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      And so the trial begins!

      

      Henry Crawford begins to tell his tale of what happened, with his nefarious history with Maria Crawford at Mansfield Park.

      

      The residents at Pemberley listen, and all roads lead back to one solution: the residents of Mansfield Park have to come to Pemberley and face the Crawford family.

      

      All throughout this, Jane Bennet’s story of her friendship with Mary Crawford unfolds and explains their history.

      

      All throughout this, Kitty Bennet must face a painful reality: the two men who are in love with her are in the same space and she has to accept that she might be the problem in this situation.

      

      Here comes Part seven of the story, showing that life can get complex, no matter what.
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            Dedication & Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Readers, we’re on Book Seven, a little past the middle of the series—and not quite to the end yet. Yes, I still haven’t embraced the idea that brevity is the soul of wit. Then again, I have never been a wit. Despite one’s wishes, we are not all Miss Austen, hard as we try to be. Here is an important note for you before you delve into this part of the series.

      There will be choices that are made in this tale that will be unexpected. Those sections are inspired by Jane Austen’s family, and those parts are me using Miss Austen’s characters as a medium where they undergo the similar sentiments her family might have experienced. This will be discussed in the Afterword, which I humbly ask the reader to peruse.

      Every now and again, there will be a chapter that deviates from the heroine’s perspective, to follow the actions of other characters. This is solely done so that the reader can be given vital information.

      Also, this book in the series will have a split narrative and told from two perspectives. It will be told between Kitty’s continuing story and rewinding to Jane’s tale right after the Bingleys left Netherfield Park after that first ball. It will continue to when Jane met Mary Crawford in Cheapside, London, during the darker times of when Jane thought all was lost. It’s to explain how Jane and the Crawfords became friends.

      I hope that you like this next installment in the series, but I admit, this one is a little off the beaten path. I hope you will find something about it to enjoy.

      Once more, readers, thanks for everything. And a special thanks to Helyn Guy-Roberts, A. Madison, and Laurie Novo for still being there to support me to whatever end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prequel

          

          JANE BENNET’S STORY: THE LETTER AFTER NETHERFIELD HALL

        

      

    

    
      With it having been an exhausting night the evening before, I woke up to see my beloved husband sleeping beside me. I chuckled silently and decided to remain in bed, next to him, until he woke.

      Marrying Charles Bingley had been one of the highlights of my life, and one of the first things that I learned about him, when entering the married state, is that he could stay awake and alert during an entire ball…but the day after? Oh, he was asleep and would spend the whole day in bed, if he could.

      While my limbs were equally exhausted, my soul was restless though.

      Or rather, my imagination was.

      Or my memories were.

      Looking up at Bingley, I saw the beautiful outline of his face, as he looked there, peacefully.

      In that moment, I ought to have been content. Yet with individuals such as I, there is a part of me that is heavily unknown and can only be described as the time-honored maxim: still waters run deep. Within each silent reaction that I give, there are many words that I think, yet do not speak. Many times, I have wished to shout, when I whispered. The voice be serene, but the mind—always awake. Always alive. Always alert.

      I should be happy now, and I was. Very much so. But between the sheets of thought, between the bed of life, we often dwell—or return to times where things were not in a firm state of balance. Of when struggle and folly ruled the day, and not peace and felicity.

      And so, my mind chose to dwell, to relive a journey that had long been left alone.

      I couldn’t help but wonder…so to speak.

      My memories drove back to earlier times, more troubling and turbulent times, of when my heart was in a constant state of uncertainty.

      Of when, the happy scene that I was amidst, almost did not occur.

      Of when everything seemed as if it had fallen apart, months ago…

      

      Sitting down, I opened the letter and smiled when I saw Miss Bingley’s familiar handwriting. Immediately I noted the elegant paper and marveled at her skilled handwriting.

      And then I began to read the contents of the letter.

      By the time I was finished, I cannot honestly recall how I even got to the end of it. Removed from myself even more, I felt as if I was pushed out of my body, someone else had come in, and finished my actions for me.

      It was someone else who had re-read the letter.

      It was someone else who closed the letter and put it back in the envelope.

      It was someone else who stood up, went over to the rest of the company, sat down, and tried—in vain—to ingratiate herself into the party.

      It was someone else who was smiling whenever a joke was made—when an anecdote was narrated—when a compliment was offered.

      But it was me who was immediately distressed.

      It was me who felt as if her world had come undone—had underwent a sudden collapse.

      It was I who felt as if a link within me had been severed.

      And it was truly me who felt the sudden pangs of heartache, abandonment, and loss.

      It was me that was breaking in every way a person could feel broken.

      But one thing that both of us women had in common was that they both believed that they hid their heartbreak well from the present company.

      Both women believed that they did quite well at concealing their agony. Both women were me.

      But every minute that I was not allowed to be alone felt like daggers digging into my skin. After what felt like an eternity, the officers took their leave.

      At the very moment that they had disappeared down the road, I stole a glance at Elizabeth. She took my meaning and joined me in my room.

      With every step we took, the words from the letter weighed me down even more, and the reality of my present became even more real…and even more terrifying to face.

      Eventually, we made it to my room, and Elizabeth closed the door behind her.

      “Tell me what it is,” she urged, “because I could see your disappointment all while you read the letter.”

      As you know, the two separate women that read the letter: the one who did read it and smiled throughout, and the other woman who cried out in pain…now those women were merging together. Within my form, they united, and we became one.

      “You knew that something was wrong?” I asked, heartbroken.

      “I saw it in your eyes. Jane, what is it?”

      Unfolding the letter, I handed it to her.

      “This is from Caroline Bingley.” Mentioning it now made everything feel heavier. It made the truth more real, and I could have been knocked down with a feather. “What it contains has surprised me a good deal. The whole party have left Netherfield by this time and are on their way to town—and without any intention of coming back again.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes widened in shock.

      “What!” She gasped.

      “She tells me that they all are gone. And Mr. Bingley is never coming back.”

      My whole world had come undone.

      All was lost.
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        * * *

      

      With the letter still in my hand, I was motionless.

      The shock was real—while also not being so. I felt as if I was not myself, but rather on the outside of myself, watching a woman who looked like me, spoke like me, but was not me. Rather she was someone else, experiencing the pain of the news, undergoing the alarm of knowing that something so certain, so ever-fixed, was all to never come about.

      And Lizzy was still there, having heard my announcement. Coming back into myself, I looked at her.

      “Jane,” she gasped, “I cannot believe it.”

      “But it is true,” I found myself able to utter. Here, you shall hear what she says.” Raising up the paper again, I breathed out and in. The page was not more than ten centimeters from my face, and yet the words fell in and out of focus. At last, I steadied myself and continued to read onward.

      
        
        ‘Resolving to follow after my brother, our entire party has quitted Netherfield Park and returned to town directly. We intend to be dining in Grosvenor Street by the end of the day, where Mr. Hurst has a house.

        I do not pretend to regret anything I shall leave in Hertfordshire, except your society, my dearest friend; but we will hope, at some future period, to enjoy many returns of that delightful intercourse we have known, and in the meanwhile may lessen the pain of separation by a very frequent and most unreserved correspondence. I depend on you for that.

      

      

      I lowered the letter and was surprised to see that Elizabeth was not especially shocked.

      “You do not look disturbed by this?” I asked.

      “Why should I be?” she responded, “the only surprise there is to the letter is if Miss Bingley truly means what she says.”

      “Of course, she means it.”

      “Forgive me, but I am not apt to trust that she intends to remember you or any of us, once she returns to town. Her words are pretty. But that’s all they are: pretty. And as for the rest, nothing about it alarms me. I am surprised by the suddenness of their removal, but I see nothing in it to lament. It is not as if their absence from Netherfield will keep their brother from returning. After all, it is his home and not theirs. Therefore, he can always return without them, which I would find to be a better situation all around.”

      I bit my lip.

      “It is unlucky,” she continued, after a short pause, “that you should not be able to see your friends before they leave the country. But may we not hope that the period of future happiness to which Miss Bingley looks forward may arrive earlier than she is aware, and that the delightful intercourse you have known as friends will be renewed with yet greater satisfaction as sisters? Mr. Bingley will not be detained in London by them.”

      “Caroline decidedly says that none of the party will return into Hertfordshire this winter. I will read it to you.”

      Taking up the letter again, I continued to read:

      
        
        ‘When my brother left us yesterday, he imagined that the business which took him to London might be concluded in three or four days; but as we are certain it cannot be so, and at the same time convinced that when Charles gets to town he will be in no hurry to leave it again, we have determined on following him thither, that he may not be obliged to spend his vacant hours in a comfortless hotel. Many of my acquaintances are already there for the winter; I wish that I could hear that you, my dearest friend, had any intention of making one of the crowd—but of that I despair. I sincerely hope your Christmas in Hertfordshire may abound in the gaieties which that season generally brings, and that your beaux will be so numerous as to prevent your feeling the loss of the three of whom we shall deprive you.’

      

      

      I felt that surely, Lizzy could decipher, reading between the lines of words and phrases, what Caroline’s true meaning was.

      “There?” I exuded, “do you not see? It is evident by this that he comes back no more this winter.”

      Lizzy rolled her eyes.

      “It is only evident that Miss Bingley does not mean that he should.”

      She could not see. Heaven and earth! Why could she not see?

      “Why will you think so?” I stressed. “It must be his own doing. He is his own master. But you do not know all. I will read you the passage which particularly hurts me. I will have no reserves from you.”

      My imploring her, willing her to understand was potentially that of a despairing woman who was selfish. Her words were naturally what I should have wished to hear. Yet the news of Mr. Bingley’s departure had blinded me to such a degree that my inner voice became quite mad, I was driven to extreme sensibility internally, and I therefore wished for her to feel my wretchedness. She was trying to calm me, to coax me, and that was precisely what I needed. And yet, why did I wish to stress the horror of my situation? In the wake of heartache, we humans are so nonsensical. Looking once more to the letter—the very letter that I should have never read again, but instead clung to like a child touches a hot iron—I continued again.

      
        
        ‘Mr. Darcy is impatient to see his sister; and, to confess the truth, we are scarcely less eager to meet her again. I really do not think Georgiana Darcy has her equal for beauty, elegance, and accomplishments; and the affection she inspires in Louisa and myself is heightened into something still more interesting, from the hope we dare entertain of her being hereafter our sister. I do not know whether I ever before mentioned to you my feelings on this subject; but I will not leave the country without confiding them, and I trust you will not esteem them unreasonable. My brother admires her greatly already; he will have frequent opportunity now of seeing her on the most intimate footing; her relations all wish the connection as much as his own; and a sister's partiality is not misleading me, I think, when I call Charles most capable of engaging any woman's heart. With all these circumstances to favor an attachment, and nothing to prevent it, am I wrong, my dearest Jane, in indulging the hope of an event which will secure the happiness of so many?’

      

      

      After reading those last words for the second time, then I began to fully feel the effects of it. The implications stung me as I closed the letter, sat back down and stared ahead.

      It was moments such as those, in the cold silence of our hearts torn open from shattered dreams, that you become sensitive to every sound and feeling. Reality becomes filtered and you see everything on a finer scale. I felt the softness of the cushion beneath me. I saw the storm clouds outside of the window, threatening rain. I heard the sound of our grandfather clock in the other room. I heard mother’s voice in the other room, and Hill’s footsteps as she walked around the house. And the vast heaviness of the air around me also felt as if it had developed a heaviness and obscured my vision.

      “Jane?” Elizabeth uttered. Her voice pierced through my fevered thoughts and brought me back into her company. “Dearest?”

      “Yes,” I extolled, breathy. “Yes, I am here.”

      “You have turned white.”

      “I am… I am…” I could not find the words, therefore, I shifted back to our main discussion. “Lizzy, you heard the last comments that Caroline made. What do you think of this sentence, my dear Lizzy? Is it not clear enough? Does it not expressly declare that Caroline neither expects nor wishes me to be her sister…that she is perfectly convinced of her brother's indifference, and that if she suspects the nature of my feelings for him. She means, most kindly, to put me on my guard. Can there be any other opinion on the subject?”

      “Yes, there can. For mine is totally different. Will you hear it?”

      I willed myself to be brought back to my senses, and not my sensibilities. Elizabeth had another theory, and it would be to my favor. Therefore, I chose to listen.

      “Most willingly,” I uttered, awaiting any kind news that she might deliver.

      “You shall have it in a few words. Miss Bingley sees that her brother is in love with you and wants him to marry Miss Darcy. She follows him to town in hope of keeping him there and tries to persuade you that he does not care about you.”

      This news did not satisfy me. As much as I wished that she was correct regarding Mr. Bingley, it contradicted everything that I felt about Caroline. I still believed that I was correct; Caroline was my most devoted friend. She would never hurt me!

      “I cannot believe that of her,” I denied, shaking my head. Elizabeth stood up, came toward me and sat right down on the sofa, at my side.

      “Indeed, Jane,” she urged, “you ought to believe me. No one who has ever seen you together can doubt his affection. Miss Bingley, I am sure, cannot. She is not such a simpleton. Could she have seen half as much love in Mr. Darcy for herself, she would have ordered her wedding clothes. But the case is this: we are not rich enough or grand enough for them. And she is more anxious to get Miss Darcy for her brother, from the notion that when there has been one intermarriage, she may have less trouble in achieving a second, in which there is certainly some ingenuity. And I dare say it would succeed, if Miss de Bourgh were out of the way. But, my dearest Jane, you cannot seriously imagine that because Miss Bingley tells you her brother greatly admires Miss Darcy, he is in the smallest degree less sensible of your merit than when he took leave of you on Tuesday, or that it will be in her power to persuade him that, instead of being in love with you, he is very much in love with her friend.”

      After considering her words, I carefully gave my reply.

      “If we thought alike of Miss Bingley,” I pointed out, “your representation of all this might make me quite easy. But I know the foundation is unjust. Caroline is incapable of willfully deceiving anyone. And all that I can hope in this case is that she is deceiving herself.”

      “That is right,” Lizzy supported, leaning back and letting her shoulders slacken, “You could not have started a more happy idea, since you will not take comfort in mine. Believe her to be deceived, by all means. You have now done your duty by her and must fret no longer.”
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        * * *

      

      In the work of a moment, hope was returned to me. Perhaps Lizzy was correct. For Mr. Bingley made it very evident, before he left, that he was leaving for town for a brief duration. That was all. There was nothing in his tone, manner and habit, that indicated anything otherwise.

      All there was for me to worry over, unfortunately, was the matter of his sisters. This alarmed me to such a degree that I felt obliged to mention it.

      “But, my dear sister,” I compiled, “can I be happy, even supposing the best, in accepting a man whose sisters and friends are all wishing him to marry elsewhere?”

      “You must decide for yourself,” Elizabeth offered me this ultimatum, “and if, upon mature deliberation, you find that the misery of disobliging his two sisters is more than equivalent to the happiness of being his wife, I advise you by all means to refuse him.”

      I smiled faintly.

      “How can you talk so? You must know that, though I should be exceedingly grieved at their disapprobation, I could not hesitate.”

      “I did not think you would,” Lizzy smirked, “and that being the case, I cannot consider your situation with much compassion.”

      “But if he returns no more this winter, my choice will never be required. A thousand things may arise in six months!”

      “And to that, I find utterly unlikely. Between his continual seeking you out, his inability to attend to anything else when you are present, his eyes so ever-fixed on you that he did not even notice our family’s humiliation at the ball, to his dancing with you so often—no! I draw utter contempt at the idea of him not returning. It is Miss Bingley’s wishes, and no more. I would say that we ought not to even mention what she wrote in the letter, but I know how we are; we are going to mention it by and by. And even if his family does not look on your match with a favorable eye, I cannot believe that Miss Bingley’s wishes carry so great a weight with her brother, that it would influence him to abandon his own will and desires. He is an independent man. Therefore, his heart is independent. Her influence cannot be so very large.”

      The more she spoke, the more I was convinced that I had no cause for alarm, at present. Her arguments were so logical, and her concern for me too real, for it all to be anything else but the truth.

      “I hope you are right, Lizzy.”

      “I flatter myself that I may be. Unless I am terribly mistaken, I believe that Mr. Bingley will return very soon, to answer every wish that your heart desires of him.”

      “You write me a happy ending. May reality turn out as you write it.”

      “If only I was the sort who could control fate, he would be here tomorrow.”

      Suddenly, another thought struck me! The notion of it was something that I dreaded.

      “But what do you think I should tell mother?” I asked. “I’m worried that if I show her this letter, she would be overcome by the news.”

      “That is an understatement. Her nerves would blow the house down. All that I can suggest is that we tell her the news of the family departing Netherfield. But we should not mention how long he is gone for and merely infer that it is a casual visit to town. We should not give her cause to alarm. If we do, we will regret doing it for the next month.”

      “I agree. I do not want to make her feel any anxiety needlessly. I’m happy we are of the same mind in this. If we mention that they merely left for a brief time, then she will not be overcome.”
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        * * *

      

      “What!” our mother cried. “What a horrible thing!”

      Lizzy and I had told her the news, thinking it would not trouble her. We were wrong.

      “This is exceedingly unlucky!” she wailed, “exceedingly unlucky, and very trying on my poor nerves. What a shocking thing! I said this about Mr. Bingley before, didn’t I? You all heard me worry that he was the sort of man to be running here and there quickly and never know how to settle down. You see? I was right. I am always right, but no one listens to me. I’m like a prophet that never gets heard.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lizzy roll her eyes. While our mother’s behavior indicated all the signs of becoming hysterical, I sympathized. Truly, I never wished to cause mother any pain, and now here I was, committing the very thing that I attempted to always avoid. I tried to tell myself that it was not my fault, that my mother put too high of expectations on me, but I knew that it would do no good.

      “I just cannot believe it!” she continued, arguing with herself. “One minute he is there, and then he is gone. All was going so very charmingly. It all looked promising! And I hope he remembers his promise! Yes, I have not forgotten, you see? For I never forget anything! He promised that he would dine at Longbourn again. We invited him to dinner, and I had planned to two full courses.”

      “Well, then you have no need for alarm,” Lizzy offered. “For if you invited him to dinner, for two courses, and he accepted, then he has no choice to return. After all, Mr. Bingley is not the sort of man to break such an important promise as a dinner with a neighbor.”

      “Oh, who asked you to speak? Unfeeling, selfish child! At least Jane did everything correctly. You could have been Mr. Collins’s wife!”

      “But she was right to refuse him,” I uttered, defending Lizzy. “They did not love each other and so her actions were correct, and not selfish.”

      Mama looked away from me, and it was as if she had not heard me.

      “Yes, well,” she continued, “he did promise. So, he will return. And when he does, I promise, I shall take care to have two full courses. Yes, for Mr. Bingley, nothing better will do. Two whole courses.”

      This was the consolation she found at the end. And the belief of Mr. Bingley dining with us eventually was the balm to soothe the wound of him presently leaving Netherfield.

      I am Jane Bennet…and my life was unwinding. Now I had to face a world of reactions that I did not wish to endure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          KITTY’S TALE: THE TRIAL BEGINS…

        

      

    

    
      Life can be much determined by a series of reactions, and the expressions that they cause.

      I looked at Colonel Fitzwilliam. He looked at me.

      Next, I looked at Elizabeth.

      She was looking at Mr. Darcy.

      Once he looked at her, he directed his attention to Mr. Bingley.

      And Mr. Bingley looked at Jane.

      Jane looked at Mary Crawford.

      Mary Crawford looked at William Price.

      William Price looked at her and held her hand.

      Afterwards, I looked at Georgiana.

      Georgiana looked at me, then she looked at Arthur Philips.

      Arthur looked at Enara.

      Then we all finished our expressions and directed our attention back to the chief speaker himself: Mr. Henry Crawford.

      His previous words rang out in the corners of my mind: ‘It is time that I finally answer for all that I have done. And I tell all, in hopes that one day, I may find forgiveness.’

      And Mr. Darcy’s reply: ‘For the love of our sisters, who want us to understand each other, I do it for them. Therefore, you may proceed.’

      One was a proper introduction. Henry Crawford was the verbose and charming sort. He could spin words around a person in the same manner that a spider could spin words around its prey. In both regards, the situation was dangerous for the object that both wished to ensnare. But, despite his history, I could not hate Henry, in the same sort of manner that nature could not detest the spider. It was the nature of the predator, and it could not be ignored.

      However, Darcy was on the other side of the situation, and his was the proper reaction. He had given Henry Crawford leave to explain himself, but not so much leave that Henry could feel that he was entirely able to be forgiven.

      That was the right thing to do. Despite my weakness for Henry Crawford’s behavior, it made me admire Mr. Darcy all the more. Time had helped me to appreciate him, and this moment was such an instance. He would listen but not be swayed so very easily. Henry Crawford would not be met with a man who gave in so easily, when it came to Mr. Darcy. As a result, he could not pull the proverbial ‘wool over Darcy’s eyes’ but found someone who could not be wooed, charmed, or impressed. Also, Darcy had been courted by ‘false’ charm before, and now he knew how to see through it. Thus, we could all now delve into the truth of the matter, plunge to the depths of veracity, and see the beauties of sincerity. All is safe from eyes being shut, when there is one among you whose eyes are always wide awake.

      “Well,” Colonel Fitzwilliam whispered to me. “This ought to be one of the most interesting afternoons that will take place here.”

      “Yes,” I responded, speaking equally low, “I would be upset if it proves otherwise.”

      He chuckled quietly, and we became attentive.

      “When I arrived at Mansfield Park,” Henry Crawford began, “you could say that I arrived with no terrible intentions, but I own to having a terrible mind.”

      “Explain,” Darcy said, his tone neither helpful nor cruel. It was merely…strong and impartial.

      “You must understand,” Henry Crawford began, but Darcy interrupted him.

      “I do not have to understand anything,” Darcy stated, “but you must help me along.”

      “My husband is correct,” Elizabeth supported, “what he wishes to comprehend is entirely up to him, and him alone. You can explain, but he must make up his mind along the way. But never fear, Mr. Crawford, this is encouragement. We will give you allowance to speak, but never to demand.”

      Henry Crawford chuckled.

      “Yes, of course. I have used the wrong words. Rarely do I do that, for I suppose at one point in my life, I once prided myself on saying all the correct things.”

      “Charm can lead to that,” Mary Crawford supported him, “but now, Henry, you are being sincere. Sometimes, sincerity can lead to a person not being as certain as they once were.” She looked at us all. “I am not making excuses. But, judging from my brother’s history, this is him finding a better way. Naturally, you must all think me to be a little blinded by sibling loyalty.”

      “When it comes to family,” Jane answered, “when it comes to follies and vices, if we don’t remain loyal to them, then who will?”

      Mary Crawford smiled at her, grateful. No matter what the outcome of this situation, I knew it: Jane would remain steadfast to Mary Crawford forever. Miss Crawford had found her way into Jane’s heart, and there, she would hold fast and perhaps forever.
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        * * *

      

      Now that he had his sister’s confidence, as well as Elizabeth and Jane’s, Mr. Henry Crawford felt his courage rise—or at least, that’s how I translated it—and he had the heart to continue.

      “I should clarify that my actions might be a blend of nature and nurture. I was born into a world where Mary and I were raised by our aunt and uncle. That was an unhappy marriage, where our uncle’s affections were not the best. He didn’t think very well of matrimony, and as Mary can tell you, he could have treated our aunt better. I do not lay my private life before you all because I am loose of the tongue, but so that you know the world that Mary and I were in. Besides, much of my life has been in the papers, therefore, what is there left to conceal?”

      “I am not so scrupulous when it comes to hiding my family’s history,” Mary Crawford explained. “That may not be regarded as proper, but I only lay down the history of my life to people who I consider worthy of hearing it. I trust Jane and Kitty, and I know, by extension, that I therefore can trust you all. I appreciate the efforts of my uncle, in that he financially supported us. But that, perhaps, could have come about through the simple expected devotion to family, as well as from our aunt’s imploring him to. However, it doesn’t change the fact that he did not respect us women that were in his life. He did not love my aunt—or if he did, he did not respect her. His disrespect went so far that, all throughout their marriage, our uncle kept a mistress.”

      My eyes widened in shock, but not in the traditional manner. A man having a mistress was not uncommon. What was uncommon was that Mary and Henry knew of this woman.

      “Then…” I began, “you knew this? Even when you were children?”

      “Yes, we did,” Mary Crawford explained. “Even going that far back in our history, I cannot recall a time that we lived there, and we were ignorant of the matter.”

      “Monstrous,” Enara commented. “You were exposed to such immorality at too young an age.”

      “And that is the fact of the matter,” Henry Crawford said. “You see, when you are given rotten fruit to eat, since your childhood, immorality becomes commonplace.”

      “You become used to the idea of immorality and vice being acceptable,” I put in.

      “Precisely. Thus, Mary and I were nursed on this doctrine, this jaded perspective on marriage being something that is taken for granted entirely on the gentleman’s side, and it being something that the wife must endure. Perhaps, I clung to that message too well—but it’s hard to overcome a lesson that you were taught since you were children.”

      “We shall take that into consideration,” Mr. Darcy responded, “but at some point, a man is like a woman. When reaching the very peak of our manhood, we must eventually stop blaming others and eventually learn to blame ourselves.”

      “I do blame myself now, I assure you. For where does the negativity of influence end and the negativity of one’s own independent iniquity begin? I am certain that I do not know anymore. If I ever knew to begin with. I just say this so that you know my history, and how my sordid past is a blend of being given the worst of influences from the very beginning, and I was left to enhance my negative qualities with the independence of being a wealthy young man, who could practice his nefarious habits without the ability to yield to a more principled way. For, you see, my uncle loved me. I was a boy, who he could mold into being another version of himself. He raised me to be quite like him, and I, in my love for him, indulged and learned every lesson that he was willing to expose to me. I loved my aunt, but I also admired my uncle for having a mistress. After all, my uncle trained me to love her and consider him right to have her.”

      Once more, I looked at Georgiana and Colonel Fitzwilliam.

      In Georgiana’s eyes was alarm at such confessions on the horrid uncle.

      In Colonel Fitzwilliam’s eyes was resignation. Leaning into him, I could not help but whisper.

      “You look upset but not disturbed.”

      “Because this is common. And you don’t look upset about this either.”

      “Because I am like you. This is common, but we seldom speak about such things. That’s what makes it even more horrible: that I am not surprised—though a young lady ought to be.”

      Colonel Fitzwilliam took my hand, to show camaraderie, and quickly released it. I was grateful to him.
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      “When I reached proper age,” Henry Crawford continued, “I stood to inherit Everingham, as well as a sizeable fortune that made me free of all restraint. Mix this independence, of being given everything in life, with the education that I was raised on, and then also with an uncanny ability to endear myself to the female sex. You see, when I was very young, I realized that I was very ugly.”

      All us ladies looked in between ourselves, and we all had the same thought: ‘he knows this about himself? Surely, a man of such winning ways with women would be ignorant of his own physical inadequacy? It seemed like it was something that one would think that he was completely unaware of.’

      “But I also am a man who is very much enticed by the joys of the female sex,” Henry Crawford continued. “One could even say that I was quite obsessed with them. Therefore, being the ugly mortal that I am, I thought it wise to correct my natural defects by learning how to speak well. At first, this was a study of mine, and I began to kneel before the great goddess that is ‘Charm’. And that was where I discovered the penultimate lesson of my life.”

      “What?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I learned that I was quite good at it. Imagine, Mrs. Darcy, to discover that you can make a woman forget that you are nothing worth admiring. You can make her forget that you are hideous, that you are unworthy of her—and make her believe that you are worthy. That you are the handsomest man she has ever met. God gave me the natural grace for all to look past the beast and see the beauty of myself. This was my skill. And I prided myself on it. After all, it is a common thing to pride oneself on one quality that we have, be it real or imaginary. Well, my skill was real.”

      “But what has this to do with your past actions?” Georgiana asked.

      “It’s the beginning of it all,” Arthur Philips summed up, to which we all turned to him. “You see, Miss Darcy, when you discover that you can lure people in, and that there will be no consequences to your actions, no fear of being censured or despised for any moral misgivings, you can easily make a sport of it. Or am I wrong?”

      Henry Crawford chuckled sadly.

      “No, you are not wrong. On the contrary, Mr. Philips, you could not be more correct. From my childhood, I had two perspectives of marriage rolling around within me. First, there was the idea that one should not go into marriage lightly, or I would be miserable in the way that my aunt and uncle were not happy with each other. Therefore, I never wanted to go into marriage lightly, or indiscriminately. If I were to marry, it had to be something that I deliberated over and would not go into it unless I was very certain that I had chosen the right sort of woman for it.”

      I leaned back and looked at Mrs. Grant. The poor woman. She had two siblings who would forever throw her into the path of emotional crises, but she also could not turn away from them.

      “But there was the second part of it,” Henry Crawford said, “and that I also loved women, as well as I loved to entice them. Draw them in and make them love me. But not to marry. Oh no. Like I said, I would not enter it lightly, or for a passing pretty face, or goodness of character on the woman’s part. I found pleasure in making a woman love me and then moving on.”

      “You’re a siren,” I noted, “is that it? I do not say this to harm you, but to clarify. As a siren, you call to women, lure then in, break their hearts, then wait for the next one to come along?”

      Henry sighed.

      “Yes, I do that.”

      “But Kitty,” Mary Crawford said, “very few young ladies have broken hearts that mean a great deal.”

      I blinked, surprised at her saying such.

      “Miss Crawford,” I responded, “what do you mean by that? Do our hearts mean nothing? Why should we not be equal in that way?”

      “Mary?” Jane asked. “Surely, you do not mean that.”

      “Actually, I do,” Mary Crawford said.

      “Are you so severe and coldhearted to your own sex?” Colonel Fitzwilliam asked.

      “On the contrary, I do it as an endearment to my sex.”

      We all looked at her, confused.

      “How so, beloved?” William Price asked, hoping that Miss Crawford would say something to contradict her cold statement.

      Mary Crawford looked on us all, completely unafraid, and not intimidated in the slightest. Even Mr. Darcy could not scare her.

      “I speak from the perspective of a woman who has had her heart broken,” Mary Crawford began, “believe it or not, tragedy gives a young woman perspective, as I am certain that it might do for a young man. While it is bewitching to meet one’s first love and that be the greatest love of all, what of all the other lessons in life? Also, the world speaks of us women as if we all have the sad story of coming undone because we had our heart broken, at one time or another. Well, I tell you now, that is not true. There is life after heartbreak. There is still so much more for the woman to experience—to do, and even to be. That is why I said very few young ladies have hearts worth caring about if they are broken…because I believe that we can recover from it. And if we can’t—if we give into this notion that we cannot fall from the wagon of loves labors lost, dust off our petticoats and continue, then what are we? We give into every single generalization that we ladies are too delicate. Let’s be broken for a time, have our cry out, write some sad entries in our journal, then we recover, learn from our experiences, and move on. Call me what you wish…but that is how I feel. A broken heart is not the end of our lives. Sometimes,” and here she looked at William Price, “it can lead to a better tomorrow.”

      “Yes, but Miss Crawford,” Elizabeth countered, “one should never set out to deceive or not care for another person’s heart. It is ill to toy with the affections of either sex.”

      Mary sighed.

      “Well, that is very true. I am not even going to pretend that you are not correct, for you are. No one should set out to deliberately break a heart. I have told Henry this. But I still cannot believe that a woman ought to fall apart due to one romantic misfortune.”

      “On that score, you are correct. Giving way to one’s sensibility, to the point of ruining one’s own life, is never wise.”

      “Precisely, Mrs. Darcy. And it is that sort of creature that you shall become acquainted with very soon. Love can cause destruction in two ways, but there is one more prevalent than the other.”

      “And what way is that?” Colonel Fitzwilliam asked.

      “That, sometimes, when it comes to romantic disasters, it takes two people to cause an accident. In this case, both parties were at fault. My brother, and the other woman.”

      “You refer to Miss Maria Bertram, don’t you?” I asked.

      “Yes, I do. But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Henry, you may continue.”

      “My sister’s words deserve no rebuke,” Henry Crawford uttered. “She speaks from the perspective of someone who cares for me, and wants me to be given a fair hearing, and not spoken through a perverse corruption. Though, perhaps, too much credit has often been given to me. Yes, I did have a habit of setting out to entice every young lady who I had a passing fondness for, but I never pursued it to such depths as I did until I arrived at Mansfield Park. When arriving there, I was met with three ladies: Miss Maria Bertram, Miss Julia Bertram, and their cousin, Fanny Price. Being a cousin from a lowlier side of the family, she was initially not someone I regarded highly of, because she was the Right Hand to Lady Bertram. I suppose that was where my chief mischief lay.”

      “She was the woman who you eventually proposed to,” I voiced.

      “Yes, she was.” Mr. Crawford turned to his sister, Mary. “You were right, as you often were. I was the one who was taken in by the end. But it was myself that put me into that mess.” He looked at Mrs. Grant. “You were right, as well, in that I was a wicked sort of creature.”

      “I wanted to believe that you had it in you to be better,” Mrs. Grant said, “I thought Mansfield Park would cure you of your wandering ways.”

      “In another life, I would have been as good as you, I suppose.” Next, he turned to the rest of us and continued. “Well, when I arrived at Mansfield Park, it was to the scene of the eldest Miss Bertram being engaged to another gentleman, named Mr. Rushworth of Sotherton. This is the one, and only quality of my character that I could attest to being lacking in malignance. I showed more preference toward Miss Bertram than I did the single sister, Miss Julia.”

      “Why?” I asked, without fear. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I firmly believed that it was the better path. I liked Maria the better for her engagement. For an engaged lady is always more agreeable than a disengaged lady. Her cares are over, and she can bestow all her powers of pleasing without suspicion. All is safe with an engaged woman, and no harm can be done.”

      “Wait,” Mr. Darcy said, “you mean to tell me that, initially, your plan was to charm Miss Bertram, because you believed that it was the safer avenue to ensnare? After all, if she is engaged, then her heart could not seriously entertain many thoughts of you.”

      “Yes. I liked the idea of being charming with her, primarily, because she was ultimately going to marry someone else. Of course, I could not ignore Julia, and I did make myself very agreeable to her. But I also did things to display that I did not prefer her. Therefore, Miss Julia escaped my attentions, overall unscathed, because I did not offer her too much encouragement. All this my two sisters can attest to. They have heard me voice such viewpoints often.”

      “It’s true,” Mrs. Grant said, “I am not making excuses, but I can verify that Henry did approach Miss Bertram under the belief that he could bestow all his powers of being pleasing and not have to worry of her heart being bruised. He thought her engagement was a safety—a barrier that could keep her removed from falling prey to his attentions.”

      “And then came the first tragedy of it,” Mr. Crawford continued, “and that was where I should have refrained…but now, I wonder, even if I had, would it have mattered?”

      “How so?” Mr. Darcy asked.

      “Because, soon into my coming, I discovered very quickly that Miss Bertram did not love her fiancé at all. In fact, she despised him. That should have been the first sign that I had taken a step too far.”

      Mr. Darcy leaned back, detecting his meaning.

      “She did not love her fiancé, and therefore, her heart was still open to choosing another. And you were the perfect candidate.”

      Mr. Crawford sighed.

      “Yes, I was.”
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      Suddenly becoming thirsty, Mr. Crawford took a drink from his tea.

      “How heavy confessions can be,” Mr. Crawford uttered, “I suppose that I am not used to giving them. There are few times I have ever needed to explain things in my life.”

      “What happened next?” Mr. Bingley asked. “This story may have been told to me before, but your own perspective allows more to the tale. What is there to it?”

      “I should have removed my pleasing words from Miss Bertram’s ears, but I did not. I should have run, but I did not do that either. No. It was more pleasurable for me to draw her in, as it were. Along with her sister. The only one that I did not pay any heed to was Miss Fanny Price—but she was safe from me. Soon into meeting her, we deduced that she was not out, therefore, there was no point in noticing her. Very quickly I gained the affections of both sisters, but soon I put an end to that with Miss Julia, who escaped my charms, and grew to care very little for me. By the end of it all, I was nothing more than a common acquaintance to her. But, with Miss Bertram, it was another matter entirely. Very soon, she grew to despise her fiancé, and when her desire for me reached its peak, I withdrew from her company.”

      “You left her broken-hearted,” I noted.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “But…all things considered, she was engaged to another. Therefore, technically, her heart was not yours to break.”

      “That is what I mean,” Mary Crawford uttered. “That is why I say that her heart didn’t have much to be broken over. Henry was wrong to engage her affections.”

      “But she had no right to give them away.”

      “Precisely,” Jane uttered. “I will never subscribe to Mr. Crawford’s way of thinking, but in this circumstance, Miss Bertram must own to her own actions. I feel for her, but she had no right to attach herself to a man, when she was attached to another. If the roles were reversed, and a man did as she did, then I would not condone him either.”

      “Also,” Enara pointed out, “there is the other matter, which is that if this Miss Bertram realized that she no longer loved this Mr. Rushworth, then why did she not break off the match? Many engagements don’t lead to marriage. Someone has a change of heart eventually. It makes no sense why she went through with it.”

      “I think I know why,” Elizabeth deduced.

      “Why?”

      “First I must know,” Elizabeth asked Mary Crawford and Mrs. Grant, “were either of you still present at Mansfield Park when your brother left?”

      “Yes,” Mrs. Grant answered, “we were.”

      “Did this Miss Maria Bertram display any signs of inner disquiet, heartache, or contempt?”

      “Yes,” Mary Crawford answered, “she did. But it was not in a very public way. Her anger was concealed with the subtlety that we ladies are often told to display to rein in our sensibilities. But every now and again, I saw it. When she was with Mr. Rushworth, her hatred towards him was definite, it grew, but she also became more desperate to speed up the wedding—it was as if…” Mary Crawford’s eyes widened at the revelation, “she was trying to prove something.”

      “Precisely!” Elizabeth declared. “She was trying to put on a brave face. That is what occurs to many of us, when our heart is broken. We don’t all learn how to quietly leave the table when love is no longer being served. Many of us don’t know how to confront shame. Rather, when our hearts are broken, we don’t want anyone to think that we have been shattered. Our pride cannot afford that. Therefore, we must put on a strong face. I think Miss Bertram’s sudden choice to go along with the wedding, even rushing to the event, was her way of putting on a brave face. Mr. Crawford, you must have really broken her heart. By doing so, her reaction was to rush into an attachment that she knew would make her look strong.”

      “But that’s foolish,” I noted, “it would only lead to her utter misery and undoing. After all, she would only bask in her triumph briefly before she realized that she resigned herself to her own version of hell.” I leaned back, answering my own quandary. “But she didn’t see that at the time. All she saw was her way of looking victorious and not defeated. After all, that’s what happens when your heart is crying out. You make a hasty decision, and you damn yourself.”

      “I did the right thing of staying away from Mansfield Park until both sisters had left, for Miss Julia attended Mrs. Rushworth on her honeymoon,” Mr. Crawford continued. “Once I was aware of their departure, I viewed it as the perfect time for me to return to Mansfield Park and visit my sisters again. I know it may be hard to believe, but my coming was done expressly to see how my sisters were faring. When I arrived there, the cousins’ absence put me in the place of indulging my traditional idle behavior. I was a charmer with no woman to charm. Or at least, I had thought so at the time.”

      “And that was when you set your sights on Fanny Price,” Jane deduced.

      “Yes, I did. And that was the beginning of my ultimate wickedness. Fanny Price was different than other women. Having witnessed how I flirted shamelessly with her cousins, she wanted nothing to do with me. This led to my ego being affected, my passions being ignited. She did not want me.”

      “And as a result, you wanted her,” Arthur Philips deduced. “I am right, aren’t I? The classic ‘wanting what one does not have’ motif.”

      “Yes, it is such. I confess to that act as swiftly as I confess to everything else. She was determined to not look upon me with admiration, and I was determined that she ought to. It was in this place that Mary chastised me.”

      “I advised against it,” Mary Crawford explained, “and rather, I advised Henry to be satisfied that he had secured the hearts of the Bertram sisters, and that was enough. But I was unsuccessful.”

      Out of the side of my eye, I watched William Price, who was Fanny’s brother. He shifted in his seat, uncomfortably. He probably wanted to say so many things but didn’t know how to approach the subject—especially so publicly perhaps.

      “It didn’t matter what you would have said,” Henry continued. “You know as well as I that I would always have gone my own way. And I did. Initially, I set my sights on snatching Miss Price’s heart from her and leaving her in the same anxious state that I had secured of many other women. But Mary was correct; I was the one taken in at last. Miss Price’s demure nature, her serene countenance, her refusal to be drawn in by me, were all very proper inducements, were natural attractions, and I fell in love with her. I proposed marriage to her, but she would not have me. In fact, she was against every prospect of being my wife…and perhaps, that made me want her even more. I had never had a woman run away from me before.”

      Within Mr. Crawford’s eye was a strange exhilaration that I could not make out. All that I could deduce was that he was recalling his past with this Miss Price woman, of better moments, of perhaps an age where she did not despise him as she perhaps did so now. I knew that look. It was of a man pretending that life had not turned out the way that it did, that he had not taken a step too far in the wrong direction.

      Yet, he had, and he had no choice but to fall back to the reality that he had placed around himself.

      “I was determined to win her heart,” Mr. Crawford elaborated, “and I went so far as to begin to find a way into the recesses of her tenderness. However, one day, I received an invitation to attend a dinner party that Mr. and Mrs. Rushworth had given at their townhouse in Wimpole Street.”

      “And you went?” Mr. Bingley asked. “What possessed you to do such a thing?”

      “Perverse curiosity, I suppose. When knowing that I had obtained her affections, I also was aware that her attitude toward me had soured. Unable to bear the idea of a woman being alive in the world, and thinking ill of me, I could not rest till I secured her good opinion once more. It was vanity, pure and simple. And then, when I did meet her once more, I was met with utter coldness. Well, I could not have that. I was not used to being wholly unable to make any woman my enemy, so I set out to find my way into her affections once more.”

      “Sir,” Darcy uttered, “that was monstrous.”
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      Monstrous.

      That was the ultimate judgement that would be placed on Mr. Crawford’s actions. Even before the full testimony had been concluded, the label had been cast.

      Henry sighed.

      “I know. Believe me, initially, I only had done it to improve my opinion in Miss Bertram’s eyes. After all, who here, in this room, does not wish to be universally loved?”

      “That argument is shared by many of us,” Jane said, “but it will not work for your hosts, Henry.”

      “Very much so, Mr. Crawford,” Elizabeth said, still very interested in what Mr. Crawford had to say. “Mr. Darcy is the sort to understand that a person has a right to have a few enemies here and there. For if a person does not have an enemy, then it is a strong indication that that person doesn’t feel strongly about anything.”

      “Precisely,” Mr. Darcy stated. “My wife and sisters-in-law understand me, sir. Strength of positive feeling and moral sincerity often breeds enemies, because there is always someone out there who is quick to be offended. You speak prettily, and I do understand the root of your thinking, but that’s as far as it goes. It would have been better for you to have allowed Miss Bertram to think what she would of you, allowed her contempt to remain steadfast, because it would have been the strongest indication that you had relinquished any aims at her, entirely. She is also guilty in the matter—as such, the last thing that you ought to give such characters is encouragement. As it has proven true because I know the rest of the history. You did your best to convince her that you still cared, she took advantage of your intentions, acted on them, and left her husband to chase after you. Am I correct?”

      “You give my history in a quicker fashion than I could have given.”

      “It has been my constant study, that being brief is the best way of making summations. You will grow accustomed to my manner over time. Or you might not, for which I could not care less.”

      We all turned to Darcy, who did not flinch. Rather, he leaned forward, his eyes bearing a unique hue and expression that we could not read. But it was strong; he meant to exert his influence.

      “There,” Darcy declared. “You see what I did there? You must despise me, in this moment.”

      “I am in your home, at the mercy of your hospitality,” Mr. Crawford responded, “I have no right to hold you in contempt.”

      “Then you are not used to being offended. And because you are not accustomed to it, you do not feel it. Or you do feel it, and you are not telling me the whole truth. Well, I want you to feel it. Look into my eyes, sir.”

      Henry Crawford had no choice. He had to look into the eyes of this formidable host. It was undoubtable that he had not encountered such a gentleman as Mr. Darcy before and might never do so again. Darcy towered over Mr. Crawford, and his handsome mien rendered Mr. Crawford’s charm as dwarfish. Therefore, he had no choice but to bend to his host’s will. Mr. Henry Crawford stared into the eyes of Pemberley’s master.

      “Do you feel me judging you, of me not yielding? Tell me, do you feel anything from it?”

      “Yes, I do. I feel upset.”

      Darcy blinked, his eyes relaxed and he leaned back in his chair.

      “Good,” he stated, “if a man does not feel anything, when he is being labelled and judged, then I fear for such a character. Because his ultimate crime is indifference, and I can’t help indifference. None of us here can. For us to help you, I need to know that you feel something other than the love that others pour into you. For if you prove to be the reverse, and are nothing more than an empty vessel, who is obsessed with absorbing what you are very much lacking in your life, there is the possibility that you are beyond our assistance.” Darcy leaned back. “Do you know this about yourself?”

      “I would not describe myself as an empty vessel.”

      “It’s hard to see it when one is such a way.” Darcy’s eyes no longer were penetrating, but they shifted to deductive. Almost sleuth-like. “I have seen your kind before, sir. You are not alone. Right now, I’m not asking you to blame yourself, nor condemn yourself. I am simply asking you to know yourself. We’ve all blinded ourselves to our true natures so very often. You know your ways, habits, and means… I do not need to correct your acknowledgement of your past mistakes. But what I do need to do is help you discover the source of them. If you didn’t live off the praise and adoration of others, if no woman cared for you, what would you do?”

      Henry Crawford blinked. For the first time in his life, I saw all drippings of confidence quite escape him. Even when Mr. Darcy and the rest of us were questioning him, Mr. Crawford never lost his charisma, nor his self-assurance. He was above being knocked down. But when
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