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It was a magical night. The musicians played, the delicate strains wafting over the assembled, providing a quality of music not often seen in this backwards town, the decorations created a night of mystery and romance, and the refreshments served were nothing but the best. It was a night to remember. It was the culmination of almost a month’s worth of painstaking preparation. It only required the presence of . . .

Caroline shied away from the thought and decided she would not consider such matters that only tested and tried her endurance. That particular situation would be resolved shortly—she was only required to be patient.

As the dancers moved in the middle of the ballroom floor, Caroline Bingley looked out over those assembled with satisfaction. Meryton was literally nothing more than a speck on the map, and as Netherfield—by far the largest estate in the neighborhood—had remained uninhabited for some time, she doubted that most of these people had seen such an elegant ball in many a year. Certainly none of the other manor houses she had visited seemed capable of hosting such an event. And though she felt confined and at times ill at ease in the company of these people, it was only proper that Charles make a good impression upon his new neighbors. Caroline would prefer not to socialize with most of them, but it was required, and she would not shirk from performing her duties.

It was not so very bad, she mused. She had not kept her disdain for many of these people from those in her party—though carefully not allowing anyone from the neighborhood to overhear her comments—but they were not all bad. Miss Jane Bennet in particular was all that was good, and if she was a little naïve, Caroline could easily forgive that as a fault.

The problem was, of course, Charles’s fascination with the young woman.

The Bingleys were a new family. Their fortune came from trade. It was unfortunate, but in a society where status was everything and where those who made their fortunes from the movement of goods were looked down upon, it took much effort to move beyond those origins. The Bingley family’s longstanding connection with the Darcy family helped, of course, as did Louisa’s marriage to a gentleman (though Hurst was really only a gentleman in name). But their success in society could only be improved by impeccable behavior, connections to others of higher society, and distance from their roots in trade.

Though Jane Bennet was all that was good, and she was a gentleman’s daughter, she did not possess the kind of connections which would assist the Bingley family in society. From what Caroline understood, she also did not possess a dowry which would help make up for the evil of the lack of connections. It was unfortunate, as she truly was a likeable young woman, and Caroline could very easily accept her as a sister for that reason alone. Of course, if Charles truly did love her . . . . 

And that was the true question. Charles was clearly infatuated with the woman, and unlike his previous paramours, his interest seemed to be more . . . focused than any she had seen in him before. It did not appear that he would lose interest in Miss Bennet. And Caroline could readily acknowledge there was something more about the young woman which was not present in so many others she had seen, something undefinable but pleasing. 

“Miss Bingley!” came a voice, and Caroline grimaced before turning and regarding the woman who had addressed her, her countenance carefully devoid of her previous annoyance.

“Mrs. Bennet,” said Caroline. Though she was polite, she could hear in her own voice a distinct lack of enthusiasm.

Luckily, the woman in question was not precisely perceptive, and she completely missed Caroline’s tone.

“I must commend you, Miss Bingley,” said the other woman with an enthusiastic shiver of delight. “Your arrangements are as fine as any I have seen. We are so happy you have invited us to attend!”

Of course my arrangements are fine, thought Caroline. I have been educated in all the accomplishments of polite society. And it is not as if you would know if the quality was not the best anyway.

Out loud, she merely smiled and nodded to accept the compliment. “Thank you, Mrs. Bennet. I am happy to have performed this service for the neighborhood.”

“And we are very happy to have you! In fact, I cannot remember such a wondrous night as tonight, and I have been to all the finest gatherings of the neighborhood. You are very much to be commended. The romantic nature of the decorations you have chosen are perfect, especially given the . . . current state of affairs. I for one could not be more pleased!”

The woman prattled on, but Caroline allowed her thoughts to drift, knowing as she did so that when Mrs. Bennet started to speak in such an excited manner she would not require a response.

It was a sad fact that Mrs. Bennet was a large drawback to any alliance between Charles and Miss Bennet, and the youngest Bennets were no better. Mrs. Bennet was loud, obnoxious, mean of understanding, and as determined a fortune hunter as any woman Caroline had ever met. She would be an embarrassment to have as a relation. The younger girls were loud, brash, and fearless, and they did not possess the most basic concept of proper behavior. Caroline knew that if they were included in any events in London, they would immediately upset the Bingley family’s attempts to gain acceptance, likely never to recover. If Charles was seriously considering Jane Bennet as a prospective wife, the mother and sisters would need much seasoning before they could be admitted to London society. Either that or they would need to be held at arm’s length, a difficulty, considering the fact that Jane obviously loved her family despite their less than proper behavior.

But then again, every family had less than desirable members; the current family in residence was ample proof of that fact. Why Louisa had ever married such a dull bore as Hurst was beyond Caroline. She had attempted to convince her sister to refuse the proposal, but it had all been for naught as Louisa would have him regardless of Caroline’s counsel. And of course there was Uncle Edward . . .

Caroline shuddered. It was fortunate that Uncle Edward was content to remain in York and run the family business, for he was coarse and unrefined and swore like a midshipman! He would never receive any notice from polite society, and as he openly disdained the higher classes, it was fortunate that he and society were mutually exclusive.

“And I am certain that it will be a most excellent match, for as much as I would wish for my daughter to be happy, I am sure you would wish the same for your brother.”

The piercing voice next to her once again pierced Caroline’s thoughts, and she turned and smiled at Mrs. Bennet. “Perhaps it is as you say, Mrs. Bennet. But I believe we should allow the principals to determine that matter themselves.”

A hasty nod met Caroline’s statement, amusing her as to the speed at which Mrs. Bennet agreed with her. The woman then said:

“You are quite right. I am certain they will come to a resolution agreeable to all.”

“Indeed,” said Caroline. “Now, if you will excuse me . . .”

“Of course, Miss Bingley. I am certain you have much to do.”

In fact, it was a dance with a local man which called Caroline away. And though Caroline might have preferred not to dance at all this evening, as the hostess, she was obliged to stand up and act in a gracious manner to those in attendance. So when the man—his name escaped Caroline at the moment—arrived to escort her to the dance floor, Caroline assumed an air of polite attentiveness and allowed herself to be led away.

It was no great burden to dance, she mused as the music started and the dancers began their intricate steps. The man with whom she was paired, while perhaps not exactly light on his feet, was still competent. He was no Mr. Darcy, but then again, few were. And as he did not speak, it meant Caroline was allowed to sink once more into her thoughts.

The crux of the matter was as Mrs. Bennet stated, loath though Caroline was to acknowledge any sense whatsoever in the woman’s words. Caroline did wish for Charles to be happy. The question was: did Charles’s happiness depend upon having Jane Bennet for a wife? Though Caroline could not be certain at this stage, he was showing signs of an enduring regard for Miss Bennet which was quite beyond any regard he had held for any other woman. Caroline could not be certain, but she felt that he was becoming attached to Jane Bennet.

Could Caroline welcome her into the family if that was what Charles wished? If Miss Bennet was essential to Charles’s future happiness, then Caroline would swallow her objections and welcome the young woman into the family, no matter what she thought of the matter herself. Miss Bennet was well-mannered and self-effacing, and other than being looked down on as a newcomer—something with which Caroline was familiar herself—she would ultimately be accepted into society with little resistance.

When the music came to an end, Caroline curtseyed to her partner for the dance and allowed him to lead her off the floor. The man smiled at her in farewell and moved off, and Caroline was able to look around the ballroom. But before she was able to take any impressions of the night’s amusement, Louisa bustled up to her, an exasperated huff of annoyance escaping her lips.

“What is it, sister?” asked Caroline.

“Mr. Hurst,” was her sister’s short reply. “He is well on his way to being soused yet again and we have not even reached the dinner hour.”

Caroline shook her head. She had known what Mr. Hurst was from the moment she met him—for that matter, so had Louisa! But her sister had been determined to have the man, as she had felt that since she had a proposal in hand, it would be best to take it; there would be no guarantee of another, after all. Hurst’s status as a gentleman would help raise their family from obscurity, in Louisa’s mind, though she never considered that their name was already becoming known due to their connection with the Darcy family. Louisa was not the most beautiful, accomplished, or intelligent woman, but Caroline knew that she could have done so much better than to settle for Hurst. Alas, it was much too late for that.

“Is Charles dancing again with Miss Bennet?”

Shaking her head at the fact that Louisa was once again choosing to ignore her husband’s behavior, Caroline turned to look where her sister was pointing. Charles was indeed on the dance floor, again paired with the lovely Miss Bennet, who was laughing at something he said. Caroline had already known of her brother’s plans, so it did not come as a surprise, as this was now the supper set. It was, however, an overt mark of favor and attention. In such a small society as this, some might consider Charles’s honor to be engaged.  Yet nothing Caroline said had dissuaded him from his purpose.

“He is enamored yet again,” said Louisa, gesturing at the dancing couple with disgust. “How long will this one last?”

“His interest actually appears to be much more serious than any I have seen before.”

Louisa scowled. “It cannot be allowed. After all I have sacrificed to ensure our rise in society, he cannot simply throw it away.”

“Marrying Jane Bennet would not be ‘throwing it away,’ as you say. She is the daughter of a gentleman.”

“With an improper family and ties to trade.”

Caroline nodded, reflecting that Louisa’s concerns were only what she had considered herself.

“The question is, does Miss Bennet hold Charles in the same esteem which he holds her?” mused Caroline aloud.

“It is immaterial,” said Louisa. “We must find some way to deflect him. He may yet lose interest.”

Caroline looked at her sister, waiting for her to continue.

“If we can persuade him to leave for town before his fascination becomes fixed, he may yet lose interest,” explained Louisa.

“Not from what I am seeing. I have never seen him this attentive toward a woman.”

“Still, it may induce him to think the matter over rather than make an impulsive decision based on a moment of infatuation.”

Caroline merely shrugged; she knew that Louisa, with her distaste for her own marriage, would expect Charles and even Caroline herself to make similar sacrifices for their family name, though Caroline herself had no need to do such a thing. Louisa might even be feeling a hint of misery loves company mixed in with her desire to further their family name. While Caroline did not hold with such a sentiment, she would understand her sister’s concern.

As Caroline turned her attention back to the assembled dancers, she noticed something she had not before. At the end of the line of dancers, moving gracefully across the floor as if he was floating in air, was Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. But that was not what had caught her eye, for though William did not often choose to dance, he excelled at the activity as he did at most of those pastimes he to which chose to apply himself. It was the woman with whom he was dancing which focused Caroline’s attention on the man.

It was no secret that Caroline had never held much esteem for Miss Elizabeth Bennet. To Caroline, a woman who, though born to a tradesman, had been given the benefit of the finest finishing school and the best society had to offer, Miss Elizabeth’s manners were not of the fashionable set. Some of that could be attributed to the confined society in which the young woman had been brought up, but that did not make her any more estimable a character, in Caroline’s opinion. Furthermore, though she was not as overt in her behavior as her mother, Caroline felt the woman to be a fortune hunter.

More to the point, however, Caroline had seen how William had reacted to Miss Elizabeth, and the knowledge she had gleaned from watching their interactions had not pleased her in the slightest. William was obviously intrigued by the young woman, yet he seemed to be blind to the fact that she did not like him in the slightest. It was an odd combination for one who was an excellent judge of character and manners otherwise.

As Caroline watched them dance, she noted how Miss Elizabeth’s eyebrow rose several times, how William’s countenance became even more severe as she spoke, and how that voluble oaf Sir William approached them as they were dancing. William did not show much reaction to anything, but Caroline, who knew him as well as anyone, could see enough to concern her for the man’s sake.

No, this will not do, thought Caroline to herself. I cannot allow this to continue.

––––––––
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THERE WAS NOTHING AS mortifying as a buffoon who could not—or would not—accept a rational woman’s refusal of his proposal of marriage.

Due to the lateness of the previous night, Elizabeth Bennet had woken the morning after the ball at Netherfield feeling out of sorts. The wish for a quiet day spent in reflection and solitary pursuits had been usurped by the ridiculous proposal of her equally ridiculous cousin, and now the halls of Longbourn literally rang with the displeased screeching of her mother.

Mr. Collins was even now in the sitting-room commiserating with her mother, and though his thoughts on the subject were not as vociferous, still Elizabeth could almost feel his injured silence from where she sat. Since Elizabeth was situated in a back parlor, away from where her mother usually held court in their family sitting-room, at least she could be out of her mother’s presence, if not out of the range of her hearing.

As she was content where she was and expected an interruption to her solitude only if her mother decided to try once again to persuade her, Elizabeth was thus surprised when the door opened, and one of the maids stepped into the room, leading the last person Elizabeth had expected to see. She rose, uncertain as to why this particular woman would be here on this of all mornings.

“Miss Bingley,” greeted Elizabeth. “What a . . . surprise it is to see you.”

“Miss Bennet,” said the other woman, the insolence of her tone making it clear that she took no pleasure in visiting.

“I am not sure why the maid has directed you to this room,” said Elizabeth, wishing to spend as little time in Miss Bingley’s company as she could manage. “Shall I conduct you to the family sitting-room? I am certain Jane would be happy to receive you.”

“That will not be necessary,” said Miss Bingley. “In fact, I requested an audience with you and when I learned that you were alone, I asked the maid not to betray my presence to the rest of your family.”

“And audience with me?” Elizabeth gazed at the other woman with wonder. Unless Miss Bingley meant to warn Elizabeth away from her precious Mr. Darcy, Elizabeth could not imagine what the other woman wished to say.

And if that was indeed her purpose, Miss Bingley had wasted her time in coming to Longbourn that morning. Elizabeth could not imagine Mr. Darcy—of all people—condescending to request the hand of such a lowly country maiden as herself. And furthermore, she could not imagine accepting such an application should it ever be extended, as she could not fathom the thought of living with Mr. Darcy’s silent and condemning stare for the rest of her life.

At that moment a loud shriek rang through the house. “That child shall be the death of me yet! How dare she refuse such an eligible offer which would have secured our futures!”

Her face blooming in sudden mortification, Elizabeth sat rather abruptly on the edge of the sofa, her eyes looking anywhere but where Miss Caroline Bingley stood. She could almost feel the disdain from her position on the sofa, though the woman had not said anything. Elizabeth was in general a courageous sort of person who was not at all inclined to allow anyone to intimidate her, but the thought of Miss Bingley discovering the inanities of the morning and the indignity she had suffered at the hands of William Collins was almost more than Elizabeth could bear.

In silence, she gazed at the floor, not daring to look up. The other woman did not move for several moments, and Elizabeth almost held her breath, waiting to see what she would do. At length, however, Elizabeth heard the rustle of her skirts, as Miss Bingley moved to a nearby chair and sat.

“I hope you do not mind if I sit,” said Miss Bingley.

Elizabeth looked up in shock. Miss Bingley’s words had been colored with a slight hint of censure; it was deserved, Elizabeth had to acknowledge ruefully, as she had not thought to invite her guest to sit. It was evident on a glance that Miss Bingley’s manner was more thoughtful than contemptuous.

Shaking herself from her reverie, Elizabeth apologized for her neglect and offered to send for refreshments. This offer was refused with alacrity.

“I cannot stay long,” explained Miss Bingley. “My visit is due to a particular matter about which I wished to speak with you.

“Before I delve into that matter, however, I find that I am curious. Am I to understand that you have refused an offer from your cousin?”

“And what business is it of yours?” demanded Elizabeth, her resentment flaring.

“It is not,” replied Miss Bingley, her tone of voice entirely reasonable. “But I would ask you to please oblige me. It may have a bearing on my errand here this morning.”

Her anger spent as quickly as it had blossomed, Elizabeth passed a tired hand over her eyes. “I cannot account for your presence at all, Miss Bingley. But if it will bring you to the point, I will answer your question. Mr. Collins did indeed make me an offer this morning, and I have refused him.”

“May I ask why?”

Elizabeth glanced up and regarded Miss Bingley with no little suspicion, only to find, to her annoyance, that the woman was not displaying the expected haughty superiority that Elizabeth had come to expect. Rather, Miss Bingley was watching Elizabeth intently, as if she was trying to understand something. The sight mollified Elizabeth a little, and she was able to sigh and respond:

“Because he and I do not suit each other. In fact, I cannot imagine a man who is less suited to be my husband than William Collins.”

“That is a consideration,” said Miss Bingley. “But at the same time, should you not consider the entail? I understand Mr. Collins to be the heir to Longbourn. Though I have no direct knowledge, I assume that your dowry is not substantial. If you should become homeless when your father passes, how will you support yourself?”

“Miss Bingley,” said Elizabeth, directing a stern glare at the other woman, “I can think of no greater misfortune than to be tied for the rest of my life to a man whom I do not love and cannot respect, especially one so irksome as Mr. Collins. I would prefer to make my own way in the world and be forced to earn my daily bread than to suffer a life of mortification and regret as Mr. Collins’s wife.”

“Some might call such a position to be the height of selfishness.”

Elizabeth gazed at the woman, trying to see her purpose, but Miss Bingley’s expression was carefully neutral. As her manner did not appear to be mocking, Elizabeth allowed herself to relax slightly and to respond in a like manner.

“Perhaps it is. But I cannot repine my decision. I have not lived in a home in which there exists a harmony between man and wife, and I am witness to the effects of such a union on a daily basis. Though you may call me selfish and warn me of my ultimate fate should I fail to marry, I find that I would much rather live a life of genteel poverty than the life my parents live.”

Miss Bingley sat back, gazing at Elizabeth with a frankness which was a little unnerving. Elizabeth had never seen such behavior from the woman before, and she found that she could not make her out.

“You surprise me, Miss Bennet,” said Miss Bingley after a moment’s pause. “I was not certain what to expect today, but it certainly was not this.”

“I believe you should explain your purpose,” said Elizabeth. “I am in no mood for games.”

“That is understandable.” Miss Bingley paused again before she shrugged and spoke: “Very well. I shall come to the point. I have come today to ask what your intentions are with respect to Mr. Darcy.”

Astonished, Elizabeth could not help but gape at the other woman. “And you have appointed yourself to be Mr. Darcy’s protector?”

“No. But I am an acquaintance of longstanding, and as such, I am interested in his concerns.”

“I cannot imagine that Mr. Darcy requires assistance,” said Elizabeth with no little disdain. “I hardly think he needs a nursemaid.”

Miss Bingley’s eyes narrowed and she glared at Elizabeth. “He does not. Yet he has shown a disturbing amount of interest in you, and I cannot in good conscience stand aside and do nothing. Before I came this morning, I was most concerned about your intentions, though your refusal of Mr. Collins—while foolish in some respects—has spoken well to your convictions.

“But I must be certain. So I ask you again: what are your intentions toward Mr. Darcy?”

Though Elizabeth would have liked nothing better than to refuse to answer such an impertinent question, she could only respond, saying: “I have no intentions toward Mr. Darcy and I cannot believe he has any toward me. He is a proud, disagreeable, severe sort of man, and I wish you well with him should you happen to induce him to ask for your hand.”

At that, Miss Bingley descended into laughter. Elizabeth looked at her with shock, wondering what the woman could find so amusing.

“You believe I have set my cap at Mr. Darcy?”

“Can you deny it? I have seen how you attempt to attract his attention, how you admire his handwriting and praise his sister and his estate. In short, you behave much as a predator which has set its eyes on its next juicy meal, though I imagine Mr. Darcy to be much more wolf than deer.”

Miss Bingley’s laughter grew apace, and in a moment, Elizabeth heard the delighted tones of true amusement issuing forth from the woman. It was a sound that she had not heard previously and that she might not have believed the woman capable of making. Offended, Elizabeth glared at her guest and began to rise to insist upon the woman’s immediate removal from Longbourn.

“I apologize for my unseemly outburst,” said Miss Bingley, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. “But I must own that I am excessively diverted at the thought that you think I wish to elicit a proposal from Mr. Darcy.”

“You do not?” asked Elizabeth, her tone laced with skepticism.

“No, indeed, for I have no need of such a thing. I am already engaged, and it is not to Mr. Darcy.” 

Starting, Elizabeth watched Miss Bingley through wide eyes, but though she doubted what she was being told, she was silent.

At length, Miss Bingley’s mirth ran its course and she once again spoke. “May I ask what led you to believe that I would wish to marry Mr. Darcy?”

“Do you mean beyond the fact that you agree with every word which proceeds forth from Mr. Darcy’s mouth? Or perhaps the way you seem to hang from his arm at times. The way you size him up as a fox might size up a fat rabbit?”

Perhaps her frustration induced her to respond in a fashion which was more than a little insulting, but Miss Bingley seemed to take no notice of her tone. Instead, the other woman colored a little, and favored Elizabeth with a rueful look.

“Mr. Darcy has told me that my overly familiar manner and teasing gives the impression of admiration.”

Elizabeth was skeptical. “And what of your request for me to ‘take a turn about the room’ with you? Was that not a blatant attempt to garner his notice?”

Shaking her head, Miss Bingley responded: “I was attempting to determine his interest in you. I knew that he would never give me a second glance, but I thought to test him to see if he would watch you. His attraction for you was amply proven in that instance, but I was still uncertain as to his true level of interest. My brother’s ball heightened my suspicions.”

“If that is so, why come here to confront me about it?” asked Elizabeth plaintively. “Do you expect me to throw myself at him? And why do you take such an interest in him if not for the purpose of marriage?”

With a sigh, Miss Bingley leaned back in her seat, considering Elizabeth, sizing her up, unless Elizabeth missed her guess. Gone was the woman’s typical supercilious air, to be replaced by a sort of pensive introspection.

“To answer your first question,” said Miss Bingley, “I have never thought you were the sort to throw yourself at a man, but I have wondered about your family in general. You must concede that your mother makes no attempt to disguise her intention of marrying you all off to the highest bidder.”

A loud lamentation pierced the walls of the room, punctuating Miss Bingley’s words, and Elizabeth ducked her head in embarrassment. Then her courage reasserted itself; she met the woman’s eyes and said:

“It does not necessarily follow that any of us fall in with her schemes. I would never accept a man for reasons of prudence only.”

“I am glad to hear it. But I could not have known that before.” Miss Bingley paused for a brief moment. “What of Jane?”

“What of her?”

“Can I assume she would also not behave in such a manner?”

Elizabeth almost sighed with exasperation. “If you are asking about Jane’s feelings for your brother, I assure you esteems him greatly. If she did not, she would never accept a proposal from him.”

Nodding, Caroline said: “I thank you for confirming it, Miss Bennet. I shall not scruple to assert that Jane’s serenity makes it difficult to understand.”

It was only the truth, Elizabeth was forced to acknowledge, and she nodded her head. Miss Bingley was silent for a moment and after a moment’s reflection, continued to speak, one single elegant finger tapping her lips in thought

“As for your latter question, I believe it is necessary to relate the full story of my family’s acquaintance with the Darcy family in order for you to understand.”

Though she was not certain she wished to hear what Miss Bingley had to say, her curiosity was roused and she agreed and settled in to listen to her tale.

“The Darcys and the Bingleys are connected from the time our fathers were alive. In short, my father and Mr. Darcy’s father were close friends who attended Cambridge together.” Caroline paused and released a short laugh. “In those days, even more than now, it was not fashionable for a member of the gentry to have a close acquaintance who was a tradesman, and my father was not even attempting to rise from his status in life. He was happy in trade, and as it was the world he knew—his father and grandfather both having built the family business before him—he was content to stay within that sphere.”

Miss Bingley’s expression became mischievous. “In fact, the rumored extent of Mr. Darcy’s wealth is only that which comes from Pemberley, and not even including the other, smaller estates owned by the Darcy family. In fact, a large portion of Mr. Darcy’s wealth is due to investments he made in partnership with my father. His wealth is much greater than it is rumored, though many of society would scoff as it comes from trade.”

By the way Miss Bingley was watching her, Elizabeth assumed that she was testing her to see if the actuality of Mr. Darcy’s much greater wealth would affect her. Elizabeth maintained her bland expression—knowing the man was much wealthier than she had heard did not make up for his utter lack of amiability and tendency to look down on others.

Seemingly satisfied, Miss Bingley resumed her tale. “I apologize, Miss Bennet. Perhaps I should be more trusting of your integrity. I have learned that there are few who would not be moved by such wealth as I describe. I assure you that I do not know the full extent of it, but I do know that Mr. Darcy is an uncommonly wealthy man.

“My father died when I was but six years of age.” Emotion seemed to be getting the better of Miss Bingley, though she remained stoic and continued on with her tale. “I remember my father as an affectionate man and one who delighted in his children. His younger brother, though a good man of business who was intimately involved with my father’s company, was rough and coarse, prone to womanizing and hard living. My father feared that his children would suffer under his brother’s supervision. My mother died in childbirth—my birth. Thus, when my father fell ill, he begged Mr. Darcy’s father to take us in and care for us. Mr. Darcy agreed.”

That piece of information surprised Elizabeth. “So you have lived with the Darcys since that time?”

“Yes. Mr. Darcy and his wife took us in and cared for us, treated us like his own. When Mrs. Darcy passed away, Mr. Darcy largely withdrew from society. Then my own coming out was delayed by a year, as Mr. Darcy passed away when I was eighteen years of age. Since then, it has been the son who has supported us and assisted our entrance into society.

“That, Miss Bennet, is why I take such an eager interest in Mr. Darcy. I care for him as much as I care for the brother of my own blood.”

It was not easy for Elizabeth to digest what she had been told, but she attempted to look at it with a clear mind, untainted by her impressions of the past. That Miss Bingley had appeared to have set her cap at Mr. Darcy was unmistakable; the woman had given all the impression of a woman on a mission to secure a wealthy husband at any cost. And yet, she did not think Miss Bingley had any reason to invent such a history or to invent an engagement with someone else. It must be true, she decided.

But to think that Mr. Darcy held Elizabeth in esteem—that was the most difficult thing for her to credit. The man’s every look at her was filled with censure and disdain, and she could not imagine Mr. Darcy looking upon any woman without expecting to see some flaw which he could use to prove his own superiority!

“As for myself,” continued Miss Bingley, “I am to be married after Christmas—in fact, we shall be leaving the neighborhood on the morrow. Charles, when he returns, will not be back until at least the New Year. I shall not return at all, unless Charles takes ownership of Netherfield and I visit him in the future.”

Elizabeth glanced up at that bit of intelligence, concerned for Jane’s heart.

Miss Bingley noticed the glance, and she sighed. “I assume you are concerned for your sister.”

When Elizabeth allowed it to be so, Miss Bingley shook her head. “I have told Charles before that he should be more guarded in his behavior so as to avoid raising expectations, but he is open and friendly and he cannot help himself.”

A feeling of incredulous anger welling up within her, Elizabeth glared at Miss Bingley. “Are you telling me that your brother is a flirt who goes about breaking young maidens’ hearts?”

“No Miss Bennet. Charles is not deliberately malicious, only a little thoughtless at times. He has often fallen in and out of love, and though there have been many young ladies who wished to catch him for pecuniary reasons, his own propensity to become quickly enamored by the next young lady has protected him to a certain extent.

“Or at least, until now.”

Elizabeth regarded the other woman with suspicion. “What do you mean?”

“His interest in your sister is far greater than anything I have witnessed before,” replied Miss Bingley, her face an odd mixture of intensity and hesitation. “I do not know for certain, but I believe his feelings are lasting. Still, I think a bit of distance would be best for them both, do you not agree? I would not wish Jane’s heart to be further hurt should Charles follow his usual pattern, but by the same token, I would not wish them to rush into marriage either. A little time away from Jane will allow Charles to recognize his own feelings, and he will be more prepared to act upon them.”

Though the residual dislike of this woman urged her to disagree—that Miss Bingley was merely attempting to put the best face on her attempts to separate them—Elizabeth could only concede that her suggestion was sensible. Jane would be disappointed as it was if Mr. Bingley was not in love enough to take their courtship to its natural conclusion. If it continued much longer and still Mr. Bingley proved fickle, it would break her heart. Besides, Elizabeth could not abide the thought of Jane actually marrying a man whose head would be turned by the next pretty face.

Once Elizabeth had given her grudging agreement, Caroline smiled. “I am not an enemy of your sister’s interest in my brother, Miss Bennet. I cannot deny that I had perhaps hoped for someone of status with a large dowry, but against Jane herself there can be no complaint. She is goodness personified.”

“I am glad you agree.”

“Now, as for yourself and Mr. Darcy—”

“There is nothing between us,” exclaimed Elizabeth.

“There is nothing from your side, Miss Bennet, but I am convinced of Mr. Darcy’s interest. Whether he ever acts on that interest I cannot say. I do not know the reason why you hold him with such contempt, but I assure you that a steadier man than Darcy cannot be found.”

Elizabeth scoffed at such a description. “Is that steadiness what prompts such a paragon of virtue to cast off the friend of his youth and destroy all that friend’s hopes for the future?”

“I presume you speak of Wickham?”

Miss Bingley’s voice was carefully neutral, but Elizabeth thought she sensed an undercurrent of displeasure beneath her even tone. What was not in dispute was the contempt with which Miss Bingley spoke the name.

“I am,” replied Elizabeth, scowling over the woman’s lack of respect. “Mr. Wickham told me of his misfortunes at the hands of Mr. Darcy. Mr. Darcy’s actions in that matter do not speak well of his virtue.”

“Miss Bennet, since I have lived with the Darcys since I was a girl, do you acknowledge me as one who has knowledge of this matter? Or more particularly one who has knowledge of Mr. Wickham himself?”

Frowning, Elizabeth was forced to agree that she was.

“I cannot speak to it all—I do not know all the particulars, and certain parts are for others to tell. But before I leave today, let me acquaint you with a few truths concerning George Wickham.

“Mr. Wickham, as you know, grew up at Pemberley, the son of old Mr. Darcy’s steward. What he likely avoided telling you was that he was not cut from the same cloth as his father. Of his exploits with the maids and the young women of Lambton and Kympton, anyone who has lived in the area can tell you. I myself was forced to tell him in no uncertain terms that he would lose more than just his position at Pemberley if he ever attempted to lay his hands on me. You should not allow your sisters to have any sort of association with Mr. Wickham, Miss Bennet, as he is completely without morals.  

“Can I also assume he told you of the living which was cheated him?”

Elizabeth nodded, albeit reluctantly.

“He is nothing but predictable,” said Miss Bingley with a sigh. “The living was left conditionally, and when he denied all interest in becoming a member of the clergy, he was compensated with an amount that totaled several thousand pounds. But that was apparently not enough for Mr. Wickham, as I am aware of several establishments in Lambton at which he owed substantial debts when he finally quit the area. I understand that he has behaved in a like manner not only in Cambridge, where he attended school to Mr. Darcy’s largesse, but also in other places he has visited. The debts in Lambton and Cambridge I know for a fact Mr. Darcy paid in order to save the shopkeepers from hardship.”

About to open her mouth and declare Miss Bingley’s words as nothing more than
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