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            Prologue

         
 
         Caroline Bingley sank to the floor, her silk crepe dress crumpling up beneath her. Tears spurted from her eyes and poured down her face and, to her absolute dismay, a snorting, choking kind of sound issued from her mouth.
         
 
         ‘This is most improper,’ she tried to mutter, but the sobs – since that was what they were – the sobs refused to stay down her throat where they were supposed to be.
         
 
         She had never sobbed in her life, so she could not possibly be sobbing now.
 
         But the horrible sounds kept coming from her throat. And water – tears – persisted in squeezing past her eyes and down her face.
         
 
         Then with a wrench, something tore in her bosom – her chest – and she finally understood the expression that everyone used but that she had always considered distinctly vulgar. Her heart was breaking. And it was true, because what else could account for that feeling, inside her, just in the centre there, of sharp, stabbing pain?
         
 
         And what could account for the fact that her arms and her lower limbs were so incredibly heavy that she could not stand up?
 
         She was heartbroken. Her Mr Darcy had married that very morning. In church, in front of everyone, and she had been unable to prevent it.
 
         He had preferred Elizabeth Bennet. He had actually married her, in spite of her inferior connections, and even though he had alienated his aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, whose brother was an earl. Caroline simply could not comprehend it.
 
         She had that tearing feeling again and she looked down, just to make sure that it was not her bodice that was being ripped apart. But the bodice, revealing exactly enough of her bosom as was appropriate for a lady, remained steadfastly solid. So the tearing must have come from somewhere inside her. It squeezed at her with pain hard enough to stop her breathing, and to force those appalling sobs out even when she tried her best to swallow them down.
 
         She rested her face in her hands and surrendered to them. She had no choice in the matter. They were like child’s sobs, loud and noisy. More like bawling, in fact. Her mouth was stretched and wide open. And the noise kept coming out, on and on.
         
 
         On the floor, in the midst of merriment and laughter, on the day of Fitzwilliam Darcy’s wedding, with strains of music accompanying her, Miss Caroline Bingley sobbed for her lost love.
 
         
             

         
 
         A long time later, someone tried to open the door. She came to awareness suddenly, realizing where she was. The person on the other side tried again, but she resisted, terrified that someone would come in and catch sight of her tear-stained face. No one, no one, she resolved, would ever know that she had cried because of Mr Darcy.
         
 
         Whoever was on the other side gave the doorknob a last puzzled rattle, then walked slowly back down the corridor.
 
         She rose, straightening out her dress, smoothing down her hair with hands that were steady only because she forced them to be.
 
         She needed to repair the ravages her pathetic bawling had caused. At any moment, someone else could come in and discover her. She moved to look into a mirror that hung above the mantelpiece.
 
         And recoiled in shock.
 
         For the second time that day, she lost control completely. Her hand flew to her mouth and she squeaked – for that was the best word one could honour it with – squeaked in absolute horror.
 
         For there he was, reflected in the mirror, sitting with his legs stretched before him, watching her gravely. He was a complete stranger. He had sat there, all that time, silent witness to the one moment in her adult life when she had broken down in such an utterly demeaning fashion.
 
         Like the snap of a riding-crop, her surprise jolted her into motion. The heavy sensation scattered. She spun round to face him.
 
         ‘How dare you sit there and watch me, sir, without the courtesy of letting me know of your presence!’
 
         The stranger stirred and came to his feet. His face, which had been in the shadows, entered the light as he shifted, and she drew in her breath. In her befuddlement, she thought for a moment it was Darcy himself. Then she knew it was not, merely someone who resembled him, someone with a clear family relationship.
 
         ‘You are entirely correct,’ said the stranger. ‘I have been very remiss. I realized my error after the first minute. But by then it was too late. I could not interrupt such an outpour, and I felt it would be ill advised of me to try.’
 
         ‘If you were a gentleman,’ she remarked, with as much haughtiness as her anger would allow her, ‘you would have left the room.’
 
         He waved his half-empty glass towards the door. ‘Unless I left through one of the windows, I really had no option but to stay.’ His hand indicated the rest of the room as if to prove to her the truth of his words. Because she was still befuddled, her eyes followed it, noting that the room had no French doors, and that the windows were quite narrow.
         
 
         ‘Well,’ she persisted, but her anger had abandoned her, to be replaced by exhaustion, ‘you ought to have thought of something.’
         
 
         ‘I did try,’ said the stranger. ‘Believe me, I tried. It was not a spectacle I relished.’
 
         The spark of anger rekindled, along with the sharp sting of shame. ‘And you have the gall to refer to me as a spectacle?’ Those deplorable sobs were threatening to burst out again. They made her voice uneven and appallingly unfamiliar to her ears.
 
         His eyes remained grave, though the corner of his mouth moved, just marginally. ‘I was not referring to you. I was simply remarking that I would have rather been anywhere else than a witness to your grief.’
 
         His statement mollified her. Indeed, she could think of no response. She rearranged the wrinkled skirt of her dress around her, gathering together the shreds of her dignity. What did it matter, after all, what this stranger thought of her? She would most likely never see him again.
 
         Then it crossed her mind that he had complete power over her, that he was in fact free to disgrace her completely if he revealed her outburst to the assembled guests.
 
         ‘I would be grateful to you, sir, if you would be good enough to keep this episode to yourself,’ she said, her gaze lowered to the ground, abject in her fear.
 
         He came forward and, with a touch of a gloved finger, raised her chin so that she looked up into his eyes. There was sympathy in them.
 
         ‘You may consider this episode forgotten,’ he said. ‘But if at any time you wished to speak about it, I would be honoured if you would confide in me.’
 
         She did not want pity. Nor would she let him take advantage of her weakness. She stepped back out of his reach, stood up straight, and answered, her voice quite distant.
 
         ‘That would be highly unlikely, sir. We have not even been introduced.’
 
         With that she swirled round and, with deliberate steps, walked to the door, opened it, and closed it firmly between them.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 1

         
 
         A dark form glided out of the fog, growing steadily larger, then resolving itself into the shape of a carriage. It drew up to the house, claiming every right to stop there.
         
 
         ‘We are not expecting visitors, are we, Charles?’ said Caroline Bingley, turning to her brother Charles, and his wife, Jane, formerly Jane Bennet of Longbourn.
 
         ‘Certainly not,’ said Charles, tossing aside the book he was reading and rising eagerly. ‘Did you recognize the carriage?’
 
         ‘I cannot see clearly through the fog,’ replied Caroline.
 
         ‘It is hard to imagine anyone wanting to drive in such weather,’ said Jane. ‘But I would welcome the company.’
 
         After being cooped up in the house for two days with only her brother, his wife, and her widowed sister Mrs Louisa Hurst, Caroline was badly in need of diversion. Briefly, curiosity propelled her towards the window. Then dignity won and she came to sit on the sofa, picking up the book her brother had put down.
 
         By and by the sound of footsteps outside the room rewarded her patience. The door of the parlour opened and the footman announced their visitor.
 
         ‘Mr Darcy.’
 
         Caroline jumped and dropped the book. To cover her confusion, she busied herself fumbling with the book on the ground. When she looked up, however, it was not Darcy’s familiar face that she saw.
 
         The eyes that regarded her were not brown like Mr Darcy’s. They were deep blue, and framed with long black eyelashes. Their gaze pierced hers with inappropriate directness. They suggested an intimacy that brought the blood racing to her face. Another jolt went through her and she almost dropped the book again. ‘I believe we have not been introduced,’ said the stranger.
         
 
         ‘This is my sister, Miss Caroline Bingley,’ said her brother. ‘Mr Robert Darcy, Fitzwilliam Darcy’s cousin. Mr Darcy made a brief appearance at his cousin’s wedding, but was called back home suddenly. He has recently returned to England from the Colonies.’
 
         ‘From the United States of America,’ Mr Darcy corrected. ‘That is the current term, I believe. From Boston.’ 
         
 
         He put out his hand to take hers. Caroline shifted the book from her right to her left hand and in a kind of waking nightmare placed it in his. He bowed over it.
 
         ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Bingley,’ said the voice she remembered only too well.
 
         He was waiting. What was he waiting for? She realized everyone was looking at her expectantly. ‘A pleasure,’ she said stiffly, because she did not trust herself to say more. Fortunately, nobody seemed to expect more of her because Mr Darcy greeted Louisa and took a seat close to Jane.
 
         ‘What a pleasant surprise you have given us,’ said Jane, in that calm voice of hers. ‘I have not seen you since we were last in Derbyshire in May. I hope you mean to stay with us for some time.’
 
         ‘Yes, yes,’ said Charles, beaming. ‘You must stay as long as you wish.’
 
         But Mr Darcy – the other Mr Darcy – looked grim.
 
         ‘I would be very pleased, under any other circumstances,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, I have come to convey unwelcome news.’ He looked gravely at Jane. ‘I am here to take you to your sister’s side. Darcy sent me with the carriage to convey you to Pemberley.’
 
         Jane’s face drained of colour. She leaned quickly forward and clutched Mr Darcy’s hand. ‘Oh – pray tell me! What has happened?’
 
         Mr Darcy shook his head. ‘I will tell you everything, but first you must make arrangements to leave.’
 
         Jane looked around her in agitation. ‘I must send a message to my family.’
 
         ‘Mrs Darcy expressly said not to mention anything to your family,’ said Mr Darcy. ‘She does not wish to alarm her parents unnecessarily.’
 
         ‘Then it cannot be so very alarming,’ said Charles, looking relieved. He walked to the back of the sofa where Jane was sitting and placed his hands on his wife’s shoulder.
 
         ‘Yes, you are probably right,’ said Jane, but she continued to stare at Mr Darcy in distress.
 
         ‘Shall I inform the maids to start packing?’ asked Caroline, standing up. Jane was not one to make quick decisions at the best of times, and she was clearly distraught now.
 
         ‘Yes, thank you, Caroline,’ said Jane, giving her sister-in-law a weak smile. ‘You are so good at taking care of things.’
 
         When Caroline returned, Jane was still sitting on the sofa, engaged in a hushed conversation with Charles. Mr Darcy was standing by the fire, warming his hands.
 
         ‘Mr Darcy,’ said Caroline, ‘I am sure you must be very cold and tired after your journey. I have had a fire lit in one of the guest chambers, and I will have a bath drawn up for you. The housekeeper will show you to your chamber.’ 
         
 
         ‘Thank you. You are very kind,’ he said. With a slight bow, he left the parlour.
 
         Having assured herself that he had gone, Caroline walked across the room to Louisa and drew her chair next to her sister’s. ‘Have you discovered the nature of Elizabeth Darcy’s illness?’ she asked Louisa in a half-whisper.
 
         Louisa nodded. ‘I believe she is ill as a result of her confinement. She lost the child, and she is very weak after losing blood. It seems she is quite dejected, and will only be cheered by her sister’s presence.’
 
         Caroline was glad Mr Darcy had left the room. She wondered that such a delicate topic had been discussed openly by a gentleman. But after all, Caroline had been the only unmarried lady in the room, and he did not speak in front of her.
 
         Still, revealing Eliza’s condition to everybody showed a certain lack of restraint, and perhaps a tendency to gossip. Caroline fervently hoped that he had not gossiped about her.
 
         ‘I think it is only an excuse to have a member of her family by her side in Pemberley,’ murmured Louisa. ‘I am certain Mr Darcy has forbidden them from visiting, which is quite the right thing to do. Such common persons should not be tolerated at a grand estate like Pemberley.’
 
         Caroline squirmed. Her sister could be quite extreme when she did not like somebody. ‘Hush,’ she said. ‘That is absurd, and you know it. She would not send for her sister so urgently, if that were the case. Besides, the Bennets have visited Pemberley at least twice since the wedding. You must not say such things. You do not wish to offend Charles, do you? They are his connections too.’
         
 
         ‘I would not offend my dear brother for anything. He has been so kind to me after my dear Mr Hurst’s sudden death. And Jane is all a sister-in-law should be. But it would be too much for me to pretend I like the rest of the Bennets.’
         
 
         The whispered conversation of Charles and Jane had stopped. Afraid they had overheard Louisa’s comment, Caroline held her breath and prepared herself to say something to repair the damage. Instead, Charles came to his feet and pulled Jane up, giving no indication of noticing anything wrong. Caroline breathed a sigh of relief.
 
         ‘I think it would be best if Jane and I set out in Darcy’s carriage. If we leave tonight, we will need to spend an extra night on the road,’ said Charles, ‘but we will reach Derbyshire sooner. I do not wish to delay a moment longer than I must. Jane is really most anxious to reach Elizabeth.’ He turned to his sisters. ‘Caroline, neither you nor Louisa are required in Pemberley.’
 
         ‘Oh!’ cried Jane. ‘But Caroline must accompany us. I have never dealt with a household as large as Pemberley. She will know what to do.’ She looked appealingly at Caroline. ‘You will come with us, will you not?’ 
         
 
         ‘The housekeeper, Mrs Reynolds, is very capable,’ said Caroline, smiling faintly, ‘you do not need me.’
 
         ‘But what will you do here, then, with us away?’ said Jane. ‘Charles, you must convince her to come.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Charles, impatient to set out. ‘You may as well come to Pemberley, if we are to remove there. You, too, Louisa. There is little to amuse you here when we’re gone. You need not hurry. I am sure Robert Darcy is tired after such a long journey, and would prefer to rest a day or two. Upon his return, however, he can escort you. Meanwhile, you could oversee the packing.’
 
         He went to the window and peered out. ‘You will probably be more fortunate with the weather, too. I admit I do not like travelling in the fog.’ Lines of worry etched his face.
 
         ‘Pooh! It will not be foggy all the way to Pemberley!’ said Louisa. ‘But what are we to tell the Bennets if they call? They will descend upon us as soon as the weather clears, you may depend upon it, and we will have to explain your absence.’
 
         ‘I will send a note informing them that Eliza is taken slightly ill, and that I am going to attend her,’ said Jane. ‘If they call and shower you with questions, you must say we disclosed nothing more than that.’
 
         ‘Knowing Mrs Bennet, that will surely arouse her determination to discover all the details,’ said Caroline.
 
         ‘I am sure you are more than capable of keeping my mother at bay,’ said Jane, with an affectionate smile.
 
         ‘I am, indeed,’ said Caroline, and embraced her quickly. ‘Now go, get yourself ready. Your sister is expecting you.’
 
         ‘You’ll take charge of the arrangements, then?’ asked Charles. ‘I would be most grateful.’
 
         ‘Of course,’ she said.
 
         But when they left the room, Louisa remarked, ‘What would they do without your management, I wonder, Sister? They rely far too much on you.’ She sighed, drawing her black dress about her. She was growing restless of wearing widow’s weeds, and had already had several dresses in grey, black and white, and lavender made, anticipating the end of her one-year mourning period. ‘You are always so busy you scarcely have any time for amusement. I do wish my dear Mr Hurst were here. Then we could at least play cards together.’
 
         Caroline said nothing. Her memory of Mr Hurst differed too strongly from her sister’s. Louisa had lost him quite suddenly after Christmas almost nine months ago, when he did not awake after a long night of cards and drinking. With the passage of time, his character had gradually improved in her eyes, until he was in danger of becoming a saint. 
         
 
         ‘I like taking care of the household,’ said Caroline. ‘It gives me something to think about.’
         
 
         She rose as she heard the sound of a door opening. She had to make the travel arrangements, but she also had something else to deal with. She had to contrive to rid herself of Mr Robert Darcy. For she remembered him all too well. More than ten months had passed since that brief encounter at the wedding, but she had not forgotten a moment of it. It had been the biggest humiliation of her life.
 
         It was with that in mind that she waylaid her brother as he emerged from his chamber, pulling on the first of his gloves.
 
         ‘I know, Charles, that you are eager to leave, but I would like a minute of your time,’ she said.
 
         Charles, always willing to please, paused in the doorway. ‘Yes, of course, Caroline. Is there something wrong?’
 
         ‘I cannot help but feel the situation rather awkward. We are to travel with a single gentleman who is a stranger to us. You and Jane are well acquainted with him, since he was there when you stayed in Pemberley. And, of course, he is Mr Darcy’s cousin. But he is a bachelor alone with two unmarried ladies, and we will have to put up at more than one inn on the way. There are issues of propriety to consider. Mama would not have approved, I am certain.’
 
         Charles looked rather surprised by her assessment of the situation. ‘By God, I think you’re right. I had not thought about it quite that way. I have heard nothing unfavourable about him, and I found him a capital fellow.’
 
         ‘I cannot rely on you to recommend him, Charles,’ said Caroline. ‘You are generally inclined to like everyone.’
 
         ‘True enough,’ said Charles. ‘I suppose it is rather awkward. But what’s to be done, in the circumstances?’
 
         ‘This is far from an ideal situation, but as Louisa is a married lady and could be considered a chaperon, perhaps you could pen a quick note to Darcy’s cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam? I believe he is currently in London. If you could invite him to join us, I am sure that would make the situation more acceptable. Two gentlemen must be preferable to one, particularly since Colonel Fitzwilliam is a friend of the family, and is known to be perfectly respectable. And it has an added advantage. If we are to make a house party in Pemberley, it would even out the numbers with the ladies.’
         
 
         ‘Well, yes, I believe you are correct,’ said Charles, relieved that a solution had been found. ‘Except our trip to Pemberley is not exactly a house party. We must not forget that Mrs Darcy is unwell.’
         
 
         ‘I am sure that once she sees you and Jane, she will recover quickly from the doldrums. There could not be two sweeter people than you in the world. And besides, what could be more pleasant than a party of house guests? It will cheer her up considerably. Pemberley is so far from everybody. Surely she would be happy to have company?’
         
 
         ‘You are probably right, Caroline. In any case, since it is the best answer at such short notice, I will send post-haste for Colonel Fitzwilliam, and request his assistance, if he can spare the time.’
 
         ‘Thank you, Charles,’ said Caroline, planting a quick peck on her brother’s cheek. ‘You are the best kind of brother one could hope for.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Caroline did not waste her breath trying to convince Charles and Jane to wait until the next day to set out. Charles often gave in to impulse, and was ready to move at the drop of a hat, as he always said. So she saw them off with a sense of relief that she, at least, did not have to leave right away. She knew her brother too well. He would order the horses driven too hard, or try to put off changing them until the last possible minute, then discover it had become too dark for them to continue further, or that the horses were too tired, so they would be forced to put up at some shabby inn.
 
         ‘I cannot help but wonder at Mr Darcy,’ said Louisa. ‘What could have impelled him to send us that foreign cousin of his? I do not see why we should be forced to endure his company.’
 
         ‘I imagine he meant him to travel back with Charles and Jane, but since Charles is in such a rush to leave, that cannot be expected.’ Caroline sighed. ‘Well, I do not desire to be thought discourteous to Mr Darcy’s cousin, but I wish he had not come. In any case, my brother has written to Colonel Fitzwilliam requesting him to join us, so we will have congenial company,’ said Caroline.
 
         Louisa, startled, cast her a knowing look, which Caroline ignored. ‘And you have no choice but to endure his company, unless you would really prefer to stay behind in Meryton. Then you would spend all your time with the Bennets instead of the Darcys.’
 
         Louisa shuddered. ‘I would journey through ice and snow rather than stay in Meryton if none of you is here.’
 
         Caroline smiled. ‘That was what I would have guessed. Though some of the Bennets do improve upon acquaintance, I must admit I am looking forward to going to Pemberley. I have not been there for some time. I am curious to see what changes Eliza Bennet has made to the house.’
 
         ‘Whatever they are, they cannot be good,’ said Louisa. ‘We must be prepared to find Pemberley ruined beyond repair, unless Mr Darcy has been firm with her, and forbidden her to change anything. That is what I would have done.’
         
 
         ‘Ah, but then you would not have married Eliza Bennet.’
         
 
         Louisa snickered. ‘Very true! But you must remember to call her Eliza Darcy. She has been married several months now. And you have no excuse for forgetting, since we saw them in London in April. Mr Darcy will take offence.’
         
 
         ‘You need not fear,’ replied Caroline. ‘I will not call her Eliza Bennet in Mr Darcy’s presence. When have you known me to be discourteous to Mr Darcy?’
 
         ‘That was because you planned to marry him,’ remarked Louisa, pointedly. ‘And he would have done it, if it were not for meeting the Bennets. I can still scarcely believe that both Mr Darcy and our brother succumbed to the charms of the Bennet girls.’
         
 
         ‘I cannot regret our brother marrying Jane,’ said Caroline, ‘for a sweeter girl you could never find.’ She rose. ‘We have to hope that the Bennets do not call on us before we set out. I will not know how to explain to Mrs Bennet the reason for our departure.’
 
         ‘You may depend upon it, she will find out. People like Mrs Bennet always seem to know everything,’ replied Louisa.
 
         
             

         
 
         Caroline was too well bred to avoid taking dinner with Mr Robert Darcy. In fact, she did everything she could to ensure that Cook served up an excellent meal, even at such short notice. But the situation proved quite uncomfortable, for at the last moment, just when Caroline was preparing to go downstairs, Louisa excused herself, saying she was unwell and would take a light supper in her room. Caroline knew very well her sister wished to avoid the American’s company, but she had created a problem. Caroline was now a single lady dining alone with a single gentleman.
 
         It was not improper, of course, since he was a family guest. The presence of the footmen, moreover, made everything respectable. But it left Caroline with the undesirable task of entertaining someone who was a complete stranger, and maintaining a conversation through several dinner courses without assistance.
         
 
         As they went in, however, Caroline consoled herself by thinking that things surely could not turn out badly. She knew herself quite skilled in conversation, and more than capable of dealing with someone who might not understand the conventions of English behaviour, but who, however, was not completely without manners.
 
         She kept up a stream of inane chatter until dinner was announced and they settled to eat. Caroline paused in her conversation while the footmen served from the dishes. It was clear that Mr Darcy was waiting for such a pause, for he broke in quite abruptly.
 
         ‘You must not think yourself compelled to entertain me all through dinner, Miss Bingley. I am quite content to eat without talking.’
 
         Caroline was taken aback, and did not know how to respond. Such a statement was unprecedented in her experience. 
         
 
         ‘Do you not think it would be quite uncomfortable, Mr Darcy, to be sitting here in silence, with nothing but the sound of chewing echoing through the room?’ She had not meant to challenge him, but as soon as the words were uttered, they filled the room with her resentment. She had been trying her utmost to be polite, and this was her reward!
 
         ‘Oh,’ said Mr Darcy. ‘I never listen to the sound of chewing. I consider it quite improper to do so.’
 
         Caroline peered at him, trying to determine if he was serious. His manner was grave and composed, and gave nothing away.
 
         ‘In that, case, Mr Darcy,’ she said crushingly, ‘let us remain mute.’
 
         If she had hoped to discomfit him, she was sadly disappointed. He ate his dinner in perfect contentment, giving no sign of noticing that anything was lacking. She seethed inwardly. She had determined to say nothing until he did. But, as the quiet lengthened, she shifted in her chair, growing more unnerved by the minute. It became harder and harder for her not to speak.
 
         ‘Miss Bingley,’ said Mr Darcy, ‘I can see you are quite vexed with our agreement. I would not for anything cause you distress, particularly since I can see you have been at pains to have a very enjoyable dinner prepared. May I compliment you on your choice of dishes? And on the skill of your brother’s cook? I do not wish to ruin such a pleasant meal. I shall certainly exert myself to converse, if it will make you feel better.’
 
         Caroline immediately grasped the opportunity to take control of the situation once again. ‘I am very relieved to hear it,’ she said. ‘I do not know what you are accustomed to in Boston, but here it is simply not done to sit silently over dinner.’
         
 
         ‘In company, perhaps. But surely in private many family members may prefer not to talk, especially if they do not get along very well.’
 
         ‘That may be true in some families. I assure you it is not the case in mine. And dining with you can hardly be called dining in private. So you see, Mr Darcy, your argument does not hold.’
         
 
         ‘Why would you not consider our dining private? Apart from the footman, who is wishing himself invisible, and must be tired of standing there so motionless, it seems to me we are completely private.’
         
 
         ‘You are a guest here, Mr Darcy. And a single gentleman. I need not remind you that any attempt to suggest that our meeting is private indicates an undesirable situation of intimacy.’
         
 
         Mr Darcy smiled. ‘Ah. Of course,’ he said, ‘that is what you fear. Intimacy.’
 
         ‘Mr Darcy!’ said Caroline. ‘I do not wish to continue this conversation.’
         
 
         ‘But Miss Bingley, it was you, and not I, who wished to exchange social niceties. I am quite content to be silent.’ 
         
 
         Caroline clamped her mouth down on the retort she would have liked to make, focusing her attention on her food. She applied herself to the venison in front of her, attacking it vengefully with her knife. A spurt of sauce flew from her dish and spattered the table. The footman reacted immediately and dabbed at the tablecloth with a napkin.
 
         She sat back in her chair, aware of Mr Darcy’s eyes on her. His expression was perfectly bland.
         
 
         ‘Thank you,’ he said to the footman, as the latter withdrew to stand against the wall.
 
         She picked up her fork once more and began to toy with her food. Mr Darcy took up a mouthful of venison and chewed it with evident enjoyment.
         
 
         This would not do. If he did not know how to conduct a dinner conversation, it was up to her to set an example. ‘We are expecting a friend of ours, a gentleman, to arrive from London the day after tomorrow, to accompany us to Pemberley. Colonel Fitzwilliam. Perhaps you have met him? He is a cousin of Mr Darcy’s, but unrelated to you, I believe.’
 
         ‘Yes, he is related to Darcy on his mother’s side,’ said Mr Robert Darcy. ‘I have met him. He is a very engaging gentleman. He will be a welcome addition to our party.’
 
         ‘We are thinking of departing three days from today, if that is acceptable to you. I would not wish to hold you up here, if you have business elsewhere.’
         
 
         ‘I have no pressing business at present,’ he said. ‘When I attended Darcy’s wedding, I was in England because a business venture of my father’s necessitated my presence. But I was recalled to Boston when my father fell suddenly ill.’ He looked down into his plate. ‘I returned to England only to tie up matters here to do with inheritance. My late father’s venture did not have a chance to succeed, unfortunately.’
 
         ‘I am sorry to hear of your loss,’ murmured Caroline.
 
         ‘You did not know him,’ replied Mr Darcy. ‘It was certainly a loss for me.’ He stared into the distance, engulfed briefly in his memories. When he looked at her again, he smiled ruefully. ‘But I hardly think you would be interested in that. In any case, after I wrapped up his affairs here, I have had nothing to do but kick my heels first in London, then in Derbyshire, waiting for the chance to sail back to Boston.’
 
         ‘I would have thought it would be impossible to return, with the blockade still in place,’ remarked Caroline. ‘Surely you must wait until the war is over?’
 
         ‘The New England coast is not part of the blockade. Though after the débâcle in Boston Harbour last June, the blockade has tightened, and the risk has become too high. Especially with Bermudan and American privateers attacking British merchant ships. Why, the USS Argus was operating in British waters when they captured it just three weeks ago. Can you imagine their audacity?’
         
 
         His eyes twinkled with amusement. She did not share the joke, of course.
 
         He waited while the footman had removed the tablecloth and brought in the pudding, then resumed. ‘Even if I were willing to risk it, it has become close to impossible to find a ship that will take passengers.’
 
         ‘It was your country that declared war on Britain,’ remarked Caroline. ‘I have never quite understood the reasons for it.’
 
         ‘If a desire for independence and non-interference is incomprehensible to you,’ said Mr Darcy, his eyes sharp, ‘then I am afraid explaining the situation will serve no useful purpose.’
 
         A dark tension filled the room, thick like molasses. Caroline realized she had taken a misstep, and endeavoured immediately to repair it.
 
         ‘I did not wish to mock your country’s demands,’ she said. ‘I meant only to question them. This is hardly the time to engage Britain in another war, when Napoleon himself is at our shores, threatening to destroy our very way of life.’
 
         Mr Darcy raised an eyebrow. ‘I was not aware that you had an interest in politics, Miss Bingley.’
 
         ‘I am not as empty minded as you choose to believe,’ retorted Caroline. She busied herself with slicing a carrot on her plate, not wishing to see his reaction to her statement.
 
         ‘I have not yet had time to form an opinion about you, Miss Bingley,’ remarked Mr Darcy. ‘As you pointed out quite rightly, we have just today been introduced. I would not be so quick to judge you. I hope you will return the favour by not presuming you already know how I think.’ He spoke coldly.
 
         Puzzled by his sudden coldness, she turned to examine him closely, but his face was tilted away from her, unlit by the candles.
 
         ‘Since you seem determined to speak your mind, I hope you do not mind if I speak mine,’ said Caroline. ‘We began our acquaintance under rather unfortunate conditions.’ She paused to allow him to register that she referred to their first encounter. ‘However, since it appears we will be spending some time together, though not in private, I should add, I think it best we should begin anew.’
         
 
         ‘Ah, but you would not deprive me of this opportunity to get to know you better, Miss Bingley, surely? It is only because we are in private that we can have this conversation at all.’ He smiled charmingly, and though his words ruffled her, she took them to indicate agreement. She smiled tightly in return, and ignored his attempt to provoke her.
         
 
         ‘I am glad we understand each other, Mr Darcy, for now I can rest easy. Perhaps you could humour my singular need for conversation by telling me more about your life in Boston? I am very curious to form a picture of it.’
         
 
         No man, thought Caroline, could resist the chance to talk about himself, and Mr Darcy was no exception. He seized the opportunity to launch into a series of tales and anecdotes. To her surprise, he was quite entertaining, even managing to make her laugh at one or two of his stories.
 
         She was glad, however, when it was time for her to withdraw to allow him to drink his port. She excused herself and went upstairs.
 
         Her evening with him had proved exhausting. If she could not trust him to follow the basic dictates of etiquette, how could she trust him in anything else?
 
         For she could not forget for a moment how much she depended on his goodwill not to reveal her secret.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
 
         Caroline was intensely relieved the next day when her maid informed her, as she served the usual morning chocolate in bed, that the fog had disappeared. Caroline’s spirits lifted. The weather being fine, Colonel Fitzwilliam might even reach them before nightfall, for it was barely twenty-four miles from London to Meryton.
         
 
         She had her breakfast brought to her in chamber, which was not her habit. She could little afford it this particular morning, in fact, when there was so much to do. There was Colonel Fitzwilliam’s visit to prepare for, arrangements to undertake for the trip, and instructions to give to the servants for the time they would be away. But she wanted to avoid the breakfast-room, for she did not wish to encounter Mr Darcy alone, and she knew Louisa would not be down before noon.
 
         Her precautions proved to be pointless. When she enquired about his whereabouts, she was told that Mr Darcy had gone out riding early, and planned to take a light luncheon at the inn in Meryton. When he still had not come back by late afternoon, she concluded hopefully that he was just as anxious to avoid her as she to avoid him.
         
 
         She was in the parlour with Louisa when he returned. Louisa was embroidering, while Caroline sat at the writing table, trying to make sense of the ledger, and sifting through a bewildering collection of Charles’s bills. Darcy bowed politely and informed them that he had been gathering information for their journey, since on the way to Netherfield, it was his cousin’s coachman who had guided him.
         
 
         ‘You need not worry yourself about it, Mr Darcy,’ said Louisa. ‘After all, as a stranger in our country, you cannot be expected to know these things. When Colonel Fitzwilliam arrives he will be more than capable of arranging the journey for us.’
 
         ‘I prefer to know as much as possible when I travel, Mrs Hurst,’ said Mr Darcy. ‘I am possessed of a strange independence of spirit, and a curiosity that drives me to learn what I can about any project in which I am engaged. And I am eager to discover what I can about England. Besides, it is by no means certain that Colonel Fitzwilliam will be spared from his duties. Have you received word?’
 
         ‘He may ride over without sending a message,’ said Caroline. ‘Especially if he sets out today from London.’
 
         ‘I can only hope he is able to come,’ said Mr Darcy, ‘for I feel you will be disappointed if he does not.’
 
         Caroline smiled civilly. ‘I do indeed hope he will come.’
 
         ‘In any case,’ he said, ‘you need not worry if he doesn’t. I have consulted Paterson’s and feel quite comfortable selecting our route. I have decided to take the Great North Road.’
 
         ‘The Great North Road?’ said Louisa, frowning a little. ‘It is not our usual route to Pemberley. Are you sure it is the best way?’
 
         ‘It is the post-road to Edinburgh,’ said Darcy. ‘And it is the way Darcy suggested on the way down.’
 
         Louisa shrugged. ‘If Mr Darcy suggested it, we cannot go wrong,’ she conceded. ‘We always travel on that road to Scarborough. We stop at the George in Stamford, and we purchase cheese at the Bell Inn in Stilton.’
 
         ‘Stilton?’ said Robert Darcy, wrinkling his nose. ‘It has an odour, and a rather strange colour. And it tastes – well, the less said, the better.’
 
         ‘Stilton is an acquired taste,’ said Louisa, stiffly. ‘I would not expect it to please just anyone. It is not a common cheese.’ She gave a disdainful laugh.
         
 
         ‘If we do go by the Great North,’ said Caroline, ‘we will stop for the cheese. However, Old North Road might be preferable.’
 
         ‘We can consult the strip maps together, if you wish,’ said Mr Darcy. ‘I have no objection to taking another route.’
 
         Caroline had more urgent things to do than pore over maps in Mr Robert Darcy’s company. She shook her head. ‘When Colonel Fitzwilliam comes,’ said Caroline, ‘I am sure he will give you the benefit of his experience, since he has travelled these roads numerous times.’
         
 
         ‘I bow then to his superior knowledge, in that case,’ said Darcy, quite cheerfully. ‘If he appears on the scene.’
         
 
         ‘Then it is settled,’ she said. 
         
 
         Mr Darcy rose. ‘If you will excuse me, I will withdraw to the library. I have seen one or two books here that interest me, and would like to take the opportunity to explore them. Your brother keeps an excellent library.’
 
         Caroline accepted the compliment with a condescending nod of the head.
 
         As soon as the door closed behind him, Louisa came quickly to sit by her sister. ‘How little he knows! Such ignorance! He has no breeding at all. As if anyone with taste could not like Stilton!’ She mulled over this incomprehensible idea for some time. ‘And did you notice how helplessly windblown his hair was?’ she added, as though that clinched the matter.
 
         ‘He does not seem very concerned with his appearance,’ responded Caroline, mildly.
 
         ‘And what impertinence on his part to plan the journey for us!’ continued Louisa.
 
         Much as she objected to Robert Darcy’s presence, Caroline found herself coming to his defence. ‘In all fairness, Louisa,’ she said, ‘it is nothing more than I would expect. Surely you do not want to take care of the travel arrangements as well as the household tasks? And in the event that Colonel Fitzwilliam is unable to escort us, I would be very glad to know that he was well enough informed about the roads, and would not lead us astray.’
 
         ‘Phew!’ said Louisa. ‘The coachman can deal with all that.’
 
         Though Caroline agreed that his conduct lacked a certain polish, she could not help feeling that Louisa was in danger of going too far. Her remarks to him were designed to give offence, and that would not do.
 
         ‘As long as he is our guest, Louisa, we are obliged to be civil at least.’
 
         Louisa took up the cushion she was embroidering and focused her attention on her stitches. ‘Sometimes, Caroline,’ she said, ‘you are too concerned with the niceties. I do not think we have any obligation towards him.’
 
         Mr Darcy chose that moment to return. It was clear he had overheard Louisa’s remark.
 
         ‘I hope you are not speaking of me,’ he said, cheerfully, ‘for I must say I agree with your sister, Miss Bingley. You must not feel yourself obliged to me in any way. I dislike above all else to be thought an obligation.’
 
         ‘There are social rules, Mr Darcy, and I prefer to follow them, even if you are little inclined to do so,’ replied Caroline. ‘Shall I ring for some tea?’
 
         Mr Darcy settled himself on one of the upright white and gold striped armchairs. ‘Yes, that would be delightful,’ he replied.
 
         With tea requested, Caroline went back to her ledger, only to be interrupted by Mr Darcy.
         
 
         ‘I have found something that I have wished to read for some time,’ he said, tapping his book with the satisfaction of a ginger cat that has caught a bird. ‘Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire,’ he said. ‘It is in several volumes. I hope you have no objection to my borrowing the first of them? I will, of course, return it to you in Pemberley.’
         
 
         ‘You may borrow the whole library if you wish,’ said Louisa, with a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘Charles never reads, and I find its contents quite tedious. I wish he would replace all those dull old books with newer ones. My father bought the collection from an earl whose fortunes were in disarray, and I believe the earl bought a race horse with the money. He had the better end of the bargain.’
         
 
         ‘Did the horse win any races?’ asked Robert Darcy, all innocence.
 
         ‘Not that I know of,’ said Louisa, with a quick laugh.
 
         Caroline poured Darcy the tea, suppressing an urge to giggle. He took it from her, leaned back in his seat, and threw her a mocking glance. ‘No sign of Colonel Fitzwilliam yet, I see,’ he remarked.
 
         Caroline’s back stiffened. ‘Perhaps he will be here tomorrow,’ she said lightly, determined not to allow him to rattle her, though why she should be rattled by the mention of Colonel Fitzwilliam she could not imagine.
 
         He grinned in response. ‘I am eagerly awaiting his arrival,’ he said. ‘I cannot wait to benefit from his superior experience.’
 
         Caroline did not dignify the jibe with a response. But it occurred to her that it was by no means certain that Colonel Fitzwilliam would be able to take time off from his military duties, and it was quite possible that they would be travelling to Pemberley with only Mr Robert Darcy as company.
 
         As nightfall approached, in fact, she began to doubt that the colonel would join them. He had sent no word. Very likely he had been posted somewhere with his regiment, and had not even received her brother’s letter. She resigned herself to the idea that their journey would be uncomfortable. Despite Mr Darcy’s confidence, there was more to travelling than which road to take. Some of the inns along the way had inferior horses, or provided inferior service, or were very slow. Their journey in such situations could be considerably lengthened. Still, as long as they were able to stop at the George in Stamford, they were at least guaranteed one night of comfort.
         
 
         But just when she had accepted the inevitable, a commotion in the courtyard suggested the colonel’s arrival. Caroline did not wait for him to be announced, but hurried immediately to the doorway. She welcomed him warmly as he dismounted, taking him by the arm and drawing him into the house in a manner that seemed to please him. It took only Louisa’s remark that he had come to save them to make him feel that his fast gallop from London was well worth his while, and he was soon comfortably installed in their presence, with Mr Darcy quite sadly neglected. Though one would hardly suppose he noticed, he was so engrossed in the book he had found.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         For the first time in weeks Louisa suddenly came to life at the dinner-table. Caroline realized, watching her, how much her sister suffered from her forced retirement to Netherfield, with only the village of Meryton close by. Louisa did not fare well in the country. She was too engrossed in London society to be happy away from it. She seized on Colonel Fitzwilliam’s presence to deluge him with questions about friends and acquaintances she had not seen since they left.
         
 
         Caroline and her sister had spent part of the season in town, but Louisa’s mourning confined them to a small circle of friends. And though Caroline herself was not in mourning, she was constrained by her sister’s circumstances. She could not hold dinner parties or evenings in the Bingley townhouse, and eventually felt embarrassed accepting other people’s invitations when she could not issue any of her own. Moreover, it became more and more difficult to be merry when her sister was so plainly discontented. So they had left town at the end of June, just after the height of the season, and resolved to settle in Meryton until Louisa was in half-mourning. It had now been three months since they had been in Town.
 
         The colonel replied to Louisa’s questions with good humour. But when it seemed that they would never come to an end, Caroline was forced to intervene.
 
         ‘Oh, do give Colonel Fitzwilliam a chance to take a breath, Louisa. You have plied him with queries the past half-hour at least. You are depriving him of his food.’
 
         She smiled sympathetically at Colonel Fitzwilliam, who smiled back warmly. ‘Oh, I do not mind at all,’ he said, handsomely.
 
         ‘I am sorry, Caroline, to have seized the conversation,’ said Louisa, slyly. ‘I am sure you have enquiries of your own to make.’
         
 
         Caroline flushed. She could not correct her sister in public, but she did not know how to put an end to her lack of discretion. She did not wish Mr Darcy to know anything more about her private concerns.
 
         It was time to change direction, for, in the midst of Louisa’s thirst for gossip, Mr Darcy had been completely neglected. No one had addressed a single word to him since the beginning of dinner.
 
         ‘My enquiries can wait for another time,’ said Caroline, smoothly. ‘I was rather more interested in knowing the latest news of Napoleon.’
 
         Colonel Fitzwilliam nodded approvingly. Mr Darcy, who looked like he was ready to slide under the table, sat up straighter in his chair and paid immediate attention. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said, ‘I am very eager to hear the latest news, for I have been unable to obtain a newspaper in Meryton.’ 
         
 
         ‘There is nothing new, in fact. Napoleon is licking his wounds after the defeat in Berlin, and is struggling to retain control of his supply lines by withdrawing to Leipzig. He has sustained heavy losses, and his army has dwindled. The next few weeks should be decisive. Who knows, perhaps the war will be over sooner than we think.’
 
         Louisa shrugged. ‘I find this talk of war too dismal,’ she said, peevishly. ‘Napoleon is much too far away to attack England, so his movements are of no concern to us, surely?’
 
         ‘I am afraid they are of vast concern to me,’ said Colonel Fitzwilliam, ‘for if the war does not end soon, it is likely my regiment will be sent to fight. But you are right. Military matters hardly constitute suitable conversation for ladies’ ears.’
 
         Caroline, who would have liked to learn more about the latest events of the war, would have protested, but by the time she began to speak, Colonel Fitzwilliam was entertaining them with the latest news about London theatre.
 
         ‘The talk of the town is Delpini’s Don Juan, though it is but a pantomime, and plays at the Lyceum. I have not seen it, but those who have, are showering it with praise. Otherwise there is little of interest at the moment.’
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ said Louisa, her eyes shining, ‘you cannot mean that. The theatre is one of the things I miss most in London. Why, it was just a year ago that the new Drury Lane Theatre opened its doors, with Robert Elliston performing Hamlet. I am sure no one spoke of anything else for days. Do you recall the occasion, Colonel Fitzwilliam?’
         
 
         ‘Of course,’ replied Colonel Fitzwilliam readily. ‘Elliton was all he should be. He cannot hold a candle to Kemble, for he lacks the necessary decorum. But he plays a tolerable Hamlet.’
 
         Caroline turned to Mr Darcy graciously, noting that he had not contributed a word. ‘Are you fond of Hamlet, Mr Darcy?’ said Caroline, in her role as hostess.
         
 
         ‘I suppose it is a good kind of play,’ said Mr Darcy, ‘if you like graveyards and skeletons.’
         
 
         Louisa gave a gasp of outrage. ‘How could you, Mr Darcy? When it is the work of the great Mr Shakespeare!’
 
         Colonel Fitzwilliam turned to her. ‘Perhaps in the colonies they do not venerate Mr Shakespeare as we do, Mrs Hurst.’
 
         But Caroline had noted the gleam in Mr Darcy’s eyes. ‘I do believe he is teasing us,’ she said. ‘For I have read that, in the United States of America,’ she paused to emphasize the words, ‘there is a lively tradition of theatrical performances, and that Shakespeare is very much in vogue.’
         
 
         Mr Darcy gave her an appreciative glance. ‘Very true, Miss Bingley. I am afraid you have quite caught me out. How could I avoid admiring  Shakespeare, when the masters at my Latin School, that venerable institution, instilled it in me? How could I set aside those oh so famous words when they were drilled into my head?
         
 
         
            Alas, poor Yorick! – I knew him … and now, how abhorred in my imagination it is! My gorge rises at it. Here hung those lips that I have kiss’d I know not how oft …’
            

         
 
         He raised his glass in salute. ‘No, it is not something one is likely to forget.’
 
         Since Caroline could not decide whether he was mocking himself, his school, or Shakespeare, she thought it wiser not to respond. There was more to him, perhaps, than met the eye. However, she had no intention of coming to understand him better. Their worlds were far apart, and she appreciated her position in society too much to find interest in anyone who so clearly was not a part of it.
 
         Across the dinner-table, Caroline eyed Colonel Fitzwilliam with approval. It was good to be with a gentleman who knew his place in the world. One knew precisely what to say to him and how to behave with him. And he was a handsome man. His chestnut hair fell over his light-brown eyes in just the right way, and his shoulders filled his coat nicely. He was impeccably dressed.
         
 
         Her scrutiny wandered to Mr Darcy. His dark hair – quite like his cousin’s – was arranged in fashionable waves, but the waves were irregular enough to appear wild. His clothing was elegant and well cut, but was just a little too loose on his frame, as though comfort was more important than correct fitting. As for his high standing collar, it did not reach quite as high as it ought in a gentleman who wished to be thought proud.
         
 
         But then he turned, and his gaze met hers, and she noticed that he had very fine eyes. So fine, in fact, that she found it impossible to look away. They were intensely blue. They caught the moving light from the candles and shimmered, rippling between shadow and light. For a minuscule moment, she was riveted, fascinated by the flickering shades within them. Then reason asserted itself and she wrenched her head aside.
 
         Flustered, she turned to request more wine from the footman.
 
         
             

         
 
         The following day Caroline saw little of either gentleman. She was busy with the type of household arrangements that preceded a long absence – ensuring that all the packing needs for their journey were in hand, seeing that the covers were placed on the furniture, and organizing the tasks of those servants who would follow after them. And she was spared the trouble of planning dinner, for the two gentlemen sent word that they would take their evening meal at the inn in Meryton, where Colonel Fitzwilliam was to meet some of his acquaintances.
         
 
         Caroline was surprised, therefore, when Mr Darcy was announced just after dinner. She had just settled down to some sewing, and was looking forward to a relaxed evening before they set out on their journey. Louisa remarked, quite without civility, that she had not expected to see him tonight.
 
         Mr Darcy was unperturbed by this less than cordial welcome. ‘Oh, I have never mastered the ability to spend the night before a journey carousing. I find myself quite unable to wake up early enough, and it puts me quite out of sorts the whole day.’
 
         He sat down at Caroline’s invitation.
 
         ‘If you cannot hold your cups well,’ remarked Louisa, ‘I suppose that would be the case. Mr Hurst, I recall, was quite capable of drinking several glasses of port, playing cards until the early hours, then rising after two hours of sleep and setting out on a long journey.’ She sighed. ‘But I understand not everyone could be his equal.’
         
 
         Mr Darcy inclined his head, his face impassive. ‘You are perfectly correct,’ he said. ‘I for one would not be able to undertake such a thing.’
         
 
         Caroline could not help but admire Robert Darcy’s restraint. She herself was quite tempted to say that perhaps if he had not indulged himself so badly, Mr Hurst might still have been with them. But one did not say such things, of course. She could, however, make amends for her sister’s rudeness.
 
         ‘You are perfectly correct, Mr Darcy, for you will make a poor companion if you were nursing a headache the whole day. It would be rather uncomfortable to be confined in a carriage for hours with someone who is determined to do nothing but growl.’
 
         ‘I would never be so bad mannered as to growl at you, Miss Bingley, no matter what the circumstances,’ said Robert Darcy, irrepressibly. ‘In fact, now that I think about it, I do not believe I have ever been guilty of doing such a thing.’
 
         Caroline sighed. Her attempts to put him at ease seemed quite wasted. Certainly he did not appreciate them. And she had no idea if he was flirting with her or not, since his words could be understood in any number of ways. But she had no intention of encouraging him, if that was his intention.
         
 
         She reached for the bell pull. ‘I will have Cook bring you something light to eat,’ she said. ‘I know the inn at Meryton serves supper very early, for they keep country hours, and you are undoubtedly hungry by now.’
 
         ‘You are really very kind,’ said Robert Darcy.
 
         ‘I hope Colonel Fitzwilliam will not be sleepy tomorrow,’ said Louisa, her mind still dwelling on their earlier exchange. ‘For I had hoped to question him more about our friends in London. I am so out of touch with everyone!’
         
 
         ‘I am sure you will have the opportunity to talk to him,’ said Caroline, ‘but I hope you will not exhaust him with your questions.’
 
         ‘Oh, I need not stand on ceremony with him. He has been our brother’s friend forever. And you must not hold back, either, Caroline,’ she said, throwing her sister a knowing look. ‘For I know you are anxious to enquire after a particular gentleman.’
         
 
         Under Mr Darcy’s scrutiny, Caroline felt the blood rise to her face. ‘There is no one in particular I wish to discuss,’ she replied, stung by this betrayal of confidence. And to someone they scarcely knew! ‘You will agree, Louisa, that I am acquainted with several very presentable young gentlemen in London.’
 
         ‘All at the same time, Miss Bingley?’ said Mr Darcy. ‘I am quite impressed.’
 
         Caroline pressed her lips together tightly. Louisa had started this, but Mr Darcy was only too happy to find a reason to roast her.
 
         ‘Come, come, Mr Darcy,’ said Louisa archly. ‘You must admit that is a possibility. Caroline has many admirers. She is accounted a beauty in Town.’
         
 
         Mr Darcy exclaimed in surprise. ‘Well, I never!’ he said, peering at Caroline closely, as if he had never seen her before. ‘Now that you mention it, I see there is some truth in that judgement. I am grateful to you for drawing my attention to it, Mrs Hurst. I apologize, Miss Bingley, for not having realized it earlier.’
 
         Miss Bingley did not know whether to blush or to be angry at his brazenness. Since she could not decide on one or the other, she contented herself with chastizing her sister. ‘You should not to speak about me like this in front of strangers, Louisa.’
 
         ‘But Mr Darcy is hardly a stranger, Caroline.’
 
         Caroline could not believe her ears.
 
         Robert Darcy raised an eyebrow. ‘She has a point there,’ he said. ‘I imagine I know quite a number of things about you that are not generally known.’
         
 
         She turned away quickly, pretending to busy herself with rearranging some ornaments on the table, and bit down on her lip to prevent herself from retorting. Insufferable man! To taunt her about that single moment of weakness! Never before had she regretted anything as much as that moment of emotional display at Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy’s wedding. The memory agitated her so much that before she knew it she had broken her resolve to stay silent.
 
         ‘A gentleman would refrain from such references.’ She realized too late that she had aroused her sister’s suspicions.
         
 
         ‘What references, Caroline? What are you talking about? Did you have a prior acquaintance with Mr Darcy?’
 
         Caroline was thrown into an agony of confusion. How could she answer her sister in a way that would satisfy her without lying outright?
 
         ‘We were only introduced two days ago,’ interceded Mr Darcy, smoothly. ‘Which was a great loss to me, had I but known it. Especially now that you have alerted me to Miss Bingley’s reputation as a beauty. However, I intend to remedy the situation very quickly.’
 
         He smiled at Louisa, and to Caroline’s surprise, her sister tittered. ‘Mr Darcy!’ said Louisa, coyly, ‘What nonsense is this?’
 
         Caroline remained steadfastly unsmiling. She had allowed him a hold on her by giving in once to her feelings in a moment of weakness. But if he thought she could be influenced by a few meaningless words of flattery, he would find he was very much mistaken. She was not such an easy nut to crack, and she would make sure he knew it.
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