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1
Dear Reader,


  
  It all started with a picture of a sunset and a writing exercise on my blog (leeniebrown.com). However, what was supposed to be a few minutes of practice, grew and stretched and became something much larger.

  Those writing exercises have now produced several published works, including the collection you hold in your hands.

  While some things about how I create these stories have evolved since that first writing exercise, the tradition of posting a portion of a work in progress continues. In fact, there might be a new story posting there now.

  Happy Reading!

  Leenie B.

  




  
  





Confounding Caroline


  
  
    He thought his future was bleak, but a well-orchestrated misstep might just bring Darcy the happiness he seeks.
  

  






Chapter 1


  
  Fitzwilliam Darcy handed his coat and beaver to his friend’s butler, while that friend, Charles Bingley, leaned nonchalantly against the sitting room’s door frame. The soft glow of a lamp, which remained lit, shone behind him, indicating that Bingley had been engaged in some activity in the room before which he now stood.

  “I had hoped you would be home, but I did not expect it,” Darcy said in greeting. It was not Bingley’s normal wont to remain at home. “Reading?” he queried with some surprise as he took note of the book in Bingley’s hand.

  Bingley shrugged. “I do read on occasion.”

  “I would not wish to keep you from your amusements.” Darcy smirked slightly. If he knew his friend, Bingley would likely not mind the disruption since Bingley preferred people to books.

  Bingley shook his head and chuckled. “Come, my study would be more comfortable than the sitting room and less likely to be invaded by females should Caroline return early.”

  “I am surprised you did not accompany her to the Grahams’ soiree,” Darcy said as he followed Bingley into the study.

  “I have had my fill of ferrying Caroline around only to have her turn up her pert little nose at every gentleman she meets, so I sent her with Louisa and Hurst.”

  He tucked his book away on a shelf behind his desk, and then opening the door on the right side of his desk, he pulled out a bottle of amber coloured liquid and two glasses.

  “I find I tire of society. It is always the same. The same ladies in different dresses with different coloured hair and hats, but the same gossip, the same weather, the same pleasantries. It’s just so much of the same, over and over and over and over.” He handed a glass to Darcy and smiled. “Besides, if I am not mistaken, I will not be the only one who will enjoy this Caroline-free evening.”

  Darcy chuckled “The quiet is agreeable to me, but you have never enjoyed silence so much as I.” There was something different about Bingley the past few weeks. He did not smile as much as was his usual wont, and he seemed to tuck himself away in his study more and more. Darcy swirled the liquid in his glass and threw one leg over the other. The leather squeaked as he shifted in the chair across from Bingley.

  Bingley sighed. “I find I am longing for the country, but Caroline will hear nothing of leaving town when there are so many functions to attend.” He took a draught from his glass. “If I thought she meant to find a husband, trotting her around to the various venues might not be so bothersome, but she is not intent on snaring anyone but you.”

  Darcy knew that fact very well. Caroline had never been reserved in demonstrating her preference for him over every gentleman she met. “A title and a larger fortune might dissuade her.”

  The hint of bitterness in Bingley’s laugh surprised Darcy almost as much as Bingley’s wishing to leave town and avoid society. These were not Bingley actions. They were behaviours that were more likely to be attributed to Darcy rather than his gregarious friend.

  “She is as stubborn as a mule,” Bingley muttered, “and almost as bright.”

  Darcy’s brows rose. He was not surprised by the fact that Bingley was complaining about his sister. He had heard Bingley complain about Caroline before — many times. However, he had never heard Bingley complain about anything more than her incessant need to purchase fripperies and dresses or the way she nattered on about this person or that. There was something decidedly wrong with his friend, and Darcy had a sinking feeling that he knew just what it was.

  “You surprise me,” Darcy said, not wishing to broach the topic of the cause of the change in Bingley but knowing it was necessary. “Was it not you who claimed to be happy wherever you were, be it town or country?”

  “That was before,” Bingley said over the rim of his glass.

  “Before what?” Darcy prodded.

  “Before I took an estate.” Bingley shifted in his chair uneasily, studying the painting above the fireplace for a few moments before allowing his attention to return to his friend. He sighed deeply as his gaze fell to where Darcy’s foot slowly bounced up and down.

  Surreptitiously, Darcy glanced at his friend. He recognized Bingley’s sigh, for it was the same groan of uncertainty that had taken up residence in his own chest. It was a new and unwelcome feeling, and it was not something that, though he had tried, he could command away. He had not been able to erase it with busyness, nor had he been able to wash it away with drink. There remained only one option for dealing with such uncertainty and its pretty reason. It must be acknowledged for what it was. The root of it must be exposed, then left to wither away with time — at least, for him. For his friend, he hoped for a different outcome.

  “Is it the estate or the society in Hertfordshire that you miss, my friend?” Darcy’s voice was quiet, and he fixed his eyes on the wall beyond Bingley’s head. A small smile played at his mouth as he contemplated the image of smiling eyes and an impertinent grin that always came to his mind when he thought of Hertfordshire. “Netherfield seems like a fine estate, and the neighbourhood was not without its enchantments.” He sipped his drink and then swirled it again, watching the liquid swirl up the sides of the glass.

  “I thought you loathed the inhabitants of Hertfordshire.” Bingley’s voice was filled with incredulity. “Is that not why you and my sisters were so hasty in joining me in town ─ the people are beneath us, there is no society worth keeping, that sort of thing?

  Again, Darcy’s brows rose at the rancor in Bingley’s voice. He sighed heavily, and colour crept up his cheeks. This would not be a pleasant discussion.

  “I did not loathe all of the inhabitants. I found some of them to be quite delightful — so delightful, in fact, that leaving seemed safer than staying.” He rose and walked to the window. Admitting his folly and weakness would be easier if he were able to move about and not have to face the friend whom he had, he suspected, unknowingly injured.

  Bingley drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair and raised a brow in anticipation of an expected explanation.

  “She is here in town.” Darcy placed his empty glass on a side table and allowed his eyes to remain on it rather than look at his friend.

  “Who is here in town?”

  Darcy drew a deep breath and spared Bingley only a glance before returning his gaze to his glass. “Miss Bennet.”

  “Miss Bennet?”

  Darcy nodded.

  “How do you know?” Bingley was on his feet and pacing. “Have you seen her?”

  Darcy shook his head and sighed. “No, I have not seen her, but your sisters have.” He turned once again toward the window. Bingley’s reaction to the news was as expected and proved to Darcy how deeply attached his friend was to Miss Bennet.

  “My sisters?” Bingley stood beside his friend, his brows drawn together in question.

  Darcy turned toward him. “This afternoon, while you were out, I came by to drop off those papers.” He pointed to the packet sitting unopened on the somewhat cluttered desk. “Caroline informed me that Miss Bennet had called.”

  “She was here? Miss Bennet was here?” Bingley’s eyes were wide with astonishment. “Why did Caroline not tell me?”

  Darcy wished to walk away from his friend, so that he could not see the pain in Bingley’s eyes, but he would not. “It seems your sister is actively trying to separate you and Miss Bennet. She seemed to think I would be impressed by her belittling of the inferior society of the country.” He paused and drew a deliberate breath. “At one time I would have agreed with her, but I no longer do.”

  Bingley crossed his arms and studied his friend.

  Darcy winced under the examination, but it was not more than he deserved. Unable to bear both his shame and the scrutiny of his friend any longer, he turned back to the window. “I have to make a confession, Bingley. You may wish to throw me out of your home when I am finished, and I will fully understand if you do.” Darcy continued to stare out the window, but he could feel the eyes of his friend boring into him.

  “I wished to separate you from Miss Bennet when we left Hertfordshire.” He closed his eyes as he heard his friend’s muttered oath. “I told you she seemed indifferent to you. While it is true that I did not notice any particular regard for you on her part, it is not the reason I wished to separate you from her. It is not even the connection to her family or the supposed inferior society of Meryton that led me to take the actions I did.” He swallowed and drew a deep fortifying breath before continuing. “I did not wish for you to become attached to Miss Bennet, for it would place me in an awkward situation. I was being completely and utterly selfish.” He turned to look at his friend. “I am sorry,” he whispered.

  “An awkward situation?” Bingley wore a look of displeasure Darcy had rarely seen. “You would separate me from the woman I loved because it would somehow make your life awkward?”

  Darcy nodded slowly. “Yes.”

  “Explain yourself,” Bingley demanded, “for I do not have the pleasure of understanding your meaning.”

  Darcy shrugged one shoulder. “I thought if we left, if you and Miss Bennet were not allowed to become attached, I could avoid the danger, but I have discovered that the danger is not confined to Hertfordshire. It has followed me here to town. It haunts me day and night.” He turned back towards the window as he continued.

  “I am expected to marry well, to make a match that will increase the wealth and position of my family. It is what my father and uncle have always taught me.”

  “You are still making no sense.”

  Darcy could hear the exasperation in his friend’s voice. It was rather how he had felt since leaving Hertfordshire — annoyed, disturbed, and vexed by the memory of Miss Elizabeth Bennet.

  “How would my being fortunate enough to marry a lady such as Miss Bennet,” Bingley continued, “impose upon some imagined need of yours to marry a lady of wealth and standing?”

  “Miss Bennet has sisters,” Darcy said to the darkness of the night before him.

  “Yes, four,” Bingley retorted. “I still do not see ─”

  “But only one,” Darcy interrupted, “with the musical laughter of a brook, eyes as expressive as any the masters have painted, and a mind that is…” he shook his head “so quick, so very quick and keen.”

  Darcy blew out a breath. “I imagined one day I would find a woman who would meet all the qualifications my uncle and father had taught me are necessary for the wife of a man of my standing and that we would eventually learn to esteem one another. But, I cannot fathom such a match after…” His voice trailed off.

  A hand grasped his shoulder. “After meeting the one person you find you do not wish to live without.” It was not a question that Bingley asked but rather a statement of deep understanding.

  Darcy gave his friend a sad smile and nodded mutely.

  “Now, you know why I am longing for the country,” Bingley said softly.

  Darcy nodded again. “I suspected as much. It is why I came here tonight — to discover if I was correct. I will not stand in your way. You deserve happiness. You have been a good friend to me, and I would not want to part for any other reason.” Darcy turned to leave.

  “What do you mean part?” Bingley asked. “I do not hate you for what you have done if that is what has you worried. I am not happy, but I am not angry. There is no reason for us to part.”

  Darcy stood with his hand on the doorknob. “I do not think I can bear hearing of her, especially when she belongs to another. It is just too much.” His shoulders slumped. “You shall always remain my friend, Bingley. I will always be ready to serve you in any way, but please…please, do not ask me to be a witness to that.”

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  Bingley crossed the room quickly and, taking Darcy by the shoulders, led him back to his chair. “Sit.”

  Darcy sighed and did as instructed.

  “There is no reason for us to part,” Bingley reiterated as he handed Darcy a refreshed glass of brandy.

  “But ─”

  “No,” Bingley cut Darcy off. “Duty be hanged.” He dropped into his chair. There was absolutely no way while the sun still shone that he was going to lay aside his own chance at happiness with Miss Bennet, but it was equally unlikely that he was going to let a man, who was more brother than friend, walk out of his life. How would he be able to be completely happy if he knew he was the cause of such pain to Darcy?

  “Your family ─”

  “No,” Bingley cut in again. “My family, just like yours, expects me to marry well, and I shall.” He smirked. “It shall, perhaps, not be as well as a certain member of my family would wish, but it is I who has to live with my choice of bride, not her. At least, I hope Caroline does not always live with me.” He shuddered. She would be the next problem he would have to sort out.

  “My family expects…” Darcy attempted to speak once again, only to find Bingley talking over him once more.

  “I know what your family expects.”

  He had heard his friend wax eloquent on it many times — usually when explaining why he could not consider this or that lady whom Bingley had suggested. They were all excellent ladies. Very pleasant. Not at all stuffy and overbearing. But, none had interested Darcy in the least. Indeed, even some of the stuffier well-positioned ladies Bingley had mentioned in passing had never gotten more than a sigh and a reluctant agreement to consider them if it became necessary.

  Bingley’s brows drew together, and a small smile played at his lips. None of them had ever flustered Darcy as much as Miss Elizabeth had. She had drawn him out, caused him to debate, and had even enticed him to dance. And now she was the one woman whom Darcy would regret all his life if he did not pursue and win her.

  With a most serious look on his face, Bingley sat forward in his chair, leaning toward his friend. “What would happen if you did not fulfill your family’s expectations? Would you be cut off? Disinherited? Shunned by society? What would the consequences be?”

  Darcy shrugged and sipped his drink. “I suppose it would cause a family rift.”

  “Meaning you would have fewer functions to attend because they would not invite you?”

  Darcy nodded. “Yes, there is that.”

  “Who would refuse to see you?”

  Darcy drew a deep breath. “I cannot say with any certainty who would do so besides Aunt Catherine.”

  “But,” Bingley persisted. “She will be displeased no matter whom you marry unless it is her daughter. You have said so yourself. Do you intend to marry your cousin?”

  “No, I have no desire to marry Anne.”

  “Then marrying Miss Elizabeth would be no different from your marrying some duke’s daughter.” Bingley cocked his head to the side and settled back into his chair.

  “It might make it more challenging for Georgiana when she comes out if my connections are not of the first circles,” Darcy argued.

  Bingley shrugged. “Will she not still have her thirty thousand?”

  “Of course, she will.”

  “Will your family’s ties to the land and aristocracy not still be of long standing?”

  Darcy shook his head. “That is a foolish question. How would my heritage change?”

  Bingley smiled. “I do not know, but you seem to think that marrying a gentleman’s daughter will somehow change how a prospective husband will view Georgiana.” He shrugged, rose from his chair, and paced to the window before presenting his next argument. “Actually, I am rather surprised that you would even consider a gentleman who offered for your sister only because she would be a feather in his societal cap.”

  Darcy’s head pulled back, and he blinked.

  Bingley smiled. The comment had done its work. It had startled his friend and would hopefully get him to begin to see duty for what it was ─ a weight that could drag a person down into wretchedness. Perhaps Darcy would consider such a fate for himself, but he would never do so for his sister.

  “You must consider her happiness,” Bingley continued, leaning against the bookshelf that was near the window. “I know people often think of me as obtuse — do not deny it,” he challenged as Darcy opened his mouth to speak. “To be fair, I often am. I am not so quick to catch on to things as some, but I am not oblivious to the world around me. I do spend time in observation and contemplation.” He smirked. “Not so much as you, my friend, but I do practice the skills occasionally.”

  Darcy chuckled.

  “You know I care for Georgiana, though not as my sister would wish for me to care for her,” Bingley said.

  Again, Darcy chuckled, and Bingley joined him. They knew that Caroline wished for not just one connection to the Darcy family through marrying Darcy herself. She also wanted her brother to marry Darcy’s sister. To her, there was no better way to ensure they had risen above their roots in trade than to secure ties to the aristocracy and ancient lands and money.

  “I care for her as a brother might care for her. I would not wish to see her harmed in any fashion.” Bingley came back to where Darcy still sat swirling and occasionally sipping his drink. “She still feels the weight of disappointing you, Darcy. I can see it in her eyes when she looks at you when you are unaware.” Darcy had shared with him about Georgiana’s ordeal with Wickham at Ramsgate.

  “But she has not disappointed me. I have failed her.” Darcy’s brows furrowed as he shook his head.

  “Yet, she perceives she has disappointed you, and it still plays upon her spirit. Imagine how her spirit would suffer if she were to learn you had given up happiness for her. You know as well as I that she would never be happy no matter the match you might make for her.” He shrugged. “And what match will you make for her? Will it be one of duty and obligation, or do you wish for her to find felicity and love? And with time, might you not grow to resent the fact that you gave up the possibility of your own felicity for your sister?”

  Darcy gaped at his friend. “I had not thought of it in those terms. But, I fear, it does not matter. Miss Elizabeth would not have me anyway.

  “Why would she not have you? I see no reason for her to reject you.” Bingley knew he was close to securing a solution. He had learned from his father that there were always a few nagging details which threatened to sink any negotiation. Hopefully, this obstacle would be easily overcome, although, with Darcy, even a small barrier could become nearly insurmountable when he was in a dour state of mind, such as he was this evening.

  “She believes George Wickham.” Darcy drained the remaining liquid from his glass and placed it firmly on the table next to him. “Which means he has once again stolen from me that which is dear.”

  “He has not,” Bingley refuted. “He did not succeed with Georgiana, and he will not succeed with Miss Elizabeth either.”

  Darcy’s jaw clenched as he shook his head. “He has already influenced her against me.”

  “How do you know?” With any luck, there would be a great leap that had been made by his friend, who could be overly pessimistic about things at times and see one small error as the ruin of a project.

  “She questioned me about Wickham at your ball.”

  Bingley leaned back in his chair and bit his cheeks to keep from smiling with satisfaction. He had heard about Miss Elizabeth’s questioning as Darcy had vented his frustration on an innocent set of billiard balls. It might be challenging to overcome the obstacles of George Wickham and Miss Elizabeth’s poor opinion of Darcy, but from Bingley’s position, when considering the whole scheme of Miss Elizabeth and George Wickham, there was at least one way in which he knew he could very likely prod Darcy into action.

  “Ah,” Bingley began, “so that is the real reason why you were in such a rush to return to London. You were unwilling to fight for Miss Elizabeth. Do you really think of yourself so meanly when compared to him? I must say it is rather startling that you do.”

  Darcy bristled as Bingley knew he would. Not even the staid Mr. Darcy could keep from reacting with displeasure when his masculine sensibilities were challenged. In fact, Bingley knew that Darcy’s sense of honour was likely more honed and, therefore, more easily provoked than most gentlemen in the higher echelons of society.

  “I do not trust him to behave in a way which will not bring harm to all those I care about.” Darcy’s voice was satisfyingly close to a growl. “It is safer for her if I do not fight him. He could not only harm her but her family as well.”

  Bingley shook his head. He knew that his friend would not allow any about whom he cared to be placed in harm’s way and would sacrifice himself to see them safe, but his logic, in this case, was sadly lacking. “Have you listened to yourself?”

  Darcy’s brows furrowed in question.

  “Tell me. Exactly how is Miss Elizabeth safer with him than with you?”

  Darcy huffed in disbelief, and Bingley waited patiently for him to explain.

  “He will leave her alone as long as he does not think I am interested in her,” Darcy explained. “Why do you suppose he singled her out to befriend after our meeting on the street in Meryton? She was acquainted with me, and my shock upon seeing him may have left me unable to hide my jealousy. Wickham knows me well. He would not miss such a thing. However, she has no money to tempt him into anything more than a light flirtation, and he would never risk being tied to a woman that would not provide amply for his expenses.”

  Bingley shrugged. “True, but I still do not see how she is safer. What if she does lose her heart to him? While he may not marry a penniless woman, he is not above taking the little she has to offer.” His brows rose as he gave his friend a pointed look.

  Darcy groaned and ran his hands through his hair. “Surely, she would not succumb to his charms. She is far too intelligent.”

  “And Georgiana is not?”

  Darcy was on his feet and pacing. “What do I do? Ride back to Longbourn and tell her stories of his past?” He sighed and shook his head at such a foolish idea. “She does not like me. I am sure I cannot convince her of his failings. I will only look like a vengeful fool.”

  “So, do not convince her,” Bingley replied. “She has a sister in town, and there is always the possibility of a well-worded letter placed in the hands of a man she respects such as her father or Sir William. I am sure Wickham has amassed a fair number of debts within the past months. Let her see his character for what it is. She is intelligent. She will see the error in her judgment.”

  Darcy stopped mid-stride and turned to look at his friend. Relief suffused his features. “Bingley, I do not give you enough credit for your depth of understanding. You are positively wise tonight. Where do you suggest we start? With Miss Bennet?”

  Bingley chuckled softly at his friend’s exuberance — a word not often associated with the man standing before him. “As much as I would love to start with a visit to Miss Bennet, I rather think a visit to your cousin would be better.”

  Darcy’s cousin, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam, was well-known and respected by many. He also happened to despise Wickham. Both were items that could help their cause.

  “Perhaps Richard could have some influence with Wickham’s commanding officer? Colonel Forster may wish to know of Wickham’s tendencies to gamble and dally with the ladies — not all turn a blind eye to such behaviors, you know. You do not even have to mention Miss Elizabeth to Richard. You just have to let him know where Wickham is. I doubt your cousin needs any further incentive to make the man’s life as miserable as possible.”

  Darcy’s lips curled in a knowing smile. “Richard would need very little incentive to relieve Wickham of his life. If you will allow me, I will send a note to him now, letting him know I need to speak with him.”

  Bingley motioned to his desk. “Whatever I have is at your disposal.”

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  “Darcy,” Bingley said as Darcy finished his missive to Colonel Fitzwilliam, “perhaps you could help me with a little problem?”

  Darcy glanced up from the paper he was folding and preparing to seal. “Anything.”

  “My sister…”

  “Except that,” Darcy interrupted with a chuckle.

  Bingley shook his head. “I would not foist her on you. If that were my intention, I would have done it long ago instead of suffering through these years with her airs.”

  Darcy inclined his head in acceptance. He was thankful his friend had the good sense not to throw his sister in Darcy’s path. Caroline Bingley was not the sort of lady that he had ever considered. She was too… His brows furrowed, what was she exactly? Devious, practiced, lacking in warmth? Any of those would do, he supposed. Put simply; she did not possess a nature that appealed to him.

  “I do not know what to do about her hiding Miss Bennet’s call from me,” Bingley continued. “You know I am not the best at knowing how to deal with Caroline.” He sighed. “I wish she would just marry and be someone else’s problem.”

  Darcy lifted a brow. “You care for her,” he reminded him.

  Bingley shrugged. “Not so much at this moment as I did before I knew she was trying to keep Miss Bennet away from me. I would rather fob her off onto the first chap to seem welcoming than have to keep her and act appropriately.”

  “You would not fob her off on the first chap,” Darcy contradicted with a smile. His friend really did care for both of his sisters, no matter how much they annoyed him. “You would see her well-settled, at least.”

  Bingley blew out a resigned breath. “Then what do I do?”

  “Nothing,” Darcy replied. “Call on Miss Bennet.” He rose and returned to the group of chairs where he and Bingley had been sitting before and where Bingley was now. “Tell your sister nothing about it. Continue as if nothing has changed.”

  Bingley’s eyes grew wide. “Is that not rather a lot of disguise?”

  Darcy pondered the question for a moment and then shrugged. “Tell her if you must or if she asks, but it will not aid your cause.”

  “But you hate –”

  “Normally, yes,” Darcy interrupted, “however, it seems necessary at the moment.”

  Bingley’s brows furrowed as he nodded his agreement.

  “I will even go with you to call on Miss Bennet,” Darcy offered.

  “You would do that?” Bingley’s eyes were wide in surprise. “Her relations are in Cheapside.”

  Darcy shook his head. “No, they are near Cheapside,” he corrected. “On Gracechurch Street, if I am not mistaken.”

  “That is well-removed from Grosvenor Square,” Bingley cautioned.

  “I know where it is,” Darcy retorted, “and I am not so priggish as you seem to think.”

  Bingley shrugged and gave his friend a look that said he was not entirely convinced that travelling to that portion of London would not be a trial. “If you are certain, I would be happy for the company.”

  “Then, it is settled. We will call on Miss Bennet together.”

  Bingley smiled as understanding dawned on him. “You wish for her to write to her sister about your visit.”

  “Of course.” Having Jane write to Elizabeth about the fact that he had brought Bingley to Jane and had visited her relations in Gracechurch Street would have to earn him some small amount of merit, would it not?

  “Very well,” said Bingley, leaning forward with eagerness, “do you know exactly where her relations live?”

  Darcy shook his head. “I only know it is on Gracechurch Street.”

  Bingley scowled for a moment, his brows furrowed in thought. He took the letter Darcy was tapping on the arm of his chair and went to the door.

  “Jenkins,” he called down the hall and then waited for his butler to join him. “Has my sister received any letters from Gracechurch Street?”

  Jenkins was a most fastidious butler, and if a piece of correspondence had entered the house, he would know when it arrived, to whom it was addressed, and from whence it had come.

  “Yes, sir, she has.”

  “Do you remember the number in the direction?”

  “Of course, sir. It was eighteen.”

  “Eighteen Gracechurch Street?”

  “Yes, sir. Will there be anything else?”

  “Would you see that this is delivered?” Bingley handed Darcy’s message to him.

  “Tonight, sir?”

  “Yes, as soon as can be managed.”

  Bingley closed the door behind Jenkins and rejoined Darcy.

  “So, tomorrow, you will accompany me on a social call?” He could not help the smirk that he wore.

  “Happily,” Darcy answered.

  Bingley chortled. “Happily? I repeat, this is a social call, and you will be required to be affable.”

  Darcy shook his head and smiled. “I know that such a thing is not my strongest suit, but I have a vested interest in your success. For, it seems, I am most anxious to be allowed the chance to disappoint my family’s expectations.”

  As Darcy was speaking, the door of the study was flung open and Darcy’s cousin, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam entered, followed by a flustered Jenkins.

  “I am sorry, sir,” the butler apologized. “I tried to get him to wait.”

  Bingley chuckled. “We are all sorry at one time or another for Richard, Jenkins. Think nothing of it.” Bingley clapped Richard on the shoulder. “I did not think you would receive Darcy’s message so soon.”

  “Message?” Richard questioned. ” I did not receive a message. I stopped by Darcy’s, and his butler told me that he was here, so I came. What message was I to receive? Does it have anything to do with my cousin disappointing his family?” Richard smiled wickedly at Darcy.

  “This is why one waits to be announced,” grumbled Darcy. “There are things that you are not supposed to hear.”

  At that moment, Jenkins re-entered the room. “A message for you, sir.” He bowed, handed an envelope to Richard, and was gone.

  Richard broke the seal and scanned the contents of Darcy’s message, looking up from it in surprise. “You wish to discuss an old acquaintance?”

  “Yes,” Bingley took out a third glass and filled it with an ample amount of brandy. “It seems that an old acquaintance of yours has surfaced in Meryton, which is near my estate in Hertfordshire.” He handed the glass to Richard. “You may wish to drink this first.”

  Richard eyed Bingley and Darcy suspiciously. “And who might that be?”

  “Wickham,” said Darcy.

  Richard muttered and took a healthy gulp of his drink.

  “Bingley’s neighbour has five daughters, and he is concerned for their safety.” Darcy felt his ears warm at the half-truth. Hiding Bingley’s call on Miss Bennet call from Caroline gave him no qualms but hiding anything from Richard always did, and while it was accurate that Bingley wished to see the Bennets safe, he was not the only one who wished it.

  “Five daughters?” Richard whistled softly. “And would one of these be your new angel?” he asked Bingley. “You do still find an angel in every town, do you not?”

  “If things go well,” Darcy answered before Bingley could, “I think this may be Bingley’s last angel.”

  Richard let out another slow whistle. “She must be quite the lady.”

  Bingley grinned, utterly undaunted by Richard’s teasing tone. “She is,” he said, “and she has four sisters that need protection from Wickham.”

  Richard tipped his head and looked from Bingley to Darcy and back. “Your angel has been seen in company with you and Darcy?”

  Bingley nodded. “As have certain of her sisters.” Bingley winked slyly at Richard.

  Darcy groaned inwardly as he shook his head. Of course, Bingley would not keep that information to himself.

  Richard’s brows rose as an impish grin spread across his face. “Has my cousin singled out any sister in particular?”

  “Yes, your cousin has,” Darcy answered. There seemed no need to try to deny it. Richard would know the truth and to tell him directly was better than to be taunted by both his cousin and Bingley. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”

  “Miss Bennet’s next youngest sister,” Bingley added.

  Richard rubbed his knuckles against his jaw. “And Wickham knows this?”

  Darcy nodded. “I believe so. Therefore, we have decided that Bingley will inform Miss Bennet that Wickham is not to be trusted with the hope that she will then impart this information to her sisters; although, I am not sure the information will be immediately accepted by all.” He shifted in his seat. “Bingley thought that perhaps you could inform Colonel Forster of Wickham’s penchant for cards and women. He has been in the area long enough to have accrued a fair amount of debt, both with the merchants of the area and other members of the regiment. Your word would go a long way in helping me refute the stories that I am sure he has been spreading about me.”

  Richard blew out a breath. “Miss Elizabeth believes Wickham?”

  Darcy nodded slowly. He wished it was not true, but it was.

  “Which means she is set against you, and you are besotted with her enough to consider going against familial duty.” Richard surmised.

  “I would not say besotted,” retorted Darcy.

  “I would,” Bingley muttered.

  Richard threw back his head and laughed. “It is about time.”

  “Why were you looking for me tonight?” Darcy asked before Richard could continue down a road that Darcy was certain he did not wish to have traversed.

  Richard lifted his glass. “A drink, a game of billiards, some conversation, and a comfortable bed.”

  Darcy’s lips twitched. “There are beds at Matlock House that are quite comfortable. In fact, there is one there reserved for you.”

  “There is also one at Darcy House.” He consumed what remained in his glass. “However, your home lacks one thing that my parents’ house does not.”

  “Your mother?” Darcy asked with a grin.

  “Precisely. I have no desire to hear her concerns regarding my lack of a wife.” He placed his glass on the table next to Darcy’s and lay a hand on his cousin’s shoulder for a moment. “If you will forget family expectations and for once pursue your own happiness, then, I might be inspired to do the same, and my mother will be delighted.”

  He continued as Darcy rose from his chair, ready to take his leave, “Do you know how many times I have heard Father and Mother speaking about how they wish to see you happy?” He chuckled as Darcy shook his head. “Neither do they, but it is a great number, to be sure. They will be pleased for you. It is only Aunt Catherine who might pose an issue. But then, when is she not an issue?”

  Darcy and Bingley both chuckled along with Richard. Lady Catherine was known for voicing her opinion about many things quite loudly, and the more her opinion was ignored, as it often was by her brother, the more vocal she would become until eventually, her arguments would expire in a huff.

  “It is not only Lady Catherine about whom you need worry,” said Bingley. “I have a sister who is not easily dissuaded and is intent on securing Pemberley.”

  Richard shook his head. “Is she still at that?”

  “Stubborn, is she not?” Bingley said as he nodded his answer to Richard’s question.

  “Extremely,” Darcy muttered.

  Richard clapped him on the shoulder. “We should take our leave unless you wish to encounter her tonight.”

  “You will contact Colonel Forster?” Bingley asked as they moved into the corridor.

  “I will send him a letter tomorrow, and I am certain Darcy will see that it travels by express?”

  Darcy rolled his eyes. If there was one thing that Richard was good at, aside from his role as colonel, it was weaseling out of extra expenditures. For one who had grown up in a house filled with plenty, he had a strong miserly bent as well as an eye for investment to increase his holdings. A strategic mind, he called it and said it was what made him proficient in his profession.

  “I will call for you tomorrow before I head toward Cheapside to call on Miss Bennet,” Bingley said to Darcy as they reached the front door.

  “Cheapside?” Richard whistled low. “You do mean to disappoint the family.” He laughed and slapped his cousin on the back.

  “It is where her uncle lives. She is a gentleman’s daughter,” Darcy argued.

  Richard moved down the steps briskly and prepared to mount his horse. “You may tell me all her excellent qualities over a game of billiards.” He swung up into his saddle and with a salute was off.

  “You know you will have to tell him everything, do you not?” Bingley asked.

  Darcy nodded. Along with having a miserly streak, Richard Fitzwilliam was also persistent, and much like a starving dog might latch onto a piece of meat and refuse to let go, if there was something that Darcy’s cousin wished to know, he was going to discover it, using whatever means he could. “As long as he lends his help, I will bare my very soul.”

  “Thank you,” Bingley said as Darcy climbed into his carriage, “for telling me about Miss Bennet’s call and all.”

  Darcy leaned forward in his seat so that he could see out the door to where his friend stood. “It is I who should thank you — first, for not tossing me out and, then, for helping me to see reason.”

  “My happiness could not be complete without yours,” Bingley said. “And I promise you, we will find ourselves happy, in spite of my sister.”

  




  
  





Chapter 4


  
  Darcy and Bingley stood just inside the foyer of a neat but modest home on Gracechurch Street, waiting for their cards to be presented to the mistress of the home and her niece.

  “The Gardiners do not appear to be destitute or even wanting,” Bingley whispered. “This paper is new.” He nodded toward the wall. “Caroline has admired it and has begged me to allow her to redecorate the front sitting room with it. However, I prefer paint over flowers.” He pursed his lips as he studied the paper on the wall. “Unless of course my wife prefers flowers, and then I shall prefer them as well.”

  Darcy chuckled. “I have not considered my preference one way or the other. I simply wish my surroundings to look…” His brow furrowed as he thought of how best to describe his taste in decor. It really was not something he considered often. He knew what he liked and what he did not, but he had not put significant effort into deciding how he would decorate a home. His mother had done that sort of thing, and now, if a space needed refreshing, he simply deferred to the opinion of either Georgiana or Lady Matlock. He shrugged. “I prefer my rooms to be welcoming and not garish, homely and not ostentatious.”

  “Which is why my sister should not be allowed to decorate your home or mine,” Bingley said with a smirk. “Are you prepared to see if it is possible to convince a Bennet lady to take on such a task?” he whispered as they followed behind the maid who directed them to the sitting room on their right.

  They had discussed how they would approach this interview as they had travelled together today. It was decided that the folly of both Caroline and Darcy should be broached directly as neither gentleman wished to be left wondering as to their position in hoping to attain their happiness.

  “Mr. Bingley, Mr. Darcy, it is a pleasure to meet you,” a lady, dressed in the current fashion of the day and appearing to be no older than Darcy, if she was even that, greeted them as they entered the room.

  “The pleasure is ours, Mrs. Gardiner,” Bingley said as he took her hand and bowed over it. “It is a pleasure that should have been ours much earlier had we known your niece was in town.”

  Mrs. Gardiner barely contained a grin. “That is a welcome sentiment, is it not, Jane?” she asked as she extended her hand to Mr. Darcy.

  “Indeed, it is,” Jane replied.

  “Please, be seated while I arrange for tea.” Mrs. Gardiner slipped behind Mr. Darcy and into the hall for a moment but was back before either gentleman had settled into his chair completely.

  To Darcy, she rather flitted about like a bird, happily doing all that needed to be done. She tucked away some material that lay on a work table and pulled the table out to be used, he assumed, for the tea service. Then, she perched lightly in her chair, looking at ease but ready to fly away again if she should be needed for something.

  “Mr. Bingley, I understand that you have been considering an estate in Hertfordshire,” Mrs. Gardiner began, directing the conversation to exactly where Darcy and Bingley had hoped it would eventually fall. “Will you return to it once the season draws to a close? I understand you are in town because you have a sister in need of a husband.”

  Darcy found the way the lady’s lips twitched with amusement to be telling of what she had likely heard about Miss Bingley, and the way that her eyes danced reminded him of Elizabeth. He was certain he would enjoy having this woman’s acquaintance.

  “Of course, you are also unmarried,” she continued, “so I suppose you might also be looking for a wife while squiring your sister to this function and that.”

  Even Darcy could not mistake the meaning of Mrs. Gardiner’s words when accompanied by the pointed look she gave Bingley. It was apparent that Mrs. Gardiner was not the sort of lady to play games but came directly to the point, and that fact made him like her all the more.

  “I should not say it, but I will be beyond elated when my sister finally marries,” Bingley admitted. “She is no small trial.”

  “Oh, we all have relations like that,” Mrs. Gardiner said with a grin. “Some are born to us while others are attached by marriage. I do hope she finds a husband who does not add to your affliction.”

  Bingley chuckled. “I most heartily hope the same.”

  “And what of you, Mr. Bingley? Has the season been kind to you — aside from the trials of a sibling?”

  Determined and not to be thwarted in her pursuit — Darcy added these qualities to the list of items that recommended Mrs. Gardiner to him.

  Bingley held Mrs. Gardiner’s gaze. “Not until this moment,” he said before darting his eyes toward Jane and returning them to her aunt and adding, “I hope.”

  “Very well said,” Mrs. Gardiner replied with no small amount of approval in her voice. “We had heard you had intentions of a marriage in the future when a particular lady was finally presented to society.” She stood to pour the tea as the maid laid out the service for her.

  “You speak of my sister.”

  Mrs. Gardiner acknowledged the veracity of Darcy’s words with a nod of her head.

  “Neither Bingley nor I have ever harboured such a wish for any such joining of our families.”

  Bingley gave his fervent agreement. “I assure you that I view Miss Darcy as nothing more than the sister of a very good friend. If our families are ever joined, it shall not be through either of our sisters.” He turned to Jane. “I must apologize for the actions of my sister. I only learned last evening that you were in town and that is only because Darcy told me.”

  Jane looked between the men in confusion.

  “Miss Bingley told me of your call when I stopped to deliver something to Bingley yesterday afternoon.” Darcy accepted a cup of tea from Mrs. Gardiner and then began his painful confession. “She thought I would be delighted about how she had snubbed you. I was not, of course, although I admit to not remonstrating her for her actions but only accepting her account and fleeing as quickly as I could.”

  Bingley chuckled. “You must forgive him for that. Darcy knows my sister’s intentions in regard to his marital state and has no desire to encourage those attentions or to find himself unwarily caught in a trap from which his honour will not allow him to escape.”

  “You do not like Miss Bingley?” Jane asked Darcy in surprise.

  Darcy grimaced and looked at Bingley apologetically. “Not particularly. However, there was a reason for her to think I would find her actions towards you acceptable, and for that, I must apologize. You see, I supported Miss Bingley’s desire to leave Netherfield and persuade her brother not to return.” He closed his eyes and shook his head in self-remonstration. “I abhor disguise, Miss Bennet, and yet, I prevaricated most grievously. I agreed with Miss Bingley that a connection between her family and yours would not be beneficial to her brother.”

  He stood and placed his untouched tea on the tea tray. He knew admission of his failings would be difficult, but to see the pain in the eyes of a woman as kind and sweet as he knew Miss Bennet to be made the task far harder than he had imagined.

  “I will admit to having certain reservations about your family.” He grimaced. “They have nothing to do with your ties to trade. They are — were solely based on what I have perceived to be improper behavior.” He shook his head again. “Not even I can deny how arrogant that sounds.” Indeed, as he said the words here, in the sitting room, standing before both Miss Bennet and her relation, the words sounded like those of a pretentious fool. “Please forgive me.”

  He drew a breath. He needed to complete his admission of guilt, no matter how painful it might be to do so. “I worked to keep Mr. Bingley from returning to Netherfield as he wished.” He smiled sadly at Jane whose eyes had grown wide at his comment. “He wished to return to you. However, I had made a promise to remain with him at his estate until he had decided on either purchasing or moving on and then, if he purchased, until he had enough knowledge to stand on his own as master of his own domain. However, I could not return.” He shook his head slowly as he returned to his seat. “I simply could not be there.”

  “I should not have allowed myself to be persuaded,” Bingley said softly as Darcy retreated into his chair to allow Bingley to make his own apology to Miss Bennet.

  “No,” Jane agreed, “you should not have.”

  “Was it an unpardonable error?” Bingley’s heart thumped wildly, and his palms became moist while drawing a breath became something about which he needed to think. How he would survive a negative response without making a complete cake of himself, he was uncertain.

  Jane’s cheeks grew rosy, and she took a slow sip from her cup. Then, as she returned her cup to her saucer with only a small clatter, she answered. “It is only unpardonable if your intentions in calling today are less than sincere or if you should be so easily persuaded once again.”

  “I promise my intentions are both sincere and unwavering,” Bingley replied, passing his cup to Darcy. “I fear I will drop this if I must hold it any longer.” He rubbed his hands on his breeches. “If you will allow me, Miss Bennet, I will request an interview with your uncle to gain his blessing in your father’s stead to court you. I know this is not exactly the most fitting setting for such a discussion. I should have asked to speak to you in private. However, I came today determined to discover if I had any hope of winning you, and I am willing to openly suffer any humiliation my offer may bring.” He smiled sheepishly. “Although I would be lying if I said I did not hope to avoid the humiliation of rejection.”

  “You may speak to my uncle,” Jane said with a smile.

  Bingley grasped Jane’s hand which was not holding her cup and lifting it, kissed it.  “Thank you,” he whispered, returning her smile.

  “My husband will not be home for many hours,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “He is to dine with an associate this evening.”

  “Tomorrow would be soon enough,” Bingley replied. “Unless it would not be too offensive for me to visit his place of business today.”

  Mrs. Gardiner chuckled. “You do not do things by halves, do you, Mr. Bingley?”

  “Not when it is of such importance as this,” Bingley replied with a smile. “Now, if you were to ask me to muck out the stables, I might not be so eager.”

  “I shall ask you to do no such thing.” Mrs. Gardiner’s left brow rose with an impertinence that reminded Darcy once again of Elizabeth. “However, there are four children in the nursery, and I would not be above shuffling one or more of them off on you so that both their nurse and I might have a nice quiet cup of tea and a read.”

  Bingley shrugged and settled back into his chair. “I am fond of both children and toys, especially if there might be a tin of biscuits involved.”

  “Oh, boys and their biscuits!” Mrs. Gardiner cried. “My youngest son is forever attempting to sneak an extra treat when his nurse’s back is turned.” She chuckled. “He is only two, so, though I reprimand, it is forgivable.” She held out a plate of almond cakes to Bingley.

  “Mr. Darcy,” she began as Bingley selected two cakes from the plate, causing her to smile. “You are like John,” she said to Bingley before turning back to Darcy. “You said you could not return to Netherfield, and I admit to being curious as to the cause of your reluctance — nay — refusal to return.” She offered him an almond cake and refused to move from her spot until he had taken one. Then, she gathered his cup from the tea tray and returned that to him as well. “I will not have you leave without refreshment,” she said kindly before returning to her seat. “Would I be correct in assuming it had something to do with another one of my nieces?”

  Darcy washed down his bite of cake with some tea. “Yes,” he replied simply.

  




  
  





Chapter 5


  
  “Were you much attached to Lizzy?” Jane asked, causing Darcy’s eyes to widen in surprise.

  The Miss Bennet he was witnessing today in this drawing room clashed with the one he remembered from his time in Hertfordshire. This Miss Bennet was much bolder. However, from the pink that stained her cheeks and the way her eyes did not hold his for long before dropping away, he knew that the effort was not without cost.

  “Surprisingly, yes,” he admitted. “Although I did not realize just how much until I returned to town and could not rid myself of her memory.”

  “She likes you,” Jane’s voice was no more than a whisper.

  “I am sorry to disagree with you, Miss Bennet, but your sister most certainly does not like me,” Darcy returned.

  “Oh, no,” Mrs. Gardiner said, “our Lizzy is quite taken with you. She just does not realize it.”

  For the first time since his arrival, Darcy saw the woman relax into her chair and take a leisurely sip of her tea rather than the quick ones she had taken thus far.

  “You will have to explain that to me,” Darcy said. “I was left with the distinct impression that she did not approve of me any more than I approved of such a connection at that time.”

  “How will your family receive her?” Mrs. Gardiner asked.

  Darcy shook his head and shrugged. “I do not know, but first –”

  “Do you love her?” Mrs. Gardiner interrupted.

  Darcy drew a deep breath and released it as he nodded his head. “But I do not see how –”

  “Good,” Mrs. Gardiner interrupted again.

  It appeared that the lady was determined to be the only one asking questions and directing the conversation, so Darcy leaned back and waited expectantly.

  “No more protests, Mr. Darcy?”

  The familiar twinkle had returned to Mrs. Gardiner’s eyes, causing the right side of Darcy’s mouth tipped up in a half smile. “You are very much like her,” he commented.

  Mrs. Gardiner finished the tea in her cup and placed it to the side. “I cannot deny that. However, the fact that you have recognized it speaks to how much you must admire her to have noticed such a thing. Tell me, because my curiosity must be satisfied: what makes you say that Elizabeth and I are alike?”

  Darcy tipped his head. “You would leave your children in the care of Bingley to have a cup of tea and a read. Therefore, I assume you enjoy reading as much as she does.”

  With a tip of her head, Mrs. Gardiner accepted his statement as true.

  “You are determined and unafraid to speak your mind. You challenged both me and Bingley.”

  “One of my faults,” Mrs. Gardiner said with a smile.

  “No, I do not find it to be a fault. I prefer directness to prevarication and pandering.” He watched the light dance in the eyes of the woman before him. “Her eyes sparkle and dance just as yours do, and her brow raises in much the same fashion as yours is now.” A smile spread across his face. “And, her lips purse and twitch just like that when she is trying to contain her amusement.”

  Mrs. Gardiner clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, you do love her!”

  Darcy nodded. “But –” He stopped as Mrs. Gardiner held up a hand.

  “She would not dislike you so much as she does if she did not like you.”

  Darcy’s brows furrowed. How could dislike equate to like? “I beg your pardon?”

  Bingley chuckled.

  “Do you understand her meaning?” Darcy asked his friend.

  “I think I might,” Bingley replied. “The lady doth protest too much, me thinks.”

  Darcy’s eyes grew wide. “Shakespeare?”

  “I said I read occasionally,” Bingley retorted.

  “He has the right of it,” said Mrs. Gardiner, “does he not, Jane?”

  Jane nodded. “Oh, indeed. Lizzy avows her dislike far too much for it not to indicate how much she wishes for your good opinion.”

  Darcy’s brows furrowed as he shook his head trying to rid himself of the perplexity such statements brought. “But she has my good opinion; she does not have to wish for it.”

  “Oh, she knows she has your tolerably good opinion,” Mrs. Gardiner said as she rose and gathered empty cups. Both of her brows rose as she took Mr. Darcy’s cup from him. “I am afraid she heard your comment at the assembly. In fact, I am quite certain everyone who knows and is close to Lizzy has heard your comment from the assembly. I had it in a letter not two days after it was spoken.”

  Darcy blew out a breath and closed his eyes for a moment. “Then, if she is so set against me, do I have any hope?”

  Mrs. Gardiner placed the cups she held on the tea tray and then, as she crossed the room to summon someone to clear the things away, she stopped and lay a hand on Darcy’s shoulder much like Richard’s mother would at times when attempting to reassure him of something.

  “Hope is not lost until she is married to someone other than you. Until that time, we must not faint.” She gave his shoulder a pat and then rang for the maid.

  “Now, we must decide how to proceed,” she said as she returned to her seat. “I am not a matchmaker, mind you. However, I do long to see my nieces well-settled.”

  Her smile and accompanying laugh were infectious, filling the room with a lightness it had not had for several minutes.

  “I might be able to persuade her to visit,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “And then you can call just as you are now, and she will see that you are not as she thinks.” She winked. “I will be certain to sing your praises if she should disparage. An unhappy Lizzy is known to allow her tongue to get the better of her good sense. Aside from getting Elizabeth here and allowing Mr. Darcy to confuse and then charm her, are there any other contentious items that need our forethought?”

  “I am positive she has heard some very disparaging stories about me,” Darcy said. “Mr. Wickham is not a champion of the Darcy name. I am right, am I not?” he asked as he noted how Jane drew her lower lip between her teeth and dropped her gaze.

  Jane nodded.

  Darcy shook his head. “I cannot tell you all that has passed between us, but I can assure you that it is not Mr. Wickham’s normal wont to speak truthfully regarding how things now stand between us. He is not to be trusted.”

  “Indeed, he is not,” Bingley affirmed gravely.

  “I have not believed him,” Jane said with a smile. “He spoke too freely with an acquaintance of a short duration. I told Lizzy to be wary, and I do not think she is completely convinced by his words. Did she not ask you about him at the ball?”

  “She did.”

  “If you would but answer her, her opinion might be swayed. I know you could not on a dance floor, but she is not thinking clearly. You have unsettled her.” Jane paused and then continued. “There is, however, one item about which I should like to ask.”

  “Whatever you wish to know, Miss Bennet,” Darcy offered.

  “Are you betrothed?”

  Darcy shook his head. “No matter how much my aunt insists that it happens, I am not betrothed to her daughter, nor will I ever be betrothed to her daughter. It will come as a great disappointment to her, I suppose,” he added sardonically.

  Jane’s broad smile at the comment was, Darcy recognized, the equivalent of another more vocal lady’s chuckle. He was beginning to recognize in the short time they had spent together this afternoon that her emotions were conveyed in small, subtle ways that required greater attention than he had given them in Meryton. She was not a fawning lady of the ton but a gracious and demure lady of quality. His friend would do well to secure her.

  “My mother was quite disappointed with Elizabeth in such a fashion recently.”

  “I beg your pardon?” Darcy asked as his heart began racing and his stomach twisted. Wickham would not offer for a lady of little wealth — not even to spite Darcy. Would he?

  “Mr. Collins, our cousin, made an offer. My mother was beside herself demanding that Elizabeth retract her refusal. The whole house was in an uproar until Mr. Collins removed himself to Lucas Lodge, where he found a lady who was more amenable to his offer.”

  “Mr. Collins? The large man with an excess of words and an inability to dance without injuring his partner?”

  At this, Jane actually giggled as she nodded. “Yes, that Mr. Collins. A most ridiculous match, is it not?”

  “Indeed,” Darcy muttered. How would anyone with half a morsel of sense think that a lady as intelligent and quick-witted as Elizabeth would make a good match for a bumbling fool like Mr. Collins? The idea was far beyond ridiculous. It was ludicrous, and he was happy that it appeared Elizabeth’s refusal had stood.

  “He married Miss Lucas,” Mrs. Gardiner added. “But it is not Mr. Collins we wish to see married, now is it?”

  Darcy found himself chuckling at her pointed look.

  “No,” he replied. He hoped to see both Bingley and himself happily leg-shackled before his annual trip to Rosings at Easter, where he would both have to endure his aunt and Mr. Collins. A smile settled firmly on his lips. Perhaps if he were fortunate to secure a bride before Easter, he would not be required to visit Rosings at all since his aunt’s displeasure would undoubtedly take some time to quell.

  “Do you think you can persuade Miss Elizabeth to visit soon?” Darcy asked. “It may take some time for me to convince her that I am not so unworthy as I portrayed myself.”

  “Oh, I should think she would be very willing to visit soon. I imagine that there is a fair bit of unpleasantness to be endured at home since her mother is displeased to know that Longbourn is not to fall to one of her daughters but to Miss Lucas. I will write today, and perhaps Jane will add a note of invitation as well?” She cast a questioning look at her niece.

  “Please tell her that I came to call,” Bingley said as he rose to leave. “And that it was at Darcy’s insistence. In fact, it is through Darcy that I learned of Miss Bennet’s being in town. That should do some good in shedding a bit of a rosy glow on my friend, should it not?” He looked from one lady to the other.

  “It will,” Jane said quietly.

  Mrs. Gardiner, followed by Jane, rose to see their guests out of the room, and after a few words of parting and Bingley managing to get the directions to Mr. Gardiner’s warehouse, the two gentlemen stepped out onto the street, feeling very hopeful.

  




  
  





Chapter 6


  
  “Gentlemen,” Mr. Gardiner rose and greeted the two men who entered his office. “How might I be of service to you today?” He made a sweeping motion to the chairs that stood before a desk, covered with a few small boxes on one end and a stack of account books and papers on the other. He tucked his ink and pen away and straightened the few documents that were before him into a neat pile.

  Darcy noted the emblem that graced the tops of several of the papers and was stamped on the side of one box that was facing him. Though the lady who looked at him from that box did not always appear in the same dress ─ what lady did — there was no mistaking her identity. Mr. Gardiner was, apparently, a member of the Mercers’ Company.

  “We have just come from calling at your home,” Bingley began.

  Mr. Gardiner, a good-natured-looking gentleman of no more than five and thirty, leaned back in his chair, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Indeed? I hope you were not too disappointed to find I was not home.” His lips twitched with barely contained amusement.

  Bingley laughed. “Seeing as my goal was to call on your niece, I was not disappointed in the least.”

  A grin spread across Mr. Gardiner’s face. “I had hoped you were calling for her and not me,” he replied. “I also hope you are calling on me now because of her.” He tipped his head and smiled. “I am not a man to shake the bushes in hopes that for which I am searching falls out. I prefer to come to the point where it is prudent.” He propped his elbows on the arms of his chair and clasped his hands in front of him. “We have heard much about both of you gentlemen.” He grimaced. “I wish I could say it has all been good, but I am not the sort to bear false tales.”

  “Well-deserved criticism,” Darcy assured him, causing the gentleman’s eyebrows to raise.

  “Indeed?”

  Darcy nodded. “I have made my full confession of folly to your wife.”

  “As have I,” Bingley added.

  “And was your folly forgiven?” Gardiner’s eyes shifted from Bingley to Darcy and back.

  “Yes,” Bingley replied with a grin.

  “By your wife and Miss Bennet,” Darcy added. “And I hope, eventually, to be forgiven by Miss Elizabeth as well.”

  “Hmm,” Gardiner muttered as he nodded his head in a pleased fashion. “I am certain my wife will apprise me of the details when I return home this evening.”

  “I am certain she will,” Darcy agreed.

  “So, you do not dislike our Lizzy, then?”

  The smile he wore told Darcy he knew the answer to that question, but Darcy answered anyway. “I like her very much.”

  Gardiner chuckled and turned to Bingley. “And I assume you like Jane?”

  Bingley’s cheeks grew noticeably red. It was one of the hazards of having a fair
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