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      Mr. Darcy has never met a woman like Elizabeth before... but can he claim her heart before it's too late?

      

      On a fine English morning in May, Darcy visits his Aunt Catherine at Rosings. Little does he know that his life will change for ever that day...

      

      The irrepressible Miss Bennet is in the room—and the intrigued Mr. Darcy cannot take his eyes off her.

      

      Darcy is determined to get to know Elizabeth better. No woman has ever drawn his eye like this before. Can this feeling really be what he thinks it is? Could this fiery beauty really become the worthy bride he never dreamed he'd find?

      

      But just as life feels sweetest, events conspire to tear the pair apart. Elizabeth is gone, and England feels empty without her.

      

      Time waits for no man; not even Darcy. If he doesn't act quickly, Elizabeth will be lost forever.

      

      Can Darcy move mountains to fight for Elizabeth? Can he follow his heart and find his soulmate?

      

      Or is it already too late for love?

      

      Mr. Darcy In Love is an epic sweet and clean Regency romantic suspense story. It traces an untravelled path in the world of Pride and Prejudice.
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      “No more arguments, Lizzy. You must do exactly as I tell you.”

      “But—”

      “I am your mother,” Mrs. Bennet said, in an outraged tone. “I should be entitled to my daughters’ loyal obedience, at the very least.” She jabbed the needle at her embroidery, her eyes still on her second daughter. “Think of my poor nerves.”

      Elizabeth sighed. “Mamma, please. Your nerves are always at the very forefront of my mind. You know that. But I cannot agree to your idea.”

      “Agree? Who asked you to agree to anything, young lady?”

      The eldest Bennet sister wandered into the drawing room, looking alarmed. Evidently Jane had heard their raised voices from some distance away.

      “What is it? What has happened?” Jane asked.

      Elizabeth folded her arms. “Go on, Mamma. Tell Jane. Tell her of your plan.”

      “Oh, fiddlesticks. You are making a mountain out of a molehill, my girl. Do you not see that you are greatly honoured? Not everyone would be considered worthy of such a task.”

      Jane looked quizzically at Elizabeth.

      “Miss de Bourgh’s physician says she might need to go to Italy for her convalescence,” Elizabeth explained. “And Mamma thinks I should accompany her.”

      “To Italy?” Jane’s exclamation hit a note which was around an octave higher than usual.

      “Indeed.”

      “With Miss de Bourgh?”

      “And her mother, of course. Lady Catherine would be ever present.”

      Jane opened and closed her mouth a few times. Then at last she spoke. “Why? Why would you send Lizzy on a journey abroad, Mamma?”

      “Because Miss de Bourgh needs a companion,” Mrs. Bennet said sharply. She tugged the length of silken thread so fiercely through her piece of embroidery, it was astonishing that it did not snap.

      “But why Lizzy?”

      “Lizzy is a person Lady Catherine de Bourgh is considering. You would think the girl would be grateful, but no. Oh no.”

      Jane pondered this circular answer. “But is this scheme not a little… out of the blue? Lady Catherine de Bourgh is almost a stranger to our family. How could it ever have occurred to her to select our Lizzy as her daughter’s travelling companion?”

      “Oh heavens, Jane. Don’t be a silly girl. Mr. Collins thinks it would be an excellent opportunity for Lizzy. As Lady Catherine is his benefactor, he has of course shared his views with her.”

      The two sisters exchanged glances. So Mr. Collins, their approval-hungry cousin, was involved. Now it all made more sense. He had probably suggested Elizabeth to Lady Catherine as a way to win praise, without checking with any of the Bennets first.

      “But Mamma⁠—”

      “Lizzy would be under the strict supervision of Lady Catherine, remember. Quite safe. And an all expenses paid trip to Italy! Think of the sights she would see!”

      “Lady Catherine’s sour face at the breakfast table?” muttered Elizabeth to Jane. “One could manage without that experience, I feel sure.”

      Jane sat next to her sister and squeezed her hand. “Mother, this is most irregular. Even if it is his idea, Mr. Collins cannot dictate to the five of us how we live our lives. He may be in line to inherit Longbourn one day, but he shall not take ownership of us too. He must not.”

      “Oh, think, you foolish pumpkin-heads,” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed. “It is not simply a matter of flattering Mr. Collins and giving in to his whims. Be realistic.”

      Elizabeth and Jane looked at each other in surprise. Their mother was never especially even-tempered, but today she seemed more highly-strung than usual. This subject clearly exercised her famous nerves greatly.

      “Sorry, Mamma,” Jane said, in a soothing tone. “Please do give us the benefit of your insight.”

      Mrs. Bennet took a deep breath and continued. “Mr. Collins holds all the cards where this family is concerned. He is in a position to do us many kindnesses… if he were to feel well-disposed towards us.”

      Jane looked at Elizabeth in confusion. Elizabeth was just as nonplussed as she.

      “How so?” Jane asked.

      “If Mr. Collins were to marry one of you five girls, we might remain at Longbourn in the event of your father’s passing. Moreover, I might remain here. And if any one of you girls failed to marry, you could join us too.” She looked pointedly at Elizabeth as she said this.

      “Mr. Collins… marry one of us?” Elizabeth was wide-eyed with surprise. “This is the first time you have mentioned such a thing, Mamma. And I must confess I think it a very peculiar notion indeed.”

      “And why is that?”

      “What on earth would induce Mr. Collins to marry one of us? I daresay he will draw a wife easily, among the right circle. After all, he has a good living, and the patronage of a very grand lady.” She raised an eyebrow at Jane,  who smiled in return. Mr. Collins spoke incessantly of the grandness of Lady Catherine, and it had become something of a private joke between the two of them.

      Mrs. Bennet nodded ruefully. “Yes, he might find himself a better prospect. That is true. But it would be ideal for us if he selected one of you as his bride. So we must hope he does not do better, and has to settle for one of you.”

      Jane and Elizabeth shared another look, this time of mutual distaste. The idea of any one of the Bennet girls marrying Mr. Collins was unwelcome to both sisters.

      “But I still don’t see how sending Lizzy abroad with Lady Catherine de Bourgh would help with the marriage venture,” Jane said. “How would Lizzy travelling to Italy influence Mr. Collins’s choice of wife? Do you mean that Mr. Collins plans to go to Italy too, and close proximity with Lizzy might influence the direction of his heart?”

      “Please,” Lizzy interrupted, looking disturbed. “Let us not conjure such an unsettling vision.”

      “Or perhaps you imagine Lizzy would deliberately stoke his interest in Mary, Kitty, or Lydia,” Jane went on, “by speaking of her to Mr. Collins?”

      “Mary would be ideal,” Elizabeth interjected.

      Mrs. Bennet sighed impatiently. “Not at all. Mr. Collins is not going to Italy. He has his duties in the community, and it would not be proper for him to abandon them.”

      “Oh. Yes. Of course,” Jane said.

      “It was Mr. Collins’s suggestion that Lady Catherine takes Lizzy along as Miss de Bourgh’s companion. Therefore it will please him greatly if we do it. He has spoken highly of Lizzy to Lady Catherine, and considers Lizzy by far the best choice for poor Miss de Bourgh. That is all there is to it.”

      “What is the nature of Miss de Bourgh’s illness anyway?” Kitty asked, as she burst through the double doors into the drawing room. She held a sheet of crumpled writing-paper in one hand, and looked rosy-cheeked with exertion. “What is her ailment?”

      Elizabeth considered asking Kitty what the paper in her hand was, but thought better of it.

      “Miss de Bourgh is sick with a… a… oh, I don’t know. Some kind of wasting-fever,” Mrs. Bennet said vaguely. “Her doctor believes warmer conditions would help her recovery. That’s all I know.”

      “I’m sure they would. But her recovery definitely does not depend on my presence.” Elizabeth stood, closing her book with a crack that seemed to slice through the air of the drawing room. “Jane, would you care for a walk around the garden? The weather is quite clement, and I believe some fresh air would be most therapeutic for us both.”

      “I think that sounds lovely.” Jane stood and curtseyed to her mother.

      “I’ll come too, if you like,” Kitty called.

      But it was too late. Her elder sisters had already left the room, leaving Mrs. Bennet to rant to Kitty about ungrateful daughters and her poor, abused nerves.
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      “I almost wish our brave soldiers had not yet defeated Napoleon.” Elizabeth plucked a sprig of blossom from a tree as they ambled past it, unleashing a cascade of petals all over her shawl.

      Jane’s tone was shocked. “Lizzy! That’s an awful thing to say. You don’t mean that.”

      Elizabeth dropped her eyes guiltily to her shoes. “No, you are quite right. I don’t mean it. Not really. But I really wish overseas travel was still impossible, for some external reason. Then I could not be sent away from England, and from my family.”

      “I understand. But the continuation of combat would be far too drastic a solution. It is much better that we are not at war with France.”

      “Yes, of course. I apologise. I spoke too hastily. I am afraid I have lost all sense of perspective since Mother revealed her plan.” Elizabeth groaned exasperatedly. “Why is Mother so impossible to reason with? I want to remain here, with you and the rest of our family. I know nobody in Italy. I have never sailed before. I have never even met poor ailing Miss de Bourgh. The whole thing is ridiculous.”

      “Perhaps Mother will change her mind.”

      “That is possible.” Elizabeth looked doubtful.

      “Or perhaps Lady Catherine will decide she does not require a companion for her daughter after all.”

      “Yes, that is also possible.” Elizabeth stopped walking, and Jane followed suit. “In fact, there is a third option too. Lady Catherine may decide I am too lowly a character to act as companion to her daughter. She may want someone from a superior family background.”

      “Only time will tell. Try not to worry yet, anyway. We may find that the whole scheme fizzles out. You know what Mother is like. She has a bee in her bonnet for a while, and then something else will take its place.”

      “That is true.”

      They resumed their stroll around the garden.

      “I have a confession to make,” Jane blurted.

      “Oh yes?”

      “I’m very sorry that you are in Mother’s sights instead, of course. But I am grateful that Mother’s attention is being drawn elsewhere. Away from my failure to find a husband, I mean.” Jane’s cheeks flushed pink. “And now I feel awfully guilty for saying so.”

      “That’s all right. You have nothing to feel guilty about.”

      “Forgive me,” Jane said, with a pained expression. “I was becoming rather tired of being the focus of her endeavours. I would not really wish that focus to be turned onto you.”

      “Oh yes.” Elizabeth shot her sister a warm, sympathetic smile. “Mother had become somewhat obsessed with finding you a husband, hadn’t she? She spoke of little else throughout February and March. I’m lucky she never bothers to do the same for me. She thinks I’m a hopeless case.”

      “I am grateful for her loving guidance, of course.” Jane’s blush grew deeper. “You know I am, Lizzy.”

      Elizabeth knew Jane was struggling to give vent to her true feelings while remaining respectful of their mother. “Of course, Jane,” she prompted. “Nobody thinks for a moment that you do not appreciate Mamma’s efforts. You are the most doting of daughters.”

      “Thank you. I just wish that she would step back from both of us, and return her attentions to other matters. Besides, if she would just allow me to find a husband in my own good time, perhaps I would not do so badly as she expects.”

      “She does not expect you to do badly in your choice of husband. She just likes to be in charge.” Elizabeth chuckled. “And of course she’s in a terrible hurry to tie up all loose ends. She wants us all married off to good prospects as quickly as possible, just in case anything were to happen to Father.”

      “I hope very much that Father is with us for a good while yet.”

      “As do I. And I expect he will be. He is healthy, and shows no signs of slowing down.”

      They passed the old oak tree, casting its cool patch of shade over the lawn. Jane smiled ruefully at her sister.

      “I do understand Mamma’s feelings. She is just trying to do what she believes is best for us all. We shall have no security without a good marriage, or some other stroke of good luck.”

      “That is another reason why I should not go abroad with the de Bourghs. How am I to find myself a tolerable husband if I am away from England? Regardless of Mother’s views, I do hope to find a suitable fellow one day.”

      “You might marry an Italian gentleman,” Jane suggested. “I hear they are very romantic.”

      Elizabeth chuckled. “But they speak Italian. And I do not. How would we ever converse?”

      “Love is a language all its own, so they say.” The two laughed together at Jane’s remark. “Or so Kitty keeps telling us. But she reads too many terrible romantic novels.”

      “Oh, I would be astonished if Kitty had time to read fiction at all. She is far too busy reading the love letters she receives from soldiers, and deciding which of them is worthy of her attention that week.”

      Jane adjusted her bonnet to keep the sun out of her eyes. “Goodness. Mother will be horrified if she hears that. But given half a chance, she will just marry Kitty off. That would put a stop to it.”

      “Yes, she’ll have us all trotting up the aisle by midsummer, if she has her way. Maybe we can kill two birds with one stone and send Kitty to marry Mr. Collins.”

      They reached the stables, still chuckling at this implausible idea. The sun was high over the treetops, and no amount of bonnet adjustment would keep the sun off their faces. They took a turn towards the shady haven of the duckpond.

      “Do you have your eye on anyone at present, Jane?”

      “A gentleman, do you mean?”

      “Yes. Is there anyone you would consider marrying?”

      Jane sighed. “Honestly, no. I rarely meet anyone who stirs any favourable feelings in me. Perhaps I am too discerning.”

      “Nothing wrong with being discerning.”

      “And you, Lizzy? Do you have a gentleman in mind who might provide your future happiness?”

      “Not in the least. I have almost given up on the idea of ever finding one.”

      “Oh dear, Lizzy.”

      “The last gentleman I thought was intriguing turned out to be a cad.”

      “Ah, yes.” Jane squeezed her sister’s arm. “Well, you will find a suitable candidate soon. I am sure we all will, eventually.”

      “But not in Italy.”

      “No, I do hope not. I would be so sorry to see you leave England, Lizzy. Spring and summer are such beautiful seasons here in Meryton. Italy must be very picturesque, but can the landscape really compete with the English countryside in full bloom?”

      “We just need to encourage Mother to see that I should remain here, with you all.”

      Jane nodded. “I will do my best, if she raises the subject with me.”

      "Thank you, Jane. I will pray our resistance is enough to discourage her.”

      After ten minutes of companionable silence, they reached the pond. Sitting on the carved wooden bench together, they chatted about less worrying subjects while watching ducks frolic in the dappled sunlit waters.

      It was a perfect English springtime afternoon at Longbourn. Elizabeth was in good company, with fine weather, and the opportunity to spend some of her time outdoors. She appreciated every moment.
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      Mr. Darcy snorted in disbelief. “What nonsense you speak, Bingley. You have been spending too much time with your younger sister and her friends, apparently.”

      “Not at all. You’re just too set in your ways, old chap.”

      Mr. Bingley held out a rounded glass to Mr. Darcy, who had begun to pace the dining room. Mr. Darcy took the brandy glass from his friend and murmured his thanks.

      “Set in my ways? In what sense?”

      Mr. Bingley grinned as he took a sip of his own brandy. “It will do you good to travel south with me, Darcy. Pemberley is magnificent, but you need a change of scenery.”

      “The scenery here is most agreeable.”

      “Yes, but your horizons are narrowing by the day. There is life beyond these walls, believe it or not.”

      Mr. Darcy took a deep sip of brandy and regarded his friend coolly. “I sense another motive behind your platitudes. What are you planning, Bingley?”

      “Nothing.” He paused, while Mr. Darcy continued to glare at him. “Oh, all right. I wondered if it might be a good idea for you to start… well, you know.”

      “No. Start what?”

      “Casting your fishing line around for an interesting catch, shall we say?”

      Mr. Darcy shook his head irritatedly. “I have not the faintest idea what you are talking about. Speak candidly, Bingley.”

      Mr. Bingley laughed cheerfully. “Oh, Darcy. I believe you need a wife.”

      Mr. Darcy almost choked on his brandy. “A wife?”

      “Yes. What else would the man who has everything need?”

      “But you yourself are neither engaged nor married, Bingley. It is absurd. Why do you recommend marriage to me when you have yet to take the plunge yourself?”

      “If I could, dear fellow, I would. Do you not think I am keeping my eyes wide open for the right girl? She is out there somewhere, and I intend to find her.” He clapped Mr. Darcy on the back. “But I also know for sure that I will not find her while reading a book indoors. We must take ourselves out into the world.”

      “I am happy by myself,” Mr. Darcy scowled. “I have no need of a bride. I have the estate to look after, and Georgiana.”

      “The estate would be greatly improved by a woman’s touch. And Georgiana would be thrilled to have a new sister-in-law.”

      “You shall not persuade me, Bingley. I am not the marrying kind.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Mr. Bingley’s eyes shone as he teased his friend. “Either way, please do come down to view Netherfield Park with me. I daresay I will not take it, because it lies in a small Hertfordshire village, and Caroline has her heart set on Hampshire. But a friend of my father assures me it is a spectacular house, with a good parcel of land attached. If Caroline falls in love with the place, I will of course sign the lease at once.”

      “Why are you allowing your sister to make decisions for you? That is hardly befitting of a gentleman.”

      “I am indifferent when it comes to matters of location.” Mr. Bingley gave Mr. Darcy another of his easygoing smiles. “Caroline feels strongly about all domestic matters, and it suits me to leave the final choice to her. She would be quite impossible to live with if she found herself in a home she considered less than optimal.”

      “You are too soft, Bingley. Georgiana leaves all decisions to me, as is proper.”

      “Ah, Darcy. Once you find yourself a wife, you’ll be content to leave domestic issues to her, I am sure.”

      “Any wife of mine would move to Pemberley, and things are well established here. Besides, I am not planning to marry. This conversation is spiralling back upon itself.”

      Mr. Bingley wisely decided to change the subject.  “And if you and your sister travel with us to Netherfield Park, you will be able to spend some time in London. That is where we will stay for the duration, if we do not take the lease in Hertfordshire.”

      “If I travel south, I owe my aunt a visit,” Darcy said, with a weary sigh. “It has been too long.”

      “You mean Lady Catherine de Bourgh? That is a good idea. It would only take a day or so to journey to Kent from Hertfordshire. With a fair wind behind you, and fresh horses, you could leave early in the morning and arrive in time to dress for dinner. Or you could break halfway with an overnight stay.”

      “My sister may enjoy spending some time with Miss de Bourgh, too.” Darcy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Yes, it would be useful to combine the two. If I must leave Pemberley, that is.”

      Bingley regarded his friend sympathetically. “I know you were very concerned about Georgiana’s welfare in the past, after her bad experience. You have provided a safe, comfortable, reassuring home for her, and it seems her confidence and happiness are greatly improved.”

      “No thanks to that villain.” Darcy’s fists clenched at his sides.

      He would not allow the name George Wickham to be spoken in his company. Bingley knew better than to continue with this line of conversation.

      “Go on, Darcy. Come with us. Kill two birds with one stone, old fellow. Why not?”

      Mr. Darcy grunted his reluctant agreement. Mr. Bingley looked delighted.

      “Then that is settled. Caroline and I shall leave for Hertfordshire next week, and you and Georgiana will accompany us. It should only take two or three days, and there are some fine inns to stay at on the way. Will you take your own carriage?”

      “Certainly.”

      “Splendid. Then let us rejoin the ladies and let them know of our plan.”

      Mr. Darcy led his friend from the dining room to the drawing room. Caroline and Georgiana sat at the pianoforte, with Caroline singing and Georgiana playing.

      Mr. Darcy watched them for a while, noting the growing self-assurance of his younger sister. Perhaps he no longer needed to shield her so much from the world. Perhaps Bingley was right, and it would do her good to be in the company of others more often.

      When the music stopped, Caroline turned to Mr. Darcy with an adoring smile he barely noticed. “Oh, Mr. Darcy. Did we please you with our little ditty?”

      “Yes, yes. Very good. Georgiana, may I speak with you for a moment?”

      His sister stood, looking worried. “Of course, Fitzwilliam. What is it?”

      “There is nothing to worry about. And there is also no need to look at me like that. I just wished to inform you that we shall travel to Hertfordshire next week, with Mr. and Miss Bingley. We shall stay in London, and also visit our Aunt Catherine at Rosings.”

      Georgiana clapped her hands in delight. Her cheeks were flushed with happiness. “Oh, how marvellous. I am so happy to hear this, dear brother. Thank you.”

      Yes, Georgiana was definitely ready to explore life outside these four walls. He was glad Mr. Bingley had made the suggestion.

      “Excellent. In that case, ladies, please play on. Bingley and I will be your audience.”

      The gentlemen took adjacent seats while the song resumed.

      Darcy heard very little of the music, however. His mind was elsewhere.

      A wife? What would he want with a wife?

      No, Bingley was mistaken. He never wished to marry. Life was rich enough with Pemberley and Georgiana to take care of.

      There was not a single thing he could think of that was missing from his life. He was content with everything just the way it was.

      A wife was simply out of the question.
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      “Lizzy, do stop fussing. I shall be very gracious to our host, as I always am. I was visiting fine ladies before you were even born. I am very at home with elegant manners.”

      Elizabeth’s heart sank. Her mother had complained all the way from London to Kent. Elizabeth felt sure she would say something tactless to Lady Catherine at some point during the day.

      Elizabeth knew her mother’s moods very well, and Mrs. Bennet was decidedly disgruntled.

      “Let us enjoy the scenery as we travel, Mamma,” Elizabeth said, with a bright smile. If she could cheer up her mother before they reached Rosings Park, perhaps they could both relax a little.

      Of course, Mrs. Bennet might still say something inappropriate when they were in company. But the chances of seriously offending anyone would be a lot lower if her mood were lighter.

      “Very well. Although the scenery is a horrible blur at this speed. I never did endure such a bumpy ride, Elizabeth. My poor limbs are all a-quiver.”

      Elizabeth murmured sympathetic words, and returned to watching the landscape pass by. The county of Kent was known as “the garden of England” and she could see why. Hills and hedgerows glowed in fresh shades of green, while cherry trees in full bloom were dotted here and there along the route.

      In truth, Elizabeth was not especially looking forward to the visit to Rosings today. It meant spending a long afternoon in the company of her cousin, Mr. Collins. Furthermore, Elizabeth and Mrs. Bennet would stay with Mr. Collins at his parsonage afterwards. Worst of all, they had arranged to stay for a week. A whole week, trapped with only her mother and her cousin for company. Elizabeth had implored her mother to let Jane come too, but Jane had not been permitted to make the journey.

      Most of all, Elizabeth was still unsure about her mother’s motives for bringing her. When they had last discussed the idea of Lady Catherine taking Elizabeth to Italy as Miss de Bourgh’s companion, it had seemed that Mrs. Bennet had grown disillusioned with the idea. She had not spoken of it since. Elizabeth had gained the impression that her mother had decided against sending Elizabeth, and she was very grateful for that.

      But if that were true, why were they visiting Rosings today? Could it really be unconnected?

      An uneasy feeling gripped Elizabeth. Was it possible her mother had exchanged private correspondence with Mr. Collins? Could they have agreed Elizabeth would be Miss de Bourgh’s travelling companion at some point in the future, and this visit was to gain Lady Catherine’s final approval?

      There was no point in asking her mother directly. It would just start another round of complaints about Mrs. Bennet’s nerves, her daughters’ ingratitude, and a hundred other grievances.

      Elizabeth would just have to be sociable and cheerful while they were in Kent, and hope for the best. There was nothing else she could do.
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      Lady Catherine was a grand lady indeed. Over tea in the drawing room, she eyed Elizabeth up and down with an imperious stare. Apparently she did not care to disguise her obvious disdain.

      “And how old are you, Miss Bennet?”

      “I am twenty years old, Lady Catherine.”

      Lady Catherine pursed her lips, as though she found this answer disagreeable. “I see.”

      Miss de Bourgh smiled wanly at Elizabeth. “You are three years younger than I,” she said, in a flat, listless tone.

      Elizabeth smiled back, aware that Lady Catherine was still scrutinising her closely. She opened her mouth to reply to Miss de Bourgh, but was interrupted by Mrs. Bennet.

      “You know, my Elizabeth is a very accomplished young lady, Lady Catherine. Why, her needlework is second to none. And her dancing is remarkable. She is as graceful as a swan, and as nimble as a… a… dragonfly.”

      Silence descended on the room, as everyone digested Mrs. Bennet’s remarks.

      Lady Catherine broke the hush. “It is a great pity that my daughter’s illness has robbed the world of her many talents.” Lady Catherine turned her sharp gaze to Miss de Bourgh. “Such a loss to society.”

      “I could not agree more, Lady Catherine,” blurted Mr. Collins. He perched on a low armchair at Lady Catherine’s elbow, gazing up at his benefactor reverently. Elizabeth thought he resembled a lapdog curled up on a cushion next to its owner.

      “If she were not hampered by her ill health, I know her dancing would be the envy of the world,” Lady Catherine went on, as though Mr. Collins had not spoken.

      “Quite so.” Mr. Collins nodded vigorously. “Miss de Bourgh would be the toast of the royal court, if only she were permitted to make her début. Society is wounded deeply by her absence.”

      “Such a dreadful shame,” Lady Catherine added.

      “That infernal illness!” Mr. Collins cried, at an unexpectedly loud volume. He recovered himself and smiled widely at the group. “Of course, it is not ours to question our almighty Father’s wisdom. He has his own plan for dear Miss de Bourgh. As good Christians, we must trust in His judgment.”

      Lady Catherine had already stopped listening. She summoned a footman, who approached her silently.

      “Fetch me Mrs. Jenkinson,” she said.

      The footman bowed and retreated.

      Mrs. Bennet sat forward with interest. “Mrs. Jenkinson? I did not know we were expecting another guest for dinner. What a treat, Lady Catherine.”

      The lady of the house glared coldly at Mrs. Bennet. “Mrs. Jenkinson will not join us for dinner. She is a servant.”

      “Mrs. Jenkinson is my governess and nurse,” Miss de Bourgh explained to the group.

      Mrs. Bennet sat back again.

      Once Mrs. Jenkinson had been duly fetched, she arrived in the drawing room looking ruddy-cheeked and bashful. She curtseyed deeply to the assembled company.

      “Mrs. Jenkinson, is it your view that Miss de Bourgh may accompany Miss Bennet on a short stroll around the
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