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Chapter 1







The church door flew open and footsteps resounded  through the church,  forcing  its  lethargic  inmates  into  sudden  animation.  Mr Collins, whose sermon on fire and brimstone had taken on a decidedly monotonous rhythm, was awakened into new fervour. His eyes rounded  and  his  voice  rose,  ringing  with  conviction  now  that  he had found a target for his wrath. Even his conviction, however, did not  regain  him  his audience, for the  congregation  turned  en  masse to survey  the  newcomers.  Heads turned, necks stretched, and hats fluttered. Twittering echoed around the stone pillars. 


Mr Collins tried his best to ignore these disturbing signs of inattention. He proved himself worthy of his position indeed, for he did not falter for an instant and, when the restlessness of his flock became too apparent, he turned his eyes on the one person who was worthy of the benefit of his words—indeed, had had a hand in suggesting those very words—his noble patroness Lady Catherine de Bourgh. She sat rigidly upright in her pew and kept her gaze calmly fixed upon him. Her daughter Anne, though generally too sickly to be curious, shifted in her seat so that she could sneak a glance at the new arrivals, until a sharp pinch forced her to recall the gravity of their elevated stature. 


But, at last, even Lady Catherine de Bourgh herself could not ignore  the  disturbance,  for  the  newcomers,  instead  of  squeezing silently into whatever empty bench they could find, came straight in her direction and signalled for her to shift down towards the other side of the family pew.  Lady Catherine, torn  between  the  diminished dignity of moving from her accustomed seat or the prospect of  causing  a  scene  in  the  Lord's  presence,  moved  closer  to  her daughter. At this insult to his dear patroness, Mr Collins stuttered, not once, but twice, an event of such unprecedented magnitude that he succeeded in drawing all attention back to himself again. 


"I am sorry we were tardy, Lady Catherine. I know we wrote that we would arrive before church today," said a cheerful young voice in a loud whisper. Those closest to Lady Catherine's pew strained to listen above Mr Collins's voice, and a few turned to convey her words to the ears of their less fortunate neighbours. 


An elderly lady's voice could be heard complaining forcefully that no one ever told her anything. "What is the young lady saying?" 


She received several disgruntled looks.


"One of our horses was lamed," continued the young lady, "and we had to wait until a fresh one could be brought. It took forever."


Mr Collins fixed a quelling look at the young lady in question. She  was  apparently  chastised,  for  she  said  nothing  more.  But  no sooner had Mr Collins resumed the familiar flow of his sermon than the young gentleman leaned across his sister and added in a whisper, "I hope we have not missed too much of the service," he remarked. "My watch must have been stolen by pickpockets when we stopped in Bromley, for I could not find it, and I have no idea of the time."


Lady Catherine did not deign to reply. Mr Collins paused in the middle of a sentence and cleared his throat.


Georgiana Darcy, who was sitting to the right of Anne, wished  Mr Collins would simply ignore the newcomers, instead of drawing even more  attention to them. Her party seemed to have become the  focus  of  all  eyes.  If  only  their  pew  faced  forward,  instead  of standing  sideways  where  everyone  in  the  congregation  could  see them! She squirmed in her seat, trying her best to look unruffled. If only she were sitting with her brother, Darcy, whose tall form was partly hidden by a pillar.


Such  thoughts  did  not  avail  her,  however,  for  there  she  was, with all eyes turned towards her group. She needed to project an air of calm dignity. She grasped her hands together in her lap and concentrated on practising serenity.


One pair of eyes—dark and insistent—stood out from the sea of eyes turned towards her. Her tremulous serenity collapsed. A glance across the empty space to the pew opposite theirs—one of the pillars of  the  community,  clearly—revealed  the  source.  A  dark-haired, impeccably  dressed  young  gentleman  was  watching  her—not  the others, but her in particular. His knowing gaze rested on her deliberately, and she had the uncomfortable sensation of being evaluated. 


She  looked  away  quickly  at  the  sea  of  eyes  to  her  left.  She preferred them to that one single evaluation. But looking away did not help, for she could still feel the touch of that steady gaze upon her. Unable to resist, she turned to him again. He nodded at her politely,  with  a  hint  of  a  smile  that  suggested  sympathy with  her predicament. She flushed this time, flustered more by his pity than by anything else that had transpired.  


Fortunately,  by  now  the  new  arrivals  appeared  sufficiently cowed  by  Mr  Collins  or  Lady  Catherine  or  both,  for  neither  of them uttered a sound until it was time to sing the next hymn, upon which they sang with voices like angels.


At least, that was what old Miss Alton said to her sister, Miss  Emily, when they had left the church behind them and started on the path towards their cottage. Miss Emily, who was partially deaf, could neither agree nor disagree, but acknowledged generally that they appeared to be very agreeable young people. 


This  seemed  to  be  the  general  consensus  in  the  village  of Hunsford. Much was made of the fact that they had requested Lady Catherine to move. But the explanation given for such an obvious social faux pas was that it was only to be expected, since they were Americans. This explanation seemed enough to satisfy most people. A few less easily persuaded souls, however, pointed out that though Mr  Robert  Darcy  was  American,  he  was  as  fine  a  gentleman  as could be, and married to an English lady, moreover, and he would never  have thought  of  forcing  Lady  Catherine  to  move.  Nothing remained  to  be  said  except  that,  since  the  two  young  people  in question were actually Mr Robert's brother and sister, one would have to blame their extreme youth for the mistake. They were by no means to be condemned in any case, for how could they know that Lady Catherine de Bourgh had occupied that exact same seat for at least the last thirty years, since the Sunday after Sir Lewis de Bourgh had brought her home as a new bride?


The  mistake  was  even  more  quickly  forgiven  when  it  became known  that  they  possessed  respectable  fortunes.  The  young  lady, Miss Clarissa Darcy, was worth at least £25,000 a year, while the young man, Mr Frederick Darcy, was worth far more.    


It was  Mrs Channing who  put her finger on the  pulse of the matter as she addressed her son, who had not attended the service, and so had to be apprised of all the excitement he had missed.


"Their behaviour would be enormously presumptuous were it not for the fact that they are known to be cousins of Mr Darcy. Any cousins of Mr Darcy must be respectable enough to be received in  any household in the county. The fact that they are American pales in significance to that very important connection."


"But, Mama," said Mr Channing, an easy, cheerful young man whom his mother fondly described as the handsomest young man in Kent, "you have told me nothing at all of Miss Clarissa Darcy's appearance.  For  all  you  have  said  will  weigh  nothing  with  me, unless you can tell me she is pretty."


"Weigh  nothing?"  replied  his  mother.  "What  can  be  more important  than  family  connections,  especially  when  they  come with a considerable fortune? A young lady can look like a toad and still receive offers of marriage when blessed with such advantages."


"Still, Mama, I  am not so desperate as  to  try  my  luck with a young lady who looks like a toad."


This threw his mama into an agony of confusion. "But I did not say she looked like a toad, Percy. If I did, I did not mean it."


Mr Channing smiled at her obligingly. "You did not say it. But you have not told me either if you think her handsome enough to tempt me."


His mother sniffed. "She is not unpleasant looking. Not as finelooking as you, but acceptable."


"You sound unsure, Mama."


"That  is  because  I  am not sure she would  suit  you," said  Mrs Channing.  She  picked  up  her  work  and  pierced  the  cloth  with quick, tight stitches. "You would do better to cast your line at Miss Georgiana Darcy. She combines all the advantages we have spoken of, and she is a biddable type of girl, the type who will not cause you any trouble. I suspect Miss Clarissa Darcy has a mind of her own."


"You pique my interest, Mama. I must meet such a paragon, for I quite admire a young lady of spirit."


Mrs Channing jabbed her finger with a needle. Peevishly, she  tossed  her  needlework  to  the  side.  "You  will  do  as  you  wish,  I know. You have never set much store by anything I say. But I think such a young lady would not do well for a wife." She was quite out of breath by the end of her little speech. 


Her son's astonishment was readily apparent. "I have not heard you  express  such  a  strong  opinion  for  a  long  time,  Mama.  You need  not  worry!  I  do  not  intend  to  marry  any  time  in  the  near future. But that does not mean I will abstain from meeting young ladies of fortune." 


Mrs  Channing,  satisfied  that  he  was  in  no  immediate  danger of riding over to Rosings to propose to Miss Clarissa Darcy, took up the discarded needlework and fell back into old habits. She was generally inclined to agree with others who were more forceful than she and rarely took her own position on anything. Only the most dire fears moved her to express her opinion openly. "No, of course not. It is advisable to foster good connections whenever one can," she observed placidly. 


"Then we are in agreement," said Mr Channing. "I am to meet the young lady in question. But since Lady Catherine has issued no invitation for me to visit her at Rosings Park, I fear that my chances of becoming acquainted with the Darcy ladies are rather reduced." He paused a moment to let her mull over his words, knowing full well that Lady Catherine's failure to invite the Channings for more than two weeks while her relations were visiting was a sore point to his mother.


"I cannot force Lady Catherine to invite us if she does not wish to," replied Mrs Channing, once again stabbing at her needlework. 


"Of course not. But I have a perfect solution. If I cannot go to Miss Darcy, Miss Darcy shall come to us. We shall have an informal dance, and Lady Catherine's guests shall be invited."


However  little  the  idea  of  organizing  a  large  event  for  such important  guests  may  have  appealed  to  Mrs  Channing,  she could not  refuse.  Her  first  thought  was  that such  an  event,  with the  presence  of  such  prominent  personages,  would  be  food  for conversation among the ladies of the neighbourhood for months and would add greatly to her consequence. Her second was that perhaps such an amusement might keep her son longer with them in  the country.  For  she  had  noticed  that  her son visited her less and less frequently, and that his friends and London amusements occupied most of his time. 


Besides, he was her only child and she was not in the habit of denying him anything.


"But your father…" she protested weakly.


"My  father  may  not  approve  of  lavish  entertainment,"  said Channing, "but he is far away in India and, as long as you refrain from writing to tell him about it, will not know anything about the matter."


Mrs Channing, quickly relieved of her one cause of apprehension, allowed herself to be persuaded. 


"There shall be a dance, then, if you insist, and you shall meet everybody." A sudden doubt struck her, and she added, "That is, if Lady Catherine and her guests agree to attend."


Mr Channing grinned. "I can assure you they will, Mama," he said. "For after spending so much time in Lady Catherine's presence,  they  will  be  more  than  ready  to  seek  other  company.  We must invite the Darcys directly as well as Lady Catherine, for that way, even if Lady Catherine refuses, they will not." *** ***


tside  the  church,  Mr  Robert  Darcy  performed  the  necessary introductions. 


Lady Catherine acknowledged Miss Clarissa and Mr Frederick Darcy with gracious condescension. If her nod held a hint of disapproval and her smile did not quite replace the scowl on her face, one  could  blame  it  on  the  weather.  For  despite  the  clear  sky,  a chill wind was blowing. Now was clearly not the time to exchange pleasantries. Her ladyship was eager to reach her waiting carriage. 


Behind  her,  Miss  Anne  de  Bourgh  started  to  extend  a  hand out of her fur muff but withdrew it quickly as her mother's voice reached her from inside the carriage.


"Stop dawdling, Anne, or you will take a cold."


The dreaded word seemed to have the desired effect, for Miss de  Bourgh  hurried  in  quick  small  steps  to  the  carriage,  followed closely  by  Mrs  Jenkinson,  who  occupied  herself  running  behind Miss de Bourgh and rearranging her multiple shawls.


Mrs Robert Darcy, formerly Miss Caroline Bingley, smiled at Clarissa and Frederick.


"I hope you do not think us unwelcoming," she said, "You must not mind Lady Catherine. She is like that with everyone."


"Oh,  no," said Clarissa, "I do not mind  her  at  all,  for  I  have an aunt just like her in Boston. But I am very pleased to meet my brother's wife at last. We have heard so little about you because of the blockade, but I am eager to get to know the lady who took my brother's fancy. He is not easily pleased, you know."


Caroline smiled. "I hope you will not be disappointed. I wish we  could  have  had  the  opportunity  to  meet  earlier."  She  turned to the tall young man who stood next to Clarissa. "I have heard a great deal about your business abilities, Mr Frederick."


Frederick grinned. "I have been fortunate enough to be in the right place at the right time," he said, bowing. "As I have now had the fortune to make your acquaintance, Mrs Darcy."


Robert  then  introduced  his  cousin  Fitzwilliam  Darcy,  Mrs Elizabeth Darcy, and Miss Georgiana Darcy.


Georgiana,  who  had  prepared  some  words  of  welcome  and rehearsed them to herself, was startled to find herself pulled forward by both hands and embraced by Clarissa.


"Oh, I am so glad to meet you!" said Clarissa, her eyes shining. "It is wonderful to have a cousin my age, and a girl too. All my cousins from my mother's family are either too old or too young or boys, and you know what they are like. But look at you! I never imagined you would be so pretty! How tall and straight you are, and what lovely long eyelashes you have! I have plans for us. We will take advantage of Frederick's presence to do all sorts of things, for we cannot rely on Robert anymore now that he is married. I am sure he has become as dull as ditchwater."


"You may depend on me, Miss Darcy. I will endeavour to do what I can to keep you and my sister entertained," said Frederick, bowing over Georgiana's hand.


All the words she had meant to say flew out of her head, but she did  not  find  herself  tongue-tied  at  all.  "I  have no  doubt  we  shall find plenty to do," she said, laughing. "Though I should warn you that Lady Catherine will have her own ideas about how we should be occupied."


"Then we shall steal out of the window when she is napping," replied  Clarissa.  Her  eyes  sparkled,  and  Georgiana  found  herself gripped  by the same sense of expectation as her cousin. Her eyes went to her cousin Frederick, who was twenty-six and seemed in every way as full of restless energy as his sister.


"You had better wait to plan your mischief until you arrive in Rosings," said Elizabeth, a twinkle in her eye. "Lady Catherine will be greatly displeased if we are late for dinner."


As  they  left  the  churchyard  and  strolled  towards  the  Darcy carriage, a curricle drew up to them and halted. Georgiana immediately  recognized  the  same  young  gentleman  who  had  stared  at her in church.


"Darcy!" said the flawlessly dressed young gentleman. "A very good morning to you."


Darcy greeted him like an old friend. He quickly performed the introductions.  The  gentleman  was  Mr  Henry  Gatley,  a  property owner from a few miles away.


"And here are my two cousins, newly arrived from Boston."


An amused look passed over the young man's face. "Yes, I am well aware of the fact."


What he did not say, but meant, was that every single member of the congregation was well aware of it.


"You have strong powers of observation, Mr Gatley," remarked Georgiana, stung by his implication. What right had he to judge her cousins when he knew nothing about them?


She  regretted  the  words  immediately.  Mr  Gatley,  who  had barely acknowledged her beyond a quick bow at their introduction, turned his piercing gaze towards her. 


"Indeed?" he said. 


She flushed for the second time that morning. As if it was not bad enough that her cousins had drawn so much attention to their party. Now he thought her ill mannered as well. Not that she cared particularly for his opinion.


She raised her chin and met his gaze.


"Your mother is not with you?" said Darcy. "I thought she was most particular about attending church."


"She is unwell," said Mr Gatley.


"I am sorry to hear it. Please give her my regards," said Darcy. "And 


you must call on us soon, Gatley. We can make up a gentleman's card party." His easy manner bespoke the ease of long acquaintance.


"I would be delighted," said Mr Gatley.


He bowed to everyone and continued on his way.


There is nothing more irritating to one who has just been rude than  a  person  whose  manners  are  spotlessly  polished.  Georgiana watched his curricle disappear down the road, irked at herself for allowing his superior manner to ruffle her. On impulse, she drew up to her brother, who was walking with Elizabeth at his side.


"Do you know Mr Gatley well?" she asked.


"We were at school together, though not in the same class. He is  three  years  younger  than  I  am.  I  have  always  found  him  very congenial company," said Mr Darcy. 


"He appears to me rather opinionated," said Georgiana.


"He is a very orderly type, and can be severe at times, but there is no harm in him."


Her brother's words confirmed her opinion. Mr Gatley was the type of gentleman who took himself too seriously by far.


"I see that you have taken an interest in your brother's friend," said Elizabeth teasingly.


This was so far from the truth that Georgiana laughed.


"Quite the contrary. I have taken a dislike to him."


Darcy regarded her gravely. "It is hardly fair to form an opinion of a person with whom you have hardly exchanged a word."


Georgiana,  who  did  not  like  her  brother  to  reprimand  her, however mildly, replied that one could not help it if one did not take to a person on sight.


At that instant Clarissa hailed her, and she dropped back to join her  cousins.  The  excitement  of  getting  to  know  them  soon  took over and she promptly forgot Mr Gatley.


***


Mr Gatley took off his boots as soon as he stepped into the house, and tiptoed up the stairs. His mother was indeed unwell, as he had told  Darcy.  She  was  suffering  from  one  of  her  rare  migraines— the  last  one  had  been  several  months  ago—and  he  was  acutely conscious  that  the  slightest  sound  could  be  distressing  to  her. When he reached her bedchamber, however, he sighed with relief. The  door was  open  and  the  curtains  drawn  back  to  allow  in  the daylight, a sign, surely, that the worst was over. Still, he made every effort to move as quietly as possible, just in case.


She was sitting up in bed, reading.


"I am glad to see you better," he said, smiling. "You have recovered quickly. It usually takes much longer."


"I do believe these attacks are growing less frequent and are no longer so severe. Perhaps some day they may even disappear altogether." She gestured for him to come in. "Anything new at church today? How was Mr Collins's sermon?"


"The same as usual. I suppose Lady Catherine was not particularly inspired today."


It was their joke, a joke they made every Sunday, when he was in the country.


"I do have news though, important news. You will be sorry you missed church with such a poor excuse." 


Consternation appeared on her face. "It was not an excuse," she replied firmly, "as you know very well."


"I  know,"  he  said  affectionately.  "But  you  will  regret  being ill on this particular Sunday, for you missed the biggest event in Hunsford since Sir Lewis married Lady Catherine."


Mrs  Gatley  sat  up  straighter  in  bed.  "When  I  think  of  how many sermons I have had to endure and nothing to tell at the end  of it! And now, on the only day for years that I have missed church, something big has to happen. What a misfortune!"


Mr Gatley laughed. "It is a misfortune for me, for now I will have to recount every detail, since if I do not, you will be at a disadvantage when the ladies of the neighbourhood come to visit, and you will blame me for it."


"Spare  me  the  commentary  and  come  to  the  point,  please, Henry.  Come  and  sit  on  the  bed  where  I  can  see  you  without twisting my neck, and tell me what happened."


Her son obliged her by recounting the events of the morning in as much detail as he could remember. 


He did not mention, however, that he had met Miss Georgiana Darcy. He knew how quickly his mother's mind would leap from one thing to another, and he had no intention of raising any expectations in that direction.








  



Chapter 2







When a  group of young people come together, they are unlikely to  be  inconvenienced  by  trivialities  such  as  the  weather.  Despite the chill in the air which Lady Catherine objected to, the younger Darcys elected to walk from church to Rosings, and refused Darcy's offer of a ride. 


Georgiana  was  more  than  glad to have the opportunity to come to know her cousins. It was not her first encounter with such enthusiastic  youngsters.  Elizabeth's  sisters  Lydia  and  Kitty  Bennet  had been  animated and  headstrong young  girls.  But  since  their activities were often restricted to looking for officers and buying new hats, she normally felt awkward around them, and she knew that they were not particularly interested in her. Things were different with these cousins of hers.


It  was  too  early to tell, of course, but she  had  reason  to  hope that  something  would  come  from  the  acquaintance.  She  very much hoped it would. For no matter how much she hesitated to acknowledge this, even to herself, the fact was she found herself at a loss. For it is a truth universally acknowledged that when there is a new baby in the house, one is certain to be ignored. 


Or so it seemed to Georgiana, who had always counted on her  brother Fitzwilliam's attention when they were together. She now had  to  accept  that  an  active  baby,  crawling  around  everywhere, seemed  to  occupy  a  large  part  of  her  brother's  affections,  along with the wife he adored. It was blatantly unfair, since Georgiana had done everything she could to welcome Elizabeth to Pemberley when her brother had fallen unexpectedly in love.


She ought not think that way—she felt guilty the very moment the idea came into her mind. She loved her nephew, of course. He was a delightful little rascal, quite a miniature of his father. And she could not have hoped for a better sister. Elizabeth was a charming companion. She was merry and made her laugh and, with the assistance of her chaotic family, Pemberley had been transformed from a solemn edifice full of ghosts to a warm and affectionate home.


But there could be no doubt that Georgiana was most definitely de trop. The fate  of unmarried sisters had befallen her. For while she did not for one instant feel unwelcome, her place had shifted in  the  household,  and  she  now  occupied  the  role  of  an  outsider looking into a happy family circle. 


The arrival of Clarissa and Frederick was therefore really very fortunate. An express had arrived a week ago from Liverpool via Derbyshire,  informing  Robert  of  his  brother  and  sister's  safe arrival  in  England.  It  had  come  as  a  complete  surprise,  since Robert  had  heard  nothing  at  all  from  Boston  for  the  last  six months at least. 


The  letter  had  occasioned  a  great  deal  of  excitement  with everyone. Except for Lady Catherine, who had remarked that they had timed their crossing badly, since if they had arrived but one week earlier they would have been in time for Easter.


As if any of the ships crossing the ocean could predict the day of their arrival! In  fact, it  was  only because  hostilities  had  ceased  between the two countries that they were coming at all. According to Frederick, who had written the letter, they had sailed on the very first passenger boat to leave Boston since the war.


Robert  had  immediately  proposed  opening  his  London  townhouse to receive his family, but Lady Catherine would not hear of it. The Darcys had always stayed at Rosings Park for a few weeks over Easter. Any attempt to deviate from this custom would brand him an American Darcy and, therefore, already suspect as a renegade.


Robert would not have cared in the least about such branding. But  the  peace  between  Fitzwilliam  Darcy  and his  aunt  had  been shattered by his marriage to Elizabeth, and it was only with great condescension—after the birth of an heir to Pemberley—that the Darcys  were  once  again  welcome  at  Rosings.  Robert's  departure would risk putting a fragile reconciliation to the test. 


An express message was sent accordingly to the Darcy brother and sister in Liverpool with an invitation from Lady Catherine for them to join everyone in  the  traditional Easter  family visit to Rosings.


And, most importantly, it mentioned that Clarissa was to have her coming-out this Season. Georgiana, whose official coming-out had  been postponed because Elizabeth was increasing, could not have been more delighted. She had not particularly been looking forward to the Season, but it would make all the difference to have someone else by her side. 


She  imagined  her  American  cousin  would  find  their  English ways confusing at first. She would be more than happy to assist her and to provide whatever guidance she could. Clarissa was one year younger too. It would be nice to have someone to take care of for a change.


"Do you intend to stay in England for some time?" she asked 


Frederick. 


"Having  just  endured  the  long  journey  from  Boston,"  he said, "I am quite reluctant to undertake another sea voyage any time soon." He sighed. "However, you will not see much of me. I  have business interests in the North that I  must pursue, and what  little  time  I  have  left  afterwards  I  will  spend  in  London becoming acquainted with members of the business community with  whom  I  have dealings  and,  if  possible,  taking  in  some  of the sights." 


He  laughed  at  her  bemused  expression.  "I  have not  answered your  question,  have  I,  Cousin?  Let  us  say  that  I  will  remain  in England for at least two months. Beyond that, I cannot say, except that I cannot delay my business in Boston too long."


At this, Clarissa slipped her arm through Georgiana's. "As for me, I shall be very glad not to see too much of Frederick. I saw far more of him than I could ever wish during our journey. We were confined to each other's company for weeks."


"You wait until I leave, Clarissa," said Frederick, "then you will realise how much you will miss me, and it will be too late, for I will be gone."


"You are very much mistaken, Frederick," said Clarissa, "for I now have a new cousin who is far more interesting to me than you could ever be."


"I  am  very  flattered,"  said  Georgiana,  smiling,  "but  perhaps when you come to know me you will not be of the same opinion at all."


"I  cannot  imagine  such  a  thing  happening,"  said  Clarissa.  "I always know immediately whether I am going to like a person or not, and I have not been mistaken yet." 


"Setting aside my sister's ability to foresee the future, I must  agree that it is very unlikely in any case," said Frederick gallantly. "I  have  the  feeling  you  will  be  a  steadying  influence  on  my wayward sister."


Georgiana  basked  in  the  glow  of  her  new  acquaintances.  For the briefest moment, the assessing gaze of Mr Gatley came to her mind,  but  she  was  able  to  dismiss  it,  thinking  instead  how  very wonderful it was to have such pleasant relations.





***


Upon  entering  the  drawing  room  at  Rosings,  they  beheld  Lady Catherine holding sway over the family from a lofty chair painted with  oriental  designs,  with  an  exceedingly  tall  back.  She  wore  a great yellow turban with a prominent single feather on her head and a superior expression on her face. 


"Does she not resemble an oriental despot?" said Clarissa, in an undertone. "Do you think she will tell the servants to take us away and chop off our heads?" 


Georgiana stifled a giggle. "I think she resembles Henry VIII," she replied. "I saw a painting of him once; I am certain she looks like him." 


"What are you saying?" demanded Lady Catherine. "Tell me at once."


Clarissa curtseyed prettily, though there was nothing at all meek in her demeanour. She did not reply.


"So these then are your brother and sister," said Lady Catherine, addressing Robert Darcy. Her ladyship's gaze swept over Frederick, then  moved  on  to  examine  Clarissa  from  top  to  bottom.  She crooked two fingers. 


"Come closer where I can see you properly," she commanded. "You need not hover in the doorway. I am aware that you have not yet changed your travel clothes. Do not worry. I will not blame you 


for looking dishevelled."


Clarissa  approached  and  stood  before  Lady  Catherine,  a  half smile lurking on her lips. 


"Oh,  I  would  not  think  of  joining  the  company  without refreshing  myself  first.  You  have  no  idea,  Lady  Catherine.  I  am quite splattered with mud." 


To illustrate her point, she raised her foot and placed it on Lady Catherine's footstool. She then pulled up her skirt and petticoats almost  to  her  knees,  revealing  mud-stained  stockings  and  a  very well turned calf. 


"I  believe  my  stockings  are  quite  ruined,"  she  said,  surveying them dejectedly.


"Dear  Lord,  child!"  exclaimed  Lady  Catherine,  waving  her hands about. "Cover yourself immediately!" 


The feather on her turban trembled with indignation.


Clarissa,  her  eyes  widely  innocent,  lowered  the  petticoats obligingly. 


"There are gentlemen present! Surely you know—one does not do  such  things  in  England,"  she  announced  imperiously.  "And, especially, one does not do such things in Rosings!"


Lady  Catherine's  scandalized  gaze  shot  around  the  room  but found no one to echo her outrage. Caroline was talking to Elizabeth and they had not witnessed the outrageous act. Clarissa's brothers shook  their  heads  at  Clarissa  and  raised  their  brows  but  did  not show any undue alarm. The only other gentleman present in the room was Mr Darcy. He did not look scandalized. His eyes held a distinct gleam of amusement instead.


Her  gaze  returned  to  Clarissa,  who  seemed  oblivious  to  any wrongdoing.


"I will ring for a maid to show you to your room. Go and change 


quickly, then. Do not keep us waiting."


Clarissa, with a little curtsey, turned and left the room. 

"Georgiana, I wish you to help Miss Clarissa settle in. She is not accustomed to our English ways and will benefit from some instruction." 


There  was  no  mistaking  her  ladyship's  meaning.  It  fell  upon Georgiana to enlighten Clarissa and advise her that whatever one may do in American society, one ought not to deliberately allow an English gentlemen a view of one's calves—at least, not if one was a well-bred young lady.


Lady  Catherine  dismissed  Georgiana  with  a  flicker  of  her hand. As she left the room,  Georgiana  heard her  saying to the others,  "I  would  have  sent  Anne,  since  Anne's  knowledge  in matters related to good breeding is far superior, but she is too fatigued today."


As  Georgiana  stepped  into  the  hallway,  she  almost  ran  into Clarissa,  who  was  standing  against  the  wall.  Clarissa  grinned.  "I hoped she would send you after me," she said. "That got us out of her presence quickly! So, are you to instruct me on the mysterious ways of English society?" 


"I fear I must," said Georgiana, uncertain what to make of this new  cousin.  "We  have  a  great  many  social  restrictions  here,  you know. You may not be aware of them." 


Georgiana did not believe that Clarissa would do such a thing if she was really aware of the improper nature of her behaviour. 


"You need not bother to explain all that," replied Clarissa, following the maid up the stairs. "I am sure I shall muddle my way through."


Georgiana was not  at  all satisfied by that  statement. "Muddle your way through?" she said, her voice ending in a little squeak.


Ghastly  visions  rose  up  in  her  mind  of  horrified  matrons 


glowering  at  them,  of  fellow  debutants  whispering  and  giggling, of gentlemen snubbing them in ballrooms. Did she really want to enter society with Clarissa by her side?


"Oh, do not be such a goose! I have had a proper upbringing, you know. An English governess no less, and a finishing school."


Georgiana let out the breath she knew she was holding. "I am glad to hear it. Why then—how then?" She could not think of a way to say it that would not offend.


Clarissa threw her a backwards glance. "I know my behaviour was improper, but I could not help it. Her manner was quite insufferable. How can you endure it?"


"I suppose I have simply become accustomed to it. We always used to visit at Easter—except that I have not visited for some time, though my brother has—and have come to know her ways."


"Well, I am in no hurry to return to the drawing room." She spotted a window seat and went to it. "I shall take my time dressing. After all, my clothes are still in my trunks and they have become very crumpled. I am afraid my dress will have to be pressed before I can wear it." She turned to the maid who had brought them up. 


"Could you see to it, please?" she said with a smile.


"Oh, but you cannot!" said Georgiana, as the maid left the room. "Lady Catherine will be expecting us downstairs very soon."


"I love window seats, do you not? I have never seen one in a bedchamber before." Clarissa settled herself on the window seat, drawing her legs up into a tailor position. "This one is particularly charming. What a perfect place to sit and admire the view, or to settle down with a book of poetry!"


Georgiana had never seen a lady sit crossed legged before. With her dark curls and dark, almond eyes, Clarissa exuded a mysterious, exotic air.


"I hope you do not plan to sit like that in public."

Clarissa looked down at the long stretch of leg visible under the hem of her dress. 


"Why, is it not acceptable here?"


"Most decidedly not."


"Then I shall sit like this in Lady Catherine's presence. She will be obliged to send me from the room again." She laughed at  Georgiana's  dismayed  expression.  "I  am  just  teasing.  Now that you are responsible for me, I will endeavour to behave very well indeed."


Georgiana     was     only     partly     relieved     by     Clarissa's     remark. Meanwhile, she was aware of Lady Catherine downstairs, waiting for them to return. "Perhaps you ought to change. Lady Catherine does not like tardiness."


Clarissa's  eyes twinkled  with mischief. "Then  I  am  sorry  to say that she will have to wait for some time, for I am in no hurry to return to her illustrious presence. Besides, my gown is not yet ready."


Lady  Catherine  had  forestalled  them.  She  did not leave them to their own devices for very long. A few minutes later, her maid Dawson appeared. 


"I am Dawson, Miss Clarissa. I have been sent by Lady Catherine to help you dress," she said with a haughty sniff. "You are wanted in the drawing room as quickly as possible."


"My dress has been taken down to be pressed," replied Clarissa, rather smugly, Georgiana thought.


"There is no time for that. There must be something you can wear," replied Dawson. 


"I particularly wished to wear that dress. It is my favourite."


But by now, Dawson was rummaging in Clarissa's open trunk. She pulled out a pale yellow dress and, spreading it across the bed, 


pronounced it reasonably wrinkle-free. 


"This  one  should  do  for  dinner,"  said  Dawson,  ignoring Clarissa's protests  completely. "If you'd care to turn round, Miss Clarissa, I will help you out of your old dress. Then we can send it downstairs to have it washed. The sooner we get the mud stains off the better."


Clarissa looked for a moment as though she would refuse. But good  sense  must  have  prevailed,  for  what  good  would  it  do  to quarrel with Dawson, after all? She turned her back to Dawson and with a hugely exaggerated—and very unladylike—grimace directed at Georgiana, she submitted to the maid's ministrations. 


"Well then, Dawson. You may do your worst," she said cheerfully.


Meanwhile Georgiana considered her cousin and tried to determine which was stronger—her misgivings that Clarissa may have a harmful effect on her first Season or the sense of anticipation she felt at meeting someone so completely different than that to which she was accustomed. 








  



Chapter 3







Lady  Catherine  was  holding  court  when  they  returned    to  the drawing room, advising Mrs Caroline Darcy that she ought not to wear that particular shade of green.


"It is much too dark for someone of your colouring."


Mrs Caroline Darcy, who was known to have exquisite taste in her clothing, looked ready to say something, but restrained herself when the young girls entered. Robert Darcy signalled for them to sit by him, for he was eager for a chance to talk to his sister, but Lady Catherine forestalled him.


"You must not sit too far from me, child," she said, "otherwise you will have to shout across the room to be heard, which is not at all becoming in a young lady."


She indicated a chair close to hers.


Georgiana, who had not been a recipient of her ladyship's favour, took the seat next to Robert.


"Fortunately  for  you,  I  have  not  had  the  tea  tray  removed, though if you had delayed any further, you would have had to stay without. I will brew you some tea."


She made a show of inserting her key into the lock of the tea caddy and taking out the tea leaves once again. 


"I thank you, Lady Catherine, but I do not like  tea. I  do not drink it at all. I prefer coffee." 


Lady  Catherine  peered  at  her  as  if  to  determine  if she  was  in earnest.


"Not like tea?" said Lady Catherine. "I have never heard of such a thing in my life!"


"I  was  not  raised  to  like  tea,  Lady  Catherine,"  said  Clarissa. "Since the Boston Tea Party, I am afraid the inhabitants of Boston have been much more inclined to drink coffee."


Robert,  who  had  been  observing  the  scene  with  amusement, guffawed loudly at her words.


"What tea party? What are you talking about?" She puzzled over this, until understanding dawned suddenly. "I do recall something about the people of Boston tipping all their tea into the harbour. Why could they not have sent the tea back, instead of destroying it? A shocking waste of good tea when it is so very expensive. I always thought it odd, but then, there is no accounting for taste. I like my coffee well enough. But I am afraid you will find that you cannot avoid tea here in England, Miss Clarissa, unless you wish to appear uncommonly rude. I suggest you acquire a taste for it." She paused for a long moment. "Or at the very least, learn to sit on a chair that has a plant next to it."


Georgiana,  who  would  not  have  thought  her  aunt  capable  of such a joke, let out a giggle. Darcy chuckled and both Elizabeth and  Caroline  smiled.  Clarissa,  genuinely  puzzled,  looked  around her to determine the reason for the general amusement.


"I  am  sorry,  Lady  Catherine,  but  I  do  not  comprehend  you. Why a plant?"


"Why, to pour your tea in. You need not fear that you will kill the plants, for they are generally fond of tea," she said, the slight  smile that stretched her lips revealing that she was very pleased with herself for her joke.


It  was  not  in  her  ladyship's  nature  to  be  amused  for  very long  however.  She  drained  her  teacup  and  then  returned  to  her customary mode of interrogation.


"How  did  you  enjoy  your  journey  here,  Miss  Clarissa?"  she demanded. 


"I     cannot     say     I     enjoyed     the     journey,"     replied     Clarissa. "Fortunately  I  did  not  suffer  from  sea  sickness,  which  afflicted some of the others, but we experienced some terrifying moments."


"I daresay you must have encountered a gale," remarked Lady Catherine. "That would account for you being terrified."


"Quite so," replied Clarissa pertly. "And I can assure you, there is  nothing  as  terrifying  as  being  on  a  tiny  ship  in  an  enormous ocean and being buffeted by the waves."


"Surely you did not come on a tiny ship," said Lady Catherine. "You did not, did you, Mr Frederick?"


"I believe Clarissa was referring to how she felt upon the ship, rather than to its actual size," he replied, with a small smile.


"Then she should have said so," her ladyship asserted. Satisfied with his answer, however, she turned her eyes upon Clarissa again. "Well, child? Do you intend to continue your account or not?"


"Certainly, Lady Catherine. The waves rose higher than a steeple, and they crashed down around us with the force of boulders."


"Boulders?" interrupted Lady Catherine. "How ridiculous!"


"I see you have acquired some literary talent since I last saw you, Sister," said Robert Darcy, with a grin. Lady Catherine sent him a quelling glance.


"Fortunately, the gale did not tear the ship apart as I expected," continued Clarissa, ignoring both interruptions. "In fact, the captain  told  me  afterwards—I  do  wish  he  had  thought  to  mention  it earlier—that  packet  boats  are  made  to  work  well  under  stormy conditions, as they can sail closer to the wind than other ships and can pick up good speed when the wind is strong. Or something to that effect, for he explained it at great length and I understood only half the nautical terms." She paused and looked round. Georgiana could tell that she enjoyed having an audience.


"However, the gale was not at all the most terrifying aspect of the trip. That occurred much earlier."


She  paused,  whether  for  effect  or to catch  her  breath  was  not clear.


"We were assured before we left, you see, that the treaty had been ratified, or Mother would never have put us—particularly me—on a ship  bound for England.  We  never  expected to have a military encounter. So you can imagine our terror when we were fired upon by an English naval vessel, just a few days out from Boston!"


"Impossible!"  muttered  her  ladyship,  outraged.  "No  British naval vessel would break the treaty. Are you accusing a British naval officer of acting dishonourably?"


Clarissa flashed her a grin. "I am only recounting what occurred, Lady  Catherine,  and  my  brother  will  support  my  account." Everyone looked towards Frederick, who nodded in confirmation. "It turned out that they were firing a warning. We were obliged to draw up to them and allow  them to come aboard to inspect our ship. I hid in a corner, convinced they would hack us to pieces, for they looked uncommonly grim and harsh in their uniforms. But then they asked us if we had ratified the treaty and the captain said yes and there were smiles and cheers all round."


"I should think so indeed," said Lady Catherine, sitting back in her chair with a relieved expression. But then she sat up straight again.


"What  can  your  mother  have  been  about,"  she  remarked suddenly, "sending you all the way to England without even a maid to accompany you?" 


"My  sister  did  have  a  companion—her  governess,  no  less—a Mrs Morris," said Frederick, "but since Mrs Morris and I are to return  to  Boston  in  a short while, I  have  granted  her  permission to  visit  her  relations  in  Lancashire,  knowing  that  a  maid  will  be appointed  for  Clarissa  in  London.  I  trust  we  will  not  need  to appoint one here?"


Lady  Catherine  stared  at  Frederick  for  a  long  moment.  "You seem very decisive for one so youthful. Exactly how old are you?"


"I am twenty-six, madam." 


"I expect you are like all Americans—presumptuous, outspoken, and opinionated. A bad business this, declaring your independence from England. And how do you think you will manage without us, pray? You may depend on it, you will come to realise your folly soon enough."


A  sharp  gleam  entered  Frederick's  eye.  "It  has  been  thirtynine years since our Declaration of Independence," he remarked. "And I believe no one has had cause to regret it so far, particularly since  we  have  so  recently  been  at  war.  We  have  built  our  own institutions…"


But Lady Catherine's attention was diverted by a message that had been brought in by a footman. 


"What can be the meaning of this?" 


She scanned the contents and tossed the note aside.


"I had expected to be joined by a gentleman today for dinner," said Lady Catherine. "Colonel Fitzwilliam, Darcy's cousin. He is a very eligible young man," she explained, addressing her words to Clarissa, "and I intend to see him married to Anne or to Georgiana." 


Georgiana noted the warning to Clarissa implied in her aunt's words. Since she herself was discovering Lady Catherine's plans for the first time, she was completely taken aback. She made an unsuccessful attempt to hide her reaction.


"You may look surprised, Georgiana, but do not think I will let you go the way of your brother. What objection could you possibly have to Colonel Fitzwilliam? And who else should  he marry but one of his own cousins? He may not command a fortune himself, but  he  is  the  son  of an earl, and that signifies  a  great  deal.  Well, what do you have to say to that?"


Georgiana had a great deal to say to that, but she did not think any of it would be wise.


"Georgiana is to be presented in London," said Elizabeth firmly. "I am sure there will be plenty of eligible young men there for her to meet."


"She should be presented in London, of course, and should be presented at court, though I am sure you will not be able to do so. You  must  leave  it  to  Darcy  to find someone  suitable.  Georgiana has  an  old  and  worthy  heritage,  and  she  should  be  proud  of  it. But that can have no bearing on the matter at hand. I have quite settled it in my mind: either Georgiana or Anne will marry Colonel Fitzwilliam," she pronounced. "I have not yet determined whether I wish him for Anne. I do not approve of young ladies marrying strangers, nor of all this newfangled business of marrying for love." 


She  directed  a  significant  dark  glance  at  Elizabeth,  then  at Darcy, who had not heard a word, since he was deep in discussion with Robert and Frederick. "I have always said it is far better for those who have money to keep the money within the family," she said more loudly, "for why should we benefit other families, when we can benefit our own?"


Darcy still paid her no attention. She was obliged to call out to him. 

"Darcy! You do not attend to my words."

"Lady Catherine?" he said, respectfully enough, but his lips had tightened. 


They  were  all  making  a  special  effort  to  be  polite  to  Lady Catherine.  After  Fitzwilliam's  marriage  to  Elizabeth, she  had  cut them off and only the birth of a Darcy heir had enabled a reconciliation to occur. This was the first time in two years they had visited Lady Catherine and there was a marked tension in the air.


"I hope you do not plan to let Georgiana have any choice in the matter of her marriage."


"On  the  contrary,  she  will  have  a  great  deal  of  choice  in  the matter of her marriage, Aunt," he responded. "But we had better postpone this discussion to another time." He looked meaningfully towards the doorway through which Mr Collins's voice could now be heard.


Lady  Catherine,  who  would  never  stoop  to  discussing  family matters in front of the lower orders, immediately dropped the subject.


Clarissa, making the most of the Collinses' arrival, came over quickly and took a place next to Georgiana. 


"I am very grateful that Lady Catherine has not included me in her plans," she whispered. "Though if I had known that we were expecting an eligible gentleman, I would have waited to show my ankle until later."


Georgiana, trying not to laugh, looked down, for she did not wish to draw the attention of Lady Catherine once more. But, as luck  would  have  it,  Lady  Catherine  noticed  her  and,  misled  by her downcast eyes, remarked loudly that Georgiana at least was an obedient, modest girl and thought just as she ought. She was not unbecomingly forward.


"In any case, the colonel will not be joining us today. He has written to say he cannot, for with Napoleon running about France gathering an army, one cannot be sure of anything at this time, and none of the officers are permitted to take leave." 


"I can see that you have taken my news badly, Anne," she said, looking towards her daughter and frowning. "I am sure, however, that Colonel Fitzwilliam would not have missed this family gathering if he could help it, for he is very attached to me and to Rosings and does not like to stay away." 


Georgiana, try as she would, could see nothing in Anne's behaviour to reflect any disappointment. Anne looked tired and pale— precisely as she always did. 


"It is, of course, all Napoleon's fault, for he is becoming quite bothersome. He has certainly inconvenienced us, for now there will be too few gentlemen and we will be obliged to change the seating arrangement at the table."


The  Collinses  were  ushered  in  at  that  moment.  They  were followed by a nursemaid carrying a two-month infant—Felicity— who was promptly removed after Lady Catherine had examined her face and remarked that her looks were improving now that her face was no longer so crumpled and she did not look so cross-eyed.


Mr  Collins  was  very  gratified  by  the  praise.  He  bowed  low before Lady Catherine and thanked her most earnestly for noticing what must be to her ladyship a very insignificant matter. He then went on to apologise to everyone present, expressing his fear that he had kept them waiting.


"I  must  lay  the  blame  at  Mrs  Collins's  door,  for  at  the  last moment we  had  to  wait while  the nurse changed Felicity, since Charlotte  was  not  satisfied  that  she  was  presentable.  She  was convinced  that  her  clothes  were  wet,  though  I  assured  her  they  were  quite  dry,  with  the  unfortunate  consequence  that  we  have now encroached upon your ladyship's infinite patience by keeping your ladyship waiting."


"Mrs Collins was quite right," replied Lady Catherine decisively. "You  could not  have  brought  an  infant  into  my presence  in  wet clothes. Of course, if you had been truly late, it would have been altogether better to leave the child behind."


Mr Collins expressed his regrets once again and promised that, should such a deplorable event occur another time, he would keep her ladyship's advice in mind. 


Lady Catherine now rose, a signal that they would be going into dinner,  and,  as  they  gathered  to  form  a  line, her imposing  voice could be heard correcting everyone in matters of precedence. 


"We  do  not  have  enough  gentlemen,"  she  said.  "If  I  had known  the  colonel  was  not  coming,  I  would  have  invited  Mr Gatley to dine with us. He would have evened out the numbers and is the only gentleman in the neighbourhood worthy of being invited to dinner at Rosings. We would still have been short, but that  would  hardly  matter  to  the  younger  ladies,  since  they  are not yet fully out. They will have to be content with sitting next to each other."


Georgiana was delighted at the opportunity.


As  they  were  taking  their  seats,  Lady  Catherine  turned  to Georgiana and addressed her from the top of the table.


"Perhaps now you will realise what your fate will be as an old maid—perhaps now at least you will regret Colonel Fitzwilliam's absence. You are forced to sit at the bottom of the table and must enter without an escort."


Georgiana made a valiant attempt  to  keep  a straight face,  but Clarissa next to her fumbled for a napkin. 


Fortunately, the first course was brought in and Lady Catherine did not see her as she collapsed into a fit of giggles.


But when the fit passed, Georgiana was struck by a certain realisation. She might not take Lady Catherine seriously, but she served as a reminder of the change in her status now. For the first time, she considered the implications of Lady Catherine's speech. 


She was now old enough to be married. Lady Catherine's words were  just  the  beginning  of  the  pressure  that  society  would  bring to bear upon her to choose a husband, and choose quickly. The carefree  time  of  being  left  to  her  own  devices  had  gone  forever. Whether the gentleman in question was Colonel Fitzwilliam, Mr Gatley, or anyone else she had not yet met, she would before long have  to  start  making  decisions.  Within  a  few  short  months,  her future would be determined.


It was a terrifying prospect. 








  



Chapter 4







We  must  endeavour  to  kidnap  Miss  de  Bourgh,"  announced Clarissa several days later as the three younger Darcy cousins were walking together in the tree-lined grove in Rosings Park. "We have to take her away from here. We cannot allow her to languish like this.  I  am  certain  Lady  Catherine  locks  her  in  a  tower  when  no one is around and forces her to drink some strange herbs that stop her from running away or talking to anyone. Nothing else would account for her condition."


"Something villainous is most certainly afoot," replied Frederick with mock gravity. "Lady Catherine must be in desperate need of her daughter's fortune, having gambled all her husband's money away. I am convinced she is poisoning Miss de Bourgh, slowly but steadily. Would you not agree, Miss Darcy?"


Georgiana  laughed.  "I  cannot  imagine  my  aunt  gambling  a fortune away, however fond she may be of card games, but I am willing to entertain any idea you put forward as possible." 


"You need not make fun, you know," said Clarissa, addressing her brother. "If you are so very clever, you may explain to us why Miss de Bourgh says hardly a word and has been reduced to such a  pitiful  condition.  Have  you  seen  how  Mrs  Jenkinson  hovers  around her constantly? I am convinced that Mrs Jenkinson is not her companion at all. She is her keeper." She paused to allow her statement to sink in.


"You  look  sceptical,  Georgiana,  but  can  you  deny  that  she  is watched  every  moment?  Why  is  it  that  Miss  de  Bourgh  cannot wriggle a finger without someone noticing—either Mrs Jenkinson, Lady Catherine, or her maid Dawson? I have never seen the young lady alone. Why, I would not be surprised if someone watches her even when she is on the privy."


Georgiana was suitably shocked at this remark. Clarissa threw her  a  wicked  glance.  "Yes,  I  know  I  ought  not  to  mention  such things.  But  that  is  neither  here  nor  there.  What  explanation  do you  have,  Frederick?  Or  do  you  think  her  quite  ordinary  and unremarkable?" 


"She could be remarkable or odd without being a victim of a devious plot," replied Frederick.


Clarissa made an impatient sound.


"I will grant you that she is not at all ordinary," said Frederick. "Over the last week I have used every skill in conversation I ever learned. I have tried a variety of approaches. I have talked of the snow that fell on the fifteenth—which everyone has discussed most eagerly—but  it  did  not  motivate  her.  I  have  spoken  banalities, uttered trivialities, spewed forth philosophical wisdom, and made the most outrageous remarks hoping that something might prompt her to speak. Nothing worked."


"Oh, Fred, you did not!"


"I most certainly did," replied Frederick. "But it made not a jot of difference. I still could not bring her to say more than two words at a time. Surely, even if she is very sickly, she would welcome some diversion? Unless, of course, she disapproves of our presence in her home,  and her silence is prompted by disdain or arrogance. Miss Darcy, you know her better than we do. Is it possible that she despises us?"


Georgiana was at a loss to provide them with more information. She could not imagine that Anne was so very proud. But she was by  no  means  certain.  She  could  only remark, rather guiltily, that she had no idea. 


To herself, she admitted uncomfortably that she had not made any  genuine  effort  to  speak  to  her  cousin  for  years.  She  always enjoyed  her  visits  to  Rosings—in  spite  of  her  aunt—particularly when  she  came  from  school,  because  she  knew  her  dear  brother would be at Rosings at the same time and she saw so little of him generally.  So  her  main  objective  in  visiting  Rosings  was  usually Fitzwilliam, and she rarely communicated with her cousin. To her, Anne was—Anne. Georgiana hardly spared her a moment. 


"I do not believe that a sense of consequence motivates her," said Clarissa  with  certainty.  "It  is  fear  and  fear  alone. Lady Catherine has threatened her. She is afraid to speak lest she reveal the terrible trials she has endured."


Georgiana shook her head at Clarissa's fanciful interpretation. Frederick chuckled.


"Clarissa is always like this," he said to Georgiana. "She has read so many  horrid  novels  she  sees  the  whole  of life  itself  as  a  neverending conflict between villains and innocents."


Clarissa  frowned  at  her  brother.  "I  would  be  grateful  if  you kept your opinions of me to yourself. You may wish to prejudice Georgiana against me, but I will not permit it." 


She turned her back to him and walked on ahead. Georgiana, caught amidst this wrangle between sister and brother, could not determine whether they were in earnest. She remained in an agony of indecision whether to intervene or not. 


They continued a few steps in silence, with Clarissa walking in front of them. Very soon, however, she dropped back to join them, the quarrel forgotten, and addressed herself to Georgiana. 


"You must tell us what occurred to make Anne what she is. Was she always so meek and biddable? She is such a scrawny thing. Yet I think if she were to build up her strength she could be quite taking, for though she is small and thin, her features are quite pleasant. If only she was not always so wet and miserable. With all those furs wrapped around her, she looks like a rain-soaked kitten."


Georgiana laughed. "Oh, Clarissa! I thought you in earnest."


"I am in earnest."


Georgiana, recognizing that Clarissa really did want an answer, considered  her  question.  "It  seems  that  she  was  always  like  this. Though now that you have brought it up, I seem to recall a time when she was not."


An image sprang to her mind of a girl climbing a tree. It was a distant memory, for Georgiana must have been very young at the time. In her mind's eye she saw Anne laughing. She saw a bright face, with red cheeks and eyes that glowed. Anne had laughed and pelted apples at Georgiana and her brother, until finally Fitzwilliam could bear it no longer. He climbed the tree after her and dragged her down. Yet even then she had laughed. The memory seemed so at variance with the present that Georgiana was ready to dismiss it as nothing more than her imagination.


"I remember she was struck down by a putrid fever," she replied, trying to recall what was vague at best. "It was the same illness that killed Sir Lewis. Anne never recovered her strength afterwards. I think that, for some time, Lady Catherine lived in fear of losing Anne as well. But no one has mentioned it since, so I cannot be sure."


"How long ago was that?" asked Clarissa.


"Sir Lewis died about twelve years ago."

Clarissa  shuddered.  "Twelve  years  of  being  smothered  and cosseted! That is enough to make anyone sickly and cross."


"You  must  not  say  such  things!"  said  Georgiana,  coming belatedly to her cousin's defence. "It is not her fault if her health is delicate."


"I did not mean that it was, only that I would never have accepted it. I would have fought harder to overcome my weakness."


Georgiana smiled at her cousin's statement. "That is easy to say when one is strong," she said, "but who knows what one would do under the circumstances? Being constitutionally weak is bound to erode one's will."


Frederick stopped at this point and announced his intention to return to the house.


"We know too little about the situation to make a judgement. Clarissa tends to exaggerate, but I would certainly like to discover more, especially as she is almost a cousin of ours. Our best course of action now will be to question Darcy about her, for he will remember a great deal more than Georgiana, since he is much older."


Clarissa grinned at him. "By all means. Anything you can find out will surely help us resolve this puzzle."


With a quick bow to Georgiana, he strode away. 


"Your brother is very obliging," remarked Georgiana.


"Oh, I do not believe him for a moment. He has only returned to  the  house  because  he  is  tired  of  my  wild  fancies.  A  game  of billiards with Darcy is  of far more interest to him than spending time with us."


This  was  hardly  flattering  for  Georgiana,  who  was  enjoying Frederick's company. She must have revealed her disappointment because Clarissa corrected herself at once. 


"Oh! I did not mean that he is bored with you! But what young man  would  choose  to  stroll  around  with  relations  far  younger than himself if he can spend time with gentlemen-about-town like Robert and your brother?"


"True enough," said Georgiana, though not particularly convinced.


"In any case, we must make our own plans. We need not depend on my brother for anything. The first thing we must do is find a way to talk with Miss de Bourgh alone. We must draw her away from  Mrs  Jenkinson,  who  is  no  doubt  set  to  spy  on  her.  Then, when she is alone with us, we can convince her to confide her situation to us. Perhaps there is some way we can help her."


Georgiana  mulled  this  over.  It  was  true  that  Anne  was  never left alone. And however fanciful it may be to cast Lady Catherine as  the  villain  of  a  Gothic  novel,  Georgiana  was  aware  that  Lady Catherine was a formidable parent who allowed her daughter very little independence. 


She  was  mortified  to  think  that  she  had  never  thought  of reaching out to her cousin and helping her before. 





***


Clarissa  was  certainly  right  about  Frederick,  for  when  Georgiana approached  him  later  to ask  if  he  had  found  out  anything more about Anne, he looked confused at first and then smiled wryly.


"I  have  not  had  the  chance  of  a  private  moment  with  Darcy yet," he said. "But we are going out together later this afternoon, and I will try to ask him then."


His response confirmed to Georgiana Clarissa's superior knowledge of gentlemen's behaviour. 


"You were right about your brother," she said to Clarissa when she saw her a short time later. "You understand people far better  than  me,  even  though  you  are  more  than  a  year  younger."  Her statement held a minute note of envy. 


Clarissa immediately dismissed her praise.


"Fiddle-de-dee! Knowing my brother hardly demonstrates superior understanding," she replied. "He is altogether too predictable. Besides, you must remember that I grew up with three brothers." She peered round the edge of the door into the drawing room, and, finding it empty, ran to sit in Lady Catherine's chinoiserie chair. 


"I do declare," said Clarissa, "I feel like a monarch."


"You  must  not,  Clarissa!"  Georgiana  protested,  casting  an anxious glance towards the door and half laughing. "Suppose she were to come upon us?"


"I cannot imagine what she would do if she  does come upon us," said Clarissa. "Is there a rule that no one but Lady Catherine is allowed to sit in that chair?"


"No. At least, there is no spoken rule. But the fact is, nobody does, and it would vex her exceedingly."


"I care little if she is vexed. I also like to sit in this chair." But she sprung up and waved her hand towards the piano forte.


"Do  you  like  music?  Or,  I  should  ask,  are  you  a  proficient player?"


Playing the piano forte was one of Georgiana's most treasured accomplishments.  She  could  happily  spend  several  hours  a  day playing and considered herself a good musician. She did not want to appear boastful, however.


"I have been told I am," she replied modestly.


"Good. Then we have something in common, for I am generally deemed to be a talented player," said Clarissa. "We shall have to play for each other. Wait here. I will go up to fetch some music, and we can judge each other's playing for ourselves."


Clarissa returned presently with several sheets of music.

"I have Les Adieux by Beethoven. It was the latest piece of his to be had in Boston. I do not know if he has published anything since. Do you not like Mr Beethoven? Is he not sublime?"


"I cannot say I like him. I find him too ponderous."


"You must not have heard him played as I have or you would not say such a thing. Listen!"


She opened the piano, and spreading her fingers across the keys, she began to play.


Georgiana listened as her cousin had bid her and marvelled. She had never heard Beethoven played as her cousin played him, with so many contrasts and in such an evocative manner. 


"Well, Cousin? Do you see now how Beethoven's music is not as heavy as you pronounced him? You know, he wrote this piece when  Napoleon  was  marching  into  Vienna. Fortunately,  it  has  a happy ending."


"I admit myself mistaken," replied Georgiana readily. "But how did you learn to play so well? If only I could aspire to half your skill and expression, I would be happy."


"Tut!  When  I  have  heard  so  much  from  your  brother  about your skill. I was worried you would think me beneath your notice. Come," she said, pulling her towards the piano and pressing her to sit on the bench. "I have played for you. Now it is your turn."


Georgiana  chose  a  piece  by  Cramer  she  knew  very  well.  She executed it perfectly, with only one minor error, and by the end felt very pleased with herself.


"I see your reputation is not exaggerated," said Clarissa. "Though with your permission, I have a comment to make."


Georgiana was accustomed to receiving general applause whenever she played. So she smiled at her cousin's remark and said that  she would  be happy  to hear anything her cousin had to say. She supposed that it would be an extravagant compliment.


"Your execution is faultless," said Clarissa, "and your playing— perfection itself. Nevertheless, there is something lacking."


Georgiana was quite  at a  loss as to  how  to  react  to this unexpected criticism.


"You would be  a far superior player if you could infuse your performance with more feeling."


Georgiana swallowed. "Surely you jest, Clarissa."


"No, I am serious. I believe you are the more skilful player of us two. But when music lacks heart, there is something hollow in the performance. I will show you the difference."


Clarissa turned to the first page of the piece Georgiana had been playing, "You can play this piece in so many ways. You may play it  gaily,"  she  said,  and  her  fingers  pranced  across  the piano. The music came out sounding almost comical.


"Or  you  may  be  solemn."  She  played  the  next  few  bars  in  a grave, studied way, and the piece turned ponderous.


Georgiana shook her head. "But you cannot change the music from what it is meant to be. You cannot bend it to your will. I do not  believe  one should force  one's  own  temperament  onto the music."


Clarissa put down the piano cover and rose. "I was, of course, exaggerating,  to  prove  my  point.  I  will  not  try  to  convince  you to play against  your will. Indeed, you play remarkably well. Our divergence  stems merely from a difference in style. Come, let  us leave, for I hear Lady  Catherine's  voice,  and  I  do  not  wish  to  be compelled to play for her. I can put up with opinionated remarks about almost anything, but I like music too much to allow her to instruct me when she knows nothing about it."


***


That evening two young men arrived at the invitation of Mr Darcy to  make  up  a  card  party.  Georgiana  saw  them  from  the  stairs  as they strode towards the library. One was Mr Gatley, though all she caught of him was a glimpse of broad shoulders and dark hair coiling above a  night-blue  coat.  She  had  never seen the  other gentleman. She had the  impression of a  lithe form with  an easy stride, merry blue eyes under a fashionable sweep of ash hair, and refined features. He nodded to her as he passed by, acknowledging her presence.


The party was intended for the gentlemen alone. Lady Catherine, however, had no intention of allowing the men to disappear from under her jurisdiction for a whole evening.


"Where are you taking that table?" she said to the hapless footman who was carrying a card table that way. "Is that the table from my parlour? Why are you not setting it up in the living room?"


"Mr Darcy requested it, your ladyship. He specifically mentioned the library."


"Nonsense.  They  cannot  intend  to  neglect  the  ladies  when  it is  only  nine  o'clock.  They  may  have  their  own  card  game  later. Gentlemen keep late hours, in any case. It can be no great sacrifice to postpone their own party until after they have played with us." 


Under     other     circumstances,     Georgiana     would     have     been delighted with the opportunity to mix with gentlemen that were unknown to her. But she was wary of Mr Gatley. Something about him put her on the alert—or on the defensive, she was not quite certain  which—and  made  her  wish  to  avoid  him.  She  was  quite at a loss to account for it, for she could not put her finger on any particular cause. She had the feeling that he was a person who was quick to judge others and who was only too ready to find fault with them.


It was  with some  hesitation, therefore, that she agreed to join them in a rubber of whist. Her instincts told her she would do well to excuse herself and retire to her room. 


The attraction of mixing with two handsome young gentlemen is a temptation few young ladies can turn resist, however. Georgiana told  herself  she  ought  to  at  least  discover  what  it  was  about  Mr Gatley that disturbed her. And she unquestionably wanted to meet the other gentleman. 


So, despite the qualms that whispered at the back of her mind, she allowed herself to be persuaded. 
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