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Chapter One
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Elizabeth Bennet gazed out of the window at the falling rain. It reminded her of teardrops, which in turn made her think of her own desire to cry. She should have known that her mother would try to force her to marry now that her father had died.

Only this morning, Mrs. Bennet had informed her daughter that she intended for Elizabeth to wed her cousin, Mr. Collins, in the near future. Elizabeth ought not to have been shocked by the news, but she was.

She remembered how, after her father's death, she had been nervous about her future and that of her four sisters. She heard the neighbors mentioning the poorhouse and charity before the funeral. She had not fully understood what that meant, but from the way they had spoken in low hushed voices, convinced that Elizabeth could not overhear them, it had sounded dreadful.

Then Mr. Collins had taken charge of their family home, Longbourn. Elizabeth's fears about the future intensified.

She was so happy when her father was alive. What a pity it could not last!

But, unfortunately, Mr. Bennet had died in a carriage accident leaving a grief-stricken widow.

Mrs. Bennet was inconsolable. Her misery had been intense. She could not mention her husband's name without tears brimming in her eyes. The depth of her despair had been mirrored in her wardrobe. Every single colored item of clothing had been swept aside. Black dominated her gowns, her shoes, her gloves, her hats, her fans—even the curtains in her bedchamber and the counterpane on her bed.

Elizabeth grimaced. She should have known that black became her mother too well. She should have seen the danger!

But how could she have guessed? How could anyone have predicted? After all, Elizabeth had met Mr. Collins at her late father's funeral. Hardly the most romantic of occasions.

Then Mr. Collins had been helpful in arranging matters regarding the estate of Longbourn. Surprisingly, everyone considered him to be courteous and chivalrous. No one had wondered if he had an ulterior motive. As a man of the church, perhaps he had felt an obligation, a debt of honor.

Then, gradually and imperceptibly, Mr. Collins had insinuated himself into Mrs. Bennet's good graces. Mrs. Bennet began to lean on him. She turned to him for advice and depended on him when she had a problem. She introduced him as a close family member at social gatherings.

She should have known what was coming. Oh, fool that I was! Elizabeth told herself.

But even if she had recognized the signs, Elizabeth could not have foreseen all the consequences. She had been made to feel so welcome that it never occurred to her to doubt that her position here at Longbourn was anything but secure.

Elizabeth glanced out the window again. The sky was every bit as gray and dismal looking as it had been five minutes ago. Lowering clouds threatened to crush everything beneath their miserable weight.

What an idiot I have been! Elizabeth scolded herself.

Until today, she had assumed she could continue to live in this house with her mother and sisters. She had not realized that now that her father was dead, and now that Lydia and Kitty were out in society, things had changed.

Now, Elizabeth faced the truth. At one and twenty, she was a poor relation, a young lady without the necessary social attributes of either money or a title. She was an encumbrance, a female without qualification who had been generously supported by her dutiful parents for some years but who had outstayed her welcome.

She was expected to marry, she mused, and to leave Longbourn at once.

Until then, she had not thought much about matrimony. 

Her sisters were different, she reflected. They could hardly wait to become brides. But Elizabeth did not want to marry. Certainly not immediately. Certainly not to the first man who offered for her and said he was willing to overlook the fact that she had no dowry. Only the deepest love could persuade her into matrimony.

Elizabeth shivered. It wasn't only the biting November wind which was getting through to her. Though she was aware of the fact that her father had died a bankrupt, thus failing to provide her with a dowry, it had not previously worried her. She had assumed that she would stay on at Longbourn until miraculously funds would appear which would enable her to wed the man of her choice.

But events had overtaken Elizabeth. She and Mr. Collins had become betrothed.

"When the Gardiners come to visit for Christmas we'll tell them the good news," Mrs. Bennet had stated earlier that day. "That will give them time to get used to the idea and to get to know Mr. Collins better before you actually become man and wife."

"And when..." Elizabeth had managed to gasp, "when will that be?"

"Sometime during the spring," Mrs. Bennet had responded. "Then your aunt and uncle can be here for the wedding, and it won't interfere with their plans to travel to the lake district this summer."

"Yes..." Elizabeth had stuttered. "I... see..."

As soon as she recollected that conversation, Elizabeth frowned. She had to go. And quickly. She was to be got rid of. Found a new home as though she were a stray cat who was not really wanted.

Elizabeth shuddered as she recalled how the prospect of her forthcoming state of wedded bliss had been put to her. Mrs. Bennet had been tactless, but in a situation like this, there was no polite reassuring civilized way of saying "either you get married or you get out."

Every word of their discussion was branded in Elizabeth's memory.

"Lizzy dear," Mrs. Bennet had begun. "How old are you?"

"One and twenty," Elizabeth had replied proudly. "Nearly two and twenty, Mama."

"Two and twenty!" Mrs. Bennet had exclaimed. "Two and twenty and unmarried! Tsk. Tsk. Tsk!"

"It's not that bad, surely, is it, Mama?"

"I was married younger than you."

"Yes, Mama."

Elizabeth had to bite her tongue to stop herself from reminding her mother what a fuss she had made about how young a bride she was—too young to know her own mind—far too young to wed a tradesman.

"It's a shame you have no dowry Lizzy," Mrs. Bennet had remarked.

Elizabeth had winced. "Yes, Mama," she had murmured, "and I am grateful to you—for having provided for me."

Mrs. Bennet had nodded in assent, acquiescing to the compliment as her rightful due.

"I have tried to do my best," she had stated.

"Yes, Mama," Elizabeth had agreed.

"But you know that my circumstances since poor dear Mr. Bennet's death," Mrs. Bennet had continued, "have not been what they were while he was alive."

"Yes, Mama."

Elizabeth was well aware that the money had not been flowing as freely as it had done during her father's lifetime. Naturally Mrs. Bennet was not destitute, but since Mr. Bennet had passed on so suddenly...well there had to be certain economies. And that meant thrift was to be exercised as far as Elizabeth was concerned.

Mrs. Bennet sighed. Elizabeth knew her mother well enough to be able to interpret that sigh.

"What a pity you are not ravishingly beautiful like your sister Jane! So that men would forget that you are untitled and dowerless!"

Elizabeth grounded her teeth. She was not ashamed of her looks and she resented her mother's hints that they were somehow inferior.

Unfortunately, Mrs. Bennet considered only tall, willowy, blue-eyed blondes to be beautiful. In consequence, Elizabeth and her middle sister Mary, both of whom were small and dark-haired, were a disappointment to her.

There was, however, no point in arguing about it. Mrs. Bennet's notion of beauty was not so very different from that of her contemporaries. That was the pity of it!

Elizabeth knew that her lack of what was conventionally regarded as good looks was a drawback. She was not surrounded by so many gentleman that she could pick and choose when it came to finding a husband. Indeed, there was no one in particular whom she could marry at a moment's notice. No one except...

"You like Mr. Collins, don't you?" Mrs. Bennet had questioned suddenly.

"I've never known a stupider person, Mama," Elizabeth had replied incautiously.

And then it had come.

Mrs. Bennet had smiled and preened herself.

"Mr. Collins dropped in to speak to me earlier this morning while you were in town," she had stated. "He wanted to know if he might come here this afternoon to properly ask for your hand in marriage."

"What!" Elizabeth had cried.

Elizabeth had never regarded her cousin as anyone other than an embarrassing relative, someone with whom she would avoid all conversation at a party. The idea of Mr. Collins as her suitor had never crossed her mind.

"You heard me, Lizzy!" Mrs. Bennet had declared. "Mr. Collins is coming here this afternoon to ask for your hand in marriage. I have given him my permission to speak to you, and..."

"Mama! How could you!"

"And in view of your attitude," Mrs. Bennet had gone on, "I feel I should say here and now that you ought to accept him."

Elizabeth had gone suddenly faint. It wasn't the words alone. It was the finality with which they were uttered. Her face had drained of color and she had swayed. Only her swiftness in gripping onto the table beside her had stopped her from falling to the ground.
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Chapter Two
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So there she was, standing in the sitting room of Longbourn, gazing out at the ceaseless rain pondering her position while she waited for Mr. Collins to enter and propose to her.

Elizabeth shuddered. Mr. Collins wasn't a bad man per se, but he was definitely not the right husband for her.

What am I going to do? She wondered.

It was obvious that Mrs. Bennet expected her to say yes. But should she?

Elizabeth pursed her lips. Her mother must have been planning this for a time. She had, without a doubt, searched diligently for a man who was willing to "take Lizzy on” and Mr. Collins was the best she had been able to do for her in her unfortunate circumstances.

Although no one had been so crass as to say so, Elizabeth knew that she had no choice. Her smile turned down. Had she been dealing with her father she could have thrown herself on his mercy. From him she would have obtained a respite, a chance to find herself a spouse who was, in her view, more suitable. But she couldn't do that with Mrs. Bennet or Mr. Collins.

She gripped her hands tightly. Neither Mr. Collins nor Mrs. Bennet were monstrous people. They had their standards, albeit unimaginative and stifling ones.

Elizabeth grimaced. To give them their due, they had at least found her a man who was reasonable well off despite being so unpleasant to be with. Mr. Collins was older than Elizabeth but as a clergyman he was a respected member of the community where his parish resided in Hunsford.

But she could never be happy with him. And yet what could she do? Mr. Collins would be here any minute now to pop the question...

...and if she said no, Elizabeth began to ruminate.

She could picture the scene. Her mother would be furious. What would trouble her most was other people's attitudes. Society frowned upon a household of five single daughters not being suitably provided for in the way of husbands. Thus, if Elizabeth refused to marry before the summer, Mrs. Bennet would draw on herself the wrath of the social world.

Elizabeth could understand her mother's impatience. Mrs. Bennet was still young enough to remarry, but she was not getting any younger. She would not want to wait longer than was conventionally necessary if she decided to take a second husband. Widows typically did not remarry unless they had seen at least one daughter settled in matrimony.

What am I to do? Elizabeth wondered yet again.

Just then there was a knock at the door. The suddenness of it caused Elizabeth to jump and turn inwards away from the window.

"Come in!" she called.

The door opened and Mr. Collins entered.

"Good afternoon, Mr. Collins," Elizabeth greeted him.

Privately she noted what an unprepossessing man he was; neither handsome nor ugly, neither elaborately nor simply dressed. His position in life was not either awe-inspiring or embarrassingly low.

Mr. Collins smiled at her. "Good afternoon, Miss Bennet," he responded. He bowed and took her hand. "Your mother assured me that she would inform you as to why I have come."

"She...she has done so," Elizabeth replied awkwardly.

Mr. Collins nodded with satisfaction.

"Miss Bennet," he proposed, "will you do me the very great honor of bestowing on me your hand in marriage?"

Elizabeth took a deep breath. It was beautifully put considering the silly man speaking the words. He did not treat her like a poor relation in that moment, and her heart warmed towards him for that. For a split second she was tempted to consent. But before she could do so, a voice inside her spoke and told her that would be wrong.

"Mr. Collins," she answered. "although I am deeply honored by your offer, I cannot accept it."

"Why not?" Mr. Collins inquired.

"I do not love you."

Mr. Collins was not unduly upset.

"Perhaps you will come to love me in time," he suggested.

Elizabeth shook her head in negation. She hardly respected or liked him. She knew she would never love him.

"No. No," she insisted quietly. "I can never love you."

"I understand," Mr. Collins interrupted. "This has come as a shock to you. You need a while to consider it. I can see that. I shall be patient."

A worried frown formed between Elizabeth's eyes. She had the distinct impression that she was not getting through to him. She had half a mind to be blunt and tell him flat out that she would not marry him if he were the last man on earth. On the other hand, he had done nothing to deserve such a cruel set down.

"Mr. Collins, I don't think that would be wise," she prevaricated. "I am very certain of my feelings regarding you."

Mr. Collins smiled indulgently. "I was your age once," he said. "I, too, was sure of my feelings regarding many things then. I was wrong about nearly all of them. Let us wait a bit."

"Mr. Collins," Elizabeth protested. "I warn you, I shall not change in this respect."

Mr. Collins was not perturbed. "Yes," he agreed, "you have warned me. However I have decided to live in hope that you will change your mind."

"I see," Elizabeth murmured.

There was nothing she could do about that. She had turned him down, but he did not choose to believe her. Well, that was his affair. She curtseyed in response to his bow and watched uneasily as he departed.

Scarcely a minute later, Mrs. Bennet and Jane burst in on her.

"When is it to be?" Mrs. Bennet demanded.

"When is what to be?" Elizabeth countered.

"Your wedding, of course," Mrs. Bennet returned.

Elizabeth's eyebrows rose questioningly.

Jane cleared her throat. "What happened between you and Mr. Collins?" she inquired.

"Nothing," Elizabeth answered innocently.

"Didn't he ask you to marry him?" Mrs. Bennet wanted to know.

"Yes he did," Elizabeth replied.

Mrs. Bennet heaved a sigh of relief. "Heavens! What a fright you gave me! I thought he had changed his mind!" she declared. "And you accepted, didn't you?"

"No," Elizabeth informed her. "I refused him."

"Oh Lizzy!" Jane exclaimed.

"I said no to him," Elizabeth stated. "I told him that I was honored by his proposal but that I could not consent to becoming his wife."

"What do you mean?" Mrs. Bennet whispered faintly. "Whyever not?"

"Because I do not love him," Elizabeth explained, "and I cannot marry without love."

There was a shocked silence, then Mrs. Bennet found her voice.

"Nonsense!" she shouted. "Absolute rubbish! Of course you must marry Mr. Collins! I shall inform him that you have changed your mind!"

The color drained from Elizabeth's cheeks.

"You will do nothing of the kind!" she cried imperiously. "I have said no to him and you will have the goodness to respect my right to do so!"

Mrs. Bennet was taken aback by her fury. "Lizzy dear," she remarked evenly. "That was not very nice."

Elizabeth glared at her mother. "Mr. Collins has accepted my refusal," she returned loftily, "and he will honor it if he wishes me to look on him as gentlemen!"

Mrs. Bennet pursed her lips. "I see," she mumbled. Trembling with rage, she excused Jane from the room, slamming the door to the drawing room behind her as she went.

Elizabeth flinched as she heard her mother take out her annoyance on the unoffending portals. She knew that Mrs. Bennet was going to speak to her about the way she had refused Mr. Collins, and just then she could not face one of her mother's unending lectures.

"I am sorry, Mama. I have a splitting headache. Please forgive me. I must lie down at once," she blurted out quickly and fled.
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When Elizabeth came down from her bedchamber later that evening she was astonished to find her mother in an excellent humor.

"I'm so glad you're wearing that pretty dress, dear," she commented when she caught sight of her daughter. "I always liked it."

"Thank you, Mama," Elizabeth responded.

"By the way, Mr. Collins is joining us for dinner."

"Oh?" Elizabeth queried.

"Didn't I mention it?" Mrs. Bennet questioned.

"No," Elizabeth replied.

"Dear me," Mrs. Bennet murmured. "It must have slipped my mind."

"Yes," Elizabeth said uneasily.

What is going on? she asked herself. What are they up to?

She bided her time. Soon Mr. Collins appeared and was warmly welcomed. Then Mrs. Bennet announced that she had sent for four bottles of champagne which were on ice and would be served during the meal.

Elizabeth's brows drew together.

"What are we celebrating, Mama?" Lydia inquired, puzzled, as the entire family entered the dining room.

"Why, Lizzy's engagement of course," Mrs. Bennet told her, "to Mr. Collins here."

Elizabeth stared in horror. "But..." she protested.

"My dear Cousin," Mr. Collins interrupted, patting her hand. "I have talked to your mother and she understands. You need a few days to get used to the idea."

Elizabeth gasped.

"Yes, yes exactly," Mrs. Bennet concurred. "We are prepared to give you that, Lizzy. However, there is no reason not to go ahead with the preparations, is there?"

"No indeed," Mr. Collins returned.

"Of course, Lizzy will have to have a simple, quiet wedding," Mrs. Bennet stated.

"Nonsense!" Mr. Collins declared dropping his spoon into his soup. "Miss Elizabeth, my little cherub, I am prepared to contribute. My patroness, the Honorable Lady Catherine de Bourgh, advises me to marry as soon as possible and to spare no expense. She is all one could wish for in a person of importance."

"Very generous of you," Mrs. Bennet responded. "Isn't it, Lizzy?"

"I do not know what to say," Elizabeth heard herself mutter at this prompting.

Mrs. Bennet nodded.

"Let us kill the fatted calf in style!" Mr. Collins cheered as he raised his glass in the air.

Elizabeth shuddered at the unfortunate simile.

"Mr. Collins will do you proud, Lizzy," Mrs. Bennet reckoned.

"Did you hear that, Lizzy?" Lydia laughed. "You are a lucky girl! Are you not pleased?" And then, without waiting for an answer, she continued, "When do you think the wedding should be?"

"In April or May, perhaps," Mr. Collins suggested.

"Splendid," Mrs. Bennet said. "The Gardiners will be visiting then, too," she added. "Girls, your cousins can be pages. Won't that be nice?"

Elizabeth listened, speechless with horror.

They would not take her seriously. They intended to go ahead as though she had consented.

Elizabeth was so appalled, so stunned that she could not say a word. For several minutes she just sat there frozen into immobility while her food grew cold, unable to utter a protest to Jane, or even to think clearly.

Gradually as the meal progressed and the champagne began to flow, Elizabeth's agile brain began to work once more. She was both annoyed and frightened by the turn events had taken. What if they succeed in pushing her into this?

If everyone in the neighborhood was told that Elizabeth was going to marry this man, there would be no way out. He could ruin her reputation if she resisted. And what then? What if she lost her place, and as a result, destroyed the happiness of a beloved sister? What if she were thrown into the streets? What if she stayed there year after year growing old and ugly, and....

I am not going to have any more champagne, she decided.

One glass was enough. The ice had broken; the numbness was gone. Any more and she would be too relaxed—and that would be her undoing.

All at once, everything became clear. If she could not reason with them, if she could not make them see that there would be no wedding, then she had to act now—tonight. Tomorrow would be too late. By then they would be discussing putting an announcement in the paper and that would be the end of her freedom.

But what could she do to prevent this distasteful union?

I shall run away, Elizabeth concluded silently.

The prospect of leaving everything she held dear did not appeal to her, but it was infinitely preferable to being compelled to accept this loveless match.

Elizabeth gave no hint, no inkling of what was going on in her mind. She waited until the others had retired for the night; then she began to make ready.

There was no need for Elizabeth to count her money. She knew exactly how much she had. Ever since Mr. Bennet passed away, Elizabeth had been saving up for a new writing table, a fancy foldaway thing with secret drawers and hidden panels.

Only yesterday she had looked at her nest egg. It had seemed so much. More than sufficient to buy the writing table with. Now that she had to consider it as her entire fortune, she realized that it was precious little, and wondered how far she could get with it.

Traveling was expensive, especially if one went by coach. But Elizabeth could not rely on walking. She was a lady and she had been warned on many occasions about the dangers of going anywhere unescorted.

Elizabeth sighed. She would have to travel by coach. At least that would take her far away quickly. But when?

I had better go early in the morning, she decided, before anyone is awake.

That meant she would have to start preparing for her trip now, this very minute. There would be no question of undressing, going to bed and snatching a few hours sleep. There was no time for that.

Stealthily Elizabeth changed out of her dinner dress into a plain blue walking ensemble. She packed a few items of clothing in a valise, including her dancing slippers and a shawl. She collected the few souvenirs she had of her parents and put them in an inlaid wooden box. The money she had saved so carefully and for such a different purpose went into her reticule.

When Elizabeth was ready she had a long last look around her room. Then she closed the door and stole quietly downstairs. She was about to depart when she suddenly realized what consternation her unexplained disappearance would cause.

She owed it to Jane to say why she was leaving.

She slipped into the drawing room, opened the escritoire and scribbled a short note.

Dear Mama,

I will not marry Mr. Collins: not in April or May or any other month or year. Not Now. Not ever. As I tried to tell you both, I do not and cannot ever love him. And Papa warned me never to marry without love. True there are other things to be considered. But one should never marry without love.

I beg you to forgive me for any pain I may cause you by my decision. However, I remind you that I do not and never have considered myself engaged to Mr. Collins and that I refused him when he proposed to me.

I thank you for all you have done for me. I wish you every happiness in the future. I wish Mr. Collins every happiness in the future, too, and I hope that he may find a wife worthy of him.

I am leaving here now in order to save you the expense of wedding preparations—for as you must now see it will be wasted since I do not intend to become a bride. I shall write again as soon as I can.

Your very affectionate, loving, devoted, and obedient daughter, Elizabeth.

Elizabeth reread her note, grimaced at the phraseology, decided there was no time to alter it and left it where she knew her mother would find it.

Then she picked up her valise, opened the front door carefully and shut it gently behind her.

Outside a chill ran through her. How cold the November wind was! How still and dark it was outside.

There was something eerie about seeing the candles in the widows of Longbourn, flickering and burning low. Soon they would be extinguished, the sun would rise and a new day would dawn.

Elizabeth pictured the family gathered at breakfast. She recalled the laughter and the warmth she had found here at her parents’ home. She half turned round, intending to reenter the house and then she remembered that she could not as she had taken no key.

She had better not delay, she told herself and she hurried towards the gate.

Every step Elizabeth took made her feel more nervous. She had never been out on her own at this hour of the morning. How different everything seemed.

There was no one about. Not a sound could be heard; not a creaking carriage; not a lovesick cat; not a rolling drunkard; not a neighbor out late—nothing.

Elizabeth shivered. When at last she reached Meryton she felt as if she had been running a marathon. Her heart was pounding and her hands were clammy. Yet she knew she had not traveled more than a mile and that it had taken her barely thirty minutes.

"I must keep going," she reflected. "I cannot stop now."

She crossed the road and made her way along the main street. From here it was only a short walk before she reached the coaching inn.

As Elizabeth approached the inn, she heaved a sigh of relief. The place was alive. Every window was ablaze with lights. People dashed about shouting for fresh horses, for ale, for their breakfasts or for fodder for the animals. Ostlers, passengers, and servants mingled in the courtyard. Departing stagecoaches met returning post chaises.

Elizabeth's courage returned. She approached the booking office clerk to ask the time of the next coach to London.

"London?" the clerk questioned. "There's one about to leave this minute. You can travel on that if you like."

"How much is it?" Elizabeth inquired timidly.

He told her the price for an inside seat and for an outside one; the latter was considerably cheaper. Elizabeth thought wistfully of her limited funds.

"An outside seat, please," she requested as she took out the money to pay for it.

The clerk raised a pair of disapproving eyebrows. "Are you sure, miss?" he queried.

"Quite sure, thank you," Elizabeth replied.

"Begging your pardon, miss, but you don't look to me like an outside passenger," the clerk commented, "more like an inside one."

Elizabeth smiled wanly. "I thank you for the compliment, sir," she responded, "but I cannot afford an inside seat."

"I see," the clerk said.

He touched his cap to her all the same and smiled as he handed her her ticket. He advised her where to sit on the top of the coach and warned her to hang on tightly to the luggage rail.

"Thank you," Elizabeth answered.

She was helped up by the coachman who apologized for not giving her the seat beside him, but he already had one passenger there and there was not room for another.

Soon they were on their way. Elizabeth had a magnificent view from her perch.

Suddenly they were on the open road, going full speed ahead, further and further from everything and everyone Elizabeth knew and loved.

There was precious little to do during the journey. Elizabeth was unable to converse with anyone. The coach was going at nearly eight miles an hour, rocking her to and fro and forcing her to hang onto the luggage rail as she had been advised to do. Her only entertainment was to count the towns they hurtled through and reflect, as hunger pains assailed her, that she had not planned her trip very well.

Elizabeth sighed. "I suppose I can count myself lucky to be riding on a coach at all," she mused.

As the coach bounced along, Elizabeth became vaguely aware of an argument proceeding between the coachman and the young man alongside him.

Two minutes later, she became painfully aware of what had been discussed. The wretched young man, with his beaver hat covering too much hair, took the reins.

He whipped up the horses shouting to them to go faster...faster...faster...

If there is one bone left unbroken in my body when I get to London, Elizabeth thought as she clung desperately to the luggage rail, I shall be fortunate indeed!

Then, suddenly, the coach lurched sideways and Elizabeth lost her grip. She screamed in fright. Before her, she observed a haystack, and as she flew through the air she prayed that she would land on it. Then, everything went black.
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Elizabeth came to, seconds later. She was lying amidst a pile of moldy straw. Her head ached and her mouth was dry. From somewhere in the distance, a voice floated across to her.

"Any bones broken?"

Elizabeth stood up and examined herself. Luckily she had not been seriously injured. The haystack had saved her. But she had been bruised. Her limbs smarted as though she had been beaten with a birch cane. She was sore and stiff. Moreover, the state of her clothing left something to be desired.

"I don't believe so," she heard herself answer.

She was dimly aware that people were working to get the coach the right way up.

Meanwhile, the young man who had been responsible for the mishap came towards her.

"Won't be long before we are on our way again," he informed her brightly.

Elizabeth focused on him. He had not suffered a single scratch.

"You stupid inconsiderate boy!" she cried angrily. "How dare you drive so recklessly!"

"There is nothing wrong with my driving!" the young man retorted.

"Isn't there indeed?" Elizabeth countered. "What do you imagine overturned the coach then?"

"It was bad luck."

"Bad luck!" Elizabeth screeched at him. "It is entirely your fault!"

The young man snorted contemptuously, which did nothing to improve Elizabeth's fast rising temper. She felt that at the very least he should have apologized for the trouble he had caused.

The young man was not contrite. He turned his back on Elizabeth and walked towards the coach, swearing at her under his breath.

"I pity the poor sod who has to tame you!" he declared.

Elizabeth was close to tears. Her rage had died and in its place had come overwhelming misery.

"I might have broken my neck!" she pointed out with a sob in her voice.

"I wish you had!" he returned.

Elizabeth winced as if he had struck her. What had she done to deserve him as a traveling companion? Nausea coupled with utter wretchedness threatened to overwhelm her.

"It's all right," the coach driver said. "Nobody was hurt. We'll still get to London on time."

Elizabeth bit her lip. So I am nobody, am I? she mused unhappily.

She was past being angry, past even being miserable. All she wanted was a quiet corner to crawl into where she could lick her wounds in peace.

Elizabeth gazed at the other passengers who were hurriedly resuming their places and carefully avoiding looking at her. Not one of them stopped to commiserate with her; not one of them paused to take the young man to task for his selfishness.

Sheep, the lot of them! Elizabeth reflected.

They were probably embarrassed by her outburst. She could imagine them talking about the incident later "...and then the young lady on the roof made such a scene!"

Elizabeth grimaced. Her gloomy reverie came to an end when the coachman approached her.

"Is there anything I can do for you, miss?" he offered.

Elizabeth bit off the stream of invectives she wanted to hurl at him. He ought not to have allowed that lout to drive. He should have had more consideration for his passengers.

"Yes, please," she answered coldly. "You can help me back onto the top, if you wouldn't mind."

The coachman handed her up. As he did so, Elizabeth noticed that he was a trifle muddy and disheveled, also that he seemed a little pale, as if the incident had shaken him. This time he was firmer in his refusal to pass the reins over to his young companion and the coach proceeded on its journey at the usual eight miles per hour to which the horses were accustomed.

The other passengers, though shaken by the mishap were unharmed, and it seemed to Elizabeth that only she was annoyed. From what she could hear of their discussion, accidents on the road to London were a common occurrence. The passengers inside expected them and were philosophical about them. They did not wish to complain or make a fuss.

Elizabeth bit her lip. She was in no position to start a fight. She had tried to stand up for her rights but she had been put in her place. The others would not lift a finger to see the bully chastised.

Elizabeth ground her teeth. It made her furious to think that this boor on the seat in front of her would get away with his action. If she had been a man—if she had been strong enough—she would have pushed him off the vehicle then and there in retaliation.

She sighed. "Put it down as experience," she seemed to remember her dear father telling her once.

Elizabeth shuddered. If only she did not feel so sick and so weak and so horrible!

An hour later, Elizabeth caught a glimpse of the George Inn. The aging building, high on the top of a steep hill, overlooked the town and the surrounding countryside, dominating the landscape.

Finally she would have a moment to herself as the coach halted in front of the hotel. She descended wearily, feeling more like an old lady of ninety than a young one of twenty one. Her joints had not recovered from the bashing they had undergone, thanks to the uncomfortable seat she had on the coach as well as the unfortunate accident.

Slowly Elizabeth made her way into the inn. There was a vacant chair by the window and she went towards it. As she did so, a mist seemed to pass before her eyes.

I am not going to faint, she told herself. I am not going to faint.

The mist departed, but Elizabeth was unable to ignore the throbbing in her head.

If only I could have something to eat!

There had been no time for that before she left home.

Elizabeth glanced at the handwritten menu. It wasn't merely that it was expensive but that she had to save every farthing she possessed until she could earn more.

Elizabeth put her head in her hands. I shall just sit here for a minute or two—until my headache goes—and then I'll find out when the next coach leaves for London, she promised herself, and how much that costs.

If she were lucky there might even be enough left over to purchase something for lunch—like a roll of bread.

Elizabeth was feeling so ill that she did not observe a carriage arriving at the inn with its horses steaming. Her eyes were cast down and her hands, which were as cold as ice, were over her brow trying to alleviate the pain. If only that would go! She could think of nothing else.

Suddenly Elizabeth was aware of a man staring at her. She glanced briefly in his direction and noted that he was definitely not one of the people from the stagecoach she had been on.

He must be the inside passenger of another coach...

But a second look informed her that her deduction was incorrect. This stranger was far too well dressed to have come by stage. He would either have hired a post chaise or come in his own equipage.

A man of substance, she concluded silently, and handsome as well.

He gazed around the crowded room as if he were looking for someone. Then he caught sight of Elizabeth again. He strode purposefully towards her and leaned across the table, inadvertently blocking the light from the window.

"Madam," he addressed her in a low voice, "are you traveling alone?"

"Yes," Elizabeth answered automatically.

"Are you married?"

Elizabeth, startled, stared at him.

"No, I'm not, but..." she began.

"Thank heavens!" he interrupted. "Then I beg you to say that you are with me."

Elizabeth's brows creased into a slight frown. She knew that because of the accident, which had unnerved her, she was not thinking clearly.

But I wasn't hit that hard...

On the other hand, could she have imagined what he had said if the blow she had sustained had been only a slight one?

"Pardon?" she asked.

"Please tell everyone that you are with me," he reiterated.

Elizabeth blinked. What a decidedly odd request!

"But..." she started.

"I shall take you anywhere you wish to go," he continued frantically.

"You wish me to pretend we are married?"

"Of course not!" His eyes raked over her disheveled appearance. "No one would believe such a tale."

Elizabeth did not know whether to cry or scream. She had a headache, she was starving, and this man was the second in the day to have wounded her pride! What else could possibly go wrong for her?

Despite herself, she started to laugh.

The man was growing more annoyed by the second. His dark, serious eyes did not move from hers.

"I am not to be laughed at," he nearly shouted. "If you will pretend you are my cousin and that we are together..."

Elizabeth was utterly bewildered by his request. Half of her told her that she had heard correctly; the other half informed her that she was losing her reason and that this arrogant stranger was an apparition, an after effect of her fall, an illusion caused by her concussion. She placed a hand to her head.

What was she to do about his request?

Should she agree? Or not? Why should he need her, anyway? What was he up to?

"You...you cannot be serious!" Elizabeth returned.

"But I am," he responded gravely. "I assure you." A brief glimpse of his features through her partially opened fingers told her that he was speaking the truth.

Gentlemen did not find themselves in this sort of situation; nor did ladies.

"I am being pursued," he explained.

Elizabeth's eyebrows shot up. Pursued? By the law? Was he a criminal? He certainly did not appear to be.

"For heaven's sake, help me!"
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Chapter Five
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Elizabeth had barely a moment to consider his proposition when yet another carriage arrived at the bustling inn, churning up a cloud of dust as it came to an abrupt halt.

Elizabeth, still in a daze, stared past the stranger at the vehicle. Only a wealthy, spoiled person would ride in such a thing, she decided.

Elizabeth could not but admire the workmanship that had gone into it, though. It must have taken months to build. The care and craftsmanship that had been lavished on every joint were evident. The wood was beautifully varnished. Every leather strap and brass ring had been polished until it gleamed. The whole equipage was drawn by exquisite dapple grays so well groomed that they did not seem real.

"Excuse me," Elizabeth's companion whispered. "I'll be back in a moment. Don't go."

Elizabeth had no intention of leaving. She was riveted by the new arrival. She watched mesmerized as livened footmen assisted the passenger of the carriage to descend. Even her headache was forgotten in the excitement.

Through the window, Elizabeth saw an elegant, fashionably dressed woman, wearing a beetroot velvet pelisse which stood out against the discreet gray and black of the carriage, step gracefully down. She had the kind of blond hair and china blue eyes which Mrs. Bennet would dearly have liked her own daughter to possess.

Elizabeth snorted. She herself would never be regarded as a "heavenly creature" or a "divine angel" as this unknown lady would be. No poet would write impassioned verses on the blush of her cheek or the tilt of her head.

Even as Elizabeth watched she saw a smile of triumph light up the features of the newcomer. It curled into a superior sneer as she swept into the interior of the inn with the air of one who fully expects every man to leap from his seat in deference to her beauty and her rank.

The owner of the fancy carriage did not see Elizabeth. She did not so much as deign to glance in her direction. Instead, she glided across the floor towards the busy bar and raised her aristocratic, slender, expensively gloved hand to command attention.

She is the sort of person who expects to be served first, even if she has arrived last and there are others waiting.

No sooner had the notion crossed her mind than she was aware of the handsome stranger returning to her side. He had brought her a glass of brandy—costly brandy, too, to judge by the aroma—which he put down in front of her.

"Here," he commanded. "Drink that!"

Elizabeth regarded it with distrust and disbelief. Had he purchased it to drug her with? She had heard of men who made young ladies drunk and then...

"You're looking very pale," her companion murmured. "I felt you could do with it."

Ah! So it was to be a restorative, was it? That was different.

"Thank you," Elizabeth responded softly.

She picked up the glass with both hands to keep steady and sipped the brandy slowly. As she did so, it occurred to her that the lady to whom she had taken such an instant and violent dislike might possibly be the person from whom her newfound acquaintance was fleeing.

"Will you help me?" he asked her again as he took his place beside her.

A smile played about Elizabeth's lips. "Yes," she replied.

He nodded as if he were satisfied and called the landlord of the inn over to inquire what there was for lunch for the two of them.

"We shall start with oxtail soup," he decided when he had heard the man out.

He then proceeded to request steak and kidney pie, mashed and boiled potatoes, peas, carrots, bread and butter, fish, treacle sponge, black currant pie, wine, tea, cheese, boiled eggs and hot punch.

Elizabeth could scarcely credit her senses. She made a swift mental calculation of the price based on what she remembered from reading the menu earlier. A meal like that would cost as much as a postman earned in a week! Yet her companion had ordered it as nonchalantly as if the money meant nothing to him.

She frowned slightly. And the amount of food! He must have an enormous appetite! Or didn't it matter to him if half of what was ordered went uneaten?

She was sure she was dreaming, she thought as she continued to sip her brandy. This couldn't be real. It was too far-fetched for words. She would wake up any minute and find herself sitting on her bed with Jane at Longbourn.

She pinched herself, but nothing happened. So it wasn't a dream! It was an actuality. Or was it?

If it is a dream, she informed herself, I am going to go on enjoying it for as long as I can.

Elizabeth turned to her companion.

"You said you would take me wherever I wanted to go," she remarked. "Did you mean that?"

"Of course," he replied. And then, suddenly anxious, "Why? Where are you going?"

"Only to London."

"Oh! I shall certainly take you there."

"Thank you."

Elizabeth smiled to herself. To judge from the way he had lavished on her the best brandy she had ever tasted, there would be no nonsense about outside seats in his carriage. Of course, she reminded herself, she would be traveling with a man who's manners were sorely in need of reinforcement. But at least she would be traveling in style!

"Of course," her companion added, breaking into her reverie, "we won't be able to travel today."

"Why not?" Elizabeth inquired, surprised.

"There is a storm coming," he informed her. "It is impossible to navigate."

"Oh, dear," Elizabeth murmured.

"It can't be helped," he stated.

Elizabeth was about to make a comment, when she realized that the elegant lady, the detested passenger of the elegant carriage, was coming towards them.

"Oh, lord!" Elizabeth's companion hissed. "She's seen me!"

So it is her he is running from, Elizabeth noted.

The lady made a beeline for her quarry. Elizabeth's newfound friend rose to his feet as she approached and Elizabeth wondered vaguely whether she ought to do likewise.

No! The lady had chosen to behave as if Elizabeth did not exist. The lady could very well show her a bit of deference before Elizabeth stood up for her.

"Ah!" the elegant lady cried. "There you are!"

"Miss Bingley," Elizabeth's companion exclaimed with well-feigned surprise. "I had no idea you were returning to London so soon."

"Didn't you?" Caroline Bingley purred seductively.

"No. I didn't," he returned. "You have not met my cousin, I believe."

Caroline was forced to look at Elizabeth and the expression in her eyes was anything but friendly. "No, I have not," she confirmed.

Elizabeth did what she always did on occasions when someone insisted on regarding her as if she were something the cat had brought in. She told herself that she was vastly superior to such a person, that she belonged to a world which was more noble, more generous, and more polite than the one which her adversary inhabited.

She offered Caroline Bingley a smile.

"Elizabeth," she introduced herself. "Elizabeth Bennet."

Caroline stared at her. "Elizabeth Bennet!" she echoed in tones of horror.   

Bennet was such a plebeian name. How mortifying for the exalted Miss Bingley to have to acknowledge as an equal the woman who bore it.

"Yes," Elizabeth repeated with relish, "Bennet."

"This is Miss Caroline Bingley," Elizabeth's companion stated. "An acquaintance of mine."

"How do you do, Miss Bingley," Elizabeth said.

"How do you do, Miss Bennet," Caroline responded automatically.

"Won't you sit down?" Elizabeth invited.

"Thank you," Caroline replied.

Elizabeth's companion held out a chair for her and she lowered herself into it.

"So you are Mr. Darcy's cousin?" Caroline questioned as if she did not credit it.

"Yes," Elizabeth assured her sweetly.

Inwardly her heart was pounding. She had heard the name Darcy once from her younger sisters who knew all the gossip in the village. A Mr. Darcy who was visiting Hertfordshire as the guest of the man currently leasing Netherfield Park—an impressive manor home not three miles from Longbourn.

It couldn't be the same one, could it?

It could, she concluded, and it was. Her handsome companion was indeed Mr. Darcy; the wealthiest man in all of Derbyshire. Ten thousand a year, in fact.

"Incredible!" Caroline exclaimed.

"You seem surprised," Elizabeth remarked calmly.

"Forgive me," Caroline returned promptly, "but I thought I knew all Mr. Darcy's relations, and yet I have never heard of you. Strange!"

Elizabeth sensed Mr. Darcy stiffening at her side. She smiled. She was not worried. For her, the fun was only just beginning.

"Not really," she answered.

"Indeed?"

Caroline's query indicated her skepticism. She leaned back in her chair with the air of one who is used to winning and who thus merely has to wait for victory to be handed to her on a platter.

"Our families have feuded with each other for years," Elizabeth explained without hesitation. "But we two never agreed with the quarrels so we have decided to make up. Haven't we?"

Darcy, to whom her question was addressed, nodded in assent.

Elizabeth deduced from his manner as much as from the impish smile playing about the corners of his mouth that he was pleased with her "reason” for the silence regarding her branch of the family.

Caroline's displeasure was evident. "Oh, I see," she murmured.

She knew that Elizabeth's story was a complete and utter fabrication and she determined to fault it.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth lowered her lashes demurely to hide the unholy glee she was experiencing on seeing how she had nettled Caroline. She was elated by her triumph, but she knew that she was treading on thin ice. It would take only one small error on her part to end this delightful charade. And that would spell disaster, not only for herself, but for Darcy.

If Caroline was able to prove she wasn't Darcy's cousin, Elizabeth realized, she would stop at nothing to humiliate them both.

Elizabeth was wise enough to be able to estimate the danger.

If that wretched woman asks me what I call him, she mused, I am lost.

She did not know Mr. Darcy's Christian name. In fact, she knew nothing about him, apart from where he lived, yet the role she had assumed, that of his cousin, demanded that she knew everything.

This is a challenge. Nothing sharpened her wits nor delighted her so much.

Caroline remained in her chair opposite Elizabeth and Darcy. She had already tried to unmask Elizabeth as an impostor but she had not succeeded—which irked her considerably. Failure was not something to which Caroline was accustomed; nor was it something she proposed to acquiesce to meekly.

Caroline gazed unblinkingly at Darcy while she considered her best line of attack. Finally after a long pause she surveyed Elizabeth carefully and then she spoke.

"Forgive me for saying so, Miss Eliza," she murmured apologetically, "but your clothes... Whatever has happened?"
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Chapter Six
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Elizabeth glanced at the mud stains on her gown. She guessed that she looked extremely disheveled. She was, moreover, wearing her oldest, plainest dress. How dowdy and poverty-stricken she must seem beside Caroline. How unlikely a traveling companion for Mr. Darcy.

This is it. The test.

She had to come up with a plausible excuse for her condition quickly—or surrender both herself and Darcy to the tender mercies of Miss Bingley.

"Yes, they are a mess, are they not?" Elizabeth returned.

"Yes," Darcy agreed, smiling as if it were a private joke between them, "they are."

Caroline was nonplussed. She had not expected Elizabeth to be so nonchalant.

"How...? What...happened?" she managed to ask.

"I've been in an accident," Elizabeth explained, for all the world as though she had already discussed it with Darcy. "A carriage accident."

Caroline seized her cue. "Have you been driving carelessly, Mr. Darcy?" she inquired with the familiar easy tones of one who has known him for a longtime.

"No he has not," Elizabeth defended.

"Is your coachman so reckless then?" Caroline persisted. "You really ought to get a new man, if—"

"We did not come here together, Miss Bingley," Elizabeth interrupted.

"No, we did not," Darcy confirmed.

"Really?" Caroline sounded decidedly skeptically.

"We felt that it would avoid complications," Elizabeth clarified. "I came down on the stage and it was that which overturned."

"Oh, I see," Caroline stated. There was a short pause and then she spoke again. "Were the doors open?"

"Pardon?" Elizabeth countered.

"I cannot conceive, Miss Bennet, how you could fall from the coach in any other fashion," Caroline sneered.

"I was an outside passenger, not an inside one, Miss Bingley," Elizabeth responded. "I was sitting on top and I was thrown off."

"An outside passenger!" Darcy exclaimed.

"Didn't you know?" Caroline inquired silkily.

"Certainly not!" Darcy declared. He turned to Elizabeth. "You never told me," he said accusingly.

Elizabeth flushed guiltily. "I thought you would have guessed," she replied.

"I had not the faintest suspicion," Darcy stated. "How could you take such a risk?"

Elizabeth shrugged slightly. "I believed it would be fun," she stated.

"Fun!" he echoed. "You might have been killed!"

"Yes, I realize that now," Elizabeth answered.

"I sincerely hope you will never travel that way again!" Darcy returned.

"Do not worry. I shall not," Elizabeth assured him dryly. "I have learned my lesson."

"I am very glad to hear it," Darcy commented.

Caroline gnawed her lip with frustration and annoyance. She had been completely left out of the latter part of this conversation. And worse, instead of unmasking the deception and being able to reveal Elizabeth as a fraud, she had merely highlighted a certain intimacy between her rival and Mr. Darcy.

It was extremely vexing. But what could she do?

At the moment, the waiter came over and began to set the table.

"Have you dined, Miss Bingley?" Mr. Darcy asked.

"Not yet," Caroline muttered through clenched teeth.

"Would you care to join us?" Darcy invited, out of common courtesy, though he longed to be rid of her.

Caroline's instincts were to say no and to storm out in a high dudgeon, but she suppressed them.

"I would love to dine with you," she said, forcing herself to smile prettily as she glanced at Elizabeth, "both of you. Thank you."

Elizabeth guessed that this had been a bluff on Darcy's part. And Caroline had called it. Was he annoyed? She gazed at him intently but his face was a mask and she could learn nothing from it.

With a flick of his fingers, Darcy attracted the waiter's attention.

"Sir?" the man inquired, bowing.

"Miss Bingley is joining us," Darcy explained. "Would you please lay a place for her?"

"Certainly, sir," came the response. And immediately it was done.

Less than two minutes later, the soup was served and the three of them started to eat. During the meal, Darcy skillfully avoided conversation even on general topics. That and the presence of the waiter prevented Caroline from asking any personal questions.

Presently the repast came to an end. Caroline looked expectant. She seemed about to speak, but Darcy forestalled her.

"I'm afraid I have some business to tend to in town this afternoon," Darcy announced.

"Oh," Caroline murmured. "I—"

"You've never been to town, have you, Miss Bennet?" Darcy inquired, cutting her short.

"No, I haven't," Elizabeth admitted.

"Would you like to come with me, then?" Darcy invited.

"I would love to," Elizabeth accepted enthusiastically.

"Shall we three go together, then?" Caroline suggested.

Darcy raised an eyebrow. "We three?" he queried.

Caroline smiled. "I am going into town today, too," she replied.

"Indeed?" Darcy demanded.

"My visit was arranged weeks ago," Caroline explained. "Didn't I mention it?"

"No," Darcy returned coldly.

Elizabeth knew that Caroline was lying and so, apparently, did Darcy. But her lie had accomplished its purpose. She had managed to arrange matters so that she accompanied them.

It took a good twenty minutes to drive from the George Inn to the small village town. Darcy's carriage crossed the heavily crowded streets surrounded by shops.

"I must leave you now, ladies," Darcy informed them when they reached the center of town. "As I said, I have an appointment."

As he excused himself, he suggested that the ladies might care to amuse themselves in his absence by seeing a little of the sights, and that they might particularly enjoy the view on foot.

"Oh, yes!" Elizabeth cried with alacrity. "Thank you."

"Thank you—so much," Caroline seconded less enthusiastically, as Elizabeth bounded up the endless dirt road ahead of her.

* * * *
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Several minutes later, Caroline arrived at Elizabeth's side, breathless, but determined once more to try to expose her adversary.

"How did you and Mr. Darcy meet?" she gasped.

"Pardon?" Elizabeth countered. "I don't follow you."

"Well you said that your families were feuding, and..." Caroline began.

Elizabeth decided to cut the interrogation short.

"Oh, look!" she cried. "He has finished early. Let's run down and meet him!"

And then, without giving Caroline an opportunity to protest that the man to whom Elizabeth was pointing was not Mr. Darcy, but a perfect stranger, similarly dressed, Elizabeth was off.

Caroline sighed. She made her way at a leisurely pace, and presently rejoined Elizabeth by the millinery.

"You do like to dash about, don't you?" she commented.

Elizabeth, who had been gazing at the thickening storm clouds, smiled. "One could say that."

She was aware that Caroline was about to start questioning her yet again and that she would have to be careful how she answered.

Her head started to throb and she put her hand up to her brow.

Then, miraculously, Darcy reappeared, having concluded his business. He regarded Elizabeth worriedly. "Headache?" he inquired softly.

Elizabeth nodded in assent.

"We shall go back to the inn immediately, then," Darcy responded, "so that you can rest."

Caroline's mouth registered her annoyance. Her prey had been weakening. She had been about to triumph. She could not allow him to snatch victory from her grasp.

"But you cannot!" she protested. "There is so much to see here. We—"

"I am sorry, Miss Bingley," Darcy interrupted. "We shall have to postpone it until my cousin is feeling better."

"But..." Caroline began.

"Miss Bennet and I are going to the hotel now," Darcy cut in.

"Surely you do not have a headache, too?" Caroline asked.

Darcy eyed her coldly. "I believe my cousin stands in need of my assistance," he stated, putting his arm around Elizabeth.

"Oh, come now!" Caroline exclaimed. "You are well enough to go to the inn alone, are you not, my dear?"

Elizabeth was uncertain as to what to reply to that.

Fortunately, however, there was no need for her to speak.

"Can you not see that Miss Bennet has hurt herself?" Darcy demanded angrily. "There is no question of her returning on her own!"

Caroline realized that she had made a mistake. "Forgive me," she apologized to Elizabeth. "I had forgotten about that unfortunate accident."

Elizabeth murmured some response. She was grateful for Darcy's arm supporting her. She was very weak and dizzy. She heard him snap his fingers to summon his carriage and she allowed him to convey her into it. Then as she leaned back, with her eyes closed, she felt his arm around her once more.

Caroline elected to join Darcy and Elizabeth in the carriage. She sat opposite them and confined her conversation to the weather and the state of the roads at this time of year.

Inwardly she was seething with rage. The sight of Elizabeth with her head pillowed comfortably on Darcy's shoulder drove her wild. But she controlled herself.

She knew Elizabeth couldn't keep up this charade forever. Caroline's smile, her calm exterior, were feigned. She only managed to suppress her fury by promising herself to outwit Elizabeth.

As soon as they arrived at the inn, Darcy took a suite of rooms for himself and Elizabeth for the night. While he went to inspect them, Elizabeth waited for him—alone.

This was the opportunity Caroline had been hoping for. As solicitous as possible, she buzzed around her rival.

"Why don't you try a little tea?" she suggested. "That is sure to cure your headache. Waiter. Some tea for us, please."

"Certainly, madam."

Tea was brought and Caroline pressed Elizabeth to drink some. Wearily Elizabeth acquiesced, but though her headache went, she felt exhausted. Completely drained. She was in such a daze that she hardly heard a word as Caroline chatted on and on to her.

She gazed bemused at the street outside the inn. It was scarcely visible. The storm clouds had darken everything—it looked as if night had come early. Although it was scarcely four o'clock and the day had been sunny and warm, candles were being lit.

Elizabeth began to shiver.

Darcy rejoined them. "How are you?" he inquired.

"She is much better, are you not, dear?" Caroline replied. "Her headache is quite gone, isn't it?"

Darcy glanced at Elizabeth. He saw that she was as white as a sheet and that she was shaking.

"I think not, Miss Bingley," he stated. And then to Elizabeth herself. "Shall I send for a doctor?"

Elizabeth focused on his proud face. "No, thank you," she said.

"Are you sure?" he persisted.

"Yes, thank you," Elizabeth returned. "I am just tired."

"In that case you ought to go straight to bed," he remarked.

"Yes," Elizabeth agreed.

"Come upstairs, then," Darcy ordered.

He took Elizabeth's hand in his and drew her to her feet. As he was about to escort her to their rooms, he paused and addressed Caroline. "You will excuse us, won't you?" he asked.

"Of course," Caroline responded.

And Darcy smiled, knowing that there was no other answer she could have given.

Once they were safely in their chambers, Darcy summoned a maid to help Elizabeth undress. As soon as she lay down Elizabeth fell asleep, and it was thus that Darcy found her when he looked in on her a little later.

He was to dine alone. He was unperturbed by the prospect. He requested that his dinner be sent to his room, confident that he had only to remain cloistered in there in order to avoid Caroline.

The following morning, Elizabeth was wakened at the crack of dawn. For a moment she stared blankly at the maid who had roused her, unable to remember where she was or what she was doing there. Then she recalled the circumstances in which she had met Mr. Darcy.

Elizabeth smiled secretively. She had always wanted to have some excitement in her life. The staid sobriety of Longbourn had, although it provided security, been monstrously dull. This will be different. This will be an adventure.

As soon as she was dressed, Elizabeth went into the sitting room where Darcy was waiting for her.

"Good morning," he greeted her. "Feeling better?"

"Good morning," she replied. "Yes, thank you."

"Are you certain?"

"Positive."

"You don't want me to send for a doctor?"

Elizabeth laughed. "No, indeed," she began. "I'm sorry I've been such a bother."

"You haven't been a bother at all," Darcy interrupted.

"I'm glad. But, as I was saying," Elizabeth continued, "I didn't have any sleep the night before last, so I was completely exhausted."

"I can imagine. Did you sleep well?"

"Very well, thank you."

"Do you feel strong enough to travel to London today?"

"Yes."

"Are you sure?"

"Absolutely."

"Excellent. Would you mind leaving immediately?"

"Not at all. Why the hurry, though?"

"Have you forgotten my nemesis?" he countered.

"Miss Bingley?"

"Exactly."

"I'm afraid I had," she admitted, adding mischievously, "Do you intend to leave without saying goodbye to her?"

Darcy did not answer her question, but the look he gave her spoke volumes.

Elizabeth and Darcy stole out of the George Inn like a couple of conspirators. By sunrise they were on their way and their carriage was driving out towards London.

"How long do you propose to stay in London?" Darcy inquired.

Elizabeth shrugged. "I have no idea," she replied.

"None at all?"

"None at all."

"Do you have friends in London? A fiancé, perhaps?" Darcy asked with a slight edge to his voice.

Elizabeth frowned, not understanding the reason for the change in his tone.

"Only an aunt and uncle. Why?"

"It seemed the likeliest explanation for your choosing to travel there."

"Oh."

"Why do you intend to go there, then?"

"I wish to seek work."

"Really? Doing what?"

Elizabeth shrugged once more. She had not considered a vocation for when she reached London and she did not wish to admit this to Darcy. So instead of answering him, she inquired suddenly,

"Why are you running away from Miss Bingley?"
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Chapter Seven
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Mr. Darcy sighed. "Because," he informed her, "she wants to marry me, but I have no wish to make her my wife."

"Why not?" Elizabeth queried.

Darcy was silent.

"She is beautiful, is she not?" Elizabeth wanted to know.

"Perhaps."

"She is attractive, wouldn't you agree?" Elizabeth persisted.

"I suppose one could call her so," he conceded, "but she doesn't attract me."

"Why not?"

"I really cannot say."

"What is wrong with her?"

Darcy gave Elizabeth a baleful glance.

"From society's point of view," he replied, "nothing."

"And from your point of view?"

"I would like to be free to choose for myself whom I marry," he answered.

"And Miss Bingley regards that as an eccentric whim?" Elizabeth questioned mockingly.

"Possibly. However it is not an uncommon desire in men."

"Doesn't Miss Bingley recognize that?"

"I do not know. In any case, she is determined to have me and I am equally determined not to be had. Once my good opinion is lost, it's lost forever."

"I see," Elizabeth answered reluctantly. "This is why you want me at your side—to create an obstacle."

Darcy's eyebrows rose slightly. He eyed her speculatively and responded, "Precisely," as if he were not telling the whole truth. Then he added with sincerity, "It is quite a problem avoiding her."

"Is it?" Elizabeth asked.

"Yes. She is an extremely cunning, devious, dissembling woman."

"What do you mean?"

"I had the narrowest of escapes before I met you," he explained. "Caroline had maneuvered me into what could have become a compromising situation. Fortunately, I realized what was going on and got away in time. But if her little ruse had succeeded, I would have been forced to offer for her."

"How very galling for you!" Elizabeth laughed.

"Very," he concurred coldly.

Elizabeth saw that she had annoyed him by teasing him on this sensitive issue. She fell silent for a few minutes, but presently she asked, "What is your first name?"

"Why do you want to know?" he countered smugly.

"If I am to keep up the pretense of being your cousin we should be on Christian-name terms, don't you think?"

"You may be right."

"Besides," she continued, "you have already used mine. It is only fair that I am permitted to use yours in return."

"I..." Darcy started to contradict.

He had not been aware of what he had done. He began to argue with her and then it dawned on him that she was correct. What was almost a blush flitted across his countenance.

"You seem much livelier now than you were yesterday," he commented after a short pause.

"Do I?" Elizabeth inquired.

"Yes," he replied. "When I originally saw you at the inn I could have sworn you were very shy and retiring."

"Oh I am," Elizabeth assured him gravely. "Far too shy and retiring to press you for your Christian name, which, may I remind you, you still have not told me."

Darcy pursed his lips. "Fitzwilliam."

"Fitzwilliam," she murmured. "How nice. And how terribly stoic."

Darcy growled at her. There was another awkward silence, broken once again by him.

"When we met at the George Inn," he remarked. "I was convinced you were a little town mouse."

"There you were quite wrong," Elizabeth informed him demurely. "I'm a little country mouse."

Darcy began to laugh at her remark.

"What's funny about that?" Elizabeth demanded. "From society's point of view, it is hardly cause for amusement—more for commiseration."

"Nothing," he answered, when he had collected himself. "Only I did not expect you to reply as you did. In fact, I thought you would be angry."

"Indeed? Is that why you said it?"

"Yes. Most women of my acquaintance would have been furious if I had called them mice."

Elizabeth surveyed him archly. "I am not most women," she retorted loftily.

Darcy gave her a searching glance. "I shall remember that in future," he promised.

"Good."

They gazed at each other for several seconds.

"Had you been intending to go to London for a long time?" Darcy queried abruptly. "Or was it a sudden decision?"

"The latter," Elizabeth told him.

"What brought it about?"

"I..." Elizabeth had half a mind to concoct some excuse, then she decided she might as well let him know the truth. "I had to run away."

Darcy made a choking noise. "That's an honest answer at least," he said.

"Of course."

"Pardon?"

"I was taught that honesty is the best policy, weren't you?"

Darcy cleared his throat. "From whom were you running away?" he inquired, ignoring her question. "Not from whom," Elizabeth responded. "From what."

"From what, then?"

"From a marriage which I did not want. If I had stayed even one more day I would have found it impossible to convince anyone that I was not going to marry a certain gentleman."

"I see." He paused. "Why did you object to him?"

"He lacked the qualities I desire in a husband."

"Such as?" Darcy pressed.

"I will only marry a man who is pleasant, cheerful, considerate, conscientious, and kind. He must be a good conversationalist and an excellent listener."

"A paragon of virtues," Darcy commented dangerously.

"Exactly." Elizabeth agreed, unconsciously adding fuel to the fire. "I'm sure he will make some lucky woman an excellent husband."

"But?" Darcy prompted silkily.

"He simply does not appeal to me," Elizabeth answered. "I cannot accept the idea of becoming his wife."

"Oh." Darcy made an effort to master himself. "So you packed up and left home."

"That's right."

"Forgive me for asking, but wouldn't it have been simpler to tell this gentleman that you would not marry him?"

"That's what I did."

"But?"

"Unfortunately no one would believe that I could refuse him and they began to push me into marrying him. So I had no other choice but to depart at once."

"I see. You sound determined." He smiled. He thought for a moment and then added. "Your situation is not so very different from mine."

"I don't follow you." There was no mistaking the enthusiasm in Elizabeth's voice. She could hardly wait for him to continue.

"The people whom I had mistakenly trusted had decided that it was high time that I married," he went on. "They knew that Caroline had been pursuing me, and they considered that it was a shame I had not asked her to become my wife." He shuddered involuntarily. "Like your unwanted suitor, Miss Bingley doubtless has many excellent qualities. However, as far as I am concerned, she is the last woman in the world I would consider marrying."

"Does she know that?"

"She must be aware of the fact that I do not wish to make her my wife."

"Yet she pursues you."

"Unfortunately."

"Have you ever encouraged her—proposed to her, perhaps?"

"Never. Not even in jest."

"And that does not affect her?"

He shook his head in negation.

"Is she so thick-skinned?" Elizabeth asked.

"It's not that," he replied, refusing to elaborate further.

"I see," Elizabeth murmured.

"So you see why for the first time in my life," Darcy remarked, "I required a chaperone."

Elizabeth laughed. "You do indeed!" she declared. "What a cruel trick fate has played on you. Surely you cannot have done anything to deserve it."

"Can't I?"

Elizabeth's brows furrowed. "No. Of course you couldn't," she returned. "Could you?"

Darcy leaned back in his seat and gazed unflinchingly at her from under his seductive dark lashes.
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Chapter Eight
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"Certain people must regard you as an excellent marriage prospect. They would even go so far as to pursue you in order to...win you...for their husband."

Darcy twisted a bit of thread in his fingers before responding sarcastically.

"If you must know, I was referring to myself as a bachelor. Marriage, in the eyes of society, would redeem me. A wife would, without doubt, reform me. And although as a single man I am cast in the role of one who has gone beyond the pale, as far as wedlock is concerned, I believe you are quite right—I am seen as an excellent marriage prospect."

There has to be more to it than that, she reflected.

Unmarried men were not chastise by society. The single state was not sufficient—nor was sowing a few wild oats. What had he done? How had he managed to shock people? Was it something really evil? Or had it merely been his arrogance on display?

She couldn't ask him, that was plain enough. The mood he was in at the moment, he would simply throw her out of the carriage and that would be that.

They traveled in silence for a mile or so. Then Darcy spoke. "You certainly have not been told much about me, have you?" he demanded seriously.

Elizabeth went as stiff and straight as a fireside poker. "No," she informed him. "And I would not have listened if I had been."

"What?" he questioned, horrified.

Elizabeth smiled. Well, that had shaken his composure! Serve him right for trying to patronize her!

"Frankly," she announced, "from what I have seen, if one judged every person they met on what the vicious gossips had done to their reputations, one would have no friends at all."

Darcy stared at Elizabeth for several seconds.

"I prefer to make up my own mind about these things," Elizabeth interrupted.

"You could land yourself in a great deal of trouble by doing that."

"I could land myself in a great deal of trouble by not doing that," she retorted. "Are you going to tell me why Miss Bingley is determined to marry you?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because it bores me."

Elizabeth pouted at this, but made no comment.

By now they had reached the the city border, and as it was late, Darcy decided that they should stay overnight in the next inn they reached. The only suite of rooms available in the hostelry was one which incorporated two bedrooms, one in the main part of the building which Darcy took for himself, and the other in a sort of annex, which Elizabeth had.

To get to her bedroom, Elizabeth had to go through Darcy's. As she did so, later that night, he handed her a little bolt.

"It fits in your door," he remarked.

Elizabeth glanced at him, bewildered. "Do you think I shall need it?" she queried.

"Definitely."

"Why?"

It had seemed such a pleasant inn in such a sleepy gentle town. What on earth could she want to put a bolt on her door for?

"To keep away unwelcome visitors," Darcy informed her.

Elizabeth's eyebrows raised. Surely he was not referring to himself.

She had taken her plainest gowns with her, good, sensible, sturdy, long-lasting garments. Compared with Caroline Bingley's exquisite, extravagant, elegant, ultra-fashionable wardrobe, her own attire was very dull. Mr. Darcy was simply implying that she looked sufficiently ravishing to inflame the passions of some other stranger—never him.

Elizabeth's bewilderment increased.

"Miss Bingley must spend a great deal of money on her apparel, wouldn't you say?" she inquired.

"Yes."

"Doesn't it make her lovely?"

"In a superficial way, I suppose." Darcy frowned disapprovingly and then gazed at her quizzically.

"Do you believe that clothing makes women beautiful?" he queried.

"I have been told it is so," she replied.

"Ah."

"And what does that significant sounding ah mean?"

"That it isn't true—at least not as far as I am concerned."

"Oh?"

Elizabeth's interest and her curiosity were aroused.

"For me," Darcy explained, "a woman is either desirable or not, as the case may be. What she is wearing at the time—if anything—doesn't matter a jot."

Elizabeth felt her color rising. "I see," she responded primly.

"Good night, Miss Bennet." He laughed at her discomfiture.

"Good night, Mr. Darcy," she returned quietly.

"Don't forget the bolt!"

No. I won't forget that, Elizabeth thought grimly as she fixed it in place. Wretched man!

* * * *
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The following morning, both Darcy and Elizabeth were in high spirits. They came down to breakfast together, enthusiastically discussing the next leg of their forthcoming journey to London.

Suddenly Darcy's face darkened. "Damn!" he muttered. And then, more audibly! "I thought we had lost her."

Elizabeth glanced in the direction he had been looking. Though she could not see Caroline herself, the latter's gray and black carriage was unmistakable.

"Oh, dear," she remarked.

"A nuisance, is it not?" Darcy commiserated. "You will have to put off your plans for a while, I'm afraid."

"Pardon?" Elizabeth questioned.

"I'm asking you to continue to protect me from that fiend," he clarified, "and that means postponing whatever it was you intended to do once we reached London."

"Oh. For how long?"

He shrugged. "A week or two at the very least," he said casually. "Perhaps even a month."

"Oh," Elizabeth mused.

She had a feeling that her mother, and especially Mr. Collins, would not approve. She could almost hear them lecturing her, "Didn't she know that a single woman traveling unchaperoned with a single man was bound to cause comment?"

Yes, she did, but she was pretending to be his cousin, which should stifle any gossip.

But for how long?

As long as necessary. Well...it would be all right unless they ran into one of his real relations.

And then?

And then...

Let them remonstrate, Elizabeth decided.

She liked this. Mr. Darcy may be overbearing at times, but she had enjoyed every minute of it so far and there was no reason why she should not continue to have fun. She was going to go with him. Besides, she wasn't hurting anyone, was she?

A small voice inside her warned her that she might well be hurting someone besides herself—Jane.

"So you want me to stay with you," Elizabeth stated, "to see you do not get into any dark secluded corners alone with the terrible Caroline Bingley."

"Precisely," Darcy replied.

"I shall do my best."

"Thank you."

As he uttered the word, Caroline, who had by now entered the dining room where they were having breakfast, caught sight of him.

"Ah, Mr. Darcy!" she cooed, sweeping across the floor towards him and fluttering her eyelashes. "How delightful to see you! How did you know I was staying here?"

As on previous occasions, Mr. Darcy rose to his feet and bowed low.

"I regret to have to disillusion you, Miss Bingley," he returned.

"Oh?" Caroline inquired, taking her gloves off and making as if to join him.

"I had no idea you proposed to stay here," he explained. "My cousin and I arrived here last night. We were just about to leave."

Caroline's smile of triumph faded as she became aware of Elizabeth's presence.

"We meet again, Miss Bennet," she said unenthusiastically.

"So it would seem," Elizabeth agreed. "How do you do?"

"How do you do?" Caroline answered automatically.

"Did you have a pleasant trip?" Elizabeth asked.

"Yes, thank you. And you?"

Elizabeth could not help smiling at the way in which the courtesies were being dragged out of Caroline.

"Absolutely delightful!" she gushed. "I am having a wonderful time."

"How nice," Caroline responded, insincerely. "And where are you going from here?"

"Mr. Darcy," Elizabeth informed her, emphasizing his name, "is taking me to Darcy House."

"Really?" Caroline's interest was not feigned.

"Yes. I have never been there and Mr. Darcy," Elizabeth continued, "is indulging me. Don't you think that is sweet of him?"

Caroline's eyes flashed. "Extremely," she made herself concur. She turned to Darcy. "I had no idea you could be so generous," she added.

Darcy's face was as black as a thundercloud. "If you will excuse us," he returned. "I believe our carriage is waiting."

"Of course," Caroline murmured, standing aside to allow him to pass.

Darcy held out his hand to Elizabeth, assisted her to rise and preceded her as they left the dining room. When they were out of earshot, he rounded on her.

"Why on earth did you tell her where we were going?" he demanded angrily. "Don't you realize she'll follow us there?"

"Mr. Darcy," Elizabeth pointed out, "If Miss Bingley is determined to follow us, she will do so whether or not I mention where we are going."

"She might not..."

"Anyway," Elizabeth cut in before he could proceed, "she might not believe me, and then she might wander off on her own looking for you in the wrong places. Who knows?"

Darcy looked at her, his eyes brightening. "What a clever prospect," he declared. "Do you believe it will work, though?"

Elizabeth shrugged. "Probably not."
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Chapter Nine
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But alas, it did not. Later that day as they arrived in London, Caroline caught up with them. It was a cool, but sunny day. They were driving towards Darcy House, which Darcy had prepared a room for Elizabeth, blissfully unaware that they had been observed.

Caroline's sharp eyes narrowed as she caught sight of Darcy and Elizabeth as their carriage wound its leisurely way through the city. They behaved as if they were not strangers, but had known each other all their lives.

"I'm going to put a stop to this!" Caroline resolved aloud.

"Hello!" she called out to them. "Good afternoon! How nice to see you!"

Darcy's smile faded as he acknowledged Caroline with that distant, formal politeness which Elizabeth was beginning to associate with his displeasure.

"Good afternoon, Miss Bingley," he said coldly.

"Good afternoon!" Elizabeth exclaimed. "What a surprise to see you here."

Caroline, looking absolutely stunning in a lilac and white velvet ensemble came closer.

"Didn't I say I was coming to visit?" she inquired innocently.

"No, you did not!" Darcy almost snapped the words.

"I could have sworn that I did," Caroline responded.

"But you didn't," Elizabeth stated.

"Didn't I? Ah well. No matter," Caroline returned.

"I intended to visit Darcy House and then go on to visit my sister in Grosvenor Square."

Neither Elizabeth nor Darcy replied to this and after a brief pause, Caroline went on. "When I saw you here I simply had to say hello," she remarked.

"Of course," Elizabeth murmured.

"Naturally," Darcy growled between clenched teeth.

Caroline forced a laugh. "Would you like to hear something amusing?" she asked.

"Yes, please," Elizabeth answered. "What is it?"

"Only that when we first met I was under the impression you two had only just become acquainted," Caroline answered.

"We had," Elizabeth confirmed, "in a manner of speaking."

Caroline was skeptical. "And yet when I saw you a moment ago, you seemed...not at all strangers," she noted slyly. "You behaved as if you knew each other very well."

Elizabeth spotted the innuendo. In an instant she knew what Caroline was hinting at and she was confident she could deflect the thrust.

"We are related," she reminded Caroline, "and in my experience relatives know each other instinctively. Wouldn't you agree, Mr. Darcy?"

"Yes. Exactly," Darcy concurred.

"How nice for you both!" Caroline exclaimed sarcastically.

Elizabeth ignored the edge in the other woman's voice. "Yes, it is wonderful!" she declared.

Caroline tapped her foot impatiently.

"What sort of trip did you have into London?" she inquired.

"A pleasant one," Darcy answered.

"Pleasant?" Elizabeth echoed. "It was more than that. Tell her the truth now, Mr. Darcy. We have had a marvelous journey so far, haven't we?"

Darcy's lips twitched. "It has certainly been more interesting than I had anticipated," he allowed.

The intimacy in his voice was noticeable. He seemed to be sharing a private joke with Elizabeth and he exhibited a degree of closeness towards her from which Caroline was barred.

"It has been fantastic!" Elizabeth cried.

Darcy took her hand and kissed it tenderly, astonishment played across the faces of both ladies.

"I am glad you have enjoyed yourself so much," he murmured.

Elizabeth smiled warmly at him in response.

Caroline pursed her lips as she watched the scene. She was having difficulty in suppressing her desire to scratch Elizabeth's eyes out. That this plebeian, this plain little upstart, should succeed where she had failed! It was insupportable!

"You must find London quite a change from—oh, dear, how stupid of me!" Caroline paused and laughed deliberately. "I have forgotten the name of the little village you said you came from, Miss Bennet."

"Meryton," Elizabeth supplied promptly. "The same little village where your brother now resides."

Darcy only barely managed to choke back his mirth.

Caroline gasped with rage. The tables had been neatly turned on her and she had fallen into her own trap.

"But you are right, Miss Bingley," Elizabeth continued, unruffled. "London is very different from Meryton. It is so much larger, for a start."

"Definitely," Darcy commented.

Caroline ground her teeth. She saw that she was not getting anywhere and since she did not relish the prospect of being hoist by her own petard a second time, she excused herself saying that she had an appointment.

"We shall not keep you," Darcy returned.

And Caroline was chagrined to see that he parted from her with alacrity.

"Sorry she's gone?" Elizabeth questioned, observing that Darcy's eyes were on Caroline as she rode away.

"No!" Darcy exclaimed with feeling. "I would rather face an entire enemy battalion on my own than endure her company for ten minutes," he answered.

"Why were you looking at her then?"

"I was thinking."

"Of what?"

"How many dresses have you brought with you?"

"Three. Why?"

"I thought so. In that case, we must get you some new clothes as soon as possible."

"Whatever for?"

"Because I feel it is necessary."

"Nonsense!"

"It is not nonsense."

"What's wrong with the ones I have?"

"Nothing. Absolutely nothing."

"Then I see no reason to purchase new ones."

An arrogant grin played on Darcy's lips. "Do you intend to leave me to my fate?" he inquired.

"I don't follow you," Elizabeth returned.

"Are you going to desert me? Leave me defenseless against the attacks of that woman?"

"No," Elizabeth assured him. "But I do not see what that has to do with my having new clothes."

"How can you protect me from Caroline's wiles if you do not have the—er—proper equipment?"

"I do wish you would speak plainly, Mr. Darcy!" Elizabeth exclaimed in exasperation. "I really cannot understand you!"

Darcy surveyed her thoughtfully. "I have never been good at explaining myself to others."

"You must practice, sir," Elizabeth grinned at him.

"My days and nights are spent in the social whirl," he reminded her. "I am invited to balls, soirees, and dinners. You know the sort of thing?"

"Yes."

"Then you must also know that one cannot go to a grand ball in London where most of the women will be attired in the best dress, in a gown which is not only old, but which you were wearing yesterday."

"I don't see why not," Elizabeth retorted stubbornly. "My wardrobe is perfectly adequate, thank you. I do not need any more."

Darcy appeared to surrender. "As you wish," he said. "I merely wanted to spare you the embarrassment which those delightfully simple little dresses of yours would bring you."

Elizabeth glared at him. Conceited man!

"However," he continued, "if Caroline's catty comments and the snide remarks of the other women won't worry you, by all means put on your rustic outfits whenever we go out together."

Elizabeth's mouth curved down. She was no stranger to high society. She knew perfectly well the unkind words which would be whispered if she arrived at a ball or a dinner attired in one of her "sensible" ensembles.

"I cannot afford new clothes," she stated bluntly.

"But I can," Darcy pointed out.

"What do you mean?"

"I shall pay for them. You need not worry."

Elizabeth was scandalized. But how could she refuse his offer? She certainly could not pay for new dresses out of her own pocket.

"You are most provoking, Mr. Darcy," Elizabeth declared.

"I?" Darcy asked.

"Yes, you!"

"That is debatable."

"No it isn't. You know very well that I cannot go out with you wearing a dress like the ones I brought with me. You’ve maneuvered me into a position where I have to say yes."

Darcy nodded. "So you accept my offer?" he queried.

"I have no alternative—and you know it," she stated.

His lifted his head with pride, and made no further comment.

"But I don't like the idea," Elizabeth added.

"You have made that perfectly clear, Miss Bennet," Darcy told her.

"I am sure I should not consent to this."

"Obviously not," Darcy agreed complacently. "You ought to have struck me full in the face while shouting at the top of your voice."

"Should I?"

"Definitely," he proceeded in the same slightly mocking vein. "It is hardly the sort of suggestion that a lady should permit a gentleman in my position to make."

Elizabeth sighed with exasperation and decided that the only way to stop him baiting her was to change the subject.

* * * *
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When Darcy's servants, whom he had sent for from Pemberley, located a suitable dressmaker, he escorted Elizabeth to see the woman. He introduced Elizabeth as his cousin and said that he wanted her suitably attired as befitted her station in life.

"And the cost, sir?" the dressmaker inquired.

"That, madame, is immaterial," Darcy replied.

Elizabeth glared at him. "It is far from immaterial." she contradicted. She turned to the dressmaker for support. "One must know how much one is going to pay, mustn't one?"

"Exactly, mademoiselle," the dressmaker responded.

"There you are!" Elizabeth exclaimed triumphantly.

Darcy raised one eyebrow superciliously. "I have never liked penny-pinching, Miss Bennet," he informed her loftily.

"What you call penny-pinching, Mr. Darcy, and what I call penny-pinching," Elizabeth retorted, "are two entirely different things."

"I have no wish to haggle," Darcy declared.

"I am sure Madame here is not in the habit of haggling," Elizabeth returned.

"No indeed!" the dressmaker cried as if horrified by the suggestion.

"However," Elizabeth concluded, "I am equally convinced that a little economizing never hurt anyone."

Darcy sighed. "I do not propose to argue with you," he told her.

"Good," Elizabeth began. "Then perhaps..."

But Darcy was not listening.

"Madame," he addressed the dressmaker wearily, "make up some gowns for my cousin and send me the bill. I am certain she will see to it I am not overcharged."

"Yes, sir," the dressmaker responded.

Then, overlooking the growling noise which Elizabeth made, Darcy departed.

Being fitted for a new gown was not one of Elizabeth's favorite pastimes. She found it extremely tedious, but she endured it because she knew that it was necessary. She tried very hard to be patient as this pin was put in that fold, and that hemline was raised or lowered, but eventually she became restless.

"Are you tired, Mademoiselle Bennet?" the dressmaker inquired in a French accent.

"No. Not at all," Elizabeth answered. "I am sorry I was fidgeting. I have never been able to keep still while I was having clothes made for me."

"I understand, mademoiselle," the dressmaker replied. "You are not vain. That is a good sign."

"Thank you. You are very kind."

The dressmaker nodded, acknowledging the compliment, and busied herself with yet another slight but essential adjustment.
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Chapter Ten
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As soon as she had a spare minute, as she had promised, Elizabeth wrote to Jane. She told her sister that she was in London and that she had found congenial employment. She reiterated her vow not to marry Mr. Collins and she concluded by saying that she was well looked after and that there was no cause for alarm.

However, though she mentioned that she was staying in London, she did not put her address on the letter, nor did she give Jane a clue regarding the fact that she wasn't living with the Gardiners.

Once the letter had been dispatched, Elizabeth considered she had done her duty as far as her relations in Hertfordshire were concerned. She vowed to write once a month to her mother and sisters. However, she wasn't going to divulge her whereabouts.

As she glanced at herself in the mirror, Elizabeth knew that her resolution was a wise one. The gowns which the dressmaker had created for her were exquisite and allowed her to compete easily with the other ladies in society. They transformed her so that she not only looked but felt as if she had always belonged to the uppermost echelons.

However, though she delighted in wearing such lovely garments, Elizabeth experienced a vague sensation of guilt. In her heart she acknowledged that her family would disapprove of her accepting such lavish gifts from a man who was neither her betrothed nor a relation.

But Elizabeth suppressed the nagging voice deep down inside her which hinted unpleasantly that no good would come of what she was doing. She was enjoying herself. Why shouldn't she continue to do so?

* * * *
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As far as Darcy was concerned, Elizabeth was the perfect chaperone. She never displayed the slightest sign of petulance when he spoke to another woman. She never embarrassed him with either bad manners or tantrums. She was at ease with his gentlemen acquaintances as well as with their wives. She was witty and amusing.

Indeed, Elizabeth played the role of Mr. Darcy's cousin so well that no one, except perhaps Caroline Bingley, had the faintest suspicion that she was not, as she appeared to be, related to him.

Caroline, however, had cause to observe how skillfully Elizabeth came between herself and Darcy. No matter what ploy Caroline invented, it seemed to her that Elizabeth prevented it from succeeding.

Caroline bided her time. She watched Darcy and noted his habits. He acted aloof which caused her to speculate on his unhappiness to no end. She saw that he was inclined, during the interval of a play or opera, to wander off by himself apparently lost in thought, leaving Elizabeth behind. And the latter, perfect companion that she was, did not impose upon him. If he wanted solitude; he could have it as far as Elizabeth was concerned.

Caroline smiled secretively to herself. She had a plan.

* * * *
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That evening, Mr. Darcy took Elizabeth to the opera.

Everyone was there. The house was filled to capacity and at the interval, a milling throng filled the foyer, eagerly discussing the moving scenes of the first act.

Darcy had risen merely in order to stretch his legs. When he saw the huge crowds outside the door of his box, he grimaced, and excusing himself, he made his way to a more secluded part of the theater to wait until the performance commenced once more.

Caroline, who had been watching him closely, was gratified. Keeping out of his sight, she stole stealthily towards him.

"Ah! Mr. Darcy!" she breathed tragically as she reached his side. "Thank heavens I have found you."

Darcy cursed silently. He was both amazed and alarmed to discover that he was on his own with her.

"Why?" he questioned. "What is it?"

"A disaster! It is unbelievable! Horrible! I could not believe it when I heard! But they assure me it is true!"

Darcy's eyes narrowed. In a split second he took in the fact that Caroline was attired in black velvet discreetly trimmed with gold and that her outfit became her.

"Has someone died?" he asked, unable to keep the note of sarcasm out of his voice.

"Worse!" Caroline moaned. "Far worse than that!"

"I do not follow you, Miss Bingley."

"You don't?"

Caroline edged cautiously towards him, inch by inch, astutely positioning her body so that he could not go past her without brushing against her or pushing her aside.

"But surely you know! Someone must have told you the terrible news!" she exclaimed.

Darcy frowned. "Pray enlighten me," he commanded.

"My brother is courting a girl from Hertfordshire," Caroline accounted. "He wrote to me and said he met her at an assembly in Meryton. Apparently her father recently died and has left the family penniless! And one of the sisters refuses to do her duty and marry the family heir."

"That is unfortunate," Darcy said calmly, stepping away from her.

Caroline turned a shade paler. She swayed, and managed to make up the ground she had just lost between them, as she steadied herself.

"Charles refuses to tell me the lady's name in his letters," she continued. "I suppose he is waiting to see if she shares his affections before making a grand announcement. How could she not! She must be in want of an advantageous marriage given her reduced circumstances," she finished, half-swooning now.

"I see what you mean," Darcy responded with little interest in his voice.

"Oh, heavens!" And with those words, she fainted clean away.

Caroline, overcome by emotion, not to mention the tightness of her stays, had genuinely passed out. But that had been her plan. Sad as she was at the state of her brother's love life, it could not have come at a better moment.

Caroline had intended to seek Darcy out at the opera, give him the news and then faint in his arms. She knew that when she opened her eyes again, they would no longer be alone. A crowd would have gathered. And she, only half-conscious, could murmur words of endearment. The sort that only a wife could utter with impunity and then only to her husband.

Covered with confusion, blushing with embarrassment, she would realize that she and Darcy were not on their own anymore, and that she had—alas! compromised herself.

But what could he do? Why, propose to her, what else? That was the one thing that would save her reputation now that she had expressed her feelings for Darcy so clearly.

And what if he refused to ask her to become his wife?

He dare not, was Caroline's only thought. Society would ostracize him forever if he did not offer for her in that situation.

Naturally, there was no doubt about what her answer would be. She had her response already worked out. Lowering her lashes demurely, she would murmur something about how unexpected this was and then, having hesitated properly, she would say yes.

Caroline felt consciousness returning. She sensed an arm around her. But how light it was! She would not have imagined that Darcy could hold her so delicately!

Her lips parted. "My darling..." she murmured softly. "My...my only love..."

"Smelling salts!" a female voice stated briskly. "She is delirious. Quickly, or she will swoon again!"

Caroline gasped as the strong scent wafted in front of her. She opened her eyes wide and saw that it was not Mr. Darcy but Elizabeth who was holding her.

"Ah!" Elizabeth exclaimed. "She is coming round!"

"Oh, thank heavens!" someone in the crowd cried.

Caroline passed her hand across her forehead.

She glanced up to make sure it was not a nightmare she was having. But no. It was real. Elizabeth was there.

Caroline ground her teeth. She had not seen Elizabeth following her. She had not been aware that Elizabeth had been standing near, with her eyebrows skeptically raised, watching intently as Caroline had sidled closer and closer to Darcy. And thus, when Caroline had fainted, it was not Darcy but Elizabeth who had caught her; Elizabeth who had called for assistance, and Elizabeth who was there now.

Caroline glared at her rival. If looks could have killed, Elizabeth would have died instantly.

"I am better now, thank you," Caroline said weakly.

"Oh, I am so glad," Elizabeth replied. "Whatever could have brought this on?"

Caroline looked away from Elizabeth. She had no desire to offer the girl an explanation.

Elizabeth returned to Darcy's box to find him leaning over the balustrade, frowning.

"Penny for your thoughts," she murmured.

He looked at her. "Truly?" he challenged.

Elizabeth took a huge cartwheel penny out of her reticule and handed it to him.

Darcy laughed. "I had forgotten those wretched things," he declared, fingering it. "No. Keep it."

"What were you thinking about? Miss Bingley?"

"Her brother, Charles," he answered directly. "I have seen him in love before. I fear he is making a terrible decision when his feelings are not to be returned."

"Perhaps, this time is different," Elizabeth suggested.

"Yes, different," Darcy scoffed. "This young lady has no fortune or social standing. I'm afraid my friend will marry before I can convince him of the girl's indifference."

Elizabeth was completely overwhelmed by Darcy's words. His interference in his friend's affairs was all about his pride, his sense of dignity, and his notions of his friend's proper place in society. It was nothing more.

Darcy touched her hand gently as he gave the penny back. Whatever he intended to say next died on his lips as the interval came to an end, the lights dimmed, and the opera continued.
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Chapter Eleven
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After having returned to Darcy House from the theater, Elizabeth felt sick. She had caught the few words which told her enough of Mr. Darcy's character regarding how he treated his friends.

"I need some fresh air," she reflected hazily.

She made her way out of the house and into the garden and sank down onto a seat. Scarcely a minute later, a pair of gloved hands touched her shoulders and a woolen shawl slipped over her.

"You should have taken this," Darcy admonished. "It is too cold to sit out in the garden without a wrap."

"I wasn't thinking," Elizabeth responded. "Thank you for bringing it to me."

Darcy sat down beside her. "What is the matter?" he inquired.

"Nothing. Why?"

"You are as white as a sheet. Has something upset you?"

"Nothing of importance, I suppose," she resigned, knowing it would do no use to start an argument with him over something she had no say in.

"Oh, good," he sighed.

She shivered involuntarily once more. "Gracious, it is cold! I think I shall go inside."

Darcy nodded in assent. He stood up and watched her as she scurried into the house. Presently, he came in after her.

"Elizabeth," he called to her. "I want to talk to you."

Elizabeth, in the act of going upstairs, turned and followed him into the drawing room.

"What is it?" she inquired.

"It occurred to me that I haven't paid you," he informed her.

"Paid me?" Elizabeth echoed.

"For being my chaperone. You ought to be paid for that, don't you think?"

"No," Elizabeth responded firmly.

Darcy's eyebrows rose. "No?" he questioned.

"Definitely not!" Elizabeth exclaimed. And then, feeling the subject was closed, she made as if to leave.

However, Darcy was not a man one could easily say no to.

"I do not see why you refuse to accept money from me," he remarked. "After all, you have done an excellent job of chaperoning me. You deserve some remuneration for your trouble."

Elizabeth glared at him. "I will not be a kept woman!" she retorted.

Darcy began to pace the room, laughing.

"I don't see why that should amuse you," Elizabeth stated primly.

"Because, Miss Bennet," he replied when he had recovered, "You obviously have no idea what you are saying."

"Don't be patronizing."

"I am not be patronizing."

Just because I haven't lived a life of wealth," Elizabeth interrupted, "doesn't mean I don't know what goes on in the world."

"I beg your pardon," he mocked. "I had no idea you were so—sophisticated."

Elizabeth burned with anger. "You are making fun of me," she accused.

"I find your attitude nonsensical."

"You ought to respect it!"

Darcy sighed, shook his head, then opened his wallet and held out fifty pounds to her. "Here," he said.

Elizabeth stiffened and retreated from the money as if she were afraid it would bite her.

"No, thank you," she responded frigidly.

"I do not see why not."

"Don't you indeed!"

"No I don't. Since I have benefited from your services, it is only fair that I should pay you."

Elizabeth was horrified. "I cannot take money from you!" she declared.

"Why not?"

"It is not proper!"

"Do you find it improper to have food and shelter provided by me?"

"No," Elizabeth returned. "Not while I am your guest."

"You received clothes from me."

"Only under protest," Elizabeth reminded him. "In any case, that is different."

"I don't see how."

"Oh yes you do."

"I don't!" Darcy protested.

"Well you ought to."

"Pray explain it to me."

"I needed the clothes in order to chaperone you properly. At least," Elizabeth amended, "according to you I did. However, it is unnecessary for me to have money as everything I could possibly want has already been made available to me."

"Oh, for heaven's sake!" Darcy cried in exasperation. "Are you always so severe upon your own sex?"

"I am not taking any money from you, and that is final!"

"And if I insist?"

"I should simply return it."

Darcy looked at her a little strangely. However, he did not press her further, and it seemed as if the subject was closed.

I have won, Elizabeth thought.

She was glad. She did not want money from him. She had not come with him to get rich, but to have fun. And she had been amply rewarded. She was having a marvelous time in London. There were parties, balls, and trips to the theater almost every night. Mr. Darcy had opened up a whole new world for her. And the idea of being paid by him made what was beautiful and innocent become somehow sordid.

* * * *
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That afternoon, before tea, when Elizabeth had a spare minute, she went into her room, intending to look through the inlaid box she had brought with her from Longbourn. Every now and again she enjoyed turning the few precious mementos of her parents over and over in her slim fingers.

Elizabeth smiled as she lifted the lid, anticipating the pleasure to come. But today it was denied her. Her smile faded swiftly and her features froze into immobility. There on top, as though they had been deliberately placed there, were ten five-pound notes—fifty pounds.

Elizabeth stared at them in disbelief. They had to be a trick of her mind. If she shut her eyes tightly and opened them again a few seconds later the notes would have disappeared.

She tried it, but it did not work. When she re-opened her eyes, the offending currency was still visible. The neatly folded bills were no figment of her imagination. And as she gazed at them in horror, it seemed to her that they had personalities of their own. They were more than five-pound notes, they were a collection of mischievous little imps sent by the Devil himself to torment her.

Elizabeth counted the money three times to make certain of the amount. The paper seemed to burn her fingers as she did so. And yes, it was exactly the sum Mr. Darcy had offered her earlier.

She squirmed in her chair. She felt degraded. It was as though he were treating her like a servant—or worse.

Swiftly she took the money in one hand, put her inlaid box of souvenirs aside and ran downstairs to find Darcy.

Elizabeth knew that on most afternoons Darcy was in his study, dealing with business of his estate signing letters from his steward or going through important papers. She made her way directly there and knocked timidly on the door.

"Come in!" Darcy called.

Elizabeth entered nervously. Whatever would she do if he had company? However, she was relieved to see that he was alone.

"Good afternoon," she said.

Darcy turned his head smartly.

"Good afternoon," he responded.

"I have a problem," Elizabeth stated.

"What is it?"

"I have found fifty pounds in my inlaid box."

"Really?"

"Yes. Really."

Already his attitude was annoying her.

"That is not a problem though, surely?" he asked.

"Yes it is," Elizabeth insisted.

Darcy's eyebrows rose. "I would have called it a piece of good fortune," he commented.

"I thought you might," Elizabeth returned between clenched teeth.

Darcy shrugged uncomprehendingly.

"You put it there, didn't you?" Elizabeth accused.

Darcy gave her a wide-eyed innocent look.

"I put it there?" he echoed. "Why ever should I do a thing like that?"

Elizabeth was not taken in by his apparent astonishment.

"Why indeed?" she countered, glaring at him.

"Miss Bennet," he queried, "what on earth are you so angry about?"

"I thought we agreed that I was not to be paid."

"Yes, we did. And?"

"And you deceived me!"

"I did not."

"Yes, you did."

"No, I didn't," he corrected. "I have paid you nothing."

"What is this then?" Elizabeth demanded, waving the money under his nose.

"I assume that is the money you told me you found in your inlaid box."

"Yes. And you put it there!"

"Did I?"

"Yes, you did."

"What did I do that for?"

Elizabeth was too agitated to answer him. She knew that he was playing with her. If he had not put the money in her box he would have reacted differently. But his refusal either to admit it or deny it convinced her that her original assumption had been correct.

"I will not take it!" Elizabeth spluttered. "I will not!"

Darcy seemed genuinely puzzled. "Why not?" he questioned.

"Because it is not mine."

"But you found it in your inlaid box, so it must be yours," he pointed out.

"No. It isn't. There was no money there when I left..."

She stopped herself in the nick of time from saying Longbourn, and concluded instead,"...home."

"Perhaps there was," he suggested. "Perhaps it was there all along and you only just noticed it."

Elizabeth stamped her foot in rage. "You know perfectly well that is not true!" she cried.

"I know nothing of the kind," he responded. "I only know that you are extremely angry, and I cannot conceive why."

"You...." Elizabeth gasped with fury.

"Anyone else would have blessed their lucky stars at finding fifty pounds tucked away in some old box or other, and taken it without asking any questions," Darcy told her. "But you! You behave as if you had been robbed of all you possess, including your good name!"

"I insist you take it back!" Elizabeth cried, holding the money out to him.

His lips drew into a thin line. "Miss Bennet," he answered grimly, "you don't seriously imagine that I am going to accept fifty pounds from you, do you?"

Elizabeth's bosom was heaving with indignation. "I will not be a kept woman!" she exclaimed.

"As I said earlier, you are not a kept woman," he assured her. "You are my cousin, who is living with me, has discovered fifty pounds in her possession, and is making an unbelievable fuss about it."

This was too much for Elizabeth. She turned and ran out of the room, still clutching the money in her hand. By the time she reached her bedroom, tears were flowing freely. As soon as she entered, she slammed the door behind her and threw herself and the money down on the bed.

Elizabeth trembled uncontrollably. What she had not been able to explain to Darcy was that she did not want him to think he had to pay her for what she was doing. She had played the part of his cousin because she had wanted to. She had not considered receiving wages, like a governess or a scullery maid or...

And fifty pounds! Enough to keep her well fed for months!

"Oh, how could he!" she moaned aloud.

After a while, Elizabeth managed to stop shaking. She sat up, dried her eyes and stared at the notes which she had scattered inadvertently across the counterpane. She couldn't take them.

It was improper and indecent. She was right; he was wrong. There was only one thing to be done with the money, and that was to return it.

"Why won't he see that?" she asked aloud. "Why won't he understand that I cannot stay here once I accept money from him?"

Elizabeth sighed "I shall have to go away and start looking for a job," she reflected.

She sighed again. What a pity Darcy had been so stubborn and childish about the money. If only he had admitted that he put it there and agreed to take it back. Now she had to leave him.

Elizabeth sighed for the third time. She felt miserable about departing. She had been so happy here. It wasn't only the balls and the soirees, nor even the lovely clothes—it was Mr. Darcy himself.

When she was with him, she came alive. Here she thought she had misjudged him. That he was indeed a kind and honorable gentleman.

"I am going to miss London," she murmured to herself.

She grimaced. She could not stay here as a working girl, after everything that had happened.

She would have to find somewhere else to go. But where?

And how would she get the money to pay for her journey? All she had in the world were the few shillings she had saved by traveling as an outside passenger on the coach to London. It was scarcely enough to take her out of the city, let alone finance her entire trip back to Hertfordshire.

For the fourth time, Elizabeth sighed unhappily.

The longer she delayed in packing, the harder it would be.

She forced herself to bring her valise out of the cupboard. Slowly, unwillingly, she began to put her old dresses in it. She fingered the exquisite gowns Darcy had insisted on purchasing for her with more than a hint of regret. But she left them hanging there.

She decided not to take anything he had given her.

She bit her lip. It would not be easy, but from somewhere she would find the strength of will to leave everything behind.

Where would she go?

A knock at the door only half aroused her from her revere.

"Come in!" she called absently, still turning the problem over in her mind.

The door opened and someone entered.

Elizabeth pursed her lips as she mentally enumerated the possible places she might visit.

Suddenly, something made her look up. She gave a tiny gasp when she saw who was standing on the threshold.

Darcy gazed at Elizabeth's open valise with a mixture of astonishment, distrust and disapproval.

"What are you doing?" he queried.

"Packing," Elizabeth responded tersely.

Darcy closed the door behind him with a snap, causing Elizabeth to jump.

"Why?" he wanted to know.

"I should have thought that was obvious," she stated. "I am leaving."

In two strides Darcy had crossed the floor to where she was standing.

"Why?" he demanded harshly.

"Because...I will not be treated like a servant," Elizabeth stammered.

"Who has treated you like that?"

"You have."

"I have not!"

Elizabeth's heart was doing fearful leaps, but she was determined not to give in.

"Yes you have," she managed to whisper.

She lowered her eyes automatically as she spoke in an attempt to hide herself away from him. But he forced her head up ruthlessly, and she was powerless to resist.

His gaze was relentless. He seemed to have sapped her strength with the sheer magnitude of his passion, and his eyes bored into hers as if he were seeking her very soul.

Elizabeth trembled, but at the slightest movement, his grasp tightened. His hands, which always before had been protective, seemed suddenly to be made from iron and his touch, usually so gentle, was merciless.

"How?" Darcy asked in the same harsh voice. "How have I treated you like a servant? By giving you a paltry fifty pounds?"

Frightened as she was by the violence of his emotion, and unable to understand the cause, Elizabeth determined not to surrender.

"You made me take fifty pounds from you," she corrected.

As she finished speaking, she realized she was shaking like a leaf.

I am going to faint.

She closed her eyes. The room seemed to swim around her. She felt giddy and she could no longer bear to look at Darcy. Indeed, she hardly recognized him anymore. Never had she seen a man's countenance alter from serenity to that of passion so completely. Or swiftly!

Vaguely, Elizabeth recollected her mother worrying over her youngest sisters who did not know any better landing themselves in situations they could not handle.

Elizabeth waited tensely for Mr. Darcy to speak again. There was a long pause. Elizabeth did not dare to say anything more herself in case she inadvertently provoked him further, but she found the silence almost unbearable.

At last, she heard him.

"And for this you are packing?" he questioned. "For this you are...leaving me?"

Elizabeth's mouth was dry and her heart was pounding frantically.

"Yes," she breathed.

There was another long pause.

Elizabeth noticed the change in his tone. She glanced across at him, apprehensive and bewildered.

"Believe me, Miss Bennet," he said quietly. "I have never thought of you as a servant."

"Then why did you give me the money?" Elizabeth wanted to know.

A whimsical smile played about his lips. The arrogance had vanished, and Elizabeth seemed to detect a certain pain in his eyes.

"I wanted to give you fifty pounds to spend and to enjoy yourself with," Darcy answered. He reached out one hand and traced a line lightly down her cheek. "I had no idea I would have such a fight with you about it."

Elizabeth cast her eyes demurely down. "You should have realized," she murmured.

"Yes," he agreed bitterly. "I should have."

Silence.

Darcy sighed mournfully. "Well, I will take it back if it will make you happier," he stated.

Elizabeth bit her lip with uncertainty. Should she reply? And if so, how?

She was nervous. This sudden alteration in his mood had come as a shock to her. She was afraid if she said the wrong thing she would conjure the defiant Darcy once more.

Presently Darcy spotted the money still scattered across the counterpane.

"Is this it?" he questioned.

Elizabeth's glance went automatically towards the bed.

"Yes," she answered.

She remained where she was with her eyes fixed firmly on the carpet at her feet, while he collected the various notes, folded them and put them in his waistcoat pocket.

"And now," he inquired, "would you mind, very much unpacking?"

Elizabeth swallowed. She could feel his gaze boring into her as it had done earlier, with an intensity that unnerved her. She continued to stand where she was, with her hands folded in front of her and her lashes sweeping her cheeks.

"I shall consider it," she heard herself say.

As she spoke, she became aware that Darcy was moving across the floor, causing the floorboards underneath the carpet to creak with each step that he took.

Elizabeth's heart started to leap and bound as though she had been running hard. She was breathless with a kind of wild excitement which she did not fully comprehend.

Seconds later, Darcy's hands were on her arms, and remembering the previous occasion when his steel-like fingers had bitten into her flesh, she stiffened.

But it was not to be the ruthless iron hold he had exerted earlier. He caressed her with a tenderness that made her want to swoon with joy, and this time she did not resist him as he tilted her head upwards so that his lips could meet hers.

Elizabeth started at Darcy's touch. She had not expected that kind of kiss from him. After the furious passion he had displayed, she imagined that he would be rough, that he would bruise her mouth with kisses that burned like fire. But the pressure of his lips was light and cool, like ice. Ice on a feverishly hot day.

Elizabeth had had no idea that anything like this existed. She might have been a traveler in the desert who had been searching for water for days and had unexpectedly discovered an oasis deep in melting snow. How could she so be thirsty for more?

Darcy held Elizabeth close, for what seemed an eternity. She did not realize that her hands had wound themselves around his neck and that she was clinging to him. Nor did it occur to her that she was responding to him with a fervor that no member of her family would have guessed she had in her.

Presently Darcy relinquished his grip, disengaged her hands and stepped away from her. Then, without a word, he left her room.

Elizabeth swayed after he had gone. Her feelings were in such a turmoil that she seemed to have no strength in her limbs and she had to lean against the bedpost in order to steady herself.

Her world was suddenly topsy-turvy. She was confused by her emotions as well as by what had happened. A thousand questions rose in her mind and ten thousand half formed answers replied.

"Why?" she said aloud. "Why had he come in? Why had he been so angry? Why had he? Why?"

Her hand traced the imprint of his lips on hers and she gave a low murmur of contentment as she relived his kisses. Then, almost without realizing what she was doing, she began to unpack.
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Chapter Twelve
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As she had promised herself, Elizabeth wrote at the end of the month to Jane at Longbourn, to say that she was well. She did not know how her letters were received. However, though she was curious about that, she still did not put her address on her missives and, therefore, she did not expect a reply.

Hastily, she folded her letter and sealed it. As she waited for the ink on the address to dry, the door opened and Darcy came in.

Swiftly, Elizabeth whipped the envelope out of sight. It must be hidden. Otherwise he would find out where she lived in Hertfordshire before they met.

"Is something the matter?" Darcy questioned. "No. Nothing," Elizabeth replied.

"Sure?" Darcy persisted.

"Quite sure," Elizabeth responded. "Why?"

"You looked solemn."

Elizabeth smiled. "I was feeling solemn," she returned. "But it is all right now."

Inwardly, she heaved a sigh of relief. He had not noticed the letter.

"Good."

Elizabeth stood to feet and Darcy surveyed her attire.

"You like it?" Elizabeth inquired.

"Very much," he responded.

"But?"

He smiled. "It needs something to set it off," he remarked pensively.

"Does it? What for instance?"

"Pearls."

"Oh," Elizabeth said grimacing.

"You don't agree?"

"No."

"I suppose that is because it will mean wearing a gift from me. Am I right?"

Elizabeth lowered her eyes. She was not going to give him the satisfaction of hearing her admit that he was. And though his gifts were exquisite, every time she put on even the most insignificant item, she experienced a sense of guilt...as if she had stolen them.

Darcy laughed. "Dear cousin," he said teasingly. "You are quite stubborn, are you not?"

"I am not!" Elizabeth contradicted angrily.

"Yes you are," he retorted, looking as if he would kiss her any moment and making her whole body sing.

Cold silence.

"Humor me," Darcy besought her. "Wear the pearls."

"I will not."

"Please," he requested.

Elizabeth stiffened. She averted her eyes so that he would not see how completely enthralled she was by him.

"Very well," she acceded.

* * * *
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The ball to which they were invited was attended by most of London society, and neither Elizabeth nor Darcy had a spare moment to themselves. He made his position imperative that he would under no circumstance dance with any lady present, while she, lovely as she was in her sea blue satin evening dress trimmed with a border of forget-me-nots and covered with the most elegant pale blue gauze, was never without a partner.

It wasn't until nearly midnight that there was a lull in the dancing for Elizabeth and she went to the edge of the ballroom floor, intending to sit down. However, to her horror, she saw Caroline Bingley bearing down on her.

To her relief, someone else invited her to dance and Elizabeth accepted the offer without even glancing at her rescuer. Anything to get away from Caroline and her blatant attempts to probe her secrets.

It was only when they were out on the dance floor that Elizabeth looked properly at her partner. As she recognized him, she gave a gasp of astonishment.

"Why, Mr. Wickham!" Elizabeth exclaimed. "What on earth are you doing here?"

"I'm on official business," George Wickham informed her.

"Pardon?"

"I'm a soldier, my dear Miss Bennet," he explained, "and I have been posted to London for a few weeks."

"Oh?"

"Pray, don't tell anyone, will you? Especially that conceited lout, Mr. Darcy."

"Mr. Wickham!" Elizabeth cried. "Don't be so cruel!" she teased.

Wickham smiled. "And what, may I ask," he inquired as he twirled her around, "are you doing here?"

"That is a long story," Elizabeth answered.

"I can imagine!"

"What does that mean?"

"Your sudden disappearance from Hertfordshire caused quite a stir, you know."

Elizabeth uttered a tiny cry. "I didn't realize anyone would notice outside my family," she stammered.

"Didn't you?"

"Well, they did."

"Oh, dear."

"Look, shall we continue this discussion off the dance floor?"

"If you like. But why?"

"I'm finding it difficult keeping up with you and the music."

Elizabeth smiled. "Very well," she agreed. "Come with me."

She took his hand in her old familiar manner and drew him away from the dancers to a secluded corner of the ballroom, where there was a vacant couch.

"Will this do?" she questioned.

"Rather!" Wickham returned.

"How is everyone in Meryton?" Elizabeth asked as they seated themselves.

"Very well as far as I know. But your family is worried about you."

Elizabeth pursed her lips. However delicately he put it, she knew that there was something wrong.

"Come on, Mr. Wickham. Out with it. What are people saying about me?"

Wickham studied the parquet flooring. It was so well polished that he could distinguish Elizabeth's reflection in it, and in consequence, the main area of the ballroom had to have chalk designs on it to roughen the wood so that the guests would not slip.

"There are two rumors current," he told her after a bit. "One says you have run off with a man, and the other says you have just run off."

"The latter is the truth," Elizabeth informed him, "but I doubt if anyone back home will believe it."

Wickham laughed. "No, I have good faith, they won't!" he concurred.

"Has my sister received all my letters?"

"I believe so."

"So she is not—concerned for me."

"Yes and no," Wickham responded, regarding her speculatively. "She wasn't absolutely certain that you have as good a position as you wrote you did."

"Oh." She paused. "Well, I have."

"Ahem! Yes!" Wickham hesitated slightly. "I must say," he went on conversationally, "I didn't expect to see you here. I nearly had a fit when I realized who I'd picked for my partner. You're doing better for yourself than—"

"Mr. Wickham," Elizabeth interrupted. "I want you to promise me something."

"What?" Wickham queried cautiously.

"That you will not, under any circumstances, either divulge to people here that I am Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn, or to anyone in Hertfordshire exactly where I am staying, or where we met."

Wickham frowned. "Why not?" he questioned. "Because if my mother learns where I am, she will chase after me and try to make me marry my cousin Mr. Collins."

"Don't you want that?"

"No."

Wickham's brow remained furrowed. He could understand her reluctance in one respect, but, on the other hand, he sensed there was more to it than met the eye.

"Why the mystery?" he pondered. "I mean, no one gives two hoots about whether you marry Mr. Collins or not, do they? Not in London, surely?"

"You see—no one here knows where I lived before I came to London and..."

Wickham stared at her. "Miss Bennet," he demanded, "what on earth is going on?"

"As I said earlier, it is a long story."

"Riddles are not my style. I pray you enlighten me."

"All right. All right. But first, do you swear to me that you will keep this under your hat?"

"I won't breathe a word of it," he promised with a charming wink.

"Good."

Then, as she was about to explain, some other guests came into the area where they were seated and took up chairs nearby.

Elizabeth and Wickham exchanged glances. Before, there had been no chance of their being overheard, since there was not another couple within twenty feet of them. Now, however, there was every possibility that someone would be able to listen to part of their conversation.

"Isn't it hot in here?" Elizabeth asked stiltedly.

"Yes, isn't it?" Wickham agreed.

"Shall we go outside?"

"What a good idea, Miss Bennet."

The two of them rose and left the ballroom. Soon they located a bench on the patio, where, though they were not out of sight of the company, they were at least out of earshot.

Here Elizabeth explained how Mrs. Bennet had endeavored to push her into marriage with Mr. Collins and why. She told him that she had had no alternative but to leave Longbourn, and she had decided to seek her fortune in London. Thus it was that she had stolen out of the house with no more than a few shillings to her name.

"... and bought an outside seat on the stage to London," she concluded.

"You did what!" Wickham cried in horror.

"Yes. Yes. Yes. I know. It was foolish of me."

"Very, very foolish!" he admonished.

"So I discovered," Elizabeth commented dryly, and she described the accident to him.

"You have my sympathy."

"Thank you."

"So you were penniless."

"And rather shaken," Elizabeth added. "And on my own."

"But now your fortunes have definitely improved."

"Yes."

"What happened?"

Elizabeth went on to say how she had met Darcy and how he had taken her under his wing. She delineated Caroline's unremitting pursuit of him, making Wickham burst out laughing.

"Poor fellow!" Wickham declared sarcastically. "He must have been in dire straits!"

"He was," Elizabeth answered. "That's why he needed my presence so desperately."

"Yes. I see," Wickham's voice turned serious. "Miss Bennet?"

"Yes?"

"Are you sure that is the way it is between him and this Miss Bingley?"

Elizabeth's eyes widened. "Quite sure. Why?" she countered.

"I merely wondered."

"I can prove it to you."

"Look."

Wickham turned his head in the direction she indicated. From where they sat, they could see that the dance had ended and Darcy, having not danced a single song, was standing on the edge of the ballroom.

Making straight for him, cutting a swath through the rest of the couples and wearing the most ingratiating smile on her face, was Caroline.

It was not difficult to deduce that Darcy had no wish to be with her. As she came up to him, he bowed abruptly and hurried—almost ran—towards the Duchess of Crawford, a married lady whose husband was a friend of his.

"You see?" Elizabeth cried triumphantly.

"Hmm," Wickham murmured as he surveyed the scene. "Yes. You are right."

"So you will keep my secret and not divulge anything to anyone?"

Wickham's eyes expressed concern. "I shall not say a word," he assured her. "But Miss Bennet, don't imagine for a moment that this won't get back to Hertfordshire...or that you will be able to hide your true identity forever from people in London."

"But I do imagine it!" Elizabeth returned. "And for more than a moment! No one here must know my true place. And not a word of this must reach anyone at dear old Longbourn!"

"But why not?"

"Oh, I can just hear the gossips!" Elizabeth exclaimed. "If they knew that I was staying under the same roof as Mr. Darcy...unchaperoned...what would they make of it?"

"What!" Wickham gasped. "You are living with Mr. Darcy?"

"Yes," Elizabeth replied innocently. "Didn't I say?"

"No. You didn't."

"Really? I thought I had."

"You foolish girl!"

"Why? What's the matter?"

Wickham raised his eyes to the heavens. "Don't you know his reputation?" he questioned.

Elizabeth shrugged, rose to her feet and started back into the ballroom.

Wickham followed her in. "You don't, do you?" he persisted.

"I have no wish to hear any salacious stories about Mr. Darcy," she informed him loftily, "if that is what you mean."

Wickham frowned at her. "Miss Bennet," he began, "I really think you ought to hear about—"

He got no further. At that moment Darcy himself approached and the words died on his lips.

Darcy bowed pointedly to Elizabeth, who took the hint and introduced the two men. They acknowledged each other—Darcy with hostility, Wickham with apprehension.

"Mr. Wickham is a friend of mine," Elizabeth remarked.

"Indeed?" Mr. Darcy inquired in his most distant tones. "And where do you know Miss Bennet from, sir?"

Elizabeth held her breath. Would George Wickham betray her?

"At the moment," Wickham responded to Elizabeth's heartfelt relief, "London."

Darcy raised an eyebrow. "I see," he commented.

"Mr. Wickham has only just come out here," Elizabeth stated.

"It was quite a surprise when we met."

"Oh, rather!" Wickham agreed.

Darcy noted that Elizabeth had already smiled at Wickham twice.

"Have you known Miss Bennet long?" he questioned disapprovingly.

"Sometime—yes," Wickham replied cautiously.

Darcy's eyes widened with surprise. He had not expected to learn that.

"Is that so."

Darcy turned his penetrating gaze towards the man once more, allowing him to feel his evident displeasure.

Wickham winced. Being a man of the world, it was not difficult for him to ascertain the cause of the other man's antagonism. He understood that Darcy regarded him as a rival, and since he believed that Darcy was a very jealous man, he felt distinctly uneasy.

Wickham considered himself no coward. On the other hand, he saw no reason to fight to the death over Darcy's mistaken impression. He was not and never had been in love with Elizabeth—nor she with him. It seemed pointless to quarrel with any man over her.

He realized that the longer he stayed there, the worse things would become.

He surmised that the only person who could sort matters out without getting the two men involved in a duel was Elizabeth herself, and he resolved to leave her to do just that.

"Saw Miss Bennet by chance," he muttered hurriedly. "Thought I'd say hello. Excuse me. Business to attend to. Good night. So nice to have seen you, Miss Bennet."

Elizabeth gazed after him. "How odd of Mr. Wickham to rush off so suddenly!" she declared.

Darcy was seething and her remark did nothing to calm him down.

"How long have you known Wickham? Tell me the truth," he inquired dangerously.

"Not long," Elizabeth replied incautiously.

"And you are very close to him."

Elizabeth laughed merrily at that. "Good heavens, no," she responded. "He is an acquaintance, but we are not very close. In fact, we haven't seen each other for ages."

Darcy frowned. He did not know whether she was telling him the truth or putting on a clever act. "Would you care to dance with me?" he invited.

She looked up at him, startled by his change in character. "I thought you didn’t like to dance?"

"I hate to dance unless I know my partner." He held out his hand to her. "Will you do me the pleasure?"

"I'd love to," Elizabeth answered.

Darcy led her out onto the dance floor. As the orchestra started to play a waltz, he took her in his arms.

Elizabeth jumped at his touch. How tense he was! And yet, at the same time, it produced a sensation which excited her.

"Does Wickham know you are staying with me?" Darcy interrogated.

"Yes," Elizabeth replied.

"How?"

"I told him."

Darcy's grip tightened even more, but he said nothing.

His eyes flickered with barely contained rage, but his sense of timing remained superb. Never a wrong step; never faltering.

"Why did you tell him?" he demanded.

"Because I..." Elizabeth began. Abruptly she halted. What was she doing? He had no right to question her like that!

"Why shouldn't I?" she countered.

"It is not wise."

"I had to say something."

"Why?"

"He knows we are not related."

"Indeed he does not!" Darcy huffed.

Darcy's fury was immediately fanned into a roaring flame. He could not speak, so great was his wrath. But he continued to waltz giving everyone else the impression that all was well.

For Elizabeth, the dance had become a nightmare. She realized that Darcy was becoming angrier and angrier with each passing second, but it did not occur to her that jealousy was the cause.

"Anyway," she added, hoping to mollify her partner, "Mr. Wickham promised me he wouldn't tell anyone."

Her words had the reverse effect.

"You trust him?" Darcy snarled at her.

"Yes."

Darcy stood stock still, so suddenly that Elizabeth nearly fell over his feet. Every eye would have been upon her but luckily, a second later, the dance came to an end.

"Goodness!" Elizabeth gasped as she regained her balance.

As she straightened herself, she glanced up at Darcy. His face was as black as a thundercloud. Any moment now, lightning was certain to strike the next poor unfortunate soul who provoked him.

"I don't know why you are so cross," Elizabeth complained.

"I am not cross!" Darcy hissed at her.

"Yes you are," Elizabeth contradicted, "and I am not going to endure it!"

She tried to move away from him, intending to make her way to the edge of the ballroom floor where she could sit the next one out, but he grasped her hands, preventing her. Though his hold was not tight—she could have broken free from it—her instincts warned her not to resist.

"May I have this next dance?" he asked softly, yet menacingly, as other couples began to reform for a cotillion.

Elizabeth understood that it would not be advisable to refuse his request.

"Of course," she murmured.

As soon as the music began, they made their way to the center of the floor. This time, Darcy did not speak. He merely partnered her in bitter silence.

Finally, Elizabeth could stand it no longer.

"Heaven knows what would have happened if I had not asked Mr. Wickham to keep quiet about—everything," she remarked.

"What do you mean?" Darcy questioned venomously.

"Can you imagine what people would say if he tried to explain to them that we were staying in the same house together and that I was chaperoning you?"

It was meant to amuse him, but it did not succeed.

Elizabeth's mouth turned down. She had never seen anyone in such a strange mood.

"When are you going to see Wickham again?" Darcy demanded suddenly.

Elizabeth stared at him in astonishment.

"I don't know," she replied hesitantly. "We may meet again soon or not for another many months."

"You arranged nothing?"

"No. Nothing."

All at once Darcy relaxed. His anger seemed to have completely evaporated, much to Elizabeth’s relief.
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Chapter Thirteen
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The next day, seeing Darcy out riding in Hyde Park, Caroline bore down on him. Once more, he made it plain that he was not interested in her. She managed to flirt with him for scarcely five seconds before he excused himself and rode over to where Elizabeth was cantering with a group of equestrians.

Caroline gazed malevolently at Elizabeth. She reflected on the fact that Mr. Darcy had been seeing Elizabeth a great deal. She didn't believe for one moment that they were related!

But if they were not cousins, and Elizabeth was staying under the same roof as Mr. Darcy...

She must be his mistress! Caroline concluded silently.

She continued to view Elizabeth with envy and hatred. She wasn't a lady. That was quite plain to Caroline.

No lady would take the outside seat on a stagecoach! The very idea! Caroline was ready to faint at the notion.

On the other hand, if Elizabeth were not a lady, that meant she did not belong in society. She was an impostor!

Caroline ground her teeth. How dare that upstart make a play for Mr. Darcy! Didn't she know her place?

Ever since Elizabeth came onto the scene Darcy avoided her. How did she do it? How has Elizabeth succeeded with Mr. Darcy where Caroline could not?

What was it in Elizabeth that appealed to Darcy?

Caroline pouted. She had every man in London at her feet—with the exception of the one she wanted.

Caroline sighed once more. There had to be a way to end this sorry state of affairs. There had to be some method she could use to reinstate herself. And then, suddenly, she had it.

She could hoodwink Elizabeth. She could discover what it was about her that attracted Mr. Darcy and then use the same wiles on him.

She would discover how to penetrate Elizabeth's defenses and then her rival would be powerless against her.

Caroline laughed aloud, and it was not a pleasant sound.

"You miserable little upstart," she whispered. "You don't know what you are in for, do you?"

* * * *
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Elizabeth was sitting on a bench in the shade, watching a cricket match between militia officers.

Darcy walked across the grass towards her.

Elizabeth smiled welcomingly at him as he sat down beside her. She noticed that although his body faced the opposite way from hers, he had placed himself so that he could gaze into her eyes. She immediately blushed, and lowered her lashes becomingly, and took another stab at the embroidery she had brought with her.

"What is this going to be?" Darcy questioned.

"A tablecloth," she informed him. "A very small tablecloth."

"What is it going to cover?"

Elizabeth gave a slight shrug. "A very small table?" she suggested.

Darcy's lips twitched with amusement. "Are you not bored doing that?" he queried.

"No. Why?"

"I merely wondered. You seem to have been at it all afternoon."

"Not really. I only began it half an hour ago."

"Oh?"

His tone was immediately suspicious. What had she been up to while he had been concentrating on the game?

"I tried to read," Elizabeth said, "but I couldn't concentrate."

"Oh."

In a split second, the fighting note had disappeared. "What time is it?" Elizabeth asked.

"Nearly four," he answered.

"Have you had tea?"

"Not yet. Have you?"

"Shall I order some?"

"Yes, please," Elizabeth replied.

Meanwhile, Caroline had arrived. As she stepped out onto the lawn, she scanned the white-clad cricketers, still at play, looking for Darcy. When she failed to locate him there, she glanced around the edge of the cricket pitch, where the womenfolk and the children of the players were gathered in colorful little groups.

Presently, Caroline caught sight of Darcy and Elizabeth, seated on their bench a short distance away from her. They were not even touching each other. Nonetheless, the very way in which they held themselves seemed to indicate great intimacy. Caroline could not have been more embarrassed if she had chanced to catch them in the middle of a passionate embrace.

Resolutely, keeping her feelings under control, Caroline advanced towards them. As she came up to them, Elizabeth sensed her presence.

"Good afternoon, Miss Bingley," she greeted her. Caroline suppressed her desire to scream with rage.

"Good afternoon, Miss Bennet," she responded sweetly.

"Good afternoon, Miss Bingley," Darcy stated, rising as was his habit in a woman's presence.

"Good afternoon, Mr. Darcy," Caroline returned. "I do hope I am not interrupting anything."

"Not at all," Elizabeth assured her.

"We were going to have tea," Darcy remarked. "Would you care to join us?"

"Thank you," Caroline replied.

Darcy made a sign to the footman to include Caroline in the tea which he had previously ordered, and the servant acknowledged that he understood. Two minutes later, the tea things began to be brought over.

"Madam?" the footman questioned.

Caroline half turned and saw that a chair was being held out to her. With a flick of her hand, she swept aside her gown and lowered herself into it.

"Thank you," she said, as she raised her parasol to shield herself from the sun's rays.

Another chair was offered to Elizabeth and a third to Darcy. The latter could not help frowning as he reseated himself. The congenial atmosphere of his private conversation with Elizabeth had been completely destroyed.

He could no longer be himself. He would have to dissemble, pretend that he did not resent the intrusion, put on his best diplomatic mask while Caroline was present.

"Lovely weather we’re having, don't you think?" Elizabeth inquired as tea was poured.

"Yes, perfectly delightful," Caroline agreed.

"Tell me, Miss Bingley," Darcy queried, "what brings you to see us?"

Caroline's eyes flashed momentarily at the use of the pronoun "us," with all it implied, but she managed to control her annoyance.

"I have been thinking..." she began and then took a sip of tea.

"Yes?" Darcy prompted.

"I feel it is high time that Miss Bennet and I became better acquainted," Caroline informed him.

Darcy's eyes widened with shock. "Really?" he gasped.

Caroline's smile broadened as she endeavored to appear sincere.

"Yes," she countered, "why not?"

Elizabeth glanced from Darcy to Caroline, but she made no comment and the latter, still smiling turned to face her directly.

"We have a great deal in common," she stated, "don't you find it so, Eliza?"

Darcy bit his lip. He longed to ask exactly what Caroline could possibly have in common with Elizabeth, but he decided that it would be better to hold his tongue.

Elizabeth veiled her soul with her eyelashes.

"I suppose we do," she murmured contemplatively. "I never really considered it before."

"There you are!" Caroline declared triumphantly. "I knew it was so."

"How very perceptive of you, Miss Bingley," Darcy observed.

Caroline's victorious grin wavered as if she were uncertain as to whether she should take his remark as a compliment or an insult. A split second later she accepted it as the former and her self-satisfied expression reasserted itself.

"Now let us be friends, Miss Bennet," she requested. "If you wish it," Elizabeth responded immediately, to Darcy's consternation.

"Wonderful!" Caroline cried. "And now that we are friends, let there be no secrets between us."

"Could there ever be?" Elizabeth asked sweetly.

As she spoke, she happened to catch a glimpse of Darcy's features. Horror and dismay were revealed in his eyes, but though Elizabeth saw what was going on in his mind, his countenance was hidden from Caroline.

Caroline was so enthralled that her new plan was succeeding that she went on talking until the sun began to set. Then, realizing that it was growing late, she excused herself, thanking both Elizabeth and Darcy quite sincerely for a pleasant afternoon.

"I think I shall return home now," Elizabeth remarked when Caroline had departed. "It seems a little too cool to sit out here any longer."

Without a word, Darcy assisted her to rise. As he touched her arm, Elizabeth observed that he was tense. "What's the matter, Mr. Darcy?" she asked.

Darcy hesitated, as if he were considering denying that anything was wrong. Then he spoke.

"How could you have accepted Caroline's offer of friendship?" he demanded.

"How could I have refused it?" Elizabeth countered.

Darcy grimaced. He understood that the position was a difficult one. Elizabeth could hardly have spurned Caroline's overtures without causing comment. Darcy knew this, but he could not bring himself to admit it.

"You could have made some excuse," he protested.

"I would have given myself and you a bad name if I had behaved in any other way," Elizabeth defended.

Darcy sighed. She was right.

"You must be careful," he stated.

"Why?"

"Caroline is not to be trusted."

"No woman who is thwarted ever is," Elizabeth responded. "Now take me home, Mr. Darcy."

* * * *
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Caroline Bingley was delighted with the way things were going. She reckoned that Elizabeth was extremely gullible and that she could easily manage her. According to her calculations, it would not be long now before she knew everything about her, including how she had wormed her way into Darcy's good graces.

However, Elizabeth was not the guileless country bumpkin that Caroline in her arrogance had assumed her to be. Whenever Caroline and Elizabeth met, which was frequently these days, the latter avoided mentioning her family, as well as where she had lived before she had joined Darcy in London. If Caroline pressed her, Elizabeth deftly changed the subject, sidestepping any personal issue.

Caroline was not long in tumbling to the fact that, far from being taken into Elizabeth's confidence, she was treated with as much if not greater reserve than previously. Her little chats with Elizabeth revealed nothing. Her rival not only refused to unbosom herself, but she kept their friendship on a purely superficial basis.

Caroline's chagrin was not appeased when, one day, it dawned on her that during a conversation with her, Elizabeth had skilfully prized more out of the lady than Caroline had been able to winkle out of her intended victim.

But Caroline was still not ready to give up her pursuit of Mr. Darcy. As long as he remained unattached, that is, neither engaged nor married, there was a chance, however remote, that she might succeed in becoming his wife.

She would have to try something else, but what?

She racked her brains for days and then, finally, she came up with a suitable solution.

Caroline smiled coldly to herself as she deliberated.

Perhaps Elizabeth was secretly hoping that Darcy would regularize their liaison by asking her to marry him.

And that made Elizabeth vulnerable. Caroline's smile broadened as she considered just how vulnerable. The more Elizabeth cared for Darcy, the easier it would be for Caroline to twist her around her finger. She would either shame her or frighten her into leaving Mr. Darcy and London within a week, she promised herself.

And she vowed that she would accomplish this in such a way that neither Darcy nor Elizabeth would ever wish to see each other again.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Darcy and Elizabeth attended a ball one late evening. Caroline, who was one of the guests as well, decided that this would be the best time to strike. As soon as Darcy was out of earshot, she cornered Elizabeth.

"Miss Eliza," she purred, "I hope you don't mind, but I feel that there is someone you and I ought to discuss."

"Oh?" Elizabeth questioned innocently. "Who?"

"Mr. Darcy."

Elizabeth stiffened. "I beg your pardon?" she countered.

"Come now, surely you don't imagine you can pull the wool over my eyes, do you?"

"I'm afraid I don't follow you, Miss Bingley."

"You are not Mr. Darcy's cousin, are you?"

"Aren't I?"

"No. Furthermore, may I be so bold as to say—without offense intended—that I believe you are no relation of his whatsoever."

Elizabeth shrugged, apparently maintaining her composure.

"I cannot prevent you from either saying or thinking what you wish, Miss Bingley," she responded.

"You seem unconcerned."

"I fail to see why your inability to credit that I am Mr. Darcy's cousin should trouble me."

"Because if you are unrelated," Caroline pointed out, "then your position is more than delicate."

Elizabeth eyed her scornfully.

"If it is, it must be, intolerable," Caroline concluded.

Elizabeth laughed. "On the contrary," she returned, "my situation with Mr. Darcy is quite delightful."

"Foolish girl!" Caroline exclaimed.

"Why?"

"Don't you know what society will make of it? Don't you know what people will say once they learn the truth?"

"And what, in your opinion, is the truth?"

"That Mr. Darcy accosted you in Hertfordshire and brought you here as his paramour."

Elizabeth flushed. "Oh, really!" she cried angrily.

"Naturally, I don't credit that for a moment."

"You are contradicting yourself, Miss Bingley."

"How?"

"First you tell me your opinion; then you do not credit it."

"You are willfully misunderstanding me, Miss Bennet."

"No I am not, I do assure you. However, you have succeeded in confusing me."

Caroline Bingley pursed her lips. She drew herself up to her full height.

"I shall do my best to make myself clear, Miss Bennet," she stated.

"I thank you," Elizabeth responded.

"I meant that society will conclude that Mr. Darcy picked you up in Hertfordshire and brought you here to London to be his mistress," Caroline clarified. "Of course, I know him too well to suppose anything of the sort. I would hardly accuse him of behaving irresponsibly," adding cattily, "with a lady."

Elizabeth stared coldly at her, ignoring the innuendo.

Caroline continued, "Knowing him as I do," Caroline proceeded, "I cannot accept what the facts may appear to show regarding the two of you. But society is different. Society will have little difficulty in branding you both."

Elizabeth shrugged maddeningly.

"You don't care what society thinks?" Caroline questioned.

"Not particularly," Elizabeth replied.

"I wonder what Mr. Darcy would make of that if he heard you."

"He feels the same way I do."

"Does he?"

"Yes."

Was it a bluff? Elizabeth knew Darcy cared about society's opinion.

Caroline sensed her rival's uncertainty and she decided to challenge her.

"I suppose you believe he'll marry you," she commented. "Is that it?"

Elizabeth was suddenly very still. She had not considered the possibility before Caroline mentioned it.

"He won't," Caroline announced brutally.

"Has he told you that?"

"No."

"Then how do you know?"

"Because we are old friends. We understand one another."

"So do we," Elizabeth stated.

"You little idiot!" Caroline exclaimed in exasperation. "You cannot win him!"

Elizabeth smiled.

"You're a fool if you imagine for one moment that you can!" Caroline cried.

"Am I?" Elizabeth countered, unconcernedly.

"Of course you are."

"What makes you say that?"

"Experience."

"Listen, Mr. Darcy is selfish and domineering. He—"

"You know nothing of his character," Elizabeth interrupted.

"He'll use you for his pleasure and then he'll discard you."

"I find that hard to believe."

"You really don't know very much about him," Caroline concluded pityingly.

"Pray explain yourself, Miss Bingley."

"Once again, you have misunderstood me," Caroline replied. "As I recall, I said that Mr. Darcy would never misbehave with a lady."

"Forgive me," Elizabeth returned. "I didn't realize you knew the difference."

Caroline's eyes flashed.

"How long do you think you'll be able to go on living under the same roof before someone unmasks you?" she demanded.

Elizabeth froze. She had not considered her position in that light.

"We have done nothing wrong," she insisted.

Caroline laughed. "What does that matter?" she questioned cruelly. "Don't you see? It isn't what you have done, but what you might have done that counts."

"Not according to Mr. Darcy."

Unknowingly, Caroline had found a chink in Elizabeth's armor. The latter hid her pain as she endeavored to defend herself.

"Mr. Darcy has been completely honest with me," Elizabeth said.

"But do you know the full extent of his reputation?" Caroline persisted. "Do you know how utterly heartless he is?"

Elizabeth was silent. For the first time in talking to Caroline she found herself out of her depth, and she could not answer her.

Caroline sensed that she had the advantage and she began to press it home.

"Mr. Darcy wants to marry a wealthy woman who will bear him an heir and who will turn a blind eye to his demands," she informed Elizabeth. "Love doesn't interest him. Nothing matters but his own gratification."

"I..." Elizabeth started weakly.

"I have seen women on their knees and in tears pleading with him for a little affection," Caroline cut in. "He is pitiless with them. He hasn't even bothered to hear them out. And he spurns every woman who is dowerless. Make no mistake about that. He wants the wealthiest woman in the land; nothing less will do."

"I cannot credit any of this," Elizabeth made herself respond faintly.

Caroline laughed harshly. "Can't you?" she sneered.

"No," Elizabeth repeated.

"Haven't you heard what they say about him?"

"I never pay attention to either idle gossip or malicious rumors, especially when I have good reason to believe they are utterly without foundation."

"Without foundation!" Caroline echoed. "You poor innocent!"

"Exclamations of indignation are not sufficient," Elizabeth informed her. "If you wish me to think the worst of Mr. Darcy, you will have to offer me irrefutable proof of his dishonesty."

"Shall I tell you how he treated me? Will that do?"

Elizabeth did not reply.

Caroline took her silence for consent. "Mr. Darcy seemed very taken with me when we first met," she remarked. "We went out together a great deal. Everyone assumed he was courting me. He was so attentive. I believed he loved me."

Here Caroline seemed to break down and sob. Her handkerchief was out and she wiped the tears from her eyes.

No reaction from Elizabeth.

"I loved him then. I love him still," Caroline went on. "I would have done anything for him, anything at all. Like you, I didn't care what society thought. But how wrong I was!"

"Why?" Elizabeth questioned. "What did he want you to do?"

Caroline's eloquent flow was stemmed for a split second. Then she tossed her head and her eyes flashed.

"He beguiled me! He used me! He tricked me!" she declared. "Adoring him as I did, I was convinced that he would marry me. But did he? No. He made me the laughingstock instead. And why won't he marry me? Because I am not rich enough. That's why not!"

"I don't believe you!"

"Then you are a bigger simpleton than I originally took you for, Miss Bennet," Caroline retorted savagely.

Elizabeth flushed. "Am I to take it that this is the end of your friendship with me?" she asked.

In a word, Caroline answered, "Yes."

"In that case, I can see no point in our continuing this discussion. Would you please excuse me."

"Certainly," Caroline replied, and stood aside to allow Elizabeth to pass.

Caroline watched Elizabeth as she departed. Had her barbs struck home?

Caroline grimaced. The only difference she noticed in her adversary was that Elizabeth seemed paler than she had done earlier. But that, in itself was nothing; it might merely be a trick of the light.

She decided against remaining at the ball and flicked her fingers to order her carriage. Five minutes later, without having said goodbye to anyone, she had left.

* * * *
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If Caroline could have known just how greatly she had actually upset Elizabeth, she would have danced for joy. Elizabeth's manner had been pure bravado. Every cruel word had pierced her heart. Every shaft had hit its target and it was all she could do to stop herself from breaking down in public.

As soon as she could, Elizabeth slipped out of the ballroom and ran into the garden. On and on Elizabeth went as far away from the crowded ballroom as possible until at last she located a secluded arbor with a little seat where she sank down and burst into tears.

Elizabeth had not been there long, when she heard footsteps. Hurriedly she dried her eyes. No one must see her like this!

Presently a man appeared. Even in the moonlight, she recognized him.

"Mr. Darcy," she gasped.

"I saw you leave the dance," Darcy said, "and I followed you."

"Why?"

"You looked very pale and I was worried," he answered sitting down beside her and taking her hands in his. "Is anything the matter?"

"No," Elizabeth lied. "Nothing."

"Nothing?" he repeated, drawing closer to her. "It looks as if you have been crying."

Elizabeth realized that it was useless to deny it. "Caroline was catty," she admitted.

"She always is. Forget her. She is not important. Anything else?"

"I have a headache."

Darcy ran his fingers across her forehead, making every nerve in her body tingle.

"It is not a fever," he commented.

"No," Elizabeth agreed. "Thank you."

They rose simultaneously and rejoined their guests. But though Elizabeth was able to hide her agitation, she could not rid herself of it.

"Why am I so overwrought?" she asked herself silently as she undressed in the small hours of the morning, after returning to Darcy House when the ball had finally ended.

She ought not to have been so put out by what Caroline had insinuated. There had been no evidence whatsoever of Darcy's perfidy. Caroline only told Elizabeth she thought Mr. Darcy would marry her and that he had not.

Elizabeth shivered. She climbed into bed and pulled the covers over herself.

She was lying...wasn't she? she asked herself in the darkness.

Of course Caroline was lying. She had to be! This was merely another one of those ridiculous ploys she dreamt up to prize Elizabeth away from Darcy. She saw through Caroline's previous attempts. None of them upset her. So why had this?

Suddenly it came to her. It wasn't just that Caroline had been nasty, nor even that she herself was attracted to Darcy. It was because Caroline had made her face the truth.

She had been living in a dream as far as Mr. Darcy was concerned. She had been fascinated by him from the moment she had first seen him. That was why she had come on this adventure. She had been prepared to do anything in order to remain with him. She had deliberately ignored everything she had ever been taught. She had stayed on in London defying convention. The only thing that had mattered was that she was near him. She had not counted the cost.

I love him. I want to be his wife, Elizabeth thought.

A shaft of pain went through her and she bit her lip to stop herself from crying out. Suppose she ought to be grateful to Caroline for waking her up, she told herself.

Caroline was right. Darcy's social standing was far higher than Elizabeth's. There would be dozens of women in society who, like Caroline, would leap at the chance of becoming his wife.

Would he select a woman who had no title, no fortune, and no influence? Would he choose a woman who on top of everything else was plain, and worst of all, cursed with a sharp tongue?

It made no difference if Caroline were wrong about Darcy wanting to wed the richest woman in Britain. Elizabeth's case was still hopeless. He would never consider her. Imagine! A poor relation! A runaway with nothing to offer except herself. It was impossible!

I should have known, Elizabeth mused. From the very beginning, his selfish disdain for others was evident. Mr. Darcy, who never looks at any woman without seeing a blemish! I should have guessed that it was far too good to be true.

Women like her did not get that sort of chance in life.

Fate was not so kind. If you slipped off society's ladder then you landed in the gutter.

Elizabeth sighed once more. She ought to have left Darcy when he offered her that fifty pounds.

She tossed and turned restlessly. The sleep she had sought eluded her.

Why did I have to fall in love with him?

If she had not been in love with him, she would never have been so upset about that fifty pounds. If she had not been in love with him she would never have listened to him when he tried to make her stay on after the incident with the fifty pounds. She would have had the strength to go.

If I weren't in love with him...

Elizabeth stopped in mid-thought and choked back a sob. It was useless speculating on what might have happened if. She was in love with Darcy, and that was that. But what was she going to do now?

There were only two possibilities. Either she could stay in London with him, or she could go away...far away.

Elizabeth started to weigh up the pros and cons, to review her future seriously. Her reputation was already ruined.

Of that she was certain. If Caroline had had her doubts as to whether or not Elizabeth was related to Darcy, then society itself would soon begin to query the fact.

Nothing could save her. Darcy was not going to marry her. She knew he wasn't. And that meant that as soon as people learned they were not cousins, her name would be dragged through the mud.

But what would happen if she went back to Longbourn—now, after she had been away for nearly four months? If she went home, Mrs. Bennet would probably catechize her.

She could hear the questions now: Where did you live? Who were your employers? How much did you earn? How much did you spend? How did you get to London? What mode of transport brought you home? What sort of lodgings did you have? What kind of people did you stay with?

Elizabeth's mouth turned down. If her mother found out what she had really been doing in London she would have a fit! Worse still, she would probably demand that Elizabeth marry Mr. Collins to save her reputation.

Elizabeth did not need a crystal ball for that. She knew her mother well enough to gauge her reaction. And Mr. Collins would take her side. He always did.

So, if she went home, to her family, Elizabeth would face the prospect of marriage to Mr. Collins. Of course, her cousin might be too shocked to offer for her once he discovers what she has been doing in London.

She smiled as she pictured him withdrawing. What would her mother do then?

She’d be furious with me! She laughed softly. I won't regret it, though.

But then it occurred to her that if she were not ashamed of what she had done, she could hardly return to Longbourn. For though her mother and Mr. Collins would accept her, they would do so on the understanding that she was contrite. A reformed penitent they could welcome home—an unrepentant sinner was quite another matter.

Should she reconsider? What else could she do if she left Darcy? Seek employment?   

For several moments, she examined the prospect. If she sought work, it would be as a governess. She could not remain in London, so she would have to travel to some other town. And then what? She had no references and no qualifications. What would the parents of her future charges say? They would ask her a thousand questions, exactly as Mrs. Bennet would do.

It wasn't that they would be nosy or rude or overly curious. It was merely that being parents, they would wish to make certain that Elizabeth was the right person for the job.

And it is bound to come out about where she had been staying for the past four months—and with whom. She could imagine the indignation that would arouse. People might be extremely tolerant regarding their friends' foibles and indiscretions, but when it came to those who had the care of their children, it was quite another matter.

They would want someone whose academic qualifications were extremely high, as well as someone whose reputation wasn’t tarnished. They would require an armful of references from previous employers, and...

Oh, it is hopeless! Elizabeth decided. I am lost forever. Whatever I do will cause a scandal.

She shuddered but she had to admit it. There was no option left open to her. She would be an outcast, unless Darcy took pity on her and married her to save her good name.

I won't let him, she told herself. She wouldn't cling to him as Caroline has done.

And thus, when the moment came for her to depart, she would be ready.

* * * *
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Elizabeth smiled at Darcy when she entered the breakfast room the following day.

"Good morning," she greeted him.

"Good morning," he responded. "Headache gone?"

"Yes, thank you," she replied, seating herself beside him.

"Sleep well?"

"Yes, thank you. And you?"

"Very well, thank you."

As they started to eat, a servant entered bringing the post. There was nothing for Elizabeth, but there was a letter for Darcy, which he slit open immediately, and which, as he perused it, caused him to frown.

"Bad news?" Elizabeth asked.

"You could say that," he answered.

"Why? What is it?"

"My cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, has written to say he is coming for a visit."

Elizabeth froze. It was with an effort that she controlled herself.

"Pardon?" she queried, desperately hoping that she had not heard him correctly.

"My cousin," he repeated, "has written to say that he intends to come to London. And he expects me to put him up."

Elizabeth's heart felt as if it had turned to stone. If he had family coming to visit it meant that she had to go. One of society's conventions was that a man might have a lady friend to stay with him—even a woman of the worst sort—but he was never to embarrass his family with her presence. That was not done.

So the charade was over. Elizabeth would have to leave...tomorrow by the sound of it.

"When is he coming?" she managed to inquire.

Darcy shrugged. "In a week or two," he returned. "It depends on how quickly he travels. Needless to say there is no date on this infernal letter."

"Oh, I see," Elizabeth murmured.

She offered up a silent prayer to the effect that Darcy's relation might travel very slowly indeed. Let the Colonel stay a fortnight in each inn he stopped at en route. Then she could remain in London.

"I think I'll write and ask him to delay," Darcy remarked.

Elizabeth smiled. So he had had the same idea as she had. That meant that he was not tired of her company yet.

His gaze caused her to blush and lower her eyes.

"Yes, I daresay," Elizabeth agreed, and changed the subject.
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Chapter Fifteen
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It was later that day, in the afternoon, that Caroline Bingley, her face as pale as death, swept unceremoniously into Darcy House.

"Have you heard the news?" she demanded.

Elizabeth stared at her in surprise. After last night, how could she have the gall to show her face here?

"What news?" she queried.

"My brother is to be married! To a penniless nobody!" Caroline announced.

Darcy was on his feet in an instant. "What!" he exclaimed.

"It is true!" Caroline reiterated agitatedly. "I have it from my sister this morning!"

"When is the wedding to take place?" Darcy asked in an unnaturally sympathetic voice.

But Caroline was too overcome to reply.

"I must leave now," she stated distractedly. "I came to say goodbye."

"Now?" Elizabeth persisted, surprised.

"Yes! Yes! Now!" Caroline cried, distraught. "There is not a moment to lose!"

"Will you do me a small favor?" Darcy inquired.

"Of course," Caroline answered immediately. And then, more cautiously, "What is it?"

"Will you take a letter I have written with you and post it for me?" he requested.

"Of course I shall deliver it!" Caroline declared.

"Thank you," he returned.

He took the letter from his pocket and gave it to her.

"Forgive me, but I cannot stay. Goodbye to you both."

"Goodbye," Elizabeth echoed, surprised.

"Goodbye, Miss Bennet," Darcy said.

Caroline was in such a state she hardly knew what to do with herself. Then she floated out of the house, leaving behind her the lingering aroma of the heavy perfume she wore.

When she had gone, Darcy, frowning thoughtfully, remarked, "If she is right, then I think I shall prepare for the worst."

"Oh?" Elizabeth murmured as Darcy strode towards his study, slamming the door behind him.

She bit her lip. He had been so abrupt, so cold, and distant with her.

Suppose it is only natural, she thought. He is concerned for his friend. But...

She grimaced. He had given the servants instructions to see that he was not disturbed.

Elizabeth sighed. She made her way out into the garden and sat down on a bench carefully embroidering her initials on a purple silk scarf.

It was a beautiful day, unseasonably warm and peaceful even in the late afternoon. Sitting there in the shade it was difficult for Elizabeth to believe that Mr. Darcy would try to ruin the happiness of a beloved friend. It was not his place to do so.

She had no notion how long she sat out there trying to pretend she was not concerned by Darcy's manner, but it must have been for more than an hour because she finished the letters of her name.

Then suddenly, Darcy appeared in front of her.

"You will have to return home," he informed her imperiously, "tomorrow."

Elizabeth gave a horrified gasp. Last night she had been considering leaving, and last night it had been tolerable. But today things were different. Caroline had announced her own plans to leave. They were bound to run into each other on the return journey, and the moment Caroline spotted Elizabeth...it would be curtains for her.

"You cannot mean that," Elizabeth whispered. Surely Darcy could not intend to send her into a society where Caroline reigned supreme, and would be only too ready to destroy her? He could not possibly wish to make her go home in disgrace? He would not force her into a situation where the only possible way of salvaging even a portion of her reputation would be to agree to a marriage she did not want?

He cannot be so cruel! Elizabeth thought.

"I do mean it," Darcy answered.

The firmness of his tone left Elizabeth in no doubt as to the truth of his statement.

"No!" Elizabeth cried. "I won't do it."

Darcy was displeased. "Why not?" he demanded.

"Because..." Elizabeth began.

Almost immediately she stopped herself. Elizabeth shivered as once again she glimpsed the overbearing side of his nature. For a split second she considered trying to explain to him that she did not want to return to Longbourn because it would mean having to consent to a marriage which she had once run away from.

She was about to throw herself on his mercy, but then, remembering her own sense of pride, she changed her mind.

"I cannot go back," she insisted stubbornly.

"Of course you can," Darcy contradicted. "You must."

"No!"

"Yes!"

"I'll go somewhere else."

"Don't be ridiculous!" Darcy interrupted coldly.

"How dare you talk to me like that!" Elizabeth snapped.

His tone changed.

"Be sensible Elizabeth..." he started.

"No, you be sensible, Mr. Darcy!" Elizabeth interrupted.

"What does that mean? Why can't you go back? Will you be arrested? Charged with some crime?"

"Certainly not!" Elizabeth declared indignantly.

"Then I fail to see where the difficulty lies."

"You don't know what you are asking!" Elizabeth wailed.

"I am asking you to return to your family."

"No you're not."

"Yes I am. The best place for you to go is home, and..."

"I am staying here."

"I don't want any more arguments," Darcy butted in. "Now give me your address in Hertfordshire, and I shall see to it that you are escorted there."

"I—"

With a sudden shock, Elizabeth realized that she had told Darcy hardly anything about herself.

He had no idea where she lived in Hertfordshire. Well, he certainly was not going to find out now.

"No!" Elizabeth exclaimed.

"No what?" Darcy wanted to know.

"No I won't tell you my address in Hertfordshire."

Darcy emitted an exasperated sigh. "Elizabeth," he asked reasonably, "how am I to arrange for you to return to your home if I don't know where that is?"

Elizabeth's hands clenched at her sides. She was not the tiniest bit mollified by his tone.

"If I leave London," she informed him coldly, "then I shall make my own arrangements to do so, thank you, so you need not trouble yourself."

Darcy grabbed hold of her. All pretense of being polite had vanished.

"Will you tell me where you live!" he pleaded with her.

"No! No! No!" she spit back at him.

Darcy's frustration increased.

"Odious man!" Elizabeth retorted and pushed him away from her.

"Ow!" he howled, more with rage than pain.

Elizabeth seized the opportunity to slip from his grasp and run into the house. There she would be protected by the presence of the servants. Darcy could not intimidate her—unless he wanted the story spread over the entire city.

Darcy, rubbing his leg, followed her inside. "Elizabeth..." he began.

"I am not going back to Hertfordshire!" she declared as she hurried upstairs.

That, as far as she was concerned, was final. He might glower at her—he might scowl as blackly as a thundercloud—he might rant and rave at her to his heart's content—it would make no difference.

Darcy seemed to have taken hold of himself.

"Do you want anything to eat before we go to the Crawfords' ball?" he inquired.

Elizabeth stopped in her tracks.

She hesitated. She had intended to pack that very minute. She had planned to leave the house then and there—on foot if she had to. But now that he mentioned the ball to which they had both been invited, she was suddenly uncertain as to what she ought to do.

"I confess I would like something to eat before I change," Darcy stated.

Still she could not decide.

Darcy turned to his servants and ordered a light meal to be served in the dining room. Then he glanced at Elizabeth.

"Won't you join me?" he inquired.

"Should I?" Elizabeth asked herself.

Then he smiled—that whimsical smile of his which never failed to make her putty in his hands.

"Come on," he urged. "Let's have something to eat together."

"Very well," Elizabeth agreed, and came towards him.

"Why were you on your way upstairs?" Darcy questioned as they stood in the anteroom outside the dining room, while the servants finished laying the table.

"I was going to get ready to...to go," Elizabeth replied.

"To go? You mean you changed your mind?"

Elizabeth blinked.

"About what?" she countered.

"Returning to your home."

At that moment the door opened and the butler appeared.

"Dinner is served, sir," he announced.

Automatically, Darcy held out his arm to Elizabeth, who took it and together they entered the dining room, where a hastily prepared cold collation awaited them.

"I believe we shall serve ourselves tonight," Darcy informed his retainers.

The butler pursed his lips disapprovingly. "Very good, sir," he said. "Will there be anything else?"

"No, thank you," Darcy responded. "You may leave us now."

The butler bowed and departed, as did the other servants.

"Where were you considering going?" Darcy demanded.

"Brighton," Elizabeth replied.

"Don't be absurd!" Darcy cried. "There is only one place for you to go, and that is home."

"I have already told you I am not going back there, and that is final!"

"We shall see about that!" Darcy muttered between clenched teeth.

"Really? What do you imagine you can do if I refuse? Will you turn me out of doors?"

Frosty silence.

"For if you are thinking of doing so, let me know and I shall pack immediately," Elizabeth continued. "But let me assure you that if I do leave London—and I am not at all certain that I shall—it will definitely not be to go to Hertfordshire."

"Don't trouble with your packing," Darcy returned grimly. "I have no desire to evict you."

"Indeed?"

"Indeed."

"I hope you mean that."

"I do."

"Because if you want to send me away, I shall be only too happy to leave."

"I beg your pardon," Darcy stated coldly. "I do not follow you."

"Let me make it clear," Elizabeth remarked primly. "I have no wish to stay where I am not wanted."

Darcy was speechless with rage. In a towering passion he leaped up from his seat.

Darcy fought with himself to get himself under control once more. His brain raced. He had to think of a strategy for dealing with Elizabeth. That she ought to leave London as soon as possible, he never doubted. But how was he to obtain her consent? Her whole attitude to his plan was hostile, unwilling.

Elizabeth didn't realize how painful the situation was for him. His thoughts were consumed by Mr. Bingley and his engagement. He should have done everything in his power to separate his best friend from that young lady. He should have stayed at Netherfield Park. Toward Bingley, he would have been kinder than he has been to himself.

But it was not too late.

I need to get her out of my house now, Darcy told himself as he stood looking at Elizabeth still seated.

He could at least save them both from ruin by returning her home immediately. And that meant, since she stubbornly refused to see reason, that he had to arrange it so that he could spirit her away despite any objections she might make.

After the meal, Elizabeth and Darcy went to their rooms to change for the ball.

* * * *
[image: image]


As she and Darcy passed from the entrance hall, left through the ground floor anteroom into the ballroom, she saw that almost the whole of London society was present.

"It looks as if it will be a lively affair," she commented to Darcy.

He grunted in reply.

Elizabeth bit her lip. He had hardly spoken a word to her all evening.

He behaves as if he wants to get rid of me, she thought as she made her way around the edge of the dance floor.

What other explanation could there be for his strange manner?

Elizabeth tried to fathom it out as she joined in a reel and then a quadrille. She was still turning it over in her mind when George Wickham asked her for the next waltz and she accepted.

"Are you enjoying the party?" he queried.

"Very much," Elizabeth answered. "But what a strange-looking room this is, don't you think?"

Wickham glanced around. Yes. The barn-shaped chamber with its homely trellis-rose-patterned wallpaper did accord oddly with the silks and satins of the guests.

"I believe the owner is a coach builder who used to store carriages here," he remarked.

Elizabeth started to laugh. "You are joking!" she declared.

"No. No. Perfectly serious. You ask our host if you don't believe me. He's around somewhere."

"I'll take your word for it."

They danced for a while in silence and then Elizabeth saw Darcy looking at her. His eyes dark and solemn.

"Mr. Darcy looks more grim than usual," Wickham remarked to his partner.

Elizabeth frowned.

"It is getting rather crowded in here. We may have difficulty meeting up later," Wickham stated.

Hurriedly she thought of a way they might deal with that problem.

"What if I give you my scarf?" she asked. "If you're holding it or wearing it, it will make it easier for me to pick you out."

As she spoke, she offered him her purple kerchief, the one she had been embroidering that very day.

"Splendid idea!" Wickham exclaimed. "I'll see you later—after supper—all right?"

"Fine," Elizabeth agreed. "See you then."

They parted and Elizabeth continued to dance with the other gentlemen present. It was nearly midnight when Darcy reappeared.

As the dance drew to a close, Elizabeth noted that Mr. Darcy was conversing with an acquaintance and they both seemed very serious.

A few seconds later, Darcy came up to Elizabeth. For a moment she thought he would ask her to dance—it would have been the first time that evening—but instead, he seized her by the hand and dragged her unceremoniously out of the ballroom.

"Where are we going?" Elizabeth stammered.

"Outside," Darcy replied tersely. "I have a carriage waiting."

Elizabeth swallowed. She could see the vehicle as she came from the house into the warm night air. Darcy's coat of arms were blazoned on the side and it was loaded with her luggage.

"No-no!" Elizabeth whispered. "I won't go."

"Yes you will," Darcy retorted ruthlessly.

Elizabeth writhed in his grasp. "Why?" she gasped.

"Because it is necessary."

"Where are you sending me, Mr. Darcy?"

"To Hertfordshire."

"No!" Elizabeth cried.

She saw nothing except the misery, the degradation and the humiliation facing her there. She protested and struggled, but it was useless. Darcy refused to listen to her desperate pleas to remain; and he held onto her with a grip of iron.

When the footman opened the carriage door, Darcy lifted Elizabeth up and pushed her inside, locking it behind her so that she could not escape. Instantly, she endeavored to open the door on the other side, but that too, was securely fastened. And the glass was so thick that it could not be broken.

In a flash, Elizabeth recollected the stream of people who had come and gone from the house earlier that evening. She guessed that it was then that Darcy had managed to make the arrangements.

She was trapped!

Her heart sank as she listened to Darcy giving instructions to his coachman and footmen. Presently, he approached her.

"I have told my servants to escort you to Hertfordshire," he informed her through the glass. "They will see you safely to your home."

Elizabeth was shocked. She was a prisoner!

She shivered with horror as Darcy commanded his flunkies not to let her out of their sight until they had brought her to her home. That meant that she would remain captive until they reached Longbourn itself.

Elizabeth banged frantically on the window of the carriage. At the sound of her knocking, Darcy, on his way back into the ballroom, halted and half turned towards her.

"Please!" she begged touchingly. "Please don't send me to Hertfordshire! Mr. Darcy!"

Darcy shook his head in negation. Every line of his expression showed his determination to carry out his cruel plan.

Elizabeth burst into tears. "Please! Please!" she cried heartrendingly, as her small hands beat pathetically on the glass.

Darcy gazed at her. His mouth twisted in an odd manner that she did not understand. For a moment she hoped he would relent. Then his face hardened and he entered the ballroom.

Soon after he had disappeared from view, the carriage started on its way and Elizabeth sank into her seat.

"How could he do this to me?" she demanded tearfully. "How could he be so unfeeling?"
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Chapter Sixteen
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Elizabeth cried until she could cry no more. The journey from London was the most agonizing, the most humiliating experience she had ever endured.

As Darcy had commanded, she was kept under lock and key. Neither her indignation nor her entreaties had any effect. Mr. Darcy had decided; thus it would be.

Thanks to the weather conditions prevailing, the trip took longer than usual and it was only on Sunday morning that they reached Hertfordshire. By then the fight had gone out of Elizabeth. She was shattered and utterly worn out, so she raised no objections to their staying in town overnight.

Gradually, however, Elizabeth's misery began to turn to anger. How dare Mr. Darcy behave the way he had done! Who did he think he was? What did he think she was?

She spent the rest of the day and half the night brooding about how to obtain her revenge and by Monday morning, she had found it.

Instead of allowing Darcy's servants to see how furious she was, Elizabeth pretended that now, at last, she understood why Darcy had bundled her off the way he had done. And, by their arrival in Meryton, she had convinced them that she was her usual composed self.

The servants were footmen and coachman. There was not a single woman among them, so they did not have the faintest suspicion that Elizabeth was practicing her wiles on them, and she managed to lull them into a false sense of security. A woman might have penetrated her deception, but the men did not guess.

Darcy's retainers accepted Elizabeth's statement that she actually lived far to the north of the metropolis and that there would be insufficient time for them to drive her to her house that night. They believed her when she told them it would be better if they stayed at an inn until Tuesday morning and then completed their trip.

Accordingly, they lodged at the coaching inn, and complied with Elizabeth's suggestion that they should bring the luggage up into her rooms as it would be safer there than on the post chaise.

Elizabeth smiled to herself. Once she was alone, she was able to do as she wished. She soon found her old battered valise and packed it swiftly. She had intended to leave behind every single item which Darcy had given her.

But as she sorted through the gowns, she came across two she had never worn. Gently she fingered them. They were exquisite. How could she bear to part with them?

I suppose it wouldn't hurt to keep just these two, she reflected. After all, she deserve some sort of compensation for everything.

Thus having convinced herself with her excellently illogical reasoning, she packed those two gowns among her own dresses in her valise. Then, when the servants, (who assumed that she was lying down recovering from a nasty headache, the result of the bumpy roads), were not looking, Elizabeth stealthily departed.

Elizabeth shivered as she made her way through the narrow winding streets. Caroline's warning about how Darcy would never marry her seemed to echo in her mind.

Now that Caroline had left London of her own accord, now that Darcy finally had her off his back, he had no further need for his chaperone.

He was finished with her. She had outstayed her welcome. She was no use to him now. And she had never known anyone who could make that so brutally plain.

I no longer amuse him, Elizabeth told herself. I bore him.

As she trudged home, her valise seemed to become heavier and heavier. Did she have to go to Longbourn? Alas, yes. Her meager savings were nearly gone. She had no other means of support. There was nothing she could do except throw herself on the mercy of her relations.

Elizabeth shuddered. Darcy had compelled her to go back to her mother, to her sisters, to Mr. Collins...and to a loveless marriage. That was how little she meant to him.

She had spoken the truth when she had said that she would not stay where she was not wanted. Unlike Caroline, Elizabeth had no desire to pursue a man. It was not in her nature.

She was not going to be humiliated a second time. She would not permit his servants to deliver her to Longbourn like a piece of unwanted baggage.

He had wanted to be rid of her and he would have his wish. But he would not be able to salve his conscience by telling himself that it was for her own good. No! She would not give him that pleasure.

It was still light when Elizabeth reached Longbourn that Monday evening. Hesitantly, she knocked on the door and then she waited.

Seconds later, Mrs. Bennet herself appeared. To say that she was surprised to see her daughter would be an understatement. For a moment Elizabeth was afraid her mother was going to faint with shock.

"Lizzy!" Mrs. Bennet exclaimed, finding her voice.

"Good evening, Mama," Elizabeth responded.

"Good evening, Lizzy" Mrs. Bennet returned.

"May I come in?"

"Yes, of course."

"Thank you."

Elizabeth stepped across the threshold.

Now it would begin. The denigration, the humiliation. London would recede into the dim distant past. It would become no more than a fairy-story. She would have to apologize for it, pretend she believed she had sinned.

Elizabeth pursed her lips and took the plunge. "I'm sorry I ran away, Mama," she stated.

Mrs. Bennet clasped her daughter to her. Perhaps her mother was not a vindictive woman after all.

"Oh my dear, so am I. So am I!" she cried. "But thank heavens you have come back!"

Elizabeth tried to smile but memories of Darcy intruded and she could not quite manage it.

"Why did you leave us?" Mrs. Bennet wanted to know as she led Elizabeth into the drawing room.

"I didn't want to marry Mr. Collins," Elizabeth replied.

"Foolish girl!" her mother declared.

Mrs. Bennet rang for the housekeeper to take Elizabeth's valise to her room and turn her bed down. Her sisters were summoned to welcome Elizabeth home and like their mother, they seemed genuinely pleased to see her once more.

Elizabeth started to breathe easier. It was not as difficult as she had anticipated. Perhaps returning to Longbourn would not be as bad as she had feared.
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Chapter Seventeen
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"We nearly went out of our minds trying to discover where you had gone," Jane said later that evening when they were alone. "How could you worry us so?"

"I wrote to you from London," Elizabeth reminded her. "Didn't you get my letters?"

"Yes, Lizzy," Jane answered impatiently. "But they gave us no clue as to where you were staying or what kind of company you were keeping."

Elizabeth went numb. She had a horrible sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She could hear Wickham warning her that the news of what she had been up to in London would get back to Longbourn somehow, and she had a terrifying notion that at any moment her mother would learn that she had been living under the same roof as Mr. Darcy.

Elizabeth bit her lip and fell silent.

"I am so glad to see you again, dear sister," Jane informed her, "and looking so well, too!"

"Thank you, Jane. I am glad to be back," Elizabeth lied.

There was a tiny ache in her heart. She longed to be with Darcy.

"You don't sound very pleased," Jane commented.

"I have had an exhausting journey," Elizabeth responded, "and I am tired."

"Oh. In that case, why don't you go to bed?" Jane suggested. "Everything is ready for you, Lizzy. We can leave your unpacking until the morning. There is so much I need to tell you."

"Thank you, Jane," Elizabeth returned. "I shall do that."

"I'll say goodnight, then."

"Good night, Jane."

Elizabeth was grateful to Jane for not pressing her to talk more about her absence. She was both mentally and physically worn out and she desperately needed to rest. So, although it was still comparatively early, she had no trouble in drifting into slumber. Indeed, scarcely five minutes after she had blown out her candle, she was fast asleep.

* * * *
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It was with some bewilderment that Elizabeth saw herself in familiar surroundings when she awoke the following morning. She gazed around the room in astonishment. It had not altered since that day in November when she had run away.

Elizabeth frowned. Had she really been to London and stayed with Mr. Darcy? Or had she dreamt it?

She rose, dressed and came down to breakfast, where Mrs. Bennet, having bidden her good morning, began to relate the latest gossip. Her sojourn was hardly mentioned except in passing and the housekeeper's contribution to the conversation consisted of judicious remarks concerning the weather. What Elizabeth had not expected was the announcement that her dearest sister Jane was engaged to the master of Netherfield Park, Mr. Charles Bingley!

"Five thousand pounds a year, Lizzy!" Mrs. Bennet relayed. "We are saved!"

Everything has changed. They’ve hardly had time to be cross with me," Elizabeth reflected. Doubtless they have even had a moment to miss me.

Certainly, as far as she was aware, there was no outward indication that her trip to London had actually taken place.

Later that morning, however, Mrs. Bennet made a discovery. In helping Elizabeth to unpack, she came across those two exquisite evening gowns which her daughter had surreptitiously brought with her. And the moment she caught sight of them, she knew that Elizabeth had some explaining to do.

"Where did you get these, dear?" Mrs. Bennet queried.

Elizabeth glanced at the garments and her heart sank. When she had first entered the house the previous night, from the way Mrs. Bennet had behaved, she had allowed herself to believe that she would not have to say anything about her trip.

Elizabeth grimaced. Maybe she would have to tell her mother a bit about what had happened, but perhaps she could keep something back and thus prevent her mother from insisting that she be married in haste before the "scandal" was discovered.

Elizabeth clung to that hope as she answered casually, "You mean those two dresses?"

"Yes," Mrs. Bennet stated grimly. "Those two dresses."

"From my employer."

"Elizabeth!"

"That is the truth!"

It was the truth...in a manner of speaking. She had been "employed" by Darcy as his chaperone, and he had given her the outfits.

Mrs. Bennet pursed her lips. "No employer would give an employee a pair of ensembles like these!" she insisted.

Elizabeth started.

"And don't tell me you paid for them yourself out of your wages," Mrs. Bennet interrupted, "because even my dear departed husband could not have afforded to purchase attire like this for a young girl!"

Elizabeth's mouth turned down. Why had she been so foolish as to take them?

"They...they were a going away present," she excused.

Mrs. Bennet surveyed her daughter skeptically.

"I was not," she declared disapprovingly, "I repeat, not born yesterday, Lizzy!"

"No, Mama," Elizabeth conceded miserably.

"Now where did you obtain those dresses?"

"I have already told you."

It was Elizabeth's last desperate attempt to keep her secret, but it did not work; Mrs. Bennet was not deceived.

"Don't lie to me, Elizabeth Bennet!" her mother cried. "I want to know what you have been up to, and I want to know now!"

Elizabeth sighed. She had foreseen this. She sighed a second time. There was, alas, no help for it.

"I stayed in the house of a wealthy man in London," she informed her mother. "He bought me those two gowns."

"Lizzy! Really!" Mrs. Bennet exclaimed. And then, curiously, "Who was he?"

Elizabeth bit her lip. Now it would come.

"Mr. Darcy," she admitted.

There was a horrified gasp.

"That man!" Mrs. Bennet whispered, swaying where she stood. "Oh, no! Not that man!"

"Yes," Elizabeth confirmed. "That man."

"Oh, Lizzy!" Mrs. Bennet wailed. "How could you?"

"How could I what?"

"Don't try to brazen it out with me! I know his reputation and so does everyone else in Hertfordshire!"

"You do not know him as I do, Mama," Elizabeth defended. "I have not heard..."

"Of course not!" Mrs. Bennet cut her short. "Do you imagine that Mr. Darcy's escapades are fit conversation for my daughter? After what Mr. Wickham has told me about him, I..."

"I beg you will not repeat it to me," Elizabeth interrupted. "I have no wish to hear evil of anyone."

"As you wish," Mrs. Bennet responded primly.

There was an awkward pause and then Mrs. Bennet spoke again.

"Lizzy," she asked hopefully, "you are joking about this, are you not?"

"No, Mama," Elizabeth informed her truthfully. "I stayed under the same roof as Mr. Darcy for six months."

Mrs. Bennet went very pale.

"How could you?" she questioned once more. "A man of his reputation!"

"And what about my reputation?" Elizabeth demanded angrily. "Doesn't that count for anything?"

"Your reputation?" Mrs. Bennet echoed. "What reputation?"

Elizabeth glared at her.

"You foolish child!" Mrs. Bennet cried. "How can you be so unrepentant?"

"I don't know what you mean!"

"Ha! To have lived with Mr. Darcy openly! Don't you know what people will say? You have no reputation left!"

"Of course I have," Elizabeth said. "I shall marry, and then people will forget this episode."

Mrs. Bennet raised her eyes heavenwards.

"And where," she inquired, "do you imagine you will find a man who would be willing to marry you?"

Elizabeth froze. "Nothing happened, Mama," she stated quietly. "Mr. Darcy never took advantage of me."

"Do you seriously believe that matters to other people?"

"It must do!"

"My dear Lizzy!" Mrs. Bennet declared. "The mere fact that you might have dined alone together is enough to tarnish your good name forever. Don't you understand?"

"No. I don't."

"Well take my word for it, that's the way things are."

"In that case, things are extremely unfair."

"Life can be very unfair sometimes."

"We didn't do anything wrong," Elizabeth reiterated.

"Oh, no! Nothing but cause the greatest scandal of the season!"

"I have not!"

"No? You disappeared for six whole months. Then suddenly you turn up out of the blue to tell me you have been living with Mr. Darcy! And as what, may I ask? His chaperone?"

"Yes," Elizabeth murmured. "Precisely."

Mrs. Bennet choked with rage. "How dare you!" she spluttered. "Men do not have chaperones!"

"I..." Elizabeth started.

"You were his paramour!" Mrs. Bennet screamed. "Admit it!"

"That is not true!" Elizabeth defended. "He behaved like a perfect gentleman. There was nothing between us."

And then she remembered Darcy's kiss and she blushed.

"You've disgraced us!" Mrs. Bennet shrieked. "You've dishonored yourself! Wicked girl!"

Mrs. Bennet went on and on. Elizabeth's insistence that she had done nothing reprehensible only made matters worse. And when her aunt, Mrs. Phillips, arrived for lunch, Elizabeth had to endure the entire performance again.

"But this is monstrous!" Mrs. Phillips exclaimed when she learned what had happened. "Don't you know about his reputation?"

"No," Elizabeth replied.

"She won't hear a word against the fiend!" Mrs. Bennet declared.

"Why?" Mrs. Phillips questioned silkily. "Afraid of the truth?"

"Certainly not!" Elizabeth answered indignantly. "But..."

"Then you won't mind if I enlighten you, will you?" Mrs. Phillips queried.

Elizabeth bit her lip. "There is no information you can give me about Mr. Darcy which will alter my opinion of him," she stated.

"How do you know?" Mrs. Phillips asked her. "Unless you hear me out?"

Elizabeth was silent.

"Well! Now perhaps we'll have some sanity in this discussion." Mrs. Bennet cried. "Please proceed."

"Yes," Elizabeth concurred reluctantly. "Let us have the worst."

Mrs. Phillips smiled. "Last summer," she continued, choosing to ignore Elizabeth's indignation, "he gave early signs of his debauchery by eloping with an innocent young girl of only fifteen."

Elizabeth blinked in astonishment. "He is...he is married?" she gasped.

"No," Mrs. Bennet responded. "The elopement was a failure. The foolish child was brought back to the bosom of her family."

Elizabeth's eyes widened. She was shocked by the revelation. But still the episode did not make sense. 

Elizabeth's eyebrows shot up. "I don't suppose it has occurred to anyone that Mr. Wickham might have been lying," 

"Mr. Wickham and Mr. Darcy grew up together. Wickham’s father was steward at Pemberley. He was godson to Darcy’s late father," Mrs. Bennet queried. "Why would he make up such lies about his friend? He has such happy manners!"

"Why indeed?" Elizabeth countered. "Perhaps, Mr. Wickham could enlighten us."

"I fail to see how," Mrs. Phillips returned.

"Don't you?" Elizabeth persisted.

Silence.

"Well, Mrs. Phillips?" Elizabeth demanded frostily.

Mrs. Phillips swallowed uncomfortably. Mrs. Bennet, who hung onto her sister's every word, had been easy to convince of Mr. Darcy's perfidy. But Elizabeth was another matter.

"Nonsense!" Mrs. Phillips exclaimed.

"Ridiculous!" Elizabeth declared.

"You were not there," Mrs. Phillip retorted.

"And you were?" Elizabeth surveyed her archly. "I pray you enlighten me, Aunt," she said coldly.

"The couple were willfully disobedient," Mrs. Phillips answered.

"Is that all?" Elizabeth said sarcastically, "Have you no more scandalous tidbits to offer us? For shame!"

Mrs. Phillips glared at her. "Don't say I didn't warn you!" she cried.

"Such a pity it was six months too late!" Elizabeth laughed.

"Lizzy!" Mrs. Bennet declared.

"I am not sorry, Mama, and it is no use my pretending I am," Elizabeth informed her.

"You have goaded me beyond endurance!" Mrs. Phillips announced.

"Ah!" Elizabeth breathed mockingly. "Now it comes!"

"Ignore her," Mrs. Bennet urged.

"Tell me!"

"As you wish, my dear," Mrs. Phillips answered. "My tale concerns a lady of quality with whom Mr. Darcy was frequently seen. She, poor dear, hoped to marry him, but alas..."

The story seemed strangely familiar to Elizabeth and as Mrs. Phillips progressed, her eyes narrowed.

"What's her name?" she interrupted.

"Caroline Bingley," Mrs. Phillips replied. "I have heard that she is fading away, dying of unrequited love..."

"Miss Bingley!" Mrs. Bennet shouted at the two women. "Mr. Bingley's sister? The same Bingley my Jane is engaged to marry? Tell me it is not so!"

This was too much for Elizabeth.

"I can't stand these lies!" she cried, leaping to her feet. "I won't listen to them!"

Then before anyone could stop her she ran upstairs to her room, where she locked herself in.

Once alone, Elizabeth waited for the tears to flow; not tears of repentance, but tears of anger at the way in which Darcy's good name was so unjustifiably abused, and tears of sorrow for having brought dear Jane into the fray with her.

How could they? Elizabeth asked herself. It's not true. Not a word of it will bear scrutiny. Mrs. Phillip is being malicious and petty! How could Mama believe her?

But the tears would not come.

She paced up and down, fretting and fuming about the way Mrs. Phillips had talked about Darcy. Presently she gazed out of the window. To her astonishment she saw Mr. Collins approaching the house. She deduced that he must have found out that she was back. His visit to Longbourn was perfectly timed with her return home. She sighed. This was what she had been afraid would happen.
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Chapter Eighteen
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What will my fate be? Elizabeth asked herself.

She gazed out the bedroom window, idly trying to work out what her aunt and mother had in store for her. A few moments later, she heard Mrs. Bennet hurrying upstairs.

"Lizzy! Lizzy!" Mrs. Bennet called, knocking impatiently on the door. "Open up at once!"

"What for?" Elizabeth countered.

"Mr. Collins has arrived."

"Yes I know that. I saw him come."

"Oh, for heaven's sake, child, open this door!"

Elizabeth obeyed and faced her mother dry-eyed.

"What does Mr. Collins want?" she inquired, more from politeness than from any real interest.

"He wants to marry you!" Mrs. Bennet informed her.

The shock was enormous. It was the last thing Elizabeth had expected Mr. Collins to do. Surely he knew what she had been up to while she was away? And surely Mrs. Bennet's assessment of society's reaction had been correct? No man in his senses would want to marry her now. Didn't Mr. Collins realize that? Wasn't he glad to be rid of her?

Elizabeth felt her knees buckle under her. She managed to catch hold of the doorpost and stop herself from sinking to the floor.

"He wants what?" she gasped.

"He wants to marry you," Mrs. Bennet repeated. "And you must say yes to him this time. It is the only way we can even begin to try to save our honor—and your own!"

"I don't see how," Elizabeth protested wearily.

"If you and Mr. Collins are married as you originally planned," Mrs. Bennet explained agitatedly, "it might scotch the rumors flying about concerning your mysterious disappearance. We would intimate that you went south because it was believed—wrongly of course that you had consumption. We would tell people that we did not mention it earlier because we had no wish to alarm your younger sisters."

"And would society believe that?"

Elizabeth could not keep the sarcastic note out of her voice.

"It is a suitable excuse for your absence!" Mrs. Bennet exclaimed exasperatedly. "Your friends will be able to accept it. It will spare you the miseries of being ostracized. It is unreasonable of you to demand more!"

Elizabeth was too distraught to fight anymore. She had lost everything she cared for. Let her mother have her way. What did it matter?

"Don't you see what a godsend this is?" Mrs. Bennet demanded.

"Frankly," Elizabeth replied, "no."

Mrs. Bennet bubbled over with frustration and rage. "How can you possibly fail to see what a blessing Mr. Collins's proposal is?" she questioned.

Elizabeth shrugged maddeningly.

"Ungrateful girl!" Mrs. Bennet cried. "You should be down on your bended knees thanking Heaven for this chance to redeem yourself!"

"Should I?" Elizabeth countered wearily.

"Ooh-ooh-ooh!" Mrs. Bennet gasped. "You make me wish Mr. Collins had not renewed his offer to marry you! You don't deserve him! He is too good for you!"

"Do you think so?" Elizabeth inquired. "Perhaps I ought to tell him so, and suggest that he withdraw his suit."

"No, you shall not!" Mrs. Bennet retorted. "You will accept his offer!"

"But..."

"There can be no alternative. You must marry him!" Elizabeth sighed, knowing full well that her mother meant—agree or get out.

"Very well, Mama," she assented reluctantly, "but can it be tomorrow?"

"No, it cannot!" Mrs. Bennet exclaimed indignantly. "You will come downstairs with me directly and see him this very minute!"

"All right. All right."

"Come on then! Don't dawdle!"

Unwillingly, Elizabeth followed her mother to the drawing room, where Mr. Collins was waiting for her.

"Miss Bennet!" Mr. Collins greeted her, smiling and holding his hand out to her. 'I am very glad to see you home once more."

Elizabeth returned his smile and clasped his proffered hand.

"Thank you," she murmured.

"You look a little pale," he observed.

"Do I?"

"Yes. Is anything the matter?"

"Everything," Elizabeth wanted to say.

"No. No," she responded. "I had a headache earlier on. That may account for it."

"I am sorry to hear that. I hope you are better now."

"Yes, thank you."

"Ahem!" Mr. Collins cleared his throat. "Did Mrs. Bennet speak to you?"

"About why you are here?"

"Precisely."

"She intimated that you still wanted to marry me."

"That is correct," Mr. Collins confirmed.

Elizabeth bit her lip as he took out an engagement ring and slipped it onto her finger.

"Will you marry me, Miss Bennet?" he asked.

Elizabeth stared at the cluster of stones sparkling up at her. She felt as if someone had found a means of chaining her like a slave.

"You realize that I do not love you, Mr. Collins," she stated.

"It is no matter," he assured her.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Love is not important. You will make me a good wife. That is enough."

"I see."

Elizabeth sighed forlornly. Love is not important? He was wrong. He had to be wrong. Love was important —very important.

"Pray do not be distressed," Mr. Collins said. "Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Phillips have informed me of everything that happened when you left here."

Elizabeth's eyebrows shot up. And what, pray, did he mean by that?

"They informed me that you were taken in by Mr. Darcy," Mr. Collins clarified. "And that when his true character was finally revealed to you, you very wisely decided to come home."

Elizabeth closed her eyes. Was that what had happened? Had it been a wise decision to return to Longbourn? Why then with each passing minute did she feel like she had made a terrible mistake?

Mr. Collins studied her pain-filled countenance.

"Miss Bennet," he continued, "I forgive you for any follies you committed while you were abroad."

Elizabeth stared at him.

"You are young," he went on. "One does rash things when one is young. I am sure you have learned a great deal from your trip."

"Yes," Elizabeth interposed.

That was one thing she could not deny. She had gained experience.

"...and it will help you when we are married," he concluded.

Elizabeth had an insane desire to laugh, but she controlled it.

"You are very generous, Mr. Collins," she told him.

"Miss Bennet," he asked her. "Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?"

She resented him, and yet what choice did she have?

Elizabeth sighed once more.

"Yes," Elizabeth heard herself answer.

* * * *
[image: image]


The next few hours were like a hideously distorted nightmare. The engagement was celebrated with a special dinner and champagne that evening. Mrs. Bennet, Mrs. Phillips, and Mr. Collins talked eagerly about the arrangements for the wedding, but Elizabeth could only think of London and Mr. Darcy. How she wished she was still there with him.

She recalled everything about him, the way he smiled when he wasn't brooding, the way he kissed her...

She had spent six months in his company. And then he had sent her away. That memory hurt her deeply. It could not have been more painful if her flesh had been seared with a red-hot iron.

At last the evening drew to a close. Mercifully! Soon she would be able to go to her room and forget this farce, but not before Mr. Collins came over to her.

"I have been invited to a dance tomorrow night," he remarked.

"How exciting!" Elizabeth exclaimed.

Privately she could not help asking herself if anything would ever excite her again.

"Would you care to accompany me?" Mr. Collins inquired.

"I should be delighted."

"Excellent."

He seemed bashful, hesitant and nervous, like a schoolboy facing an examination.

"Splendid!" Mr. Collins cried. "That is settled, then."

"Yes," Elizabeth returned. "At what time would you like me to be ready?"

"I shall collect you tomorrow at half past seven. You won't be late?

"No. Never fear."

The following evening, Elizabeth attired herself in a white gown, with melon-shaped sleeves and a full skirt with a border of silver roses, which had been specially created for her by her dressmaker in London. Its v-neck was cut low in the front and back, a fact which was emphasized by the silver pendant around her neck.

When she caught sight of her daughter, Mrs. Bennet's jaw dropped.

"Is something the matter, Mama?" Elizabeth questioned.

"Isn't that...one of the dresses...you brought with you... from London?" Mrs. Bennet inquired. "That's right, Mama," Elizabeth responded cheerfully.

Mrs. Phillips, who had invited herself over for dinner for the third time this week, had overheard everything, and was shocked.

"Surely you are not going to wear that to the assembly!" she gasped.

"Oh but I am," Elizabeth answered.

"Lizzy, you can't!" Mrs. Bennet protested.

"Why not?" Elizabeth wanted to know.

Mrs. Phillips and Mrs. Bennet exchanged glances. "Because..." Mrs. Bennet murmured hesitantly. "Well that man...he paid for it...didn't he?"

Elizabeth's eyes darkened momentarily with pain. "Yes, he did," she managed to reply. "It is lovely, isn't it?"

Mrs. Bennet made a choking noise. Mrs. Phillips was speechless.

Elizabeth ignored them both and went to look at herself in the mirror.

"I think it is beautiful," she remarked dreamily, admiring the way the silk folds clung to her body.

"How can you!" Mrs. Phillips exclaimed.

"How can I what?" Elizabeth countered innocently.

Mrs. Phillips appealed to her sister.

"Lizzy, dear, if that man gave it to you," Mrs. Bennet ventured, "don't you think you should take it off?"

Elizabeth turned away from the mirror to face her mother and aunt. Instead of the blushing confusion they expected, her gaze was cold and haughty.

"No, Mama," she replied firmly, "I do not think that. I shall wear this gown tonight, because I consider it the most suitable one I possess."

This was too much for Mrs. Phillips.

"Really, Lizzy!" she cried. "How can you shame Mr. Collins by insisting on that dress?"

Elizabeth's expression grew slightly more hostile. "Why should he be ashamed?" she questioned frostily.

"You know very well why!" Mrs. Phillips declared. "I confess I don't," Elizabeth responded.

"Because of the way you acquired it," Mrs. Phillips clarified.

"Indeed?" Elizabeth queried.

"It is the result of your sins," Mrs. Phillips muttered. "Poor Mr. Collins!"

Elizabeth flushed. "What do you expect me to put on?" she demanded. "Rags?"

"Certainly not!" Mrs. Phillips retorted.

"Or perhaps," Elizabeth continued as if she had not heard her aunt, "you would be happier if I went in sackcloth and ashes?"

"There is no need to be rude, dear," Mrs. Bennet said. "Your aunt and I only felt that something a trifle less blatant, like one of your nice dance dresses which you wore before..."

"...before that episode in London," Mrs. Phillips completed.

"Exactly, before that trip of yours," Mrs. Bennet agreed. "One of those dear little gowns would be better."

Elizabeth smiled.

Mrs. Phillips and Mrs. Bennet began to splutter indignantly at this, but Elizabeth silenced them with an imperious wave of her hand.

"It would disgrace Mr. Collins far more if I turned up in one of my old dresses," she stated bluntly. "He will have no cause to be embarrassed by my appearance."

Neither Mrs. Phillips nor Mrs. Bennet was able to respond to that, for at that moment, the door opened and Hill admitted Mr. Collins. He took one look at Elizabeth's gown and beamed.

"The perfect outfit!" he declared, kissing Elizabeth's hand. "Absolutely right for the occasion."

Elizabeth rewarded him with a triumphant smile, and then, before Mrs. Phillips or Mrs. Bennet could collect their thoughts, the couple had gone.

* * * *
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Elizabeth and Mr. Collins, like the other guests, arrived punctually. They were greeted by their host and hostess, after which they made their way upstairs.

Since it was a warm night and rather close, the windows of the ballroom had been left wide open. There were some people already there when Elizabeth and Mr. Collins reached the first floor, milling around admiring the lavish decorations—the host spared no expense for this party—and welcoming their friends and acquaintances.

Presently, when all the guests were assembled, the floor was cleared, the musicians tuned their instruments and various couples took their places for the first quadrille.

"May I have this dance?" Mr. Collins addressed Elizabeth.

"Of course," she answered, curtsying.

Since the center of the ballroom was by now filled with dancers standing in position waiting for the music to start, Mr. Collins led Elizabeth to a corner near the open windows, where, with three other couples they formed a square. The band played the opening bars and everyone began to dance.

As the evening progressed, she chose to sit a dance out, so that she could have a couple of minutes to compose herself.

Elizabeth rose to her feet and was wandering distractedly around the edge of the dance floor when she vaguely heard a new arrival being announced.

"Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Derbyshire."

Mr. Darcy! Mr. Darcy is here?
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Chapter Nineteen

[image: image]


Elizabeth's frozen heart started to melt. Tears of joy sprang into her eyes. She wanted to run to him and fling her arms around him. She only just managed to stop herself from doing so by reminding herself that they were not alone.

But she could not prevent herself from staring at him.

And then, as if he had suddenly become aware of her presence, Darcy turned his head in her direction. In an instant his expression changed. In that moment, Elizabeth gazed full into his eyes and saw that they burned fiercely.

Involuntarily, Elizabeth took a step backwards, retreating from his wrath. Then she picked up her skirts and ran across the dance floor, weaving her way in amongst the dancers, to the supper room where she had last seen Mr. Collins.

As soon as she spotted him, she slowed to a more decorous pace and put her hand on her forehead.

"Are you unwell, Miss Bennet?" Mr. Collins asked solicitously.

His voice seemed to come from a great distance. Elizabeth thought she was going to faint, but miraculously, she remained on her feet.

"Headache," she whispered.

"Shall I take you home?" Mr. Collins offered.

"Yes, please."

Luckily, their hostess was nearby and they were able to say goodbye quickly. Fortunately, too, Lady Lucas suggested that they should leave without going through the hot noisy ballroom, so they went by another route to the main entrance of the house, where their carriage was waiting.

Elizabeth was trembling. What if Darcy caught up with them. What if he didn't?

Did he pursue me? Elizabeth asked herself as Mr. Collins escorted her back to Longbourn.

If he had attempted to do so he must certainly have become entangled with the dancers on the crowded ballroom floor. But perhaps he had not bothered. Perhaps he did not care anymore.

Elizabeth could hardly wait until she was on her own.

The moment she reached home, she said a hurried good night to Mr. Collins. Then she raced upstairs to her room. There she could let go. There she could fling herself down on her bed and weep as if her heart would break.

He was furious at seeing her again.

If he had wanted me, he would have followed me, she told herself.

And what is more, he would have caught up with her. But he had not pursued her. He certainly had not overtaken her. And therefore he could not possibly desire her anymore.

Because of this, Elizabeth cried, until she began to wonder where she had acquired so many tears to weep with. And yet, though she was miserable, she was also relieved that Mr. Darcy was in Hertfordshire.

* * * *
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The next day, Elizabeth felt completely drained.

Mrs. Bennet diagnosed that too much rushing about had brought on a migraine which would probably last a day or two.

"You had better rest," she advised her daughter. "Yes Mama," Elizabeth agreed.

That evening, however, she made an effort to accompany her sisters and Mr. Collins to a dinner at Lucas Lodge.

"I have no choice but to go," she reflected wearily.

To tell the truth, the high spirits of her friend Charlotte Lucas helped to lift her out of her depression for a few hours.

The following day was Saturday, and that morning Mrs. Phillips came over with the news that the militia was returning to Meryton.

"Wonderful news," Mrs. Bennet remarked, "if they have as fine weather as we have now. It will make their journey easier."

"Yes," Mrs. Phillips agreed, adding, "it is a beautiful day, isn't it?"

"Indeed it is," Mrs. Bennet concurred.

"It is the sort of day that is just right for a picnic," Mrs. Phillips commented.

"A picnic!" Mrs. Bennet declared leaping on the suggestion. "What a splendid idea! Let us go for a picnic and give the servants the rest of the day off to celebrate!"

Mrs. Phillips was not averse. "By all means," she answered. "What about making it a real occasion by inviting Mr. Collins and a few of our other friends?"

"Yes! Yes!" Mrs. Bennet cried excitedly.

Elizabeth smiled bleakly as she listened to the pair of them discussing their plans.

"I think I shall stay at home," she said.

"Oh?" Mrs. Bennet questioned. "Why?"

"My head," Elizabeth said. "It is still very bad."

Besides she could not bear to have to endure Mrs. Phillips telling her for the rest of the afternoon how lucky she was to be marrying Mr. Collins.

Mrs. Bennet bit her lip. "Yes, you do look rather pale," she mused. "Would you rather I stayed home with you?"

"Oh, no!" Elizabeth protested. "Please don't miss the fun on my account!"

"But you will be alright?" Mrs. Bennet wanted to know.

"Yes, perfectly," Elizabeth assured her. "I need peace and quiet; and if everyone is out I shall get that."

Mrs. Bennet did not need much persuading in order to agree to leave Elizabeth on her own that Saturday. She ordered the servants to prepare a cold collation for her daughter for lunch, as well as to pack hampers for herself, Mrs. Phillips and their guests, but otherwise, she permitted them to have a holiday as well.

It was early afternoon by the time everyone, including the servants, finally departed. Elizabeth went into the drawing room, where she felt as miserable as she had on that bleak November day when Mr. Collins had first proposed to her.

Elizabeth sighed, making a hollow sound in the deserted drawing room.

"Strange," she murmured to herself, "how eerie a home becomes when it is empty."

She selected a book from one of the bookcases and took it to the window seat where she sat down and started to read. But the book was dull and plodding. It failed to absorb her attention and she put it down. A glance at the clock informed her that she had spent no more than fifteen minutes on her own, but it seemed much longer.

Elizabeth addressed the clock. "How time drags when one is on one's own!" she complained. Then she inquired, "When will the others come back from their picnic?"

Her voice seemed to reverberate through the drawing room; but there was no response from the clock which merely went on with its steady ticktock, ticktock.

"Oh you don't care, do you?" Elizabeth accused. Scarcely had she finished speaking, when the doorbell rang.

"Oh!" Elizabeth gasped. "That did give me a start!"

She went towards the front door, believing that her mother might possibly be returning because she had forgotten to pack her parasol or her smelling salts or some other equally indispensable item.

It must be that, she told herself silently. They can't be coming home already!

In her experience, unless it rained, picnics lasted the entire afternoon, and sometimes, if the weather were warm enough, into the evening as well. Certainly a quick glimpse of the provisions as they were loaded into Mrs. Phillips's carriage, indicated an ample supply of food, sufficient for a large lunch and an extremely generous tea.

And Elizabeth had deduced that the expedition would go on until five o'clock at the very least.

What could they have left behind? Elizabeth puzzled as she opened the door wide.

A split second later, her jaw dropped and she gaped in astonishment. There, standing before her, was Mr. Darcy!

* * * *
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Elizabeth and Darcy stared at each other for several seconds without speaking.

"How did you find me?" she stammered.

"I saw you at the assembly. You took off."

"You insult me," Elizabeth defended.

"Do I indeed!" he snapped at her.

"Yes. You do." Elizabeth colored. The rebuke in his voice cut through her like a knife.

"Mr. Bingley informed me of where you live, since now, as you know, he is set on marrying your sister."

"And now you know," she said weakly.

"Obviously," he returned witheringly.

"Are you going to let me in?"

Meekly, Elizabeth backed into the hallway.

"Won't you come in?" she invited.

"Thank you," Darcy responded, following her into the drawing room and shutting the door behind him as he did so.

They stood several feet away from each other, fighting for their self-control. Elizabeth by the windows, gazing out at the shrubbery in the garden; Darcy near the fireplace, leaning against the mantel shelf.

This time Darcy broke the silence. "Why did you run away from me at the assembly?" he demanded.

Elizabeth wheeled round to face him.

"I did not run away from you!" she cried.

"Yes, you did!"

"Why does it matter? You sent me away!"

"I sent you home so that you would be safe."

"Ha!" Elizabeth snorted.

"What does that mean?" he questioned dangerously.

"There was absolutely no need for me to leave London," Elizabeth insisted. "I would have been perfectly all right if I had stayed there."

"How dare you doubt me!" Darcy said to her.

Elizabeth was taken aback.

"I wouldn't fancy any woman's chances in a situation where Mr. Wickham was involved," Darcy told her, "much less one as careless as you!"

Elizabeth's cheeks burned. She knew that he had a point, but she stubbornly refused to admit it.

"You are making a fuss about nothing," she retorted.

Darcy clenched his hands. "I sent you home so that I would not have to worry about you," he said evenly.

Elizabeth pursed her lips. "You made me come home, knowing full well I did not want to return," she reminded him.

"It was the best place for you."

"No!"

"Yes!"

Darcy strode across the room and seized hold of her.

"Can't I get anything through that thick head of yours?" he demanded half angrily, half despairingly.

"Don't you know what you've done?" Elizabeth countered.

"Yes," he answered. "Spared you from the horrors of ruin."

Elizabeth knew that he was telling the truth. She cast her eyes down so that he would not see how near she was to tears. But though she was willing to acknowledge that he had tried to protect her, the way he had done so still rankled.

"You sent me straight back to the marriage I was running away from when we met!" she informed him.

"What!" he exclaimed. And then, hesitantly, "I don't believe you!"

"Look!" Elizabeth exhorted.

She held out her hand revealing Mr. Collins's engagement ring.

Darcy winced as if she had struck him.

"You don't love this man," he questioned pleadingly, "do you?"

Elizabeth focused on the carpet. There was no point in denying it.

"No," she replied.

"Then why agree to marry him?" Darcy inquired.

Elizabeth took a deep breath. "Because he asked me," she said brokenly, "and my family wants it."

"That's no reason."

Elizabeth was silent. How could she tell him that it was thanks to him that she was engaged to Mr. Collins? How could she tell him that when her family had learned of her acquaintance with him they had bullied her into accepting Mr. Collins's proposal?

Darcy sensed her reluctance to speak and deduced its cause.

"Elizabeth" he queried, drawing her into his arms, "is this engagement of your own choosing?"

She shook her head in negation.

"Then end it," he ordered bluntly.

"You make it sound so simple," she murmured.

"It is."

Elizabeth frowned. Was it? She slipped from his arms and paced the room. But what if her mother and aunt had been right? What if she jilted Mr. Collins and was left in the lurch by Mr. Darcy?

Elizabeth seated herself on the sofa.

"You didn't intend to get rid of me?" she asked, unable to conceal the agonized break in her voice.

Darcy was shocked by the idea. "Certainly not!" he exclaimed.

"Did you think that? Was that why you gave my servants the slip?"

"Yes."

"Oh Elizabeth."

"That's the way it appeared to me."

Darcy growled with exasperation.

Elizabeth bit her lip. "At the time, I thought you were indifferent to me."

"What put that notion into your head?"

Elizabeth was aware that he had moved closer to her.

She could just see the tips of his boots from where she sat. But she could not look at him. She could not raise her eyes to meet his.

"Miss Bingley" she explained. 

Darcy sighed. "I might have known she would have something to do with it," he commented.

He took another step towards Elizabeth and knelt at her feet. His hands were on hers and his face below her, where she could not avoid gazing at it.

"Do you believe me now?" he questioned. "Do you understand that I wanted you here where you would be safe—and that was the only reason I sent you to Longbourn?"

Had information been in her power, she would not have been so wretchedly blind. But pride, not love, had been her folly. 

"Yes," Elizabeth replied. "I believe you." 

He kissed her hands, her palms and each finger separately. Then he stood up once more.

"Thank heavens for that!" he remarked. He gave a little snort. "I most assuredly did not intend you to become engaged to someone else," he added.

Elizabeth's eyes flew open. "Someone else?" she echoed weakly.

"Other than myself," he clarified.

Elizabeth stared at him, not comprehending, not daring to comprehend, what he meant.

Darcy seated himself on the sofa beside her, gathered her in his arms, and kissed her. Presently, he released her.

"Elizabeth, you have bewitched me, body and soul," he told her. "I not only love you most ardently, I admire you. Will you marry me?"

Elizabeth was about to speak, to say that she loved him, when the door opened and in walked Mrs. Phillips.

"We're back, Lizzy!" she announced. "Your mama is just coming."

As she completed her sentence, she caught sight of Darcy. It was obvious from the frozen glances the two gave each other that this encounter would not be a pleasant one. 

"What are you doing here?" Mrs. Phillips stayed rudely.

"I came to offer for Elizabeth's hand in marriage," Darcy informed her. 

It was the last thing Mrs. Phillips had expected Darcy to say. Her mouth fell open. A mixture of horror and astonishment flitted across her countenance.

"You what?" she squeaked.

"I have asked Elizabeth to become my wife," Darcy reiterated.

Until then, Elizabeth had uttered no sound.

However, Elizabeth was so annoyed by the way Mrs. Phillips behaved towards Darcy that she forgot her resolutions.

"And I have accepted him," she announced, before she could stop herself.

Only when the words were out did she realize what she had said. She gave a tiny gasp and ran out of the room. As she reached the bottom of the stairs, Mr. Collins's ring slipped from her hand and fell onto the floor.

Elizabeth gazed at it. It was like an omen, a sign from somewhere that she should give it back to Mr. Collins. Slowly, as if in a dream, she stooped to pick it up.

"Good afternoon, Miss Bennet," a voice from behind her greeted her. "I trust you are feeling better."

"Oh!" Elizabeth cried. "You startled me, Mr. Collins!"

"I beg your pardon," Mr. Collins replied. "I didn't realize you hadn't heard me come in."

"Granted. And yes, thank you, I am feeling better."

"Good."

"Mr. Collins?"

"Yes?"

"I have something to discuss with you."

"Shall we go into the drawing room?"

"No!" Elizabeth exclaimed. "I mean we would not be alone there. I think the music room might be best."

"Very well," Mr. Collins agreed and went there with her. When they were alone, he queried, "What is the matter?"

Elizabeth opened her hand in which she clutched his ring and handed it to him.

"I am very sorry, Mr. Collins," she apologized. "I cannot accept your offer of marriage."

"But?" Mr. Collins started to protest.

"I know," Elizabeth interrupted gently. "I said yes the second time, but I was pushed into that by my mother and by my aunt."

"I see."

"No doubt they believed that what they were doing was for the best."

"No doubt."

"But I fell in love with Mr. Darcy when I was in London," Elizabeth explained. "I could never honestly make my vows to another man."

"And he will marry you?" Mr. Collins asked, making Elizabeth feel guilty.

"Yes. He proposed this afternoon while you were out," she replied, casting her eyes down, "and I accepted."

"Very well. I shall take my ring back. But Miss Bennet?"

"Yes?"

"Are you certain—quite certain—that you are doing the right thing this time?"

"Yes."

"In that case, it only remains for me to wish you every happiness," Mr. Collins responded.

Elizabeth smiled brilliantly at him. "And I, you," she returned.

* * * *
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Meanwhile, Darcy and Mrs. Phillips had been left facing each other in the drawing room, where the atmosphere crackled with their mutual dislike.

"I believe I have won this battle," Darcy commented, smiling as Elizabeth disappeared from view.

And with those words, Mrs. Phillips stormed out of the drawing room, in search of her sister.

Mrs. Phillips found Mrs. Bennet outside in the small garden, selecting various blossoms for the little posies that she kept in silver filigree baskets in the reception rooms.

"What a lovely day it is!" she declared as her sister approached her.

"Was," Mrs. Phillips corrected, scowling.

Mrs. Bennet blinked. "Why?" she gasped. "Whatever is the matter?"

"Mr. Darcy is here."

"What?" Mrs. Bennet was shocked by this revelation. "But why?"

"He has come, if he is to be believed, to ask for Lizzy's hand in marriage!"

Mrs. Bennet's eyes widened. She could not credit her senses.

"Mr. Darcy wants to marry Lizzy?" she whispered.

"Yes. He told me he proposed to her before we returned from our picnic."

"And did she reject him?"

"No. She accepted—in my presence!"

"Oh, no! It is impossible!"

"It is true, I tell you!"

"But she is engaged to Mr. Collins!"

"Exactly."

"Oh, dear, oh, dear," Mrs. Bennet murmured helplessly.

"You don't have to worry," Mrs. Phillips reassured her. "I have already told him that he may not marry her. It is out of the question. Her engagement to Mr. Collins stands."

"I beg to correct you," Mr. Collins stated, coming up behind them, "but Miss Bennet and I are no longer engaged."

Mrs. Phillips was taken aback by the announcement and could only splutter with frustration.

"Oh, dear!" Mrs. Bennet responded.

"Pray say no more, Mrs. Bennet," Mr. Collins interrupted. "Miss Bennet has told me the situation, and we have agreed that it was best we parted, which we have done amicably."

"I am glad of that," Mrs. Bennet commented. "Will you stay for dinner, Mr. Collins?"

"No. I don't think so," Mr. Collins declined. "In fact, I've been invited to stay at Lucas Lodge for a few weeks."

"Oh. Must you go?"

"I feel it would be better if I did for the time being."

"Yes. Yes. I see."

"Mrs. Bennet," he murmured. "Mrs. Phillips. I hope we shall meet again, soon." The vicar gave an imperceptible nod of his head and walked away.

Until then, Mrs. Phillips had been so shocked that she could not utter a single word. She had stood there, unable to find her voice, until Mr. Collins was out of sight. Then, she spoke.

"You see what an arrogant fellow Mr. Darcy is!" she raged. "He has made Elizabeth turn down one of the best men in England!"

"In my experience," Mrs. Bennet remarked languidly, "no one has ever been able to make Lizzy do anything she did not really want to do."

"You are not going to give your permission for this wedding, are you?"

"Mr. Darcy has ten thousand pounds a year!"

"But the man is mean. You know his reputation!"

"Do I?"

"You cannot seriously consider him as a candidate for Elizabeth's hand. Can you?"

"Hmm. Can't I?"

Reputation or no reputation, Mr. Darcy was the wealthiest man in all of Derbyshire. Mrs. Bennet was not torn over what to do. She was overwhelmed with happiness at the unexpectedly dizzy social heights which her daughter, with little connections, had attained.

Mrs. Phillips swallowed. She sensed what was going on in her sister's mind. She was about to make another attempt to convince Mrs. Bennet to withhold her consent, when Elizabeth herself appeared in the garden.

"Good afternoon, Mama," she said. She wasted no time in coming to the crux of the matter. "Have you heard? My engagement to Mr. Collins is off," Elizabeth said, "Mr. Darcy and I are to be married instead."

"I have been told," Mrs. Bennet allowed.

"It will certainly end any gossip that my trip to London might have provoked," she pointed out.

No one would comment on her behavior once she was Mrs. Darcy... No one would dare!

Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Phillips exchanged glances. That was one aspect the latter had overlooked.

"Yes," Mrs. Phillips murmured uneasily.

"You will give Mr. Darcy and me your blessing, won't you, Mama?" Elizabeth demanded.

What could Mrs. Bennet do except hug her daughter!
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Chapter Twenty
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The date of the wedding was set by Darcy, who would brook no delays. With his customary imperiousness, he insisted on paying for the entire function, which he envisaged on a grand scale.

Darcy also sent a rather large sum of money to Mr. Collins to compensate him for any inconvenience he might have suffered. After goggling at the generous amount, Mr. Collins accepted with pleasure. He was doubly delighted, as he now felt he might pay court with a clear conscience to Charlotte Lucas who he had recently become acquainted.

After the wedding, everyone repaired to Netherfield Park for the reception. There were so many guests that the house could not accommodate them all and they overflowed into the spacious garden.

"A toast for the happy couple!" Mr. Bingley exclaimed.

The toast was seconded by everyone present, including Caroline Bingley who had finally accepted defeat.

The lavish banquet was still in progress when Darcy spirited Elizabeth out without anyone noticing, and they made their way in an open carriage to Derbyshire.

When they arrived at Pemberley two weeks later, Darcy carried his new bride over the threshold, then lowered her to the floor. Before her she saw the servants lined up in a row in order of precedence, to greet their new mistress and welcome their master home.

Despite her initial apprehension, Elizabeth found herself smiling graciously and thanking them for their warm reception as if she had been born to play the role of Mrs. Darcy.

Then Darcy, having also thanked the servants, said, "We have both had a strenuous day and we know you will understand when we tell you that we would like to retire early."

Grins, winks, nudges and nods went round, as the servants bowed or curtseyed and hurried to assist their master and mistress to undress.

Elizabeth was ready. She entered the bedroom and walked nervously across it.

"Are you still cross with me?" she questioned. 

Darcy looked at her in surprise.

"Still cross?" he repeated. "I wasn't aware that I had been cross. Why? Should I be?"

"You were quiet during the journey."

He knew what she was referring to and in an instant his arms went around her. Then his lips were on hers and she was savoring that ice cold kiss that made her shiver with ecstasy. A moment later, he released her.

"Why did you think I would never marry you?" he wanted to know.

"Miss Bingley told me you would never propose to me," she explained, "because you intended to marry the wealthiest woman you could find. Nothing less would do, and..."

He put his finger on her lips, silencing her. "Well she was wrong, wasn't she?" he countered. 

The realization hit Elizabeth.

"Yes," she agreed.

He smiled, swept her up in his arms and carried her to their silk-draped bed, where he laid her down. Then he leaned over her and began to kiss her, making her whole body tingle.

"Fitzwilliam?" she asked suddenly.

"Yes?"

"Where do you suppose Miss Bingley got that idea?" 

Darcy sighed and stopped his love-making. "Must you know now?" he questioned.

"Yes."

Darcy sighed again. "I told her that," he confessed.

"Why?"

"I thought—I hoped—that it would discourage her. But it didn't."

"Oh." Pause. "What made you do it? What prompted you to say that to her?"

"You know very well!"

"Do I?"

"Yes. You were there. You saw how she affected me!" He snorted with disgust. "Caroline nearly drove me insane. She hunted me ruthlessly!"

"And you didn't care for her?" Elizabeth queried.

"Never!"

"Not even once?"

"What sort of catechism is this?" Darcy demanded, exasperated.

"My sort," Elizabeth muttered in reply.

"For your information I never encouraged her and I never even liked her not even in the beginning. I only barely tolerated her because I care for her brother."

There was an edge to his voice and Elizabeth knew that she had annoyed him. But there was no help for it. She had to ask and there had not been any other opportunity.

She put her hands around his waist and kissed him there, making the muscles in his body jump with an agony of delight. When she had finished, she found herself lying with her head in his lap and her body somehow curled around his.

"I'm sorry," she murmured contritely, "but I have to know now."

Darcy drew a long deep breath.

"Very well. We'll have it all out. But after we've been over it, that's it. I want to hear no more about Caroline Bingley." He tilted her head up. "Agreed?"

"Agreed."

"Promise?"

"Yes."

"Good."

There was a brief pause and then he spoke once more.

"Caroline is a greedy, grasping, selfish, spoiled woman," he stated. "She wanted to marry me—for my status I presume, since there was nothing else about me that met her liking—and she convinced herself that she stood a chance."

"Didn't she?"

"Not an earthly."

"Satisfied?"

"Yes, that is...I”

"Yes?"

"What made you pick me out of all the people at the George Inn?"

"It just wasn't my day that day," he teased. "Everything had been going wrong and this was one more mishap."

Elizabeth sat up with a start. "Fitzwilliam!" she exclaimed.

"Serve you right for asking!"

"Fitzwilliam..." she repeated.

But he stifled her protests with his kisses, and it was some minutes before they stopped.

"And now," Darcy stated, "there is something I want to know."

"What?" Elizabeth queried.

"What made you go with me that day?"

"Well, I had a nasty bump on my head, so I wasn't quite myself."

He held her closer. "The truth!" he insisted.

Elizabeth fluttered her eyelashes at him.

"I thought it would be exciting," she answered.

He relaxed. "And was it?" he questioned.

"Yes."

"Good," he purred. Then he added, "You were a godsend to me in more senses than one."

"Was I?"

"Definitely."

"I must have been a nuisance, too, though, especially in London."

"Why?"

"Oh, you know, not doing what I was told to, quarreling."

He laughed. "Oh, yes. You were a problem," he agreed, "but not in the way you think."

There was something in the way he looked at her when he spoke, which made her inquire, "In what way, then?"

"You nearly drove me mad," he stated.

"I didn't!"

"Yes, you did."

"How?"

"I wanted you so much. And it almost sent me out of my mind having to treat you as if you were my cousin."

"Hmm," Elizabeth mused. They were married now.

"You don't have to do that anymore," she remarked.

"No, thank heaven!" he exclaimed with feeling. "I can't tell you what a strain it was holding myself in."

"And now you can let go," she commented. Immediately she noticed a change in the way he was holding her and she glanced up at him.

"Yes!" he breathed.

There was so much passion and so much love in that one word that Elizabeth felt her heart begin to pound wildly and the blood race through her veins with excitement.
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