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Mr Darcy sighed as he stood before the assembly room doors. Attending a country dance in rural Hertfordshire did not fill him with any other emotion than dread. 

When Charles Bingley, his host and friend, had asked him if he had any plans that evening, he had made no mention of his intention to drag him to the local dance. Yet here he was, about to enter the Meryton Assembly rooms for an evening of tedious country dancing, and inane chatter. What made it worse was that Charles knew he liked to select which social events he attended himself, choosing each with the utmost care and discernment. 

All who knew Mr Darcy intimately would agree and forgive him for possessing such a cynical outlook on life. As one of society’s most eligible bachelors, he was invited to every event in the season’s calendar. Yet his experience of society since he had come of age had been one continuous round of ambitious mammas thrusting their simpering daughters at him in the hope of making a match. Rather than engaging him in stimulating conversation, they would display no thoughts of their own, merely repeating phrases they had rehearsed parrot fashion with their mothers. Either that, or they would titter shyly behind their fan at any benign or ridiculous remark he chose to utter. 

Upon his father’s death, when he became the sole owner of the Darcy estates, the constant pursuit of his person and wealth had increased expeditiously. Although he had no title of which to boast, Fitzwilliam Darcy was one of the wealthiest and most eligible men in the country. 

His father and grandfather had made wise investments during their time as master of Pemberley, seeing the family coffers swell considerably. Yet Darcy had not rested on their laurels. He too had invested wisely, in the production of metals and machinery, farmers and weavers, property and shipping. His investments in land management, both here and abroad, plus his property portfolio, had seen his yearly income rise above ten thousand pounds a year. All this, together with his ancestral home in Derbyshire and a large townhouse situated in London’s Grosvenor Square, made Mr Darcy the focus of every unwed daughter, calculating mother and lonely widow alike. 

But the desire to capture the attention of Fitzwilliam Darcy was not restricted to spinsters and widows alone. Many a married lady had swooned over his handsome features, athletic body, and skill in all the social graces. He patronised many charities, never drank too much, or gambled excessively. Neither did he brag about his companions in the bedchamber. And although his silence was guaranteed in this area, one certain wealthy young widow, who had once sworn never to marry again, had let it be known that Fitzwilliam Darcy was a thoughtful, thorough, and exciting lover. Rather than staining Mr Darcy’s character, this widely circulated piece of female gossip had merely made him more desirable. He was the embodiment of the word ‘gentleman’. 

Looking over at his companion, Mr Darcy could see by the broad grin on Bingley's face, that he was not only looking forward to the dance but was as pleased as punch for getting Darcy there too. 

Darcy made a mental note to deliver a mild reproof to Bingley for his deception later. 

At that moment, Mr Darcy felt a hand slip through his arm and turned to see who had claimed him. 

Miss Caroline Bingley, Charles’ unwed sister had fixed her attentions on him, staking a claim on him based on a previous acquaintance of some years.

Caroline Bingley was not unpleasant to look at, with her clear complexion and grey eyes, but she was not what you would call a classic beauty. In contrast to most young ladies that were out at present, Miss Bingley was a trifle too tall for most men, although, alongside Mr Darcy, who could still boast of being four inches her superior, she appeared average height. Her figure was slender, which conformed to the fashion of the day, though some might say it lacked the required number of curves to make her universally appealing to the opposite sex. Having said that, she had many accomplishments that a gentleman would find attractive. She could sing, she sketched, and she played the pianoforte quite well. She spoke French and German and sewed a decent sampler. As well as all this, she walked with an air of confidence, and though always elegantly attired, some of her more flamboyant outfits were not to Mr Darcy’s taste. Burnished copper and deep emerald greens were more widely worn by the dowagers and matrons in society, not unwed females.

“I am sure, Mr Darcy, you are dreading this provincial little soirée as much as I am.”

Darcy moved his head just enough to confirm Miss Bingley’s assumption.

“Sir, would you think me terribly forward if I claimed you as my own?” Caroline Bingley cooed somewhat too close to his ear.

“Miss Bingley?” Darcy replied in a questioning tone as he moved his head away from her face.

“Oh, I meant for this evening only, Mr Darcy, until we return to Netherfield Park.”

Darcy again inclined his head slightly. 

“Of course, Miss Bingley. Shall we?” Darcy indicated with his free hand that they should follow Charles, who had already breached the open doorway.

A cloud of vapour escaped through the open doors, a mixture of scented candles and tobacco smoke. Most would have deemed it a not unpleasant smell, but Darcy disliked this growing trend for men to smoke tobacco in the presence of ladies. Much better to confine this habit to that time after dinner when the men partook of a glass of brandy and spent a welcome half hour enjoying the absence of the womenfolk. 

The small party of two ladies and three gentlemen entered the Meryton Assembly rooms. Louisa Hurst and her husband Edward had accompanied her sister Caroline to Netherfield Park, eager to give their opinion on this new property their brother had leased. 

The group quickly became the focus of attention. A hush slowly spread over the happy revellers, and the musicians ceased to play.

All of Meryton knew that a gentleman from the town had leased Netherfield Park, but few had seen him in the flesh, let alone have the privilege of meeting him. And now, here they all were, come to join the regular participants at Meryton’s weekly dance.

Sir William Lucas was the only resident of Meryton to have spent any length of time in Mr Bingley’s company, mainly because he had acted as his guide when he came to view Netherfield Park. Therefore, it seemed only right that he should be the one to make the necessary introductions, ensuring Mr Bingley and his party were not without acquaintances while staying in the area.

“Ah, Mr Bingley,” Sir William said with an outstretched hand, “we are honoured that you have found the time to come and join us tonight. Mr Darcy, Mr Hurst, ladies,” he said as he bowed his head to acknowledge the party.

The newcomers returned his salute, and then Mr Bingley took the lead.

“How very kind of you to invite us, Sir William. There is nothing I like more than a country dance,” Mr Bingley said while glancing over his shoulder at Darcy. “Though it is an age since I attended one,” he added.

Darcy chose to ignore this pointed remark aimed directly at him. 

As they began to move deeper into the room, Mr Bingley had no doubt that his friend was scowling at him most heartily. He could almost feel the heat of Darcy’s displeasure burning into his back. But the truth of the matter could not be denied. Darcy did not like to mix with large crowds or talk to people he had no prior acquaintance with, and as his friend, Charles also felt obliged to refrain from attending many of the balls and soirées he would have otherwise enjoyed.

This is absurd, Darcy thought, as he watched the throng of revellers part before them. It was like the parting of the Red Sea, and Darcy dreaded the moment when the mass of bodies would close in behind them, cutting off his retreat. 

“Smile, Mr Darcy, if we are to be thrown to the lions, let us at least do so with a smile.”

Miss Bingley was right, but the smile he offered came across more as a tight-lipped grimace than a friendly grin, and it did not go unnoticed.

Elizabeth Bennet stood with her sister, Jane, their arms linked as they reached up onto their tiptoes to catch a glimpse of the Netherfield party. 

“Oh, Lizzy, how grand they look,” said Jane breathlessly.

Elizabeth turned her focus from the red-haired gentleman with a broad smile and stared at the other members of the group. 

“Yes, their attire is of the latest fashion, but if you look past their clothes, Jane, I would venture to say that they are not all happy to be here. Look at the second gentleman and his companion.”

Jane turned her full attention to the second couple.  The man’s eyebrows were drawn together, and his lips were pulled into a straight line, while the lady, with her superior height, looked down on everyone she glanced at. They looked most ill at ease.

“Could they be unwell?” ventured Jane.

“No, Jane, I do not think them unwell, but I do not think they are pleased to be here either.” 

“Oh, hush Lizzy, we do not know that.” 

“I expect we are too provincial for the stern-looking gentleman to give us any consequence,” Elizabeth said, then turned her attention to Miss Bingley. “And the lady who clings to him, she looks as if she has walked into the cow barn instead of an assembly.”

“Lizzy!” exclaimed Jane, though she raised her hand to hide her smile. 

Elizabeth watched as the latecomers walked past the spot where she stood.

The tall woman, who clung so possessively to the scowling man's arm, flipped open her fan and waved it frantically in front of her face. Unfortunately, this unexpected action caused the gentleman to jolt his head to one side, lest he receives a blow to the face.

Elizabeth could not help herself, and a ripple of laughter escaped from her upturned mouth. 

Darcy’s scowl had grown even deeper with this near miss, and to make matters worse, he heard someone laughing at his misfortune. 

Snapping his head to the right, he searched the sea of faces for the source of the laughter. 

He did not expect the culprit to be a young woman and an attractive one at that.  Instead of delivering a burning glare of contempt as he intended, he found his eyebrows rising in surprise.  

The initial fierceness of the man’s glare would have left many a person quaking in their boots, but Elizabeth was not to be cowed and stared back at him defiantly. Then she watched as his expression changed as it registered with him that it was, she who had laughed.

The truth was, she could not help herself. They saunter into the dance way beyond being fashionably late and acting all superior and aloof to their company. And then this happens. It was too funny for words.

Elizabeth returned his gaze, but before this battle of wills could be resolved, something halted Elizabeth’s mirth and caused her to look away. 

It was a voice she knew only too well. 

“Lizzy, Lizzy, come here, child.”

Elizabeth turned and scanned the room until she located her mother. She stood with Lady Lucas and her eldest daughter Charlotte.

Though Elizabeth was in no hurry to join her mother, she was eager to speak to Charlotte, and so answered the summons with alacrity.

Closing the distance between her mother and herself, Elizabeth’s intention had been to link arms with her friend, and then together they could slip away and observe the proceedings from some secluded spot.

Unfortunately, Mrs Bennet had other ideas. Before Elizabeth could bring her plan to fruition, her mother caught hold of her outstretched hand and propelled her to her side, rather than Charlotte’s.  

“Come, Lizzy, Lady Lucas has agreed to introduce us to Mr Bingley and his friends.”

“But Mamma, Charlotte and I were...” Elizabeth began to protest.

“Nonsense. I desire you to do as I ask, Lizzy and let Lady Lucas introduce us to Mr Bingley and the other gentleman. This is a great opportunity for us all, especially Jane.”

Having refused to look away when the gentleman caught her laughing, Elizabeth hardly wanted to now be introduced to him!

Elizabeth turned to Jane with pleading eyes, hoping for her sister to support her, but Jane’s gaze was firmly fixed on the young man with the strawberry blond hair and a warm smile.

“Why must we be paraded about like a prized heifer, Mother? I have no desire to join the queue of simpering misses waiting to be introduced to a man who clearly does not want to be here!” 

“You say that now, Lizzy, but you can not be a tomboy all your life. Do you know who that is with Mr Bingley?”

With no time to reply, Elizabeth listened as her mother began to reel off the newcomer’s names.

“Mr Bingley, the gentleman who has leased Netherfield Park, has brought his two sisters with him and a Mr Hurst. He is the rather stout looking gentleman at the back of the group and is married to the elder of Mr Bingley’s two sisters. And the fine-looking gentleman at Mr Bingley’s side . . .”

With her mother’s half-finished sentence left hanging in the air, Elizabeth felt compelled to ask.

“Who is...?” 

“That, my dear, is Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley. It is widely reported that he has an annual income of ten thousand pounds a year!” exclaimed an excited Mrs Bennet.

Elizabeth resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

Oh, so that is why he looks so satisfied with himself!

With the Longbourn estate yielding as little as two thousand a year, and with the Bennets considered quite the wealthiest family in the district, it was no wonder that Mr Darcy thought them beneath his notice. The truth of the matter was, had they been poorer, they might have been worthy of his charity, or perhaps if they had been richer, he might have courted them as acquaintances, but as they were neither too poor nor wealthy enough, he was under no obligation to give them any consequence at all.   

At the top end of the hall, Sir Lucas and the Netherfield party turned to survey the gathered town’s folk. 

As his wife approached the group, Sir William stepped forward to greet her.

“Husband,” said Lady Lucas, “Mrs Bennet has expressed a desire to meet our guests.”

Sir William smiled. He liked the Bennet family immensely, especially Elizabeth, who had stayed friends with his daughter Charlotte, despite being her competition in the marriage market. 

“Of course, my dear,” replied Sir William as he patted his wife's hand.

The fierce scowl returned to Mr Darcy’s face when he heard this exchange. Once his identity was revealed, every married woman with a single daughter would be clamouring to be presented to him. He had hoped that, by being this far from the town and the Ton, he would be afforded some anonymity.

“...and this is Miss Jane Bennet and Miss Elizabeth Bennet. I believe Miss Mary Bennet is sitting beside the musicians and Miss Catherine and Miss Lydia Bennet are somewhere on the dance floor,” Sir William concluded.

The Bennet ladies gave a deep curtsy, but their salute was acknowledged with only the briefest of nods from the Netherfield ladies. It was clear from the sneer on Miss Bingley’s face that she had no intention of enjoying herself. And Mr Darcy, well... he just looked bored already, and uninterested in everything and everyone around him. 

It was an expression Elizabeth would come to know well in the coming weeks and months. 

And then there was, Mr Bingley, who seemed to be absorbed by staring at Jane and appeared to be very happy with their situation.

As the musicians began to play the introductory chords of the next tune, Mr Bingley plucked up the courage to ask Jane to dance. 

Blushing prettily, Jane gracefully accepted his offer, and they moved to join the other couples lining up on the dance floor.

“Miss Elizabeth is a fine dancer too, Mr Darcy, and I believe she is in want of a partner for this next reel,” Sir William said with good intentions.

“How unfortunate for Miss Eliza, sir, for Mr Darcy is promised to me for this dance,” Caroline Bingley said in a haughty tone. 

She then guided Mr Darcy towards the dance floor.

Mr Darcy reluctantly let himself be manoeuvred to the centre of the room. Although he had been persuaded by Charles to attend tonight’s event, he initially had no intention of dancing. It was not that he disliked dancing, in fact, quite the opposite, but as he had no interest in getting to know any of his fellow revellers, he saw little reason to exert himself.

However, he did feel obliged to Miss Bingley for her timely intervention, and so stood in line with the other gentlemen. If the choice had been offered to him, he would have much rather stay and talk to Sir William. Not that exchanging pleasantries with this country gentleman would afford him much entertainment, however, it would have been preferable to participating in a thirty-minute set on a hot and crowded dance floor. 

Mr Darcy had already resolved not to become too intimately acquainted with these people. They were too far removed from his social circle for that, and apart from these brief weeks in Hertfordshire where he hoped to be of use to his friend Bingley in setting the property to rights, he expected to never see any of them again. However, Sir Lucas seemed like a harmless sort, even if he was somewhat red-faced and inexplicably jovial.  

The small quartet began to play in earnest, and soon all the couples were sashaying and skipping and twisting and turning the length of the room.

Mrs Hurst had tried to cajole her husband, Edward, to take her to the dance floor too, but he would not oblige. Instead, he grabbed at a passing tray and removed not one but two glasses of punch from it. 

Mrs Hurst held out her hand, hoping to receive one of the drinks, but she was not surprised to see her husband turn away from her and begin to drink from both glasses in turn. Louisa sighed and turned back to watch her brother and sister; they at least appeared to be enjoying the dance with their partners.

Elizabeth Bennet was not long without a partner. A young gentleman came and asked her to join him on the dance floor. 

Accepting Jacob Barrister’s offer, they made their way to the end of the line of couples just as the second reel started. Elizabeth took her place next to Miss Bingley and smiled up at Jacob.

It was not a particularly difficult dance, and conversation could easily be made.

“You look very pretty tonight, Miss Elizabeth,” said Mr Barrister as they joined hands to walk the length of the dancing couples.

“You are too kind, Mr Barrister. The air is very still this evening and, coupled with the exertion of the dance, I fear I must look a terrible fright,” Elizabeth teased her old playmate with genuine sisterly affection.

“No, indeed, Miss Elizabeth. If anything, I think the exertion has enhanced your countenance, if that is possible. It has brought the most attractive peach-like glow to your cheeks.” 

Jacob Barrister liked Miss Elizabeth Bennet very much, but having been childhood friends, he knew she saw him not as a suitor, but only as a surrogate brother. Together they had climbed too many trees and paddled in the brook that ran along the edge of the Longbourn estate too many times for her to think of him romantically. This, he had become resigned to long ago, and now only felt lucky that they could still enjoy each other’s company, with no pressure on either of them to cross the boundary from friendship to romance.

“Then I accept your compliment with good grace, Jacob Barrister,” said Elizabeth and her smile grew.

Following behind this happy couple were Mr Darcy and Miss Bingley, who not knowing them at all, felt at liberty to pass not only an unkind comment but also her judgement on the couple.

“Oh, Mr Darcy, how very provincial and unsophisticated the inhabitants of Hertfordshire are compared to our circle of friends, do not you agree, sir?” 

Holding Miss Bingley’s hand above his head as she circled around him, Mr Darcy used this time to look at the girl in question as she too circled her partner. He was surprised to find it was the same girl who had laughed at his near-miss with Miss Bingley's fan. 

Examining her further, he noticed that her cheeks seemed slightly flushed; however, that was not the most noticeable feature. Evenly set in her glowing face, with a smattering of freckles over the bridge of her nose, were her sparkling, dark brown eyes. Something about them drew his attention; perhaps it was the way the corners creased slightly as she smiled up at her partner, or maybe the genuine warmth that seemed to radiate from them. Whatever it was, coupled with her smile, he realised she was far prettier than he had at first thought.  

The warmth of her smile and the look of genuine happiness brought back memories, memories of another pair of dark brown eyes that he had often gazed into during his past. 

The dancers moved on, and Darcy realised that Miss Bingley was still waiting for him to reply.

“You are too severe, Miss Bingley,” he said as they linked hands and skipped along the length of the standing couples. “I think we must further our acquaintance with at least a few of the locals before we can pass such a harsh judgement on the collective population.” 

“Oh, Mr Darcy, you are too amusing,” Caroline cooed to her partner. “Though I cannot believe there is anyone here worthy of your patronage.”

Mr Darcy noticed that the girl with the sparkling eyes, who had followed then with her own partner, had her gaze firmly fixed on him and his partner. Had she overheard Miss Bingley’s remark? And why did her stare make his face flush with embarrassment?

At the end of the dance, Jacob escorted Elizabeth back to her mother’s side, which just happened to be where Mrs Hurst and Sir William Lucas stood. Soon to join them were Jane and Mr Bingley, and then Caroline and Mr Darcy. Having done his duty by returning Elizabeth to the care of her family, Jacob retreated to claim his next partner, leaving the group standing in silence. 

Elizabeth used the pause in the conversation to cover the few steps that brought her to Charlotte's side. Taking her by the hand, Elizabeth led her away from the group of people and over to the refreshment table. It was this action that caused Elizabeth to miss her mother’s next remark.

Mrs Bennet, who had noticed the way Jane and Mr Bingley stared at each other, seized the opportunity to issue an invitation with both hands.

“Mr Bingley, we would be honoured if you and your party would join us for dinner, perhaps the day after tomorrow, if convenient?” 

Mr Bingley could not remember the last time his heart had skipped a beat at the sight of a pretty girl, but it had tonight. Jane Bennet was perfection personified. She was beautiful, elegant, accomplished, and when she smiled her serene smile at him. . .  

“I can confirm we have no prior engagement, ma’am, and on behalf of my guests and myself, I gratefully accept your kind invitation,” said Mr Bingley with exuberance.

“You are too kind, sir,” replied Mrs Bennet, blushing like a schoolgirl. “Shall we say five-thirty then?”

Mr Bingley knew this was unfashionably early compared to the later hour of eight, or even nine o’clock observed by the ton, but as it was the custom of his hostess, he was happy to comply.

“Splendid!” he exclaimed.
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Once back at Netherfield, the ladies and Mr Hurst retired for the evening, while Mr Darcy and Charles settled in the library for a nightcap.

“I saw you, Charles!” Darcy said as he swirled the amber liquid around his glass.

“Saw what, Darcy?” asked Bingley naively.

“You were staring at that Bennet girl like a love-sick puppy.”

“And what if I were?” Charles replied defensively.

“She is pretty enough I give you, but she is not for you.”

“She might be!”

“Charles, my friend, the Bennets have no quality about them. He is a country squire, no more. It means they are not of our station in life.”

Charles Bingley liked and admired Fitzwilliam Darcy very much, and respected his opinion and valued his friendship greatly, but he was not blind to the fact that his friend could be a terrible snob at times. 

“If you consider people by the worth of their heritage alone, Darcy, then I am not worthy of being your friend. Do not forget that I am only a first-generation gentleman by the sweat of my father’s brow. He was in trade, Darcy, and I am not ashamed of it. If anything, Miss Jane Bennet is far above me. Her family lineage has many generations of gentlemen behind them.”

Darcy paused to consider his reply, before saying, “There is nothing to be ashamed of for being in trade, Charles, and I did not mean to imply that there was. My family have traded in stocks and shares, bartered livestock and land for generations. But in polite society, it is considered bad form to mention it, dwell on it, or boast of it. I merely meant that living where she does, on an estate the size of Longbourn, I doubt she will have much in the way of a dowry or can claim of having any relevant connections. As you say, you are a first-generation gentleman and must look to build on the advantage your father has given you.”

Charles hated it when Darcy was right and pointed out his mistakes so concisely.

“It was only one dance, Darcy. Anyone would think I had asked the girl to marry me!” said Charles as he squirmed under Darcy’s scrutiny.

“You danced with Caroline, I noticed. I felt sure you would skulk about the perimeter for the entire evening, knowing how you hate this kind of event.” 

“Yes, I danced once with your sister, Charles, and you danced with Miss Bennet twice,” Darcy replied succinctly.

“There were many pretty girls there without partners, Darcy, you should have made yourself more agreeable. I am sure they would have been much obliged if you had singled them out for a set. Miss Bennet’s sister is very pretty.” 

“Bingley, I was in no mood to give consequence to young women slighted by other men. Besides, I did not want to attend the blasted thing in the first place!”

Charles knew by the tone of Darcy's voice that he had not forgiven him for tricking him into attending the assembly, or that he had been forced to dance, even once.

“My apologies, Darcy. But if I had asked you outright, would you have come?”

“You already know the answer to that, Bingley.”

“Exactly!” retorted Bingley, before adding in a more civil tone, “If I am to buy this estate when the lease ends, Darcy, I must deduce if the local inhabitants are affable. If they will accept me and, indeed, if I like them!”

Darcy suddenly felt weary. It was not that he was tired from the exertion of one dance, nor the effects of one glass of punch at the dance and this glass of brandy. It was the accumulation of many things. The estate business piling up at Pemberley while he visited here with Charles. His sister’s mental and physical welfare after her near elopement with George Wickham last year. And not least of all that he was almost eight and twenty years old and no closer to fulfilling his mother’s last wish than he had been a year ago, despite his resolve to do so. And as the anniversary of her death neared for another year, he felt the years slipping by keenly. 

“You have no fear in that direction, Bingley. You like everyone, and everyone likes you. Now, I think I will retire, Charles. Will you ride with me in the morning?”

“God, no! This country air seems to act as a sleeping draught on me. But I will join you for breakfast. When do you return?”

“I will be back by nine. Goodnight, Charles.”

Once in his room and with the door firmly closed, Darcy pulled out the leather-bound folder which held all his personal correspondence. It was his constant companion and travelled everywhere with him. 

Releasing the knotted string tie, he placed it on the desk and opened it flat. Slipping his hand behind the pile of papers that hid the back cover, Darcy carefully separated it from the backboard. Feeling for the desired object with his fingertips, he let out a sigh of relief when his fingertips buffered against it. With great care, he gently eased it out from its secret resting place. 

He lifted it to his face and inhaled deeply. The aroma of his mother’s perfume was getting fainter with each passing year and now mingled with the smell of the leather. Yet he could still detect the original scent that had been lovingly applied to it all those years ago. 

Pulling out the chair, he sat down and drew the candlestick closer, making sure it was not too near the faded yellow paper before he unfolded it. He ran his thumb over the solid wax seal, broken many years ago. The letters AD still stood proud of the paper, and he felt the prick of tears at the back of his eyes, as he always did at this point. He sniffed and lifted his head, hoping to ward off the feeling of sorrow that had engulfed him. He could not change the past, it was nature’s way, and would not be changed by him shedding a few tears. 

Finally, he laid out the sheet of paper for what seemed like the thousandth time and began to read.

My Darling Boy,

Do not be sad that I have been called to join the 

Almighty while you and your sister are both still 

so young. Either I have fulfilled my purpose in this 

world, or I am needed in the next. Whichever it is, 

I will soon know and am prepared and at peace with my it.

My love, what words of advice should a mother give 

her eldest child? Will you heed them in my absence?

This I can only hope and prey for, and so I write them 

anyway.

First, you must be strong for your father and Georgiana. 

I fear Papa will feel my loss most keenly, and Georgiana 

has not the time to get to know me. You, my son, must 

comfort your dear Papa, and remind your sister that 

I longed for and loved my sweet daughter, if only for these 

few short days.

Mrs Reynolds and Nanny Sophie will care for you 

and love you as I would have done, Fitzwilliam. 

Do not be afraid to utilise their affection for you.

Work hard at your studies, my son. You have been 

Blessed to be born into a family of great wealth 

and social importance.

Do not waste this advantage that has been bestowed 

upon you. Be strong, yet fair, be honest and 

compassionate, be respectful and patient. People will 

expect you to lead by example. Do not let them down.

Someday, long into the future, you too will be 

accountable for all your actions while on this earth. 

Make me proud, my son.

And finally, when you have reached the age that all 

men do, and you seek a wife of your own, think of me.

She should be kind but not too meek. She should be 

pleasing to look at, but not so attractive that her 

fidelity is a worry to you, her husband. She should 

be honest and fair, witty but not spiteful, 

respectful and compassionate, charitable but not reckless. 

She must be willing to stand by your side in all things,

but not to overshadow you.

As well as all this, she must be well read and intelligent, 

But not bookish and boring.

Ensure she is blessed with a lively mind that will 

stimulate and drive you to achieve great things, 

things that will stand you in good stead for the day 

of reckoning.

Moreover, my son, you must love her unconditionally, 

as if your very existence depended on it. If you cannot 

love her in this fashion, with every fibre of your being, 

with every breath you take, and with every beat of your 

heart, do not commit or condemn either of you to a life 

of sorrow and regret.

I hope you are blessed with many children, my son, 

for they are the greatest gift of all. 

Though you may miss my physical presence, 

dearest child, know this; I will always be watching 

over you, guiding you to make the right choices during 

your journey through this life.

Until we meet again in the next, you have my love

and my blessing, always.

Goodnight Fitzwilliam.

Your adoring mother

Anne Darcy.

As Darcy read each word, he could hear his mother’s soft voice speaking to him, urging him to heed her advice. But as yet another birthday loomed, he felt he had disappointed her in some way. 

His own parents had married when his father was five and twenty and his mother not yet nineteen. They had ignored the convention of the day and married for love. Not to form an alliance of wealth or for the merging of estates, but because they loved each other. A passionate, rewarding, fulfilling, and fruitful love, full of respect and admiration for each other, which was only severed by the death of his mother a few days after the birth of his sister, Georgiana.

Oh, he did not ignore her advice intentionally, and when the time came, he would consider her words, but as things stood, he had yet to meet a woman who excited him, attracted him, or interested him enough to initiate a courtship with, let alone marry her.

Darcy refolded the paper with care, just as he had many times in the past since it was first given to him the day after his mother’s funeral. That day, although he had only been twelve years old, had been the last day of his childhood. His Mamma had been right when she had predicted that her husband would take her death hard. Mr Darcy senior never quite recovered from her loss, and although he remained an excellent parent, there was a distinct cloud of sadness around him. 

Mrs Reynolds took over the running of the house entirely in the absence of a mistress, relieving her master of one burden, at least. 

At thirteen, and when Georgiana was just becoming interesting, Darcy senior revealed that he was considering sending Fitzwilliam away to school. Mrs Reynold, his faithful Scottish housekeeper, persuaded him that a live-in tutor would be far more beneficial, both financially and conveniently, using him to teach both the children.

Though educating a girl did seem a waste of time and money, Mr Darcy had agreed, thus ensuring the children were not separated, and a strong and loving bond was forged between brother and sister.
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KNOWING HE WAS TO RIDE alone, Darcy ventured out a little later than was his wont. The cock had crowed sometime before, but it was still only a little after seven in the morning when he mounted Nelson and walked him to the edge of Netherfield’s drive.

His sleep had been a restless one, with fragments of images invading his unconscious mind throughout the night. His mother had featured prominently in them, with her dark hair framing her face, and her deep brown eyes looking directly into his. Mixed in with the vision of his mother, were images of Caroline Bingley and Miss Elizabeth Bennet, of all people. He had woken up feeling exhausted and confused. A good gallop in the fresh country air would surely clear his mind.

Once Darcy had reached the open fields, he gave Nelson his head and held on tight with his knees as his favourite steed galloped across the terrain like the very devil was on his heels.

How far they had travelled, Darcy did not know, but after a fifteen-minute burst of demonic riding, he slowed Nelson to a walk. Both rider and horse were panting from the exertion and in need of some refreshment. 

Unsure of where Nelson had finally stopped, Darcy could see stretched out before him a well-worn track through the field and yonder woods. Deciding it must come out somewhere, he turned Nelson to the left and urged him to follow it with a gentle spur of his heels.

Elizabeth lay on the forest floor with her eyes closed. It was unseasonably warm for September, and she could not miss, perhaps for the last time this year, the chance to feel the golden rays of the sun on her face as they danced their way through the canopy of leaves above and shone down to bathe her skin with warmth. She did not mind that it made the two or three freckles on the bridge of her nose stand out more, though she knew her mother would scold her if she knew she had discarded her bonnet. 

Mrs Bennet was most particular about how her girls dressed and behaved, often reminding them that they should set an example for others to aspire to. Discarding her bonnet while out walking would most assuredly be frowned upon. 

The birds were still singing their dawn chorus, and Elizabeth envied them their simple life and sweet voices. Though she could carry a tune well enough not to embarrass herself, Jane had a far more pleasing voice than she. She joined them, humming softly to herself, perfectly at peace with the world and nature.

As Darcy approached the clearing in the woods, he suddenly became aware of a figure laying amongst the leaves and grass. It appeared to be a young woman!

Looking around to see where her companion was, Darcy could see no one else in the vicinity. The conclusion he arrived at was that the woman must be alone, which he found quite shocking.

One could not be too careful these days. Robbers and gypsies were becoming more daring and inventive in ways to persuade decent folk to part with their coin purse and jewels. He, therefore, deduced that something must be amiss for her to be in this state. 

Dismounting, he dropped Nelson’s reins, secure in the knowledge that he would not stray, and with some trepidation, slowly approached the figure on the forest floor.

Surveying the scene, he took in every detail as he approached. At first, he thought the person was dead, they lie so still, but as he drew nearer, he realised that they were emitting a low groaning sound. By the mode of dress and bonnet clutched in their hand, it was a female of high status. 

For such a woman to venture out without a companion of some description was highly irregular. Again, he scanned the area, peering deep into the surrounding trees, but still, he found no one. 

Whoever this was, they had clearly walked here under their own volition.

Warily, he approached the woman and knelt down. With her features now clear to him, he was aghast to see it was none other than Miss Elizabeth Bennet! He stretched out his hand, with the intention of trying to rouse her, but his action was cut short when Miss Bennet let out a scream.

The warm summer rays seemed to have disappeared, and Elizabeth wondered if the September weather had deceived her into thinking it was going to be a nice day. 

Reluctantly and slowly, she raised her eyelids. Expecting to see the multi-coloured canopy of leaves above her, she panicked when instead a man’s face came into focus. She let out a scream, but she quickly realised it was the face of Mr Darcy looming over her.

“Oh, what are you about, sir?” Elizabeth demanded, clutching her bonnet to her chest.

Darcy drew back his arm and raised both hands to shoulder height.

“My apologies, Miss Bennet. I thought you were unwell or injured when I came across you motionless on the floor,” Darcy said in a surprised yet defensive tone.

Unable to rise with any dignity while Mr Darcy knelt over her, Elizabeth struggled to raise herself up onto one elbow. 

“I thank you for your concern, sir, but I am neither unwell nor injured. Now, if you would kindly take a step back and allow me to rise, I will be on my way.” 

Elizabeth was mortified to be found in such a state, and by Mr Darcy of all people, and what was he doing prowling about her father’s estate at this time of the morning? 

“Of course,” Darcy said as he rose and held out a hand to aid her. “Forgive me.”

Begrudgingly, Elizabeth took his proffered hand and pulled herself up. Brushing the back of her dress with her hands, she dislodged several dried leaves that had attached themselves to the material, which silently fluttered back to the forest floor. 

“Thank you,” she replied.

After a moment of awkward silence, Mr Darcy felt compelled to ask the obvious question. 

“Miss Bennet, may I ask, if you are not injured or ailing, what on earth were you doing laying in the middle of a secluded wood with no maid or companion to protect you?”

“I was enjoying nature, sir,” Elizabeth replied in a clipped tone.

“Alone? On your back?” Darcy questioned with incredulity. “Surely you could have done that from an upright position, or in your own garden? Do you know how vulnerable to attack you were? These woods are no doubt full of undesirables. It was lucky for you that I found you when I did!”

Lucky! More like unlucky, thought Elizabeth.

Try as she might, Elizabeth found herself unable to keep a civil tongue in her head.

“For your information, Mr Darcy, I was neither lost nor in need of rescue. I walk these paths most days and am quite capable of fending for myself should the need arise. Besides, I have yet to meet another person using these paths this early in the morning.” A small untruth, but sometimes such things were necessary. “I am, I assure you, Mr Darcy, quite safe enjoying a morning stroll on my fathers’ property; unlike you, sir, who are trespassing!”

Even before the last word had left her mouth, Elizabeth knew she had gone too far. 

Her challenger visibly stiffened as her caustic reply hit its mark.

Darcy drew in a shocked breath and unwittingly clenched his jaw. He had not felt this provoke since he had confronted George Wickham last summer. Were he not a gentleman he might have given way to his urge to give Miss Elizabeth Bennet a stern scolding. 

But he was a gentleman, and so acted accordingly.

“I thank you for the clarity, Miss Bennet. Though I understand you find my company...intrusive, I am nevertheless compelled to ask if you will permit me to escort you home? Though I have no doubt you will insist you do not need my assistance or my protection, I would be doing less than my duty, as a gentleman, if I did not see you home safely.”

Elizabeth was on the verge of saying the very same thing to him, but during the few moments of silence that had passed, she realised how the scene must have looked to him. A young woman, alone and lying on the sod. He could have just turned and walked away, leaving an unprotected and possibly injured female to her fate; but he did not. He had stopped to render any assistance he could.

Considering his motive, she knew she had been uncharitable.

“Thank you, yes,” she said quietly.

Darcy clicked his fingers at Nelson, who tugged on one more succulent grass root before walking to the side of his owner.

“Will you ride, Miss Bennet,” Darcy said, offering her the use of his horse.

“I thank you, Mr Darcy, but no,” Elizabeth smiled meekly as she shook her head. “Horses and I are not always the best of friends. I tend to only approach them when bearing a gift.”

Feeling obliged to respond, he said, “In the absence of an apple or carrot, I take it you mean to walk?”

“I think it best,” she said, as she tied the ribbons of her bonnet. “Jane is the only one of my sisters that enjoys riding. My other sisters and I tend to view equine beasts from afar.”

Surprised by her candid disclosure, Darcy asked, “Then, do I take it you were never taught to ride, Miss Bennet?”

“Oh, yes. Our father taught us all to ride when we were quite young,” she replied as she fell into step with him.

Mr Darcy looked puzzled. It was one of his favourite activities, and he indulged himself whenever possible. The idea that anyone would not enjoy a good gallop across the fields was alien to him.

His furrowed brow prompted Elizabeth to expand on her answer.

“It is not the animal or even the act of riding that I dislike, sir. It is the riding habit and side-saddle we ladies have to endure that I dislike, most heartily!” 

As they strolled on, Darcy realised that Miss Bennet had made a valid observation. As a man, he had never given it much thought, but the habit used by females when riding did seem cumbersome compared to a pair of man’s britches. Also, riding side-saddle, with your weight unevenly distributed and the upper torso twisted so one might see where one was going, must feel strange to both horse and rider alike.

“That is an observation I had never given much thought to, Miss Bennet. On reflection, I must agree with you. Sitting astride an animal is obviously more practical and more comfortable.”

It was said in an even tone, and Elizabeth hoped that it indicated their earlier crossed words had been forgotten.

When Longbourn’s back gate came into view, Elizabeth stopped and turned to her companion.

“Mr Darcy, I must apologise for my rude behaviour earlier. I was ungrateful when you offered me your assistance. I understand now that you were merely acting as a concerned neighbour.”

Her cheeks flushed prettily as she spoke, and her eyes were cast downward with embarrassment, and even a little shame.

If Elizabeth had raised her eyes, she would have seen a slight smile playing on Mr Darcy’s lips. It was not often that a pretty woman felt the need to apologise, preferring to rely on their charms and fake flattery to excuse them of all sorts of bad and inappropriate behaviour. Yet here was a young woman from the country doing just that. It was both refreshing and amusing in equal measures. 

Miss Bennet was turning out to be far more than just a pretty face.

“Do you often walk this way, Miss Bennet?”

Elizabeth glanced up. 

His dark eyes were roaming over her face, and she blushed a deeper shade of crimson.

“I...” she faltered slightly before saying, “Yes, most mornings.”

Darcy’s smile grew fuller, and his voice deepened.

“Then maybe we will meet here again, Miss Bennet. Good day.” Darcy lifted his hat in a salute then mounted Nelson and turned him towards Netherfield Park.
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The next morning, Elizabeth was still thinking of her encounter with Mr Darcy. She had thought of several questions she should have asked him; are they enjoying their stay at Netherfield? Did they intend to winter here in Hertfordshire or return to the capital for Christmas? Will others be joining their party? Instead, she had first railed at him for no reason other than his kindness and then been forced to show contrition for her outburst. He probably thought her a real dunderhead. 

She shook her head at her own actions but could come up with no reason or excuse for them.

Before she could ponder further, she heard her mother hailing her from downstairs.

“Elizabeth, I wish to speak to you this instance,” called Mrs Bennet.

Elizabeth peered over the bannister. Her mother was waiting for her at the foot of the staircase.

Elizabeth slowed her steps. Her mamma only called her Elizabeth when she was in trouble.

Elizabeth stopped a few steps from the floor and waited for her mother to reveal what she had done wrong this time.

“Hill tells me she saw you talking to a gentleman yesterday morning; is this true?” Mrs Bennet looked at her daughter, piercingly.

Oh, why could people not mind their own business?

“Yes, Mamma. I happened to meet Mr Darcy on my walk yesterday, and he was kind enough to escort me home,” Elizabeth replied, truthfully.

“Elizabeth Bennet, were you out walking unaccompanied again? What have I told you about that? A young gentlewoman, such as yourself, must take one of your sisters or one of the maids with you. It is not seemly, Elizabeth! And now Mr Darcy has witnessed your wanton disregard for the proprieties, what will he think of us?” 

Elizabeth bit her lip. Technically, her mother was right, but considering she had been taking daily walks since she was old enough to remember, she saw no danger in it. All their friends and acquaintances knew of her preference to go for a walk in the early morning. And if they saw her running along the lane without her bonnet, well, no one had ever said.

“He will probably not give it a second thought, Mamma. I am sure Mr Darcy is busy with more important matters.” 

Pausing briefly, Mrs Bennet then looked at her second eldest daughter expectantly. When Elizabeth offered her no other reply or explanation, Mrs Bennet pressed her further.

“Well? What did Mr Darcy say, child!”

“Not very much, Mamma. How mild the weather was for this time of year, and that Mr Bingley was looking forward to dining with us today,” Elizabeth lied reluctantly. 

“Only Mr Bingley? Not Mr Darcy? Oh, this is dreadful,” wailed Mrs Bennet.

Now Elizabeth wished she had just told the truth.

“No, Mamma, Mr Darcy merely said that Mr Bingley had expressed his delight at being invited.”

Mrs Bennet’s imagination began to work overtime. Jane and Mr Bingley, and now Lizzy and Mr Darcy? She must not rule out the prospect of a double wedding if romance blossomed between both couples. 

A faraway look glazed over Mrs Bennet’s eyes, a look that Elizabeth knew only too well.

“Mamma! Do not imagine a romance between Mr Darcy and me! Our meeting was an accident, nothing more. Not fate, not divine intervention, nor destiny. We met purely by chance, Mamma!” Elizabeth emphasised. 

Her mother had a way of dreaming up things and trying to make them a reality. A match between her and Mr Darcy was quite out of the question. Although he was a gentleman, and she was a gentleman’s daughter, that was as far as any similarities went. He was proud, and she was not. He was a snob, and she was not. He lived in the town and mixed only in the best circles, while she was from the country and liked all her neighbours.’

“Mother!” exclaimed Elizabeth in a sterner tone.

“Yes, yes, my dear. No romance, I heard,” Mrs Bennet replied absently as she wandered back along the hallway, softly humming to herself.
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THAT EVENING, THE PARTY from Netherfield arrived at Longbourn twenty minutes earlier than expected, causing Mrs Bennet to suffer a brief, but theatrical, fit of the vapours. 

“Oh, Jane, what can they be thinking of coming this early. None of us is ready to receive them, and I cannot ask your father for I know he would not oblige me. Oh, Jane,” wailed Mrs Bennet as she rushed from Jane’s room back to her own.

“I will ask Lizzy to go down and welcome them, Mamma, she is more forward than the rest of us,” said Jane calmly.

“Yes, Lizzy shall go and welcome them in my stead. Lizzy...”

And so, it was Elizabeth that went to welcome their guests.

Stepping into the best parlour, Elizabeth first noticed that Mr Hurst and his wife Louisa were not among the party. 

Had her mother been forewarned of the reduced number, she wondered? 

She also noticed that Caroline Bingley had taken the seat her mother usually occupied. Mrs Bennet particularly liked that chair because it afforded her the best view of the room and everyone in it. 

Mr Bingley sat opposite his sister, while Mr Darcy stood behind Charles’ chair with his hands clasped behind his back. 

Remembering her hosting duties, Elizabeth stepped forward and gave a pretty curtsy.

“Good evening, Miss Bingley, Mr Bingley, Mr Darcy. I hope you are all well?”

Mr Bingley and Mr Darcy bowed, while Caroline inclined her head only slightly.

“Quite well, thank you, Miss Bennet. Good evening. Mr and Mrs Hurst are unable to join us this evening and asked me to extend their apologies to Mrs Bennet,” said Mr Bingley with a hint of awkwardness. 

“Oh, I am sorry to hear that. I do hope it is nothing serious,” Elizabeth said sincerely. “Please, sit down. My parents will join us shortly. Could I offer you some refreshments?” 

Elizabeth pointed to the tray on the sideboard, where a dozen small glasses of sherry stood.

Their acceptance was universal and with a feeling of relief, Elizabeth handed each of them a glass. 

Miss Bingley took a sip, and then another. Then, in a nasal drawl asked, “Miss Eliza, you have a butler, do you not? Why then are you waiting on your guests? Is he not able to perform his duties?”

Elizabeth felt the blood rush to her cheeks at Miss Bingley’s sarcastic condemnation of her serving the wine. However, she had no intention of allowing Miss Bingley to know she had upset her. 

“Oh, here in the country, Miss Bingley,” she said as she sat in her father’s favourite chair, “we are not quite as rigid as one might be in town. I expect Jenson is rearranging the dining table. Removing the place settings for Mrs Hurst and her husband,” replied Elizabeth, knowing this to be true. 

Jenson was a stickler for etiquette and was even now ensuring the cutlery, glassware and napkins were evenly spaced after the removal of the two surplice place setting. No doubt he had also sent word to his mistress that they were reduced in numbers.

The forced smile that Caroline offered Elizabeth was clearly fake, but she chose to ignore it. She had no idea why Miss Bingley had taken a dislike to her family, but clearly, she had.

At that moment, Mrs Bennet entered followed by a flurry of daughters and her husband. All the civilities were exchanged, and then Jenson announced dinner was served.

Mr Bennet took the arm of his wife, while Charles escorted Jane, followed by Mr Darcy and Miss Bingley. Elizabeth and Mary followed next, and Kitty and Lydia came in last. 

With the soup and the fish dishes completed, Mrs Bennet was pleased when Jenson entered with the next course. A large golden-brown roasted turkey sitting in the middle of a silver platter, with roasted balls of pork and chestnut stuffing encircling it. 

Jenson placed the bird on a small but sturdy serving cart next to Mr Bennet. 

Mr Bennet, as master of the house and provider of the feast, performed the ritual carving of the first slice, then handed the knife and two-pronged fork back to Jenson, who was vastly more experienced at slicing up meats.

Mr Darcy was pleased to have been seated opposite Elizabeth and next to Mr Bennet. From what he had observed of Mrs Bennet and her younger daughters at the Assembly rooms, he guessed them entirely uneducated and exceedingly vain, especially the two youngest girls.

“I am sorry I was not here to greet you,” said Mrs Bennet to her guests collectively, “I was detained by cook having a last-minute panic  that one of you do not enjoy meat, but I assured her that turkey is not meat, it is a fowl and so would suit everyone.”

It was at this point that Miss Bingley interrupted her hostess.

“Oh, do you refer
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