane looked down at her plate.

      I recognized that expression immediately.

      She was attempting not to laugh.

      Charles stared. "Surely that is not a serious objection."

      Caroline sighed and examined her glove as if bored. "It becomes exhausting."

      Louisa nodded thoughtfully. "I suppose there is some truth in that."

      I reached for my wine. Interesting. Very interesting.

      A few moments later, another name arose.

      "Lord Bentley recently returned from Bath," said Louisa.

      Caroline sighed. "He speaks far too much of horses."

      Charles looked bewildered. "He owns three racing stables."

      "Exactly." She replied with a tone that mocked her brother's statement.

      I nearly choked on my wine.

      Jane's eyes met mine and I could see she was struggling.

      

      As the evening continued it seemed that every gentleman had suffered some fatal defect.

      One lacked refinement. Another possessed too much refinement. One was excessively cheerful. Another was insufficiently cheerful. A third had admirable relatives but an unfortunate laugh. A fourth had admirable manners but ordinary ancestors.

      The list became astonishing.

      I said very little. Instead, I watched and listened.

      By the end of dinner, a troubling pattern had emerged. The issue was not a lack of opportunities. The issue was Caroline herself.

      Later, in the drawing room, the conversation continued.

      A gentleman known for generosity was discussed.

      Caroline dismissed him as weak.

      Another known for intelligence was labeled tiresome. A third praised for his kindness was considered dull. Each criticism seemed to contradict the previous one.

      Nothing satisfied her. Nothing could satisfy her.

      As tea was served, I found myself studying her more carefully.

      She did not appear unhappy. Not exactly. Nor did she appear lonely. Instead, she seemed perpetually disappointed. As though the world had failed to arrange itself according to her expectations.

      Suddenly, I understood why Charles was worried.

      This would not be simple. Not remotely.

      When the evening finally ended and I returned to Gracechurch Street, I went directly to the small writing desk in my room.

      After lighting a candle, I opened a fresh notebook.

      At the top of the page I wrote:

      
        
        Caroline Bingley

      

      

      Beneath it I began a list of names.

      
        
        Mr. Fairchild - Rejected for laughing.

        Lord Bentley - Rejected for horses.

      

      

      Several more names followed as the page filled rapidly.

      When I finally set down my quill, I leaned back in my chair and stared at the growing list.

      Then I slowly closed the notebook.

      Until now, I had assumed I was searching for a husband Caroline might love.

      Tonight had convinced me otherwise.

      Caroline was not seeking affection, nor was not seeking companionship.

      She was not even seeking happiness. She was seeking perfection.

      And if there was one thing I had learned from all my previous adventures in matchmaking, it was that perfection had a distressing habit of not existing at all.

      I extinguished the candle and climbed into bed.

      Tomorrow, I would begin properly.

      Unfortunately, I already suspected this undertaking was going to be far more difficult than anyone—except perhaps Mr. Darcy—had anticipated.
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