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        4th May, 1814

        Meryton

      

        

      
        Miss E. Bennet,

      

        

      
        I take the liberty of writing you for the purpose of informing you of the death of your cousin, Hugh Hildebrand Gardiner. I have wrote to your Uncle and Aunt, Mr. and Mrs. Edward Gardiner, to also inform them of the passing of Mr. H. Gardiner, as well as the contents of his last will and testament. This is the reason that I am contacting you today.

      

        

      
        In celebration of your recent marriage, Mr. H. Gardiner has left you, Elizabeth Bennet, and your husband, of whose name he did not have in his possession at the time of his death, Maplewood.

      

        

      
        As Mr. H. Gardiner was informed of your affection for horses; he wishes you to care for Maplewood, a farm intended for raising horses, in his absence.

        Maplewood, a property of fifty-six acres and in possession of farm buildings, housing for a stablehand, and a string of horses collectively valued at £5000. The value of the furniture and decorative items therein Maplewood House is included in the valuation of the property. A yearly income of £2500 is also included with ownership of Maplewood.

      

        

      
        In order to transfer the title of the property, I request the presence of both you and your husband at my office post haste. You may find me at H. Lord, Solicitor. 17 Merry St. Meryton. I will be waiting for either your letter, or your arrival, at your earliest convenience.

      

        

      
        My deepest sympathies on the loss of your beloved cousin. May this gift bring you and your family solace during a most difficult time.

      

        

      
        Yours Respectfully,

        Henry Lord, Solicitor

      

        

      
        P.S. Your cousin requested that you keep and care especially for his most prized horse, a Cleveland Bay named Neriffe. Her worth is far more emotional than financial but you will find this is a requirement included when possession is taken of the property. I do hope this will not be a bother.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      “I will not tolerate these delays any further, Fitzwilliam! You have been providing me excuse after excuse for far too long and I refuse to stand for it for one moment longer!”

      Fitzwilliam Darcy’s aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, was shouting at him for the third time in the same amount of days since she and her daughter had arrived at Pemberley, and he had grown quite weary of it all. She demanded that he set a date for his wedding to his cousin, Anne, which was something he did not have the slightest interest in doing. Since she was a child, the idea of marrying his sickly, dull, cousin had been little more than an abstract concept. But now, he had reached and surpassed the age where he could put it off any longer and his Aunt Catherine refused to let him be.

      In truth, he did not think his cousin was even interested in marrying him, but their parents made a promise when they were but children, and Lady Catherine was going to ensure he upheld it.

      “I do not understand why you must vex me so. You and Anne could be married by next week. There is no reason to delay it any longer and I am tired of your dawdling,” Lady Catherine said with the voice of a hissing old cat.

      Darcy continued to glance at the front door of Pemberley, hoping he might manage some sort of escape when his Aunt was looking away. Instead, his salvation came in the form of his sister Georgianna, who came down the stairs at a lively pace. She had just finished her music lesson for the day and was generally in good spirits following an afternoon in her instructor’s company.

      “Georgianna, thank goodness. Will you join us for tea?” Darcy asked in desperation. He could see that his sister wished only to escape anywhere else in the house, but she was kind enough to sit down next to her brother. That is why he felt most guilty when their Aunt turned her attention to Georgianna.

      “At this rate, your sister will be married before you, Fitzwilliam. Some soldier will come steal her away and you will be left alone in this house like… like…”

      “You?” Anne said suddenly, startling them all. Georgianna could not hide her shock, and Darcy had to use all of his self-control not to laugh. His Aunt, however, was not amused.

      “I AM A WIDOW, ANNE! It is hardly the same thing, young lady, and I will ask you to mind your tongue. You can still be sent to your cousin’s home in America where you will find no one to marry you, I can assure you of that.”

      “Now, now, Aunt Catherine. I am sure Anne meant no harm,” Georgianna said. “My! Look out the window! What a lovely afternoon. It is a perfect day for a walk. Perhaps we could all…”

      Lady Catherine took her cane and bashed it down on the floor, causing the sound to echo throughout the whole of Pemberley manor. Darcy knew that their argument was far from over.

      “Fitzwilliam, I will give you one month to sort out your affairs and then you will marry Anne, whether or not you like it.”

      Darcy glanced over at Anne, who had clearly been wounded by her mother’s words. But Anne knew, just as well as he did, that there was no point in arguing with Lady Catherine, especially when she was in such a state. However, there was absolutely no chance that he would be marrying Anne de Bourgh. He did not care what promises were made decades ago. There would be no wedding under any circumstances…

      He simply needed to figure out how he could escape his Aunt’s clutches while causing the least amount of damage possible.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      “This is… unacceptable! It is… inappropriate! A young lady can NOT own her own farm!”

      Mrs. Bennet had been shouting for well over an hour as the rest of the family sat in stunned silence. Elizabeth was still holding the letter from the solicitor in her hand, a letter that contained information she could not believe was true. A cousin that she never even heard of willed her his horse farm on the edge of Meryton, a small bit of land named Maplewood. For some reason, he was under the impression she was married, and it was a condition of the transfer of the property that her husband signed the deed as well. The entire thing was a shock, and the letter was hardly long enough to answer all of the questions Elizabeth had for this solicitor. 

      “PREPOSTEROUS! NONSENSE! I DID NOT EVEN KNOW I HAD A COUSIN HUGH!” Mrs. Bennet yelled, frightening them all again. 

      “My dear,” Mr. Bennet interrupted, “could you kindly lower your voice? Cousin Hugh will hear you in the afterlife and haunt the farm in anger. I do not see anything wrong with our sweet Elizabeth living on a horse farm. In fact, I suspect she would hastily admit it has always been her dream to live among horses in the country.”

      Her father knew her well, much better than her mother, and he was correct. Elizabeth did love the idea of having her own land and her very own horses to tend to. She wanted to raise children who could ride ponies and run wild in a meadow. It was everything she ever wanted. And now it was just being handed to her.

      There was only one problem…

      “But I don’t have a husband, father. I will never be allowed to take ownership of the property without a husband,” she said, unable to hide the disappointment in her voice.

      “And it has been so easy to find you a husband thus far,” Mrs. Bennet snapped.

      “Mama!” Mary objected, as she spoke for the first time since the entire mess began. “That was a terrible thing to say!”

      Elizabeth took her sister’s hand and squeezed it gently. “Do not worry yourself, Mary. While it was not a gentle comment, she is not incorrect. I have spent very little time concerning myself with marriage since I turned down Cousin William’s offer of engagement. But now…”

      It was all she could think about now. And it made her question all of her beliefs, as marriage had always been of little importance to her. She suspected her mother had abandoned all hope of Elizabeth marrying some time ago.

      “Perhaps we could place an advertisement in the London papers?” Mrs. Bennet asked. It was quite clear she had ceased listening to anyone, if she had ever been listening at all. Mr. Bennet sighed and shook his head.

      “Mrs. Bennet, we will not sell our daughter in the papers like she is a superfluous farm animal. We will sort this out together, Lizzy. We will find a husband for you,” he said as he reached for his daughter’s other hand.

      Elizabeth wished to believe in her father’s optimism, but it was not the husband she wanted. It was the farm... 

      And how could she explain that to a man in search of a bride?
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The halls of Pemberley were quiet at last, as Lady Catherine and Anne had left, begrudgingly though it might have been. In their place were Charles Bingley and his new bride, Jane. Charles was Darcy’s closest friend and confidant, and a frequent visitor to Pemberley when he could take the time away. The friends were sitting in the drawing room, sharing a glass of port, and discussing life at Netherfield, the Bingley estate, since the wedding.

      “I must say, old sport, being a husband is more delightful than I ever imagined it could be. And my sweet Janey is the most wonderful wife anyone could hope to have,” Charles said as he lifted a glass to Jane, who was reading in the corner by the fire. Jane blew a kiss to her husband.

      “I love you too, my darling.”

      Darcy could not help but smile. “You seem to have the perfect marriage.”

      “Perfection in any marriage is unattainable. But we are most happy, indeed. We also know how fortunate we are as a couple. Jane’s sister is in quite a predicament and it causes us to feel even more blessed.”

      Darcy set down his port on the side table and leaned forward, curiosity causing his mind to spin. “Which sister do you mean?”

      “Elizabeth. She is a lovely girl, but she seems to find herself in the oddest situations.”

      Bingley went on to tell Darcy about a property inheritance bestowed upon Elizabeth, but in order to take ownership of said property, she was in need of a husband to sign the deed. To call it “odd” was an exercise in restraint by Charles. Darcy turned his attention to Jane.

      “Is this true, Jane? Your sister is in search of a husband?”

      Jane looked up from her book as if she were unsure she should discuss her sister’s business.

      “You can tell him, darling. He means no harm.”

      Jane set down her book and sighed. “Indeed, Elizabeth wishes to marry. But she is not concerned with romance. It is her dream to own Maplewood and raise horses and children there. But she can not do so without a husband. Our Cousin Hugh seemed to think it was Elizabeth who married Charles. He did not even know us well, which is what made the entire inheritance such a surprise.”

      Darcy finished his entire glass of port as he considered everything the Bingleys had just told him.

      “And Miss Bennet only needs a husband in name? She is not expecting a romantic partner?”

      Charles and Jane both laughed gently.

      “Romance is the very last thing on Lizzy’s mind at the moment, I can assure you,” Jane said as she picked up her book once again and returned to reading.

      Charles attempted to distract her with questions about something involving Netherfield, but Darcy was not listening. Instead, he could not cease thinking about his Aunt Catherine’s one month notice before she would force a marriage to Anne. If he were to marry someone else before those thirty days were complete, she would be unable to do or say anything to intervene.

      Darcy resolved to write a letter to Mr. Bennet as soon as he retired to his room for the night. Elizabeth Bennet might be the answer to all his problems... 

      And he the answer to hers.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful bright day as Elizabeth knelt in the garden, clipping roses from the bushes to fill the vases in the house. Her basket was almost full when her father walked outside, shielding his eyes from the sun with one hand and holding a letter in the other.

      “Good afternoon, papa. Would you like some yellow roses for your study?”

      Mr. Bennet sat in a shaded chair near his daughter. “Always, my darling. But that is not why I joined you. I received a most interesting piece of correspondence from Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.”

      Elizabeth laughed without looking up from her roses.  “How odd. What could he possibly want from you, papa?”

      “You, Elizabeth.”

      Elizabeth dropped the rose that was in her hand and pricked her finger. She quickly slipped it in her mouth to try and relieve the throbbing pain.

      “Whatever do you mean, papa?” she said in a mumble over her finger.

      “Perhaps I should just read you the letter.”

      As Mr. Bennet read the contents of the note in his hand, Elizabeth could do little to contain her surprise.

      
        
        20th May, 1814

        Pemberley

      

        

      
        Dear Mr. Bennet,

        I apologize in advance for the hastiness of this letter as I am hurrying to finish before the final post time in Lambton. I have recently been informed that your daughter, Elizabeth Bennet, is in urgent need of a husband due to a particular inheritance.

      

        

      
        I, myself, am in want of a wife for personal reasons that will be made clear at a later date. This marriage may be looked upon as a business arrangement if that is better suited to your daughter’s immediate needs and, of course, does not offend your sensibilities as her father. 

      

        

      
        Upon confirmation of a meeting to discuss this matter further, I assure you I will explain all that needs to be told. But for the moment, I would be most grateful if you should write soon to arrange said meeting, should you and Elizabeth be willing to consider my offer.

      

        

      
        I look forward to your response.

      

        

      
        With sincere gratitude,

        F. Darcy

      

      

      Elizabeth could not believe what she just heard. 

      “Why in the world would a man of Mr. Darcy’s wealth and standing be interested in marrying me? Especially under these circumstances?”

      Mr. Bennet simply shrugged. He did not know anything of local gossip, especially when it came to marriages and engagements. At the same time, they both shouted for Lydia to come outside. She was obsessed with the rumors passed among the young ladies in town.

      The youngest Bennet daughter skipped out of the house with a pear in her hand. “Yes, papa?”

      “Lydia, why would Fitzwilliam Darcy be on the search for a bride?”

      Her eyes sparkled with the joy of new gossip.  

      “Oh, my! He is going to spurn Anne de Bourgh! I heard from Angelica at the last assembly who heard from her cousin Theodora’s handmaid who heard from Anne de Bourgh’s handmaid that Lady Catherine de Bourgh gave Mr. Darcy one month to get his affairs in order before she would force them to marry. Oh, this is simply too delicious. May I write to Angelica and tell her?”

      Mr. Bennet waved the letter at Lydia.  “You will not, young lady. And if I hear a word of this from anyone else, I will know it came from you and you will not attend another ball until you are too old to marry.”

      Lydia pouted and stomped back inside as Mr. Bennet turned to Elizabeth.

      “Lizzy? What do you wish for me to say to him?”

      Elizabeth paused to consider the offer. Could this be the answer to all of her prayers? Fitzwilliam Darcy, of all the people in England? With a sigh of resignation, she nodded.

      “You may invite him to Longbourn, papa. We should at least hear what he has to say.”

      Still, she could not help but wonder what his true offer might be...
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Fitzwilliam Darcy sat in the drawing room of Longbourn as the entire Bennet family stared at him with intent. After he received Mr. Bennet’s letter, it took almost a week for him to arrive in Meryton due to bad weather. Because of the delay, he was anxious to know Elizabeth’s answer, especially as his Aunt’s deadline drew closer by the moment.

      “Miss Bennet,” he said after he took a sip of tea that had grown cold in the extended silence. “Your father implied in his letter that you might be amenable to my offer?”

      That was not precisely how the letter was composed. Mr. Bennet said that he would inform his daughter of the offer but he could not guarantee she would agree to the marriage, given their disagreeable past. And yet, as they sat together in the Bennets’ home, he could tell that she was watching him with curious eyes.

      It gave him hope.

      “I have considered your offer,” Elizabeth said as she looked into his eyes. “And with all due respect, I am a little surprised that you are willing to go through with it knowing the terms. Do you not wish to have a wife who will be the mistress of Pemberley and engage in the usual wifely duties?”

      Darcy shook his head earnestly.

      “I am sure you have heard of the situation with my aunt and cousin…”

      Elizabeth nodded her head but did not say anything further, which he greatly appreciated. 

      “I am more interested in having a wife in name only. And as is true in your case, I have very little time to marry. That is why I hope we can help each other. Once the marriage is complete, you can take possession of Maplewood, and I will not be forced to marry Miss de Bourgh. We will need to appear at certain events together to keep up the appearance of our marriage as legitimate. But that will be the extent of it.”

      Mrs. Bennet, who had been nervously pacing the floor in front of the fireplace, back and forth, since Darcy’s arrival, finally ceased her movement directly in front of him. 

      “I do not believe this is proper, Mr. Darcy, I simply do not. Elizabeth deserves a proper husband. This whole horse farm business is just…”

      Elizabeth held up her hand to stop her mother from speaking further. 

      “I agree, Mr. Darcy. I will marry you. As soon as you wish. The solicitor, Henry Lord, has written twice and is becoming impatient. I do not wish for him to give the farm to someone else or sell it because he does not think I want it.”

      Much to his own surprise, Darcy allowed himself the luxury of a smile. “Then we shall be married by the end of the week, here, in Meryton. Immediately after, I will accompany you to Mr. Lord and we will take care of the deed to Maplewood.”

      Mrs. Bennet began to fret once again, waving her hands about in a panic as if she were trying to frighten away a bumblebee.

      “Mr. Bennet! Do something to cease this madness!”

      Instead, Mr. Bennet stood from his chair and shook Darcy’s hand.

      “Welcome to our family, son,” he said with a laugh of surprised resignation. Darcy breathed a sigh of relief. 

      At last, he would be free.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Just as Darcy promised her, as soon as their wedding was completed, he accompanied her to the solicitor’s office and signed the deed to Maplewood. She could hardly contain her excitement as Mr. Lord slipped the papers into Elizabeth’s hands, the papers which made her the rightful owner of her very own farm. When they walked out of Mr. Lord’s office, she expected that her new husband would wish to return immediately to Pemberley.

      “May I take you to Maplewood in my coach? It is much too far to walk from here,” he said as he put on his hat. Elizabeth was shocked; while she could have easily walked to Maplewood from town and enjoyed it too, she felt it would be rude to turn him down after all he had done for her.

      “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      The ride was as short as Elizabeth expected it to be and when they drove through the gates, she was surprised to see that Darcy was just as stunned at Maplewood’s beauty as she.

      “You must have had some lovely times here with your cousin for him to leave you such a stunning estate,” Darcy said as he helped Elizabeth down from the coach and they walked to the front door. She could not help but laugh as she unlocked the door with her new key. 

      “I have only seen Maplewood once, and that was when my father and I came here after we were told about the will. I never once met my Cousin Hugh.”

      Darcy looked at Elizabeth in confusion. “Then why…”

      She pushed the door open with a little bit of unexpected effort. “You know as much as I do, Mr. Darcy.”

      As they walked inside to the warm and dusty house, Darcy coughed and waved a cobweb away from his face.

      “We are married now, Elizabeth. Regardless of the circumstances, I think you can call me Fitzwilliam.”

      She laughed softly. “A fair point.”

      Maplewood’s estate house was small, but lovely. It was built decades before Elizabeth was even born and contained many intricate details one did not see in farm homes. All of the furniture was covered in dusty sheets, which Darcy helped her remove one-by-one. Everything underneath was older, but beautiful, and Elizabeth intended to keep all of it. The tables and bookcases just needed a bit of dusting, and the chairs and sofa could do with some new fabric. But all of it was easily fixable, and she was quite content with what she saw.

      There were also portraits all over the walls, some featuring family members she recognized, and some she did not. But they traced back almost a century in the Gardiner line. She wondered if her mother had even heard of or met all of these relatives. It seemed that Cousin Hugh was a bit of a family biographer.

      After the first floor was cleared of sheets and cobwebs, Elizabeth and Darcy sat in the chairs in the drawing room and took a deep breath of the air, now cleared of dust and dirt. Darcy looked around at the size of the house, then glanced out at the expansive property that surrounded them. 

      “You will have to hire a staff to maintain the property and home. You can not care for Maplewood all on your own. Are you receiving a suitable income to uphold the estate?”

      Elizabeth had never considered sharing these sorts of details with Darcy but since he was now her husband, she could not see the harm in it. If he had read the deed carefully, he would have seen the information then, so it was clear he trusted her well enough to sign without question. 

      “Maplewood came with an income of £2500 a year. It should be more than sufficient to pay for a housekeeper, a stablehand, and perhaps a cook. This is all very new for me. I never imagined I would have my own land, or my own home, to take care of alone.”

      Darcy sat for a moment in the chair across from her and tapped his finger on the armrest thoughtfully. “There is no reason you should do it alone,” he said at last. “I can spare some of my staff at Pemberley. I’m sure a few of them would be happy to work on a smaller estate. I will continue to pay them from my income and you can invest yours into improvements to the property.”

      Elizabeth was so surprised she could hardly speak.

      “That… that is very generous of you, Fitzwilliam. Thank you.”

      Darcy looked about at all they had accomplished and then stood from the dusty chair.

      “In the meantime, let us first tend to the horses and then I think it is best we stay at Longbourn until the staff arrives. There is nothing to eat here as of yet. It will take a bit of time to make Maplewood livable, but I will post a letter to Pemberley first thing tomorrow morning. Shall we begin with the rest of our tasks so we can return to Longbourn before it gets dark?”

      Elizabeth nodded her ascent but was still utterly shocked. Why was Darcy being so kind to her? She was his wife in name only. There was no reason for him to put forth so much of his time and effort into her land…

      Who was this unexpectedly kind and decent man that stood in front of her?
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      It had been two weeks since they finished cleaning the house and Darcy moved into Maplewood with Elizabeth, along with his staff that had arrived from Pemberley. He intended to return to Pemberley once she was comfortable in her new home, but then Elizabeth’s new housekeeper, Mrs. Nichols, arrived with a letter from his own housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds. It seemed that Lady Catherine had arrived at Pemberley seven days earlier and she was hysterical. It did not take long for word of his marriage to someone to reach Lady Catherine’s home of Rosings Park and as soon as she heard, she flew into a rage. By the time she arrived at Pemberley, she had worked herself into a fine frenzy, and demanded to know where her nephew was, a fact his staff refused to divulge. She stated that she would discover the information on her own and left Lambton in a huff.

      It would only be a matter of time, however, before his Aunt found out that he married Elizabeth. The Bennet family had been forewarned of this possibility and assured the couple they would not direct her to Maplewood if she arrived, but they did not know Lady Catherine de Bourgh. The woman could test the patience of a country preacher…

      One that was not dependent on her patronage, that is.

      No; the longer they could keep Lady Catherine away from Maplewood, the better it was for everyone involved. In truth, Darcy quite liked it there. It was significantly smaller than Pemberley, but it was also peaceful and beautiful. And much to his surprise, his new bride was good company. They would work on improving the house and caring for the horses in the morning, then he would write to his staff about Pemberley’s care and to his business associates while she rode Neriffe in the afternoon. The cook, Mrs. James, would make dinner every night and when the weather was nice, they would go for walks around the grounds of Maplewood as the sun set. 

      As they slept in separate bedrooms, it felt more like he and Elizabeth were becoming the best of friends. Darcy had never been friends with a woman before, if you did not consider his sister, or his association with those dreadful Bingley sisters, and he found it quite pleasant to spend time with Elizabeth. In fact, he looked forward to seeing her when he woke up every morning. It was an unexpected and lovely feeling.

      “Fitz,” Elizabeth said as she appeared in the small study she set aside for him near the sitting room. “I’m going to take Neriffe out for a ride. You should join me. We can have supper at Longbourn. I am sure mama and papa would be happy to have us dine with them.” 

      Darcy had a stack of papers sitting on his desk and a pile of letters he needed to answer, but it was a glorious day. He also had not been on a ride with Elizabeth in some time and she looked as if she wanted the company.

      “Yes, I think I will. But are you quite sure your parents will not mind if we appear out of nowhere? Your mother tends to fuss over the meals when I am Longbourn.”

      Elizabeth laughed because she knew he spoke the truth. Mrs. Bennet behaved as if the King himself was dining at their home whenever Darcy came to Longbourn for supper. It drove Elizabeth mad but he found it quite charming. And it was a sight more pleasant than the meals he had with his Aunt when she was at Pemberley. When he was with the Bennets, he felt as if he were part of a true family once again, for the first time since his parents passed.

      Elizabeth waved for him to get up from his desk.

      “Do not be silly. I am sure mama will be thrilled for the neighbors to see her daughter arrive with a husband of your standing. My mother will not cease reminding people of our marriage. There is hardly a shopkeeper in Meryton who has not heard tell of our glorious partnership.”

      Darcy laughed as he slipped into his riding coat and closed the door to his office.

      “Then to Longbourn we shall ride! I will saddle the horse and you can inform Mrs. James we will not be here for dinner tonight.”

      As Elizabeth skipped off to tell the cook and housekeeper they were leaving, he could not help but notice how happy she looked. And he could not help but notice how happy he felt…

      Perhaps he could stay in Meryton just a little while longer.
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