
        
            
                
            
        

    The Trials Of The Honorable F. Darcy
By Sara Angelini

Fitzwilliam Darcy is a Superior Court judge in a San Francisco suburb; Elizabeth Bennet is an attorney who appears before him. Judge meets attorney, judge snubs attorney, then judge falls for attorney.






Chapter 1
Charles Bingley looked under the hood of the Lamborghini Murcielago and crossed his arms.
“How much horsepower?” he asked.
“580,” replied his friend. Bingley stroked his chin and nodded.
“And zero to sixty in...?” he asked, not taking his eyes off the engine.
“Zero to 62 in 3.8 seconds, top speed 205.”
“Have you driven one?”
“Yes. I wasn’t impressed. Traction control,” his friend, Fitzwilliam Darcy, said disdainfully in his clipped British accent. Bingley looked up at Darcy.
“Isn’t that a good thing? I don’t want to plunge over the Pacific Highway no matter how good I look in it.”
“For god’s sake, Bingley, it’s an Italian super car! If you’re afraid to drive it, buy a Honda.”
Charles Bingley chewed on his thumbnail absently. “I bet it costs a fortune to insure,” Bingley mused.
Darcy laughed. “Insurance? Don’t buy it if you can’t afford to wreck it.”
“It looks scrumptious,” said Bingley’s sister, Caroline. “I’d look divine in it.” She bent over to look in the window and surreptitiously looked behind her to ensure Darcy had a good view of her rear.
“What do you think, Darcy?” Bingley asked. He trusted his friend’s opinion and relied on him prodigiously. Luckily for Charles Bingley, Fitzwilliam Darcy was as good a friend as one could hope for; he kept Bingley safe from himself and was rich enough to have no designs on Bingley’s fortune.
“If flash is what you want, this is the car to buy,” Darcy replied noncommittally.
Caroline wiggled out of the window and turned to Darcy.
“Whatever happened to that funny little car you had, the one with the driver’s seat in the middle?” she asked.
“I sold the McLaren to Ralph Lauren a few years back. He refuses to sell it back to me,” he said ruefully.
“You know Ralph Lauren? Ugh, tell him I hate his latest line,” Caroline wrinkled her nose and checked on a fingernail. Darcy allowed one side of his mouth to curl into a smile as he envisioned himself flipping open his cell phone and saying “Ralph. Darcy. Hate the line. Want my car back.”
“I’m getting it,” Bingley declared. “Let’s go,” he said walking resolutely toward the dealership. Darcy looked at his watch.
“Bingley, I have to get back to court. Don’t you want to think about it overnight?” he called after Bingley. Bingley continued toward the dealership door and shook his head.
“I’ll have it in yellow!” he called to Darcy, giving him a backward wave in farewell. Darcy sighed and climbed into his non-flashy Audi.
“Fucking Ralph Lauren,” he muttered to himself.

***

Darcy pulled into the parking lot of the courthouse. He had been following a blue Mini-Cooper and was amused to see the driver was bobbing her head and clearly singing at the top of her lungs as she drove before him. He half expected to see her break out the air guitar. He pulled into the parking slot beside her and watched with fascination as she slammed out a drumbeat on her steering wheel. He laughed silently to himself and climbed out of his car, grabbing his briefcase from the passenger seat. The driver of the Mini Cooper was apparently doing an encore as she did not exit.
As he passed her car, he recognized the pounding thumps of “Rocket” by the Smashing Pumpkins. One of my favorites, he thought. He hummed the tune to himself, fingers twitching at his side as if working over the frets of a guitar. He quickly crossed the parking lot on his long legs and jogged up the five flights to his office.
“Good afternoon, Judge Darcy,” he was greeted in the hall by an attorney. He nodded pleasantly and passed through the judges’ entrance. He passed his secretary, who ran after him as he opened his chambers door, reciting his phone messages to him.
“... and Judge Clayton went home sick, you’ll have to take her afternoon calendar.”
Darcy turned swiftly back to his secretary, instantly annoyed.
“Sick? What’s wrong with her?” His secretary shrugged noncommittally and handed him several slips of paper. He frowned. He was already overworked, he didn’t need another twenty cases to hear this afternoon. He sincerely hoped this was not one of Judge Clayton’s little hissy fits about not being appointed presiding judge when the vacancy had opened. He personally couldn’t give two shakes of a rat’s ass about the position but then he didn’t need the extra money. When it had gone to Judge Boyd instead of Judge Clayton, Darcy thought he’d never hear the end of it. He suspected that Judge Clayton wanted the position because the presiding judge did not hear trials. Judge Clayton had been overturned on appeal rather frequently of late, mainly because she had no concept of how to interpret the law.
Not five minutes later, Judge Boyd came into Darcy’s office.
“Hi, Will,” he said in his insipid, soft voice. His pale eyes looked at Darcy with blank sympathy while his head nodded. “I assume Deidre has told you that Francis has gone home sick, I’m afraid you’ll have to take the rest of her calendar.” Darcy sat on the edge of his desk, one leg swinging casually.
“What exactly is wrong with Francis?” he asked sardonically.
“I’m afraid she’s just feeling unwell. You know how she gets.” His vacant expression and evident complacency grated on Darcy’s nerves; he didn’t want the PJ position but he’d have done a damn sight better than this man!
“Certainly, Oliver. I will handle it.” With dispatch. And better than either one of them would have done.
“Thank you. I appreciate your understanding and professionalism,” Judge Boyd smiled and nodded his head; he reminded Darcy of a wet noodle. Perhaps Darcy should not have had that martini that Caroline insisted would be soooooo refreshing with their lunch.
Judge Boyd handed Darcy Judge Clayton’s docket and left. Six trials.
“Fucking Judge Clayton,” he muttered under his breath.

***

As a suburb of San Francisco, Meryton had the advantages of being within easy commuting distance of a major metropolitan area. However, as a suburb of San Francisco, Meryton also had its own small district court, as did many other suburbs. In a district as small as theirs, with only two trial judges, he heard both civil and criminal cases. The courthouse also housed several smaller law offices, including Gardiner and Associates, one of the most respected firms in their small district. In such a setup there was little free space and generally attorneys had few options in where they could negotiate their deals. As a result, Darcy allowed them to negotiate quietly in the back of his courtroom while he heard cases. There was always a constant buzz and shuffle as attorneys chatted and struck deals, joked and argued. Today, the courtroom was teeming with people.
The Honorable F. Darcy entered the courtroom with little fanfare and a swirl of black robes. Sometimes he imagined himself as Professor Snape when he wore them. Considering how frequently he wished he could zap some people out of existence, it was fitting. This afternoon would be one of those days; he hated cleaning up other people’s messes and yet it somehow always fell to him. He was “responsible” and “reliable” and “respectable” and “rich,” all qualifications that made everyone think he enjoyed taking care of them. He thought they could all go fuck themselves. Christ, I need a vacation, he thought, surprised at the vehemence of his own resentment.

As soon as his term was up, he would not seek reappointment. If he could just get through the next 18 months, he’d be free to return to England and assume the life of a country gentleman. Or maybe he’d loaf on a beach for a year or travel or visit relatives in France or... he pulled himself out of his reverie and turned his attention to a new face in the courtroom.

Well, if it isn’t little drummer girl, he thought amused. Probably here to contest her speeding ticket. She was talking to Charlotte Lucas, a defense attorney from Gardiner and Associates. She was lucky; he was a softie for speeding tickets. If the policeman didn’t show up, he routinely dismissed them. As he didn’t see a CHP anywhere in the courtroom, he figured she’d be free to play air guitar within the hour.
“Anybody ready?” Darcy asked. He did not follow a strict docket order as the attorneys usually weren’t ready at their assigned timeslots; instead, he took his cases on a first-come, first-serve basis.
He was surprised to see Miss Drummer Girl lead a pudgy, slightly sweaty man to the defense table while Mr. Johnson, the prosecutor, took his side.
“Elizabeth Bennet for the defense, your honor,” she announced. Darcy looked up at her, gave her a once-over with a critical eye and returned his gaze to the file before him. New attorney, he thought, disappointed. Tedious.
The prosecutor laid out a charge of solicitation of prostitution and Miss Bennet defended the charges creditably, given what a poor case she had to work with. Bill Collins was a habitual offender; Darcy had seen him on several occasions. He wondered how long before Mr. Collins contracted a flaming case of herpes.
They dickered back and forth and she tried to prove how clever she was by raising hyper technical arguments. Darcy blew her out of the water, but gave her credit for trying, but let enough of her points stand to allow the prosecutor to reduce the charges. They ultimately agreed to 30 days probation.
The prosecutor then brought the prostitute before Judge Darcy for trial; she was represented by a barracuda defense attorney from deBourgh and Associates, slumming on a pro-bono case. He hated that firm; they never compromised anything. He would have to try the case.
“What am I in trouble for?” the prostitute asked, outraged.
Fucking Bill Collins, Darcy thought irately.
 





Chapter 2
“Fucking Judge Darcy,” Elizabeth Bennet swore as she punched the elevator button to the ninth floor where Gardiner and Associates was located. She had felt somewhat humiliated by his out of hand dismissal of her defenses even though she herself knew they were weak. Until now, she had been appearing only before Judge Clayton, who was a very motherly judge who never raised her voice or chided the attorneys. She also never decided a case right but that was beside the point; she was nice.
“I think you have just been Darcied,” Charlotte teased. “Once you get used to him, he’s actually a pretty good judge. He’s never been overturned on appeal, unlike some others we know,” Charlotte said, winking at Elizabeth.
“Mmmm. Needs a little work on the interpersonal skills, though, doesn’t he?” Elizabeth replied. They dumped their briefcases in their offices and met again at the door as they left for the evening.
“Want to go for a drink?” Charlotte proposed.
“I’m meeting a friend; mind if he comes along?” Elizabeth said. Charlotte shrugged, and soon they were walking toward the local legal after-work hangout, the Assembly Room. Elizabeth looked around and found her friend sitting at a table by himself.
“Charlotte, I’d like you to meet my friend Louis Hurst. Lou, this is my friend Charlotte Lucas.”
Louis Hurst was a slender man with deep blue eyes and dark hair. It was commonly said that he looked a lot like Rupert Everett; he used it to his advantage whenever he could. As Elizabeth’s best friend since junior high, he had an uncommon bond with her. He had little direction in life and drifted from job to job, somehow always managing to land on his feet. Right now he was a massage therapist at a day spa. He had never been driven like Elizabeth; their opposite attitudes were largely what glued their friendship together. That and their fashion sense.
“Who is that?” he said, eyebrow raised in interest, looking toward the door. Both Elizabeth and Charlotte turned. Elizabeth’s face assumed a look of horror.
“Ugh, it’s Judge Darcy!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “Let’s get out of here!” she said, grabbing her purse.
“Too late!” Charlotte laughed. Darcy was standing a few feet behind Elizabeth talking to another attorney.
“Come on, Darcy, join us. It will be fun,” the attorney was saying. Darcy was shaking his head.
“No, I’m busy tonight.”
“But she’s crazy about you, you could get laid tonight!” the attorney said. He had apparently had a few too many.
“Thanks, Jim, but no,” Darcy declined politely.
“Hey, did you see Gardiner’s new attorney? Eleanor, Elaine, something like that? Elizabeth, that’s it. She’s hot, you should ask her out!”
Elizabeth felt her face flush and saw Lou and Charlotte put their hands over their mouths in horrified mirth and look at Elizabeth. Thank god her back was to them!
“She’s alright, I suppose,” Darcy said nonchalantly. Both Lou and Charlotte’s eyes widened in disbelief. Elizabeth’s jaw dropped in indignation.
“Seriously, she looks like she’s got a great body,” Jim cajoled, oblivious that she was just behind him. Elizabeth bit her lip to keep from laughing. When she thought it could not get any worse, she heard Darcy say firmly,
“Look, she’s not handsome enough to tempt me. Do you have any idea what kind of headache even the appearance of impropriety would cause? I could get kicked off the bench for shagging an attorney who appears before me.”
Elizabeth burst out laughing at the absurdity of their conversation. Both Charlotte and Lou burst out laughing as well. Annoyed by the explosion of laughter behind them, Darcy and Jim moved away from their table. Elizabeth gathered her things. They all burst into another fit of giggles as they brushed past Darcy on their way out.
“She’s alright, I suppose,” Charlotte mimicked, then laughed again.
“But not handsome enough to tempt me,” Lou finished with a spot-on impression. “Maybe I’m handsome enough to tempt him,” he suggested with wide eyes.
“Oh, Lou, the only shag about you is your hairdo,” Elizabeth quipped.
Despite the humor she found in the situation, Elizabeth could not ignore that she was incensed that Judge Darcy had so soundly dismissed her charms. She continued to laugh and joke with Lou and Charlotte as they went to dinner, but something akin to resentment was beginning a slow burn inside of her.

***

Darcy really was busy that night; he had plans for dinner with Caroline. Dinner, of course, meaning sex. He wasn’t quite sure when he had decided it was acceptable to have sex with his best friend’s sister but it had been occurring on an occasional basis for the last two years. He drove to her apartment and ate dinner without paying attention to it. They watched a movie absently until she straddled him on the couch. Although he was physically aroused, he felt empty, detached. She writhed and moaned beneath him and he performed those acts which brought her pleasure. His breathing was hardly quickened by the effort; she was easy to please. He allowed her to orgasm and then reached his own quickly in an almost businesslike manner. Afterwards, he leaned against the headboard and drew his knees up, resting his elbows on them.
“What are you thinking?” she asked him sleepily. He was thinking that he was ashamed of himself for taking advantage of her. He knew that she wanted him, had dropped hints and made advances for years. He looked at his hands clasped between his knees and sighed deeply.
“I was thinking about work,” he lied. He gazed into space in the darkened bedroom for a moment, while she rolled over and nestled closer to him.
“You think about work too much, you need to relax,” she murmured. He did not respond. He was not happy with this “relationship,” it went against everything he believed in - sincerity, honesty, integrity. He resolved at that moment that he would not sleep with another woman until he felt some genuine affection for her. It didn’t have to be love, he wasn’t a romantic, but it did have to be more than a physiological reaction. He mentally prepared himself for a long period of celibacy. Then he made an excuse, dressed, and went home.

***

Having experienced the mortification of being found not tempting, Elizabeth found it very hard to take Judge Darcy seriously. She found it, in fact, very easy to appear before him; she prepared excessively for each case to prove to herself that she was better than him. She showed her indifference to him by refusing to take the bait when he said something offensive, as he did on a daily basis. Having absolutely no respect for him as a human being, she teased him. She gave him pert glances and said “Yes, Judge Darcy,” when he instructed her to do something. She fought him over evidentiary issues and objections without deference to his position and advocated for her client unequivocally.
As a result, Darcy found that she was one of the best attorneys who appeared before him. She did not back down from his intimidation, unintentional though it was, was always well-prepared, and often crafted creative settlements. She wrote exceptionally persuasive trial briefs, well supported by case law and legal analysis. He learned that Elizabeth Bennet had ghost-written several briefs on behalf of other attorneys at Gardiner and Associates and had a very high success rate of appeals against Judge Clayton. He was impressed by her dedication, often running into her in the elevator after hours as both were working late. After several weeks, he found that he had developed a healthy respect for her and actually enjoyed her appearances before him. He found himself looking forward to her cases, in a purely intellectual sort of way, of course. It had nothing at all to do with her velvety brown eyes.

***

While Judge Darcy avoided meditating on the very great pleasure a pair of fine eyes in the face of a pretty woman can bestow, he did allow himself to appreciate Elizabeth’s fiery streak. On one particular occasion, her opposing counsel had refused her settlement offer and then disappeared for two hours. When he finally returned, he had the nerve to tell Judge Darcy that Elizabeth was stonewalling him.
“Miss Bennet, are you refusing to negotiate?” Judge Darcy inquired over his glasses.
“Well, your honor, I would have been happy to continue negotiations had Mr. Byrd not disappeared for the last two hours! As it is, he has refused all my settlement offers, the case law is in my favor, and I refuse to be bullied into settlement. It is against my client’s interest,” she answered hotly. Her cheeks were flushed and she was quite angry. Why should she have her client offer more money just to avoid a trial they were likely to win? Not even the disapproving Judge Darcy would make her do such a disservice to her client.
“Miss Bennet, nobody is bullying you. I take your point. Go set it for trial,” he said and dismissed them. He frankly thought the other attorney was being unreasonable and was likely to lose at trial and thought Miss Bennet had made the right choice. Nonetheless, he was surprised that she had the cajones to assert that he was bullying her into settlement! He hid a smile. He was beginning to like her.
Elizabeth, on the other hand, found Judge Darcy disagreeable and overbearing. She had often chatted with Judge Clayton about their families or work but never with him; he was forbidding. He did not look like he would suffer conversation with a young woman. He frankly looked bored when someone was talking to him; and so she did not engage him in conversation. Nor could she forget his dismissal of her feminine charms. Certainly she had not harbored any attraction for him, he rather reminded her of Clark Kent without the super ego, but to hear herself described thus had been a blow to her pride.
So, she was surprised when he spoke to her one day as she stood alone in his courtroom. She was waiting for Charlotte’s case to finish so that they could go to lunch and she had wandered into his courtroom to read the latest Appellate Court ruling that he had posted on his bulletin board. She had not seen him and had her back turned to him as she read.
He saw her come in and stand with her back to him. She was rocking back and forth on one of her high heels, well-shaped legs showing beneath her modest skirt. He took a moment to admire her rear, he was after all not made of stone, as she read. Finding his thoughts wandering into unacceptable territory, he cleared his throat and said,
“That case will be of benefit to you, I think, in some of your toxic mold cases.”
She turned, startled, when she heard his voice. He was sitting at the bench looking over a stack of papers. He had taken off his robe and sat in shirtsleeves.
“Yes, it appears to pretty much absolve the insurance companies of any liability without absolute proof of causation by defect,” she said. He nodded.
“It does disadvantage those people who are the victims of floods,” he said.
“And those people who just refuse to fix a leaky washer and then sue the insurance company for millions.”
He nodded in concession. “You like insurance defense, then?” he asked trying to make small talk.
“Insurance defense allows me to indulge my inner evil overlord,” she raised her eyebrow and steepled her fingers under her chin in a posture of evil contemplation. “All defense attorneys are bad people at heart, you know,” she grinned.
“You’re very good at it,” he said, smiling slightly. She laughed.
“Hey, there you are,” Charlotte said as she came in. “Hello, Judge Darcy,” she said pleasantly.
“Hello, Miss Lucas.”
“Judge Darcy was just telling me what a terrible defense attorney I am,” Elizabeth smiled. Of course she was deliberately misunderstanding his compliment in order to tease him. She was the only attorney who ever teased him; he wondered if he should be flattered or worried.
“You should see how she treats the staff,” Charlotte grinned and Elizabeth gathered her things.
“Have a good day, Judge,” Elizabeth called as she left. She didn’t wait for him to reply.
Over the next few days, Darcy noted with some concern that his eye was drawn to Miss Bennet with an uncommon frequency. He had begun to be... attracted... to her. Of course as a judge, any personal connection with one of the attorneys before him would be highly questionable and probably cause for investigation and headaches... but he could still look. And look he did.
He thought she had a very pretty face; not exotic or glamorous but definitely not in the ordinary mien. She had warm, expressive brown eyes that she often rolled in contempt at her opposition’s arguments when she thought he wasn’t looking. Her eyebrows were dark arches that expressed disbelief, sarcasm, or frustration on quite a regular basis. But she had a quick smile and pleasant laugh. She was generally in good humor and had a keen wit that he appreciated, which she only exhibited when she thought he wasn’t paying attention. Her creamy complexion contrasted against her dark brown hair, which she always wore pulled back into a professional bun or chignon. That a curl usually found its way from her bun only to be tucked behind an ear struck him as somewhat charming, as if she could barely contain the energy that tried to escape from her body.
Aside from her prettiness, Jim was right; she had a very fine body. She was not particularly tall, perhaps 5’4”. She was not too skinny or too heavy; she had good curves that were shown to her advantage by well-cut suits. She disdained the traditional dark suit, often wearing light blues or greens, which he thought suited her better than black. Those colors made her eyes stand out.
 





Chapter 3
While Elizabeth Bennet was busy impressing Judge Darcy with her impertinence and legal acumen, her sister Jane was impressing another gentlemen in an entirely different way.
Jane Bennet had begun her residency at Meryton Hospital in late June. Since that time, and it was now mid-October, she had been secretly admiring the pediatric surgeon. Dr. Charles Bingley was happy, talented, good with children, and oh-so-hot. She had a fear that he might be gay; but if he wasn’t, she was determined to have him.
“Hello, Dr. Bingley,” she said as she sat next to him in the cafeteria.
“Jane! How nice to see you again. How is it coming over in urology?”
“I wanted to thank you for lending me this text,” she said, placing it on the table next to him. “I think I’ve learned a great deal about the male anatomy from studying this book.”
“I’m glad you enjoyed it. I thought it might be a little hard for you,” he replied.
“Not at all. I think I understand it pretty well. In fact, I’ve taken the liberty of putting my phone number on the post-it note in Chapter Sixteen if you wanted to call with any questions about the text.” Jane licked her forefinger and paged over to Chapter Sixteen “The Male Sexual Response,” and pointed to the post-it note with her cell phone number on it.
“Please feel free to call me, Doctor,” she said.
“Please, call me Charley,” he said a little breathlessly. She smiled. Not gay.

***

“Oh, come on Darcy, it will be an absolute bore without you,” Caroline said as she sipped her coffee with Darcy and Charles.
“It will not!” Bingley said indignantly. Caroline gave him a disbelieving snort and turned back to Darcy.
“It will be full of scrubs and nurses,” she pouted.
“I do know people outside the hospital, you know!” Bingley said hotly. Darcy watched the interaction between older sister and younger brother. He could almost envision her holding Charles out at arm’s length with her hand on his forehead while he swung fruitless punches at her.
“Aren’t you inviting any of your friends, Caroline?” Darcy asked, sipping his tea. Dreadful stuff, the Americans really knew how to fuck up a cup of tea but he drank it nonetheless.
“I’m inviting you, aren’t I?” she said, leaning over the table and poking her finger into his chest. He looked down at her red lacquered nail.
“Halloween is a tedious holiday. Everybody thinks it’s their one time in the year to get outrageous by dressing up in a devil costume,” Darcy drawled.
“It is!” Bingley grinned. “I’m not sure what I’m going to be yet...”
“No doubt it will be outrageous,” Darcy interrupted. “Maybe you could be a surgeon; you could wear one of those little paper masks!” he said with mock excitement. Then he shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “It’s a time for everyone to get drunk, act stupid, and hide behind a mask while doing it,” he snorted disdainfully.
Bingley sat back with his arms crossed.
“Honestly, Darcy, sometimes I think the wart on Caroline’s ass is more fun than you.”
Darcy choked on his tea and Caroline swatted Bingley on the head. She turned her attention back to Darcy.
“Will, really, I’ll be desolate if you don’t come,” Caroline purred. “Bring Georgie, she’ll have fun.”
Darcy rolled his eyes and put his teacup down. Caroline was under the impression that his 25 year old sister, Georgiana, was perpetually 15.
“I’ll make it worth your while,” she sang, tracing a little circle on his hand with her fingertip. Darcy ignored her and looked at Bingley.
“What time will it be?” he asked Bingley. Bingley grinned.
“Starts at 8.” His smile disappeared. “And you’d better not come dressed as a judge!”

****

“Come on, Lizzy, you have to come with me. I won’t know anybody there!” Jane pleaded.
“Jane, you’re perfectly capable of making friends. Besides, you’ll know him,” Elizabeth pointed out.
“Pleeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeaaaase!!!” Jane said, clasping her hands together. “I really like him and I’d like you to meet him.”
“And what better time to have an intimate one-on-one than when he’s hosting a party in a mask?” Elizabeth snorted.

“If you don’t come with me, I’ll... .I’ll... I’ll think of something,” Jane mumbled weakly.

“I’m trembling at your awfulness!!” Elizabeth laughed. “Fine, I’ll go but I won’t dance and I’m leaving at 11:00. I have an early massage the next morning. You’ll have to find your own way home!”
Jane hugged Lizzy and planted a juicy kiss on her cheek.

***

“How do you like it?” Caroline said as she twirled in a circle before Darcy.
“What is it?” he asked, tilting his head. She was wearing a bright orange jumpsuit that ended in short-shorts and fishnet hose. The suit was unzipped halfway down her ample chest and she was wearing handcuffs.
“It’s a prisoner costume,” she said, turning around again.
“It says ‘property of the penile system,’” he laughed.
“Maybe you should put me in jail, Judge Darcy,” she said as she sashayed toward him. He laughed and let her put her hands on his hips and do a little grind against them.
“Caroline, what are you wearing!” came Bingley’s dismayed cry. Bingley swept into the room wearing a Darth Vader costume. “You were supposed to be Princess Leia!”
“Don’t you find it a little, um, incestuous for us to have coordinating costumes?” she said to him. Bingley put the helmet on his head and raised his fist in the air.
“You have failed me for the last time!” came his electronic voice from within the helmet. Darth Bingley then turned to Darcy and raised a finger accusingly at him.
“What the hell are you?” he intoned. He made a dramatic shaking motion with his hand, enjoying the power of the Force within him.
Darcy put on his helmet and held out his arms. He was wearing a black flame-retardant auto racing suit. It was the suit he wore when he raced cars in college; he was a little dismayed to find it a bit more snug than he remembered.
“Evel Knievel?” Darth Bingley asked. Darcy shrugged and gave a thumbs-up. Who the fuck cared who he was? He was in costume, wasn’t he?
Caroline pouted. “I thought for sure you’d be a judge again.”

****

“Where the hell is this place?” Elizabeth frowned as she held a flashlight to the map. They were in the middle of friggin nowhere, having taken a road off of the Pacific Highway. They had been driving for a good ten minutes without seeing any signs of civilization.
“Did we take a wrong turn?” Jane asked nervously. She gripped the steering wheel and put the high beams on. She slowed as the road turned to gravel.
Up ahead she saw a row of parked cars, and around the bend an enormous mansion came into view. Enormous. With a helicopter on the roof. And a private jet runway lit up with floodlights.
Jane and Elizabeth looked at each other. Just in front of them, someone parked and climbed out of the car. Jane rolled down her window and tapped the horn lightly. The woman, who was dressed in a ballerina costume, turned toward her and Jane called, “Is that Charles Bingley’s place?”
“Yes,” the woman replied. Jane thanked her and rolled her window back up.
“Oh my God, Jane, your boyfriend is Bill Gates’ rich brother,” Elizabeth breathed. Jane looked at her and laughed shakily.
“Think this is the right party?” Jane mused.
“No, most bazillionaires normally keep ballerinas on their grounds just for fun,” Elizabeth replied. Jane laughed and they both jumped out of the car and trudged toward the house.
There was a crowd of people standing around a yellow car at the front of the house. Darth Vader was sitting in the driver’s seat of a Lamborghini.
“Jane!” came his electronic voice. Jane looked at him startled, until he took off his helmet. “Jane, it’s me!” Bingley laughed. He climbed out of the car and walked over to her and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m so glad you came! You look great! What are you?”
Jane was wearing thigh-high vinyl boots and fishnets, short biker hot pants, and a black leather vest. She topped it off by a black cap perched jauntily on her head, blond hair curled into a sedate bun at the nape of her neck. She turned her back to Bingley and he read the lettering across the back of her vest.
“She’s a Hell’s Angel!” Bingley laughed with delight. Jane introduced Elizabeth to Bingley, who greeted her warmly and showed them in.
Darcy was perusing the drink selection, and wondering how to drink with his helmet on, when a particular costume caught his eye. She was wearing low slung leather pants with a studded belt and motorcycle boots. She had a white tank-top on but what caught his eye were the large black feathered wings that were strapped to her back. She had dark kohl around her eyes, but he would know those eyes anywhere.
What the hell is Elizabeth Bennet doing here? he wondered. He slipped the dark visor of his helmet down so that she would not recognize him, and watched her as she looked nervously around the room. She smiled when a blonde biker chick came to her side and squeezed her hand. So, she’s a lesbian, Darcy thought, slightly disappointed and slightly turned on.
He stepped aside as they approached the drinks table, heads close together. Elizabeth looked up at him and smiled.
“Nice costume!” she grinned. “Is that your Mach 5 out there, Speed Racer?” Darcy shrugged and gave as bashful an expression one could while wearing a helmet with a tinted visor.
“Do you know which one is Caroline?” Jane asked Darcy. He pointed to Caroline’s orange back. Jane nodded and caught Bingley’s eye. He raised a gloved hand and beckoned her to him. “I feel an irresistible urge to obey his command,” Jane droned as she put down her drink.
“Ok, Speed and I will be here when you get back... if you survive,” Elizabeth grinned. Jane walked toward Bingley who was already pulling Caroline over to meet her.
“I’m Azrael, ”she said to Darcy, putting her hand out. He shook her hand with his gloved one. “Nice to meet you, Speed.” He nodded and picked up a bottle of wine and gestured toward her. “Why, thank you,” she said as she held a glass to the bottle. He poured her a glass of wine and was about to pour one for himself when he realized he couldn’t drink it without removing his helmet.
“Do you know many people here?” she asked him. He shrugged. She looked at him and unsuccessfully repressed a smile. “Talkative, aren’t you?” she smirked. He shrugged and waved his hands in the air. She laughed.
Good lord she’s good looking, he thought. She hadn’t come to the party all tarted up like a lot of the women here nor had she chosen an immature cutesy costume, like say a bunny. She was, instead, quite striking. Little did he know that it was a last-minute substitute for a French Maid costume, they were all out at the costume store. He had never before seen her with her hair down; he found it unnervingly attractive.
“I have a confession,” she said. He looked at her and crossed his arms over his chest in an expression of interest. “I don’t know anybody here. My sister there works with Charley at the hospital; he invited her and she dragged me along. I’m a party crasher. It’s always nice to have Death drop in, don’t you think?” she chewed on a swizzle stick and looked at him through her lashes, then laughed.
Inside his helmet he grinned. Elizabeth looked around her.
“Can you believe this place?” she mused. “I had no idea that people actually lived in places like this.” Darcy looked around him; it was a bit opulent for his taste and it was smaller than his estate in England but then Bingley was always one for form over substance. He had no idea why he liked the guy so much.
Darcy turned his attention back to Elizabeth. She was talking to a man in a pirate costume.
“AAAAAAARRRRRRRRRR you having fun?” she asked. Darcy laughed inside his helmet. The pirate laughed and waved his rubber hook at her.
“Shiver me timbers, I need a drink!” the pirate said.
Darcy moved aside as the pirate fumbled with his hook, a wineglass, and a bottle of wine. Darcy watched him in amusement but Elizabeth raised an eyebrow at him and then rescued the pirate. After the pirate had gone, she turned to him and said, “Talkative and helpful.” He put his hand over his heart and bowed slightly in apology. She laughed. “It’s really quite sad that I am completely entertained by a mime.”
He laughed again inside his helmet. They stood in companionable silence as the party became more crowded. They became crushed in and, inevitably, Elizabeth got jostled and spilled red wine down her white tank top.
“Fuckity fuck fuck!” she exclaimed. “This was my last white tank top!” Darcy grabbed a bottle of seltzer water while she dabbed at her top with a paper napkin. He wetted a towel and began to press it to her chest. When she looked sharply at him, he snatched his hands back from her chest and gave her the towel. He gave her the bottle of seltzer water and watched as she proceeded to drench her shirt with it. The stain came out but he could see the lacy pattern of her bra underneath. He was beginning to find her sexy.
The crush of the crowd was becoming too much for him and Elizabeth was looking unhappy as well; her wings were being mangled by other guests.
He touched her arm and motioned his head toward the door. She looked at him questioningly and he sighed and put his hand on her arm. He pulled her gently toward the front door, squeezing through the crowd. He looked in a drawer in a table by the foyer and found a set of keys; Bingley was so predictable.
Darcy grabbed her hand and led her down the steps of the house and toward the garage.
“What are you doing?” she asked warily.
He held his hand up to her in a reassuring expression.
“You’re not going to axe murder me, are you?” she said.
He stopped and assumed a pensive expression, helmeted chin resting on palm, finger tapping against the helmet. After visually debating with himself, he shook his head. Then he threw his hands up in the air and pulled her hand again.
Not really sure why she was doing it, she followed him. He opened the garage and turned on the light. Elizabeth gasped; Bingley had a car collection! Darcy/Speed jingled the key in his hand and walked confidently to a Ferrari Enzo. She hung back; he turned to her and gestured her to come with him. She followed him and he opened the door for her and helped her get in after removing her wings. He jogged over to the other side and expertly slid in; this was a man with experience in getting in and out of outrageously expensive cars.
He started the engine and pulled toward the front.
“Are you stealing this car?” she asked. He laughed and shook his head. He drove out carefully over to the paved road and pointed it toward the private runway, illuminated by the floodlights. He leaned over and adjusted the racing safety harness that crossed over her chest. He revved the engine and looked at her; she looked rather frightened.
“Do you know what you’re doing?” she asked, her hand gripping the door.
He nodded. He pointed at his helmet, his gloves, his jumpsuit, and his racing shoes.
“Authentic?” she asked. He nodded. “Authentic eBay?” she clarified.
He shook his head and pointed at his chest. Then he put a hand comfortingly on her thigh and squeezed. He gave her a thumbs up and revved the engine again. Then he looked forward and pressed the gas pedal.
Elizabeth felt her heart lurch as Speed stepped on the gas. Were they going to get arrested? What if he was just a party crasher - oh, bad choice of word - and ruined Bingley’s car? Her worries about liability faded when she began to fear for her life as he increased the speed of the car. Then, suddenly, she was exhilarated. He stepped on the gas again, pushing her back into the seat. As they approached the end of the runway, he lifted the handbrake and sent the car into a controlled spin.
Inside his helmet, Darcy was grinning widely. It had been a while since he had opened up the Enzo. He had actually sold it to Bingley last year, for a discount provided that he could continue to drive it whenever he wanted it. He expertly set the car into a spin, came out, and accelerated again. Next to him, Elizabeth was laughing and screaming at the same time. He laughed and punched it again. Somehow, he knew she’d like it.
They tore across the runway again and again, spinning and weaving, until Elizabeth was breathless. Darcy looked over at her as he slowed; she gave him a double thumbs-up and laughed. He nodded and drove the car back to the garage. He pulled her out and helped her slip back into her angel wings. She was looking at him with a smile, still a little breathless. He bowed to her, pulled her hand to his visor, and made a loud kissing noise.
“Who are you?” she asked. He was about to lift his visor when he thought better of it. Anonymous flirting was fine; letting her know he was Judge Darcy was out of the question. Instead he shrugged and walked her back to the house, his hands behind his back.
For the rest of the evening he kept her near him and yet he never spoke to her. He stood next to her when she stepped outside for air. He followed her when she perused the food selection, even holding a plate for her. He watched in amusement as she unwittingly caused people to sneeze with her feathers and he caught several glasses when one of her wings brushed against the wine table.
Jane squeezed out of the crowded dance floor and grabbed Elizabeth’s hand. “Come and dance!” Jane laughed. Elizabeth looked up questioningly at Speed. He shook his head slowly from side to side. No way was he going to try to dance with that helmet on. Instead, he touched her wing.
“You’re right, I’ve done enough damage,” Elizabeth nodded looking at her wing. “Thanks, but no,” she said to Jane.
Bingley grabbed Jane’s hand and pulled her back into the crowd with a yelp.
“You think he’ll slip her the light saber later tonight?” Elizabeth smirked. Darcy laughed inside his helmet. It was getting ungodly hot inside but he couldn’t take it off now. He saw Caroline bobbing on the dance floor; she caught his eye and waved at him, grinning. He raised a hand to her. Elizabeth watched the exchange.
“Is that your girlfriend?” she asked. He shook his head slowly. Elizabeth’s lips curled into a coy smile and she looked at him from beneath her thick lashes. Over the speakers, Morrissey’s “Ouija Board, Ouija Board” was playing. She hooked her thumbs into her belt loops and swayed her hips slowly to the music.
Darcy leaned lazily back against the wall, arms crossed. Is she doing a little dance for me? he mused, smirking inside his helmet. Why is my visor fogging up at a moment like this? he wondered as he watched her.
She bit her lower lip and looked up at him while she swayed her hips in a slow rhythm. He felt himself becoming, er, aroused. This is not good at all!
She raised her eyes to him and sang a line to him: “The table is rumbling, the glass is moving, no I was not pushing that time.” Her lips caressed each word, tongue darting seductively with each syllable as a playful smirk hovered over her lips. She put her hands up to his helmet strap.
He stood up straight and caught her hands.
“P-U-S-H O-double-F,” he wagged his finger to the cadence of the lyric and then rested it on the tip of her nose.
The sentiment, though teasing, was clear: push off, you’re not going to see my face.
“Ok, Speed,” she laughed. “Your secret identity won’t be revealed tonight.”
He gave an inward sigh of relief; at least the alarm had killed his emerging erection.
Elizabeth looked at the clock and sighed. “I should be going.”
He thought he saw her give him a subtle inviting glance but he wasn’t sure; not that he could act on it anyway.
“It was nice sorta-meeting you,” she said as she put her hand out to him. He shook it and held it just a fraction too long. She slipped away and he lost sight of her in the crowd.
He quickly stepped outside and tore his helmet off; his hair was soaking in sweat and he gulped in the cool night air. A few minutes later Caroline emerged behind him and swatted him on the butt.
“Miss me?” she asked playfully. He didn’t answer but looked out into the night. “We still have time to use these,” she waved her handcuffs at him. He grinned and shook his head.
“No thanks,” he answered.
“I told you I’d make it worth your while and I never break a promise,” she said as she slipped her arms around his waist. She pressed against him and looked at him invitingly.
“No need, I enjoyed myself. I won’t hold you to it,” he said.
“But will you hold it...” she pressed against his groin “...against me?” she replied. Darcy laughed and shook his head.
“No thanks, Carrie. Not in the mood.” He pushed her gently away and she looked at him in slight confusion and amusement.
“OK,” she said and took a step back. “Are you OK?” she asked. He nodded.
“I’m fine. Just a little overheated and dehydrated. I think I’ll head home.”

***

“Is it possible to be completely sexually turned on by someone whose face you have not seen and who didn’t say a word for the whole evening?” Elizabeth asked Lou as he kneaded her back.
“It depends. Was he 300 pounds?” Lou said.
“No. I wish I knew what his face looked like.”
“Have Jane ask what’s-his-name who it was then see if you can get his number,” Lou suggested.
“Christ, he was sexy!” she sighed. “I thought I felt some chemistry, you know?”
“With someone who wore a helmet all night,” Lou repeated skeptically. “He didn’t even lift the visor to say goodnight?”
Elizabeth laughed.
“No. I’m being stupid, aren’t I? If he didn’t even bother to say anything to me, he couldn’t be interested, could he?” She turned on her side to face Lou as he massaged her arm. “It’s just that, well, it was like he was playing a game. I mean, he didn’t say anything but he didn’t ignore me. He followed me wherever I went, he didn’t dance with anyone, and he didn’t talk to anyone else. I think everyone thought he was my date and I kinda think he wanted to give that impression. What does that mean?”
“Mmm,” was Lou’s response. Elizabeth rolled back onto her stomach and sighed again.
 





Chapter 4
By the next week, Jane and Bingley were dating. She found him to be sweet and spontaneous, funny and kind. Although she had never lacked for boyfriends, she had never become conceited; it had been a harrowing few weeks when she was unsure of Bingley’s feelings. But the night of the Halloween party had sealed it for her; he had stayed by her the entire night, introduced her to everyone, and had driven her home at 3 a.m. after a serious make-out session in his kitchen.
For his part, Bingley adored Jane. She was the perfect complement to him. He had always been somewhat flighty and he felt she grounded him a little. She was like a soothing mother to his hyperactive inner child. But he pulled her out of her serenity on occasion: he introduced her to karaoke.
“Does it have to be karaoke?” Elizabeth asked Jane as she peered into her closet.
“Yes, it has to be karaoke and, yes, you have to wear these pants,” Jane said as she tossed a pair of black pants to Elizabeth. “Think of it this way: a blind date can’t get any worse than karaoke, so you only have room for improvement.”
Elizabeth sighed as she pulled on the pants and selected a crisp white blouse.
“What’s this Richard guy like?” Elizabeth asked. She had mixed feelings about blind dates; they were a sign of desperation and yet she wasn’t getting any dates on her own.
“He’s very cute, very funny, and likes karaoke. That’s all you need to know,”
After checking her appearance, Elizabeth decided to undo one more button on her blouse. She added an amber beaded necklace and then turned to Jane for approval.
“Very sexy,” Jane nodded. Jane herself was stunning in a silver mandarin style dress that stopped six inches above the knee. She was wearing strappy silver sandals and had her long blonde hair swept up in a chignon. Together, they looked like opposites: Jane the sophisticate and Elizabeth the siren.
The doorbell rang and Jane ran to answer it. Elizabeth gave them a minute to say hello then came downstairs, letting her heels clomp a little too loudly on the stairs.
“Elizabeth, come meet Richard,” Jane called. Elizabeth saw Bingley, jeans, faded t-shirt and blazer-very nice and Richard, same thing except dark shaggy hair and laughing blue eyes.
“Hi, nice to meet you,” he said as he held out his hand to shake hers. Elizabeth had a newfound respect for Jane’s ability to attract the cream of the crop in men.
“Shall we go?” Bingley said and they all piled into his SUV. They drove to a club across town from which, instead of pulsing dance music, floated the strains of karaoke devotees. Elizabeth shook her head in disbelief. Was she actually going to a karaoke bar?
They filed in and found a table near the stage.
They started the evening off with a few drinks and cheered as singers boldly took the stage to belt out their favorite songs. After three drinks, Bingley had the courage to leap onstage for a rousing rendition of Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believin’.” Elizabeth laughed as he strutted on the stage, pointing at ladies in the crowd, and rounding up with a finale of jumping up and down on the stage.
Richard, continuing the Journey theme, did a lusty version of ‘Ask the Lonely,’ with an impressive air guitar solo. Elizabeth was quite sure she saw a woman hand him her phone number as he came off the stage. She raised her eyebrow when she saw Richard tuck the number into his pocket with a grin at the woman. Playboy.
Jane was next with her version of Kylie Minogue’s ‘Come Into My World,’ spreading her long legs in a rather erotic ‘V’ that seemed to have Bingley completely entranced. She was thoroughly enjoying herself and gave one long leg a kick at the end of the song. The room shrilled with whistles and cheers at the end of her song.
Four drinks in, Elizabeth was full of bravado; serene Jane wasn’t going to show her up!

Elizabeth stood on the stage with the microphone in her hand. As the strains of Donna Summer’s ‘Hot Stuff’ began, she turned her back to the crowd, legs spread, and heel tapping to the beat. Then, she turned to the crowd. She thought she would be nervous but the spotlight was so bright that she couldn’t see beyond the first row of tables... it was like she wasn’t even in a room full of people! If she couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see her, right?

She started to sing:
With the word ‘tonight’ she raised one arm over her head and ran it over her hair in an expression of repressed desire. She strutted across the stage and with each refrain of ‘hot stuff’ swung her hips suggestively.
She raised her arms above her head and swung her head to the music. She sunk into a low crouch and sang to the front row, then bounced back up effortlessly. She continued the song in this manner, unexpectedly enjoying herself. She looked at Richard and flashed him a smile. She looked at him when she sang ‘warm-blooded lover’ and smiled again. Her attentions were not lost on Richard; he grinned and shouted ‘spank it!’ Never one to back down from a challenge, she obliged by slapping herself on the ass and looking at him over her shoulder. Applause and whistles followed; Richard’s grin widened.
She finished off the song with a few swings of her hip and then struck a pose as the last drum beats echoed. She was greeted by thunderous applause and whistles. She laughed and jumped off stage to her waiting table. Jane clutched her hands and Bingley kissed her cheek, both laughing. Richard gave her a congratulatory kiss on the lips that said a little more than ‘nice job.’ Elizabeth sat next to him catching her breath and he put a hand affectionately on her leg.
Darcy stood at the rear of the club. Bingley had invited him to come along to watch, he knew Darcy wouldn’t sing, and to bring Caroline along but Darcy had refused. He wouldn’t set foot in a karaoke bar without his sister Georgiana, he’d said. But Georgiana was out of town, Darcy was bored, and Bingley was always good for a laugh, so on a whim he decided to join them.
He was about to start looking for Bingley when he saw the most amazing thing he had ever seen in his life. Elizabeth Bennet was on the stage singing and... undulating... in a very unprofessional manner! He didn’t believe it was her at first but he recognized that smile that she flashed partway through the song. He was stunned.
Her shirt was open halfway down her chest with a glittering necklace that served only to draw his eyes to her breasts, jiggling under her shirt with every move. Her hair was a wild halo of dark curls around her face - holy Christ did she just slap her ass? He swallowed with a parched mouth. It couldn’t possibly be her. It just couldn’t. That wasn’t fair; she had no right to be hiding all of - that - under a suit every day, parading it around in front of him where he had absolutely no chance of ever seeing it!
She finished her number and everyone started to clap. She grinned and bowed like a kid, laughing at herself. He remembered that Bingley was dating Elizabeth’s sister and that Elizabeth had no idea that he had been at the Halloween party. She could have no reason to expect him to show up; meeting her now would only embarrass them both. Darcy decided not to join Bingley after all. He turned quickly on his heel and left.
Ignorant of the repressed libido that she was enflaming at the back of the room, Elizabeth focused all of her flirtatious attentions on Richard. Jane was right; he was very cute, very funny, and... very cute. But she was conscious of the warning signal in her head that he was a playboy and that he would not likely be around for more than a few weeks. While she liked him, she wasn’t prepared to settle for a one-night stand. So she resolved to flirt and capture his attention but to let it end with that.
For his part, Richard was attracted to Elizabeth as well, which surprised him. In his job as a fashion photographer, he was surrounded by statuesque women with giant boobs and no hips all the time. It had been his dream job for several years and he had dated models almost exclusively for some time. But the smell of vomit was hard to get out of your head and he liked to eat a good steak once in a while, so he’d stopped dating models. Not that he didn’t still sleep with them.
She wasn’t a statuesque model by any means. She had freckles across her nose that he thought she’d look better without, but they didn’t spoil her overall appeal. She was funny and had a quick wit. They had absolutely nothing in common but he enjoyed talking to her. He enjoyed kissing her more. He did it as much as she would allow and retreated with good humor when she seemed to think he was moving too fast. No sex tonight, he sighed to himself. He doubted he would call her on his own initiative but he liked her enough to consider another date if it were convenient for him.

***

Elizabeth’s performance did nothing to push thoughts of her from Darcy’s head; she’d already been on his mind too much for comfort since Halloween. After seeing her at the karaoke bar, visions of her smacking her rear would intrude on him at the most inopportune times, such as in the shower. On Monday he saw her, looking professional and pulled together as ever. She had no idea whatsoever that he was lusting after her.
He had the urge to tell her that he knew her little secret; she would probably think it was hilarious. If she didn’t think he was a complete pervert. He contented himself with his private knowledge of her performance skills but when he saw her in the cafeteria line, he couldn’t help himself.
“Watch out for the chili, it’s hot stuff,” he said to her as he passed her in line. She looked at him in confusion. First, why was he talking to her? Second, there’s no way in hell he could know about her song, was there? No, absolutely not. She chalked it up to his eccentricity and cosmic coincidence and then hid a smile because it reminded her of her naughty behavior.

***

In his chambers later, Darcy sighed. It was absolutely impossible to ignore his attraction to her, especially after that display, but it was equally impossible to act on it. To act on his impulse would only cause professional trouble for each of them and if it didn’t work out, whatever ‘work out’ was, they would still have to work together. Awkward.
Besides, he had a strict policy of no workplace romance even before he became a judge. Too much drama.
His cell phone rang. It was Georgiana.
“Georgie, how’s London?” he grinned into the phone.
“Bloody freezing,” she laughed. “I’m spoiled by San Francisco weather.”
“Have you been to the house?” he asked.
“Yes, Mrs. R. says hello and something about getting your bloody arse back over to see her soon.”
Darcy laughed.
“So, the reason I’m calling is to tell you that Sylvia Matlock is getting married.”
“Good for her!” Darcy exclaimed. Sylvia was an old flame; it had not gone well when he broke up with her. He was glad she had moved on.
“She’s not inviting you,” Georgiana said bluntly.
“Why not?!” he exclaimed, shocked.
“Apparently she still thinks you’re a prick.”
Darcy laughed ruefully. “Ah, well, she was uncommonly attached to me and I didn’t feel the same. She has every right to hate me.”
“Well, that’s sort of the problem, isn’t it? She didn’t hate you nor does she now. Will, I think she’s still in love with you.”
“Oh, Georgie, don’t be melodramatic. I’m sure she’s over it by now, give her my best.”
“You know, I liked her. Why couldn’t you have married her?” Georgie chided.
“Uh, no.” Darcy shivered a little at the thought. Sylvia Matlock had been a beautiful woman, highly educated, within the same social sphere, and sensitive. She had also been quite certifiably insane. He’d never told Georgie of the frightening messages he’d received for months after their breakup. He was glad he hadn’t had a small pet that she could have left dismembered on his doorstep.
“Was she that bad?” Georgie laughed.
“No, of course not,” Darcy said. Yes, she had been that bad. But he wouldn’t impugn her character, both out of a sense of honor and for fear of retribution.
“Are you dating anyone yet?” she asked him. He jolted upright in his chair.
“What?” he said, choking on his drink.
“Are you dating anyone yet?” she repeated.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“What business is it of yours?”
“As your adoring and devoted sister, I take it upon myself to monitor your happiness. I’m not seeing any - happiness, that is. You need a girlfriend.”
“I certainly do not!”
“Yes, you do. You’re commitment phobic, do you know that?”
“I am not!”
“Then why haven’t you had a serious girlfriend in the last 10 years?”
“I don’t know, I’m busy, I’m lazy, I don’t want the hassle, there’s nobody I’m really interested in making the effort with.”
“So you sell yourself short to Caroline Bingley because she’s convenient?” she challenged.
“There’s nothing going on with Caroline,” he stated. He heard her snort.
“Why do I find her underwear in your laundry?”
“Why are you looking in my laundry? And you haven’t found it there since last July, I’m quite certain.”
“Caroline Bingley is not what you deserve, Will. I can’t believe you dip your stick in that.”
“The mouth on you!” Darcy laughed. “I’ve done a poor job raising you.” He could hear her smile.
“No, you’ve done a great job; I’m not a crack whore, right?”
“Who knows what you do in your spare time,” he said dryly.
“Seriously, Will, you need to start dating. I don’t want you to be an old bachelor. You’re too good to waste on that. You’ll be a great dad.”
“Been there, not in a hurry to do it again.” He heard her end of the line go quiet. “Oh, Georgie, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that. You know that.”
“Am I the reason you aren’t moving on with your life?” she said confrontationally. He didn’t know what to say. She was the reason he had put it on hold but there was no excuse anymore.
“Of course not. I’m just lazy. Look, finding a woman takes a lot of effort. There’s the whole problem of where to meet them, weeding out the uglies, getting rid of the sots, avoiding the mercenaries, there’s really not much left in the pool once you’re done. At least there are no illusions with Caroline. She only wants what’s in my pants. She’s made her own money, she doesn’t want to be tied down, she’s not bad looking, and she’s tolerable company.”
Georgiana made a sound of disgust. “Are you listening to yourself? Are you really that jaded? Don’t you want something more?”
He sighed. “Of course I do, Georgie. It just hasn’t happened yet.”
“Get off your arse and make it happen,” she replied.
They rang off and Darcy brooded. Sylvia had been his last serious girlfriend. They had worked at the same law firm in England, and when Darcy had been selected to open the California office, she had been part of his team. Although they had known each other in England, they had not started dating until their transfer to the States. She had moved back to England a few months after he broke up with her.
The breakup had been precipitated, at least in part, by that awful fiasco with George Wickham. Darcy had dropped everything: work, Sylvia, Pemberley, everything, to straighten Georgie out. The drug rehab, the abortion, and getting her back in school had all drained him emotionally. He could remember every detail of the night he had discovered them in his apartment, naked in his bed. He could remember the crunch of Wickham’s cheekbone under his fist, the sensation of Wickham’s throat squeezing under his hands. Darcy had never experienced blind, red rage before; he knew he would have killed Wickham that night had Georgiana not run to the neighbor for help.
He had been overwhelmed by guilt afterwards. He had failed everyone: Georgie, his parents, his law firm, Mrs. Reynolds. It was only his guilt that allowed Georgie to persuade him not to press charges against that pedophile. He had always regretted it. He made it up to her by devoting the next five years of his life to her.
He removed her from the care of her ‘guardian’ Mrs. Younge and recruited his cousin, Richard Fitzwilliam, to step in as co-guardian with him. He purchased a condo in a secure building from a down-on-his-luck rock star; the soundproof recording studio was converted to a music room for Georgie. He eschewed dating for three years completely.
He had avoided any relationship at first because he wanted to focus solely on Georgiana. Then he allowed himself to date casually but did not bring any women home and never stayed overnight with anyone. He had discreet sex but avoided any serious attachments.
By the time she was 20, Georgiana was sober and at the top of her class in Stanford. She had matured and blossomed into a beautiful woman. She had moved on.
But Darcy had not. He had forgotten the dance of dating, had no pool of women to choose from. He tried dating a few women but found the entire process painful. He felt out of practice, his manners were archaic. He didn’t want to ‘hook up’ with these women nor did he want to marry them. He didn’t want to debate politics or religion; he wanted someone to go to the movies with. Unfortunately, the women he met were ambitious; they disdained popular culture as vulgar, yet rose little above vulgarity in their own lives and took too much interest in his holdings in England. He stopped dating again and devoted himself to work.
He told himself he was enjoying the carefree life of a bachelor, no commitments and now no worries about Georgiana. He told himself that he deserved this time to himself, to do whatever he wanted. Caroline had been persistent and, eventually, he stopped running and let her catch him. He had justified it as part of his new bachelor lifestyle but the truth was, she was comfortable; he knew what to expect from her. In any event, he had not succumbed to that comfort since last July and had no regrets.

***

Elizabeth was not in the habit of working weekends; she valued her free time and used it to perfect the art of laziness. So she was quite put out by the fact that she had to write yet another appellate brief against Judge Clayton the Saturday after Thanksgiving. She looked out her window nine stories below and watched a man run a circuit of the park across the street. She let herself be distracted by his long lean form. He was running in long, loping strides, faster than a jog but not an outright sprint. She couldn’t make out his features but she admired his figure. Curse it, why was every tall man reminding her of Speed Racer? She allowed herself a little smile as she pictured a helmet on the running man; yes, they were nearly identical. She watched him make another circuit in quick time, then he stopped and bent over panting. As if sensing her, the man looked up toward her window. She instinctively darted aside to avoid discovery.
Darcy completed another circuit around the park, trying to beat his last time. He had been a little miffed that his racing suit was so tight at Halloween. Granted, the years had not been unkind to his body but he had niggling doubts that being a judge was a little too “soft” of a job. He briefly fantasized about being a cattle rancher or construction worker. How his aunts, uncles, and cousins would howl!! They were already disgusted that he had chosen to have a profession at all.
He bent over panting and let his heart rate slow a little. He looked over to his building; he needed to get back to work on his trial decision but the run had been a welcome diversion. He thought he saw a flash in one of the windows but with the overcast sky and the reflection off the window, he couldn’t be sure. He did another circuit at a slower, cool-down pace than doubled back toward the building and jogged into the foyer. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her: Elizabeth Bennet. Briefly - very briefly - he wondered what she was doing there. He quickly ducked his head and used the water fountain so that she would not see his face. He drank until she was out the door and then jogged up the five flights to his office.
Elizabeth did not miss the fact that the jogger was in the foyer; she wondered who he was. He must have a security pass to get into the building on the weekend, so he must work here but she could not blatantly stare to identify him. She was interested, though, because of his resemblance to Speed Racer. She allowed herself to admire his legs while he drank from the fountain. He wore a black t-shirt, which clung damply to his torso, and blue nylon running shorts. He was wearing running shoes with no socks; she briefly admired his ankles which she found strangely attractive. She quickly left the building, determined to enjoy the remainder of her weekend.

***

Elizabeth spent Christmas with her family and endured yet another year without a fiancé, much to her mother’s dismay.
“Lizzy, you’re not getting any younger! Believe me, before you know it your eggs will be rotten and you’ll have to adopt from some third world country, then where will you be?”
“Mom, I’m only 28, give me a break!”
“I had Jane when I was only 20 and I tell you it’s better to have them when you’re young. I don’t think with my nerves I could have children if I had waited until your age, Lizzy.”
Elizabeth rolled her eyes. Her mother’s nerves, indeed. She looked over at her father, who gave her a secret smile.
“Why don’t you pick on Jane, she’s not engaged either!” Elizabeth protested.
“Oh, but she’ll have no trouble, she’ll always be beautiful. But you, Lizzy, you must work to be married before your looks go! Besides, Jane has got her surgeon!” their mother said with glee.
Jane looked at Elizabeth and they rolled their eyes. It didn’t matter that Jane was also a surgeon. Jane had fairly begged Elizabeth not to mention Bingley’s wealth; the attack of nerves would be intolerable.
Her mother claimed to be of a delicate constitution, always complaining of flutterings and nerves, but she could often be seen in a fuchsia nylon running suit working on the elliptical machine in the garage while she watched the Dr. Phil show. Her father preferred to spend his evenings in the solitude of his study with one of his scientific journals or puttering on some invention in the garage. He had been excessively proud of Jane and Elizabeth when they went on to professional careers, Mary wanted to be a novelist, Kitty wanted to be an actress, and god knows what Lydia wanted to be - a stripper?. At least there would be two daughters who could take care of themselves when he died.
“Well, Lizzy, do you have any prospects at all?” her mother asked. Sadly, she did not. Richard had not called her back and she had never had the nerve to ask Jane to discover the identity of Speed Racer. She supposed he was long gone. She shook her head. Her mother wailed.
“I’ll be in the garage,” said her father.
That evening, Jane and Elizabeth climbed into their old beds which had been pushed together into a king sized bed by Lydia. They laughed and then spooned in the bed.
“Lizzy,” Jane said sleepily.
“Mmm?”
“I really like him.”
“Good for you.”
“I wish he weren’t so rich.” Elizabeth opened her eyes.
“Why?”
“Because people will always think I only want his money and I don’t. I wouldn’t care if he were a shoe salesman. Except I don’t think I’d like the constant smell of feet. But really, I wouldn’t care.”
“Then you really deserve him. How did he make his money, anyway?”
“His father was a computer millionaire and his mother was an actress. They died in a plane crash a couple of years ago.”
“Oh, how sad.”
“Yes. His sister is his only family now. She’s in real estate. She’s got her own millions.”
“They have a very impressive home.”
“He wants to sell it. He thinks it’s too much. It came with the helicopter and he’s never used it. I told him he should just buy something a bit smaller, maybe with a bit more land and have some horses. He liked the idea.” Elizabeth smiled and hugged Jane.
“He seems like a really sweet guy,” Elizabeth said sleepily.

***

A week before Christmas, Georgiana helped Darcy decorate his place by putting up a tree and stringing lights in the windows.
“This is when I miss England most,” Darcy said thoughtfully as he and Georgiana put the last ornaments on the tree. “I miss the snow and Mrs. R. and seeing the house decorated. You know, I’m thinking about moving back in a couple of years.”
“Really? I think I’m content to stay here forever,” Georgiana said. She turned off the overhead lights and they sat close together on the floor, looking at the glowing tree before them. “It’s warm and I have friends here. England is just dead parents and an empty house to me.”
He looked at her in surprise.
“Dead parents and an empty house? How depressing,” he said. “It’s got a lot of good memories for me. It will be good to live there again. Maybe get married, pop out a few kids, liven the place up a bit.”
“When you do, invite me over.” They sat in silence for a few minutes. “This is for you,” she said, handing him a little box.
“Christmas isn’t until next week,” he protested.
“Open it anyway.” He slipped the ribbon off and removed the lid. Inside was a little black book. He looked at her sardonically.
“Start filling it,” she smiled. He laughed.
 





Chapter 5
Lou Hurst looked critically at himself in the mirror. He adjusted the hat on his head.
“You look fine,” Elizabeth sighed as she pulled on her gloves. “Come on, we can still get a few runs in.”
“Do you think that snowboard instructor is gay?” he asked her.
“Yes, I do,” she answered. He smiled.
“Want to take some lessons?”
“Lou, I already know how to snowboard.”
Lou gave an exasperated sigh. “So do I. Honestly, Lizzy, you have no imagination!”
“You go ahead; I’d just cramp your style anyway. How about I meet you back at the lodge for dinner at six?” Lou nodded.
They headed out together and separated at the base of the slope. Elizabeth always tried to get at least one trip to Tahoe each year, usually to ski, but the hiking was good as well. Jane didn’t snowboard or ski but Elizabeth and Lou had been doing it together since high school. What she liked about Lou, that she didn’t get with Jane, was that when they were together, they didn’t have to be together. She’d taken several vacations with Lou where they spent days apart and only joined up for dinner. It was nice to have that independence.
She did a few runs; the weather was still brisk and the snow pack was good. Her cheeks and nose were pink when she stepped into the café for a hot chocolate.
“Miss Bennet!” She turned and, to her shock, was greeted by Judge Darcy. She looked at him in astonishment.
“Judge Darcy, what a surprise,” she said. She certainly wasn’t going to lie and say she was happy to see him. For crying out loud, she saw him practically every day, did she need to see him on weekends too?
“Yes, indeed,” he said. He seemed at a loss for words.
“Do you ski often?” she asked, wanting to make polite conversation and then leave as soon as was socially acceptable.
“Yes, well, when I can. A few times a year. And yourself?”
“No, usually only once a year.”
“I see you snowboard?” he said. She nodded. He looked different; she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. The glasses; he wasn’t wearing the glasses. And he was wearing a ski cap. And, surprisingly, he cut a fine figure in his ski suit. He reminded her not a little of Speed Racer, she thought wistfully. Speed, Speed, where have you gone? went through her mind.
“Yes, I took to it more easily than skiing,” she replied. He nodded.
“I learned both at the same time in high school,” he commented.
In high school? They had snowboarding back when you were in high school? she thought.
They were joined by a willowy blond in a pink cap. The blond looked up expectantly at Judge Darcy but he was looking at Elizabeth strangely.
“Yes, they did,” he said.
Good lord, had she said that out loud?! The blond was laughing at them.
“I’m Georgiana,” she said, putting her hand out.
Darcy seemed to remember himself and said, “Georgie, this is Elizabeth Bennet, she’s an attorney in my courtroom.” He looked at Elizabeth again with some consternation.
Elizabeth shook Georgiana’s hand and murmured that she was pleased to meet her. Just then, Lou appeared at her side.
“Who’s this?” Lou asked pleasantly. He rubbed his hands together and took Elizabeth’s drink from her, sipped it, and gave it back to her.
“Judge Darcy, this is my good friend Lou Hurst. Lou, this is Judge Darcy and Georgiana, his... daughter?” she finished quizzically. Georgiana threw her head back in a hooting laugh and Elizabeth saw Judge Darcy’s eyebrows slam down across his nose. Yikes.
“Georgiana is my sister,” he said dryly. His nostrils flared just a little bit. How old does she think I am? he wondered.
“No, come on, Dad, stop teasing her,” Georgiana laughed. “You’re what, fifty?”
Darcy looked at his sister in dismay. Why was she braying like that? Why was Elizabeth Bennet acting surprised to see him out of his robes? Was this what the world thought of him?
“Excuse me,” he said shortly. He strode over to a bench and sat down.
“I think you struck a nerve,” Georgiana said, amused. “I’d better go sooth his ego. For the record, he’s thirty-six.”
“Sorry,” Elizabeth mumbled. She watched Darcy sit down and fuss with his boot bindings while Georgiana pulled off his cap and mussed his hair. She said something to him and he nodded his head curtly. Elizabeth felt bad at her gaffe and was relieved to see that his sister seemed to have a true affection for him rather than ribbing him about it.
That hurt, he thought. That really hurt. She was all over him when he was Speed Racer but Judge Darcy was an old fart?
“Come on, it’s the judge thing, people always think you’re older than you are,” Georgie said, pulling his cap off and ruffling his hair. He nodded curtly.
He finished fussing with his binding and stood up. “Ready?” he said to Georgiana. She smiled, handed him his cap, and they trudged out to the slopes again.
At six, Elizabeth was dressed and waiting for Lou in the restaurant when she saw Judge Darcy and Georgiana several tables away. She felt terrible for her comments earlier and didn’t want him to be upset. She called the waiter over and gave him instructions.
Georgiana and Darcy were eating quietly when the waiter approached with a bottle of wine. “From the young lady by the fireplace,” the waiter said. Darcy looked over and saw Elizabeth, who raised a glass to him and cocked her head slightly in apology. He took the bottle; it had only about one glass’ worth of wine in it. He smiled and nodded in thanks at Elizabeth.
“Why would she send you a mostly empty bottle of wine?” Georgiana asked curiously, looking over at Elizabeth.
“Rules. You can’t give a judge anything worth more than ten dollars,” he explained. He looked at Elizabeth again but she had been joined by her companion. She looked very fine tonight, he thought, in her spaghetti-strapped burgundy dress and sandals, with her hair falling in dark curls all around her shoulders. He had the outrageous urge to go over and grab a handful of her hair, just to see how it would feel against his fingers. Nothing like the cold steel of the handcuffs that would be slapped on my wrists shortly after, he mused.
“You’re looking at her an awful lot,” Georgiana said nonchalantly.
He shrugged. “She’s pretty. Why can’t I look?”
“Why can’t you ask her out?”
“A, she’s with someone. B, it’s against the rules of the profession. C, she thinks I’m your father,” he ticked off on his fingers.
Georgiana sighed and shook her head. “I just have to say that it’s very sad that you bought a Valentine’s day ski package and took your sister,” she said. “Almost as sad as her taking her gay friend.”

***

Charlotte Lucas wasn’t the first to notice the change in Judge Darcy but she was the first to comment out loud.
“What happened to his glasses and hair gel?” she asked Elizabeth. Elizabeth shrugged. Judge Darcy was looking uncommonly better these days, no longer plastering his hair down with gel and wearing ridiculous Clark Kent glasses. She thought it might have something to do with her comments at the ski lodge but didn’t want to presume that she could have any influence over him.
“He’s yummy,” commented Maria Lucas, no relation to Charlotte, from deBourgh and Associates. “Don’t you think he looks better? I mean, look at those eyes! Who knew he had green eyes?” she prattled on.
“I do kinda want to run my fingers through his hair,” said another attorney, Mary King, to Maria. “Did you know that he’s the youngest judge ever appointed in the county?”
“Is he married?” Maria asked her. Mary shook her head. “He’s not. I heard a rumor that Catherine deBourgh has been trying to get him hooked up with her daughter Anne.”
“Is there a very strong attraction?” Maria asked, wide-eyed. Mary shrugged.
“I think it’s unlikely; I’ve met Anne. She’s an artist but her art is a little on the disturbing side. No watercolors, if you know what I mean. I think she sculpts with hamburger.” Elizabeth and Charlotte both put their hands over their mouths to stifle their laughs.
Her humor was short-lived. Judge Darcy criticized Elizabeth’s case harshly in front of everyone, making her angry. Then he did it again to the next attorney. And the next. Soon it became apparent that Judge Darcy was in a foul mood. For days. On end. February was a very bad month to appear before Judge Darcy.

***

Darcy had exactly one entry in his little black book: Anne deBourgh. He found her a little repugnant; she always seemed to smell like meat and he found her art absolutely frightening. But it was a start and she was a good conversationalist. Especially if it could be done in fresh air. Which was why he invited her to the Symphony in the Park in April.
“Thank you so much for inviting me,” she said as they found a spot to spread out their blanket. She was a short, thin woman with her black hair cut in a severe bob slashing past her chin. Her blue eyes were too big for her face and her cheeks had a pinched look about them. She was dressed in a loose-fitting purple sundress and sandals; her skin was dreadfully pale.
“It was my pleasure,” Darcy replied. He laid out the blanket and sat down, elbows slung on his knees. “Your mother thought you would like it,” he said cryptically. Catherine deBourgh had been calling Darcy monthly to advertise her daughter’s availability. Anne looked down and smiled.
“I’m sorry for that,” she said. “She is very determined. Just so you know, I do not share my mother’s motives.” She looked at him and gave him a friendly smile that said ‘hands off.’ Darcy inwardly sighed. He would have to scratch that lone entry from his black book.
“Yes, well...” he said awkwardly. He smoothed a hand over his jean-clad thigh and looked at his tennis shoe. He was glad the sun was going down; even in his t-shirt, he was hot.
“My mother tells me you have some connection with the symphony?” she said.
“Well, I was on the board a few years ago... but I’m not really that involved anymore,” he answered. “And my sister is a violinist in the symphony,” he added.
“Really! I had no idea!” she smiled with pleasure. Always pleased to extol the talents of his sister, Darcy leaned back on his elbows and stretched his legs out. Immediately, someone tripped over them.
“Oh, I’m so sorry!” he exclaimed, instantly moving to help that person up. That person being Elizabeth Bennet. “Miss Bennet,” he finished somewhat weakly. Elizabeth Bennet looked up at him with her big brown eyes, somewhat surprised. He met her gaze rather boldly as he held her arm, steadying her on her feet. Why did he find her so damned attractive?
“Watch your step, Lizzy!” came a shrill voice from behind her. Lizzy? Darcy thought. Not Beth, or Liz, or Eliza? He thought it suited her, and wondered how it would feel to call her Lizzy, to whisper it in her ear while... stop it! He was giving himself the shivers.
Elizabeth gave him a tight smile. Then she turned toward the voice.
“I’m fine, Mom,” she replied. She turned back to Judge Darcy.
“I’m sorry, are you OK?” she asked him. He nodded. He was indeed very OK. His mouth was too dry to talk. Elizabeth’s mother joined them with a little huff.
“Why, this looks like the perfect spot!” Elizabeth’s mother exclaimed. Her blond hair frizzed about her face as the breeze ruffled it and her cheeks were pink with exertion.
“No, Mom, let’s go on over there,” Elizabeth said, pointing in a general direction away from Darcy.
“Nonsense! This is perfect and this is where I’ll sit!” With that, Mrs. Bennet flicked out her lawn chair and sat resolutely in it.
“Mom, this spot is already taken by these people. Have a little consideration,” Elizabeth said, flushing deeply.
“Consideration! They should have some consideration for my nerves! I can’t walk another step in this heat, I shall faint. You don’t mind if I sit here, do you?” she concluded, turning to Darcy. Elizabeth looked away in embarrassment. Her father and Lou caught up with her and began to spread out a blanket for them. She would not be able to decamp.
Darcy shook his head, looked to Elizabeth, and said, “Not at all, Miss Bennet, I’m happy to share the space.”
Mrs. Bennet looked at Elizabeth. “Do you know each other?” she said sharply. Elizabeth sighed and hung her head. She looked up with a grim smile.
“Mom, this is Judge Darcy. Judge Darcy, this is my mother, Fanny Bennet, my father, Tom Bennet, and you’ve already met Lou Hurst.” Darcy began to shake hands with Mr. Bennet when Mrs. Bennet said rather excitedly,
“A judge, Tom! A judge!” she looked over her sunglasses at Judge Darcy. “And so young, too!”
“Mom, this is Judge Darcy, before whom I appear nearly every day,” she intervened with a significant tone. Her mother was embarrassing enough on her own, god forbid she try to match-make with Judge Darcy!
“Have you met Anne deBourgh?” Darcy said, introducing Elizabeth to Anne. “Anne is my date,” he volunteered. Not my daughter and not my sister, he thought bitterly. Anne looked at him with some amusement.
Elizabeth shook hands with Anne and looked for a place to sit. Darcy moved over to give them more space and Elizabeth and Lou sat on the ground next to them.
“You are Catherine deBourgh’s daughter?” Elizabeth inquired politely. Anne nodded. They had a brief friendly conversation and then each ran out of things to say. Darcy did nothing to intervene. Elizabeth turned her attention back to her family and tried to forget his presence.
“I’ve been looking forward to this concert quite a bit, Lizzy,” Mr. Bennet said to her from his lawn chair.
“What is it again?” Mrs. Bennet asked, looking at the program.
“It’s a symphonic rendition of Led Zeppelin.” Lou said.
“Remember seeing them in concert before we were married?” Mr. Bennet said to Mrs. Bennet.
“No, I don’t,” she said, creasing her brow.
“I shouldn’t be surprised, my dear, we were very, very high.”
Elizabeth burst out laughing. As absurd as it was, she could completely picture her parents spaced out on LSD and ‘getting the Led out.’
“I always did like Robert Plant, especially in that red coat,” Mrs. Bennet sighed.
“Remember how Lizzy used to dance to ‘All of My Love’ when she was little?” Mr. Bennet said, giving Elizabeth a teasing glance. “She used leap around in her little ballet slippers and tutu,” he said with a fond smile. Elizabeth blushed and glanced out of the corner of her eye to Darcy, who was studying the program and appeared not to be listening to their conversation.
“Yes, and remember how she split her chin open when she decided to hula-dance on the freshly waxed floor?” Mrs. Bennet reminded him. “Lord, what a fright! I looked up and there was blood everywhere!” she said to Lou. Then she laughed. “She was only four, and she had taken her shirt off and was in just a little skirt, because that’s how the women did it on Hawaii Five-O! We had to take her to the emergency room like that!”
Now Elizabeth was sure she could see a little twitch at the corner of Darcy’s mouth but she was determined to ignore it.
“That was when we decided she’d better have dance lessons or she’d be a danger to herself and others,” Mr. Bennet added.
“You haven’t seen her at a nightclub, then. She’s still a danger,” Lou snorted.
“Oh, does she have a little bit of Britney Spears in her?” Mrs. Bennet teased, looking at Elizabeth over the rims of her sunglasses with a pert smile.
“More like Cameron Diaz in Charley’s Angels,” Lou laughed. “Baby got back and she likes to use it!”
Elizabeth cringed but couldn’t help laughing with them. What did she care what Judge Darcy thought of her? He’s here with Morticia Addams and she’s embarrassed by her family? With that thought in her head, she put him out of her mind completely and enjoyed an evening at the Symphony with her family.
Darcy was a terrible date; he was fortunate that Anne had no interest in him at all. He made little conversation with her because he was focused on eavesdropping on the Bennet family. He listened and tried not to laugh when he heard her parents talk about her dancing. He could very easily envision her as a little girl scampering about in a pink tutu. Lou’s comments on her club dancing, however, incited a different reaction: longing. He wanted to see her dance. He wanted to see her supple body stretch and bend, shake and shimmy.
His eyes crept over to her. She lay back on the ground, knees bent up. She kicked off her sandals and dug her toes into the grass. Her green sarong skirt fell open revealing a good portion of her leg and thigh that Darcy’s fingers itched to touch. He admired the curve of her breasts under her fitted t-shirt. He watched her talk easily to Lou, joking with him. Lou touched her arms and legs in a familiar way that made Darcy feel not a little jealous. He watched her close her eyes and move her hands to the music. He envied Lou when he put his arms around Elizabeth and tapped out melodies with his fingers on her arms.
Lou was not unaware of the observation. On the drive back, he commented to Elizabeth, “He’s got the hots for you.”
“Who?” she asked, mystified.
“The judge,” he said, laughing.
“What? Are you deluded?” she laughed. “I’m just ‘alright’, remember? Anyway, he’s no Speed Racer,” she grinned.
Lou shook his head. He recognized the signs of a man’s attraction; the judge had it written all over him.
“Maybe he’s having second thoughts about how ‘tempting’ you are,” Lou laughed, recalling the bar scene in which Darcy had so clearly dismissed the possibility of any romantic interest in Elizabeth. “If you try really hard, maybe you could get him kicked off the bench for improperly shagging you.”
“I’m not sure if he could give a proper shag if he tried,” she replied with a smirk. She suppressed the little flame of resentment that still flickered in her heart at Darcy’s out-of-hand rejection of her. Insufferable man!
“He’s a good looking man, Lizzy. You should consider it,” Lou said pensively.
“A, EEEEEEEEEEEK! B, Are you insane? C, EEEEEEEEEEK!” she said, ticking off her fingers. The thought of Judge Darcy being in any way a sexual being was repulsive to her and to imagine herself involved with him in that way or any way... well, she’d rather just not go there. Besides, it was against the rules; the ethical implications of her dating a judge before whom she appeared on a regular basis were significant. Even if she was interested, and she most vehemently was not, it was not an option.

***

He was walking along a path lined with giant redwoods, enjoying the absolute silence. Dappled sunlight filtered through the trees, warming his shoulders. The rich, organic, mossy smell of the loamy soil filled his nostrils. He was alone; nobody else had passed him for hours. He looked around him, tense with anticipation.
“Will.” He heard his name whispered from his right. He turned his head. She was standing in a t-shirt and green sarong, chest heaving from exertion and excitement. She peeled her t-shirt off and stood displayed before him. He jumped over the fence marking the trail and scrambled over a fallen log to get to her. He was kissing her and fondling her breasts before he knew what he was even doing. She melted under his touch, mouth hot and wet under his. She sunk to the ground and pulled him to join her, legs spread invitingly. He knelt over her, admiring her now-naked body, then covered it with his own, plunging himself into her and pumping furiously. She curled her fingers into his hair and whispered, “I object!”
Darcy started awake. He opened his eyes in the darkened room, the hairs on his arms standing on end. He put a shaky hand to his forehead and swore. It was not the first erotic dream he’d had about Elizabeth Bennet, but it was the first in which he’d actually done the deed instead of just kissing or fondling her before waking.
Ever since he’d sworn off sleeping with Caroline, he’d tried to put sex out of his mind. It had not worked. His burgeoning attraction to Miss Bennet was making things difficult indeed. He was in such a state that he was beginning to wonder if he could keep his resolution. Georgiana was setting him up on a blind date tonight; perhaps that would lead to something.
In the meantime, his turgid erection was insisting that he attend to it. He leaned his head back into the pillow and closed his eyes. With the image of Miss Bennet’s fine eyes and seductive mouth, among other lovely assets, before him, he stroked himself to some semblance of relief.

***

“Georgiana tells me you’re a judge?”
Darcy was sitting across from a very attractive woman named Fiona. They had just met and taken their seats at the restaurant and the waiter was giving them each a menu. He hadn’t wanted to go on this date, but the inducement before him was making him re-think his aversion to blind dates. If he couldn’t trust Georgie, who could he trust?
“Yes, in Meryton,” he replied. “I believe Georgiana told me that you’re a filmmaker?”
“Yes, I make documentaries.” She glanced at the menu and then looked at him over the top edge. “Do you like documentaries?” she asked.
“Very much. It’s an art form that’s both aesthetically and intellectually challenging.”
They spent the next half hour in a largely one-sided discussion of filmmaking. Though Darcy did not have much to contribute, he was genuinely interested in the topic. He was inwardly pleased that the date was going well and had hopes that it could lead to a second.
“I’m so sorry, I’ve been dominating the conversation. What would you like to talk about?” she said with a smile as their salad plates were cleared away. Before he could respond she asked, “What religion are you?”
He was a little taken aback. “Protestant,” he said. For some reason his guard had gone up.
“Have you ever heard of Scientology?” she asked. Darcy groaned inwardly. For the next forty-five minutes he was subjected to another one-sided conversation about the merits of Scientology but this held no interest whatsoever for him. He nodded his head and smiled politely and they ordered dessert.
As she discussed the “E-meter” he let his eyes drift toward the door. To his surprise he saw Elizabeth Bennet enter the restaurant. He sat up straight. His mind shut Fiona out and he focused on Elizabeth. She looked different. She was in a low-cut red dress and her hair was smooth and sleek, not the tumble of curls that he was accustomed to.
He observed her as she waited patiently at the door. A moment later she was joined by a man who Darcy did not recognize. He thought with some resentment that she must like this guy quite a bit to take the time to straighten that mop of unruly hair into the sleek curtain it was now. Personally, he preferred her hair curly.
She smiled at her companion and they shared a brief laugh, then were escorted to their table. Darcy watched as they made their progress across the room and took their seats. He watched them for several minutes as they chatted; luckily she sat in a position where he could see her face. Her eyes were sparkling and she never stopped smiling. She looked like she was enjoying herself immensely; Darcy was jealous.
When he saw her rise to go to the restroom, he waited for a moment before some compulsion drove him to go and ‘coincidentally’ meet her. He excused himself from Fiona mid-sentence and made his way to the restroom hallway. As anticipated, she was on her way out. She was looking at her cell phone and did not see him; he bumped into her and she dropped her purse. He saw the recognition in her eyes when she looked up. He stooped immediately to pick up the purse and hand it to her. He felt a zinging sensation as their fingers brushed. Don’t be ridiculous, it’s a static shock, he thought, although she seemed not to have felt it. By some unspoken agreement they did not speak, acknowledging each other only by a slight nod.
She passed him and returned to her date. He entered the restroom, splashed some cold water over his face and looked in the mirror. What the hell is wrong with me? He was becoming obsessed with her. He took a deep breath and steeled himself to return to his own date.
Fiona had noticed the glazed expression creeping over his face as she discussed Scientology. When he returned from the restroom, she changed the topic but he seemed to have lost interest. He answered her questions with as few words as possible and the date ended shortly thereafter. He never called her back.

***

“How was dinner last night?” Lou asked Elizabeth as they sipped coffee.
“Roger was very nice,” she said guardedly.
“But...?” Lou prompted.
“But he’s got really bad breath and he’s not much of a kisser,” she finished. Lou sighed.
“I know. I told him to use a breath mint but maybe it’s beyond repair. I didn’t know he wasn’t much of a kisser. Are you interested in a second date?” He had been trying to find her a date for several weeks but with no real success. She seemed to be nitpicking but he couldn’t argue with bad breath and worse kissing.
“Not really,” she said apologetically. He nodded. Back to the drawing board, he thought.

***

Darcy was trying. He really was. It was just that Georgiana and Richard were setting him up with women who were completely unacceptable. He wasn’t being particularly picky, but... well... for example:
There was the date with the model who ate her dinner, and half of his, then ran to the bathroom for fifteen minutes only to return with a speck of vomit on her blouse.
Then there was the vet tech who was covered in cat hair and dander, having rushed from the clinic to meet him for coffee. He wasn’t even allergic to cats but he couldn’t stop sneezing until a half hour after she had gone.
Next was the romance novelist who pulled out a notebook and jotted down bits of their conversation for her next work. Darcy would not have minded that so much had she not also re-written their conversation. When he said “The bay looks very clear today,” she had jotted in her notebook and then shook her head. She scratched it out and mumbled “lovely, like your eyes,” then scribbled it down with a satisfied nod.
The final straw had been the Trekkie who showed him all of the jewelry she had ordered out of Sky Mall magazine: the ring with the Space Academy insignia and the cell-phone accessory that pins to your blouse so that you can answer your phone by tapping your communicator badge. She had wished him a “live long and prosper” good night and Darcy had sworn off blind dates.
While Georgiana was sincerely trying to get her brother a date, Richard was simply having fun. He found the most bizarre women he could and sent them Darcy’s way. The thought of introducing Darcy to Elizabeth Bennet never even entered his mind; but if it had, he’d have rejected it immediately, as he wanted to keep the good ones to himself.
But even had these women not been complete wackos, Darcy would not have been satisfied. The truth was, he could only think about Elizabeth Bennet. He was going to have to make a move or suffer for the next year until his term was up. He began to think of a plan.
 





Chapter 6
Darcy had the pleasure of dining with Bingley and Jane several times over the last few months. Despite his growing acquaintance with Jane, the topic of Elizabeth never came up. Jane had no idea that he worked with her, Elizabeth had no idea he knew Jane, and Bingley, as always, was interested only in what his companions were discussing.
As his best friend, Darcy felt it his duty to watch over Bingley and ensure that he wasn’t being swindled or deceived. He had always felt himself to be a good judge of character and he liked Jane but he wasn’t quite sure about her motivations. While he could discern no tangible evidence of any ulterior motives, he nevertheless urged Bingley to be careful.
They sat in Bingley’s library waiting for Caroline before picking Jane up for dinner. Bingley was talking animatedly as he always did.
“She’s perfect,” Bingley said. Darcy cocked an eyebrow and turned the page of his newspaper. “Do you know, I haven’t made a single impulse buy since I’ve been dating her!” Bingley grinned proudly. Darcy laughed.
“I’m thinking of asking her to move in with me,” he confided to Darcy. Darcy stopped laughing and looked up in concern.
“Really? Don’t you think it a bit early?”
“Early! We’ve been dating for six months!” Bingley exclaimed. “She thinks I should sell the house.”
“No doubt to buy a bigger monstrosity,” Darcy said absently but with a hint of derision. Bingley’s face reddened with anger.
“Darcy, you are a dick! She, in fact, suggested I buy something smaller and with more land and a couple of horses. I think it’s a great idea. But maybe that’s too nouvo riche for you!”
Darcy looked at Bingley in surprise. He could count on one hand the number of times Bingley had been angry with him and this was one of them.
“Nouvo riche? What are you talking about?” he asked.
“Old money doesn’t buy and sell estates. It’s not aristocratic enough. Only new money spends money.” Bingley was pacing the room now.
“Don’t be absurd, Bingley. You can do whatever you want with your money, I don’t give a damn. What’s this all about?”
“You think you’re too good for her!” Bingley exclaimed.
“Even if that were true, why the hell would it matter? She’s your girlfriend!” Darcy retorted.
“You think she only wants my money!” Bingley cried.
“I said no such thing!” Darcy answered defensively.
“You said she wanted me to sell my house to buy something bigger!”
Darcy quelled his angry retort and bit his tongue.
“Why don’t you like her?” Bingley said, sitting down across from Darcy, his anger giving way to agitation.
“I do like her. I just think you should be careful; I always think that, no matter who you are dating. It’s a consideration for any wealthy man.” Darcy paused. “But obviously you know her better than I do. I apologize; I didn’t mean to insult her or you.”
Bingley seemed somewhat placated but was not completely satisfied.
“She’s very important to me, Will. I’d like you to get to know her better.” Bingley looked at Darcy with an almost pleading expression; he was so eager to have the approval of his closest friend and ally. Darcy felt ashamed.
“Look, Charley, I’m going to England in June for two weeks to attend a legal conference and take a little vacation time. Why don’t you come along and bring Jane. It will give you a chance to spend a period of time with her and see if you really want to live with her and it will give me a chance to get to know her a little better.”
“Really? You’d do that for me?” Bingley said, surprised.
“Bingley, you’re like a brother to me. I only want you to be happy.”
Bingley grinned with delight and agreed.

***

Elizabeth was reviewing her mail in her office when Jane called her.
“Lizzy, Charley has just invited me on a two week vacation in England!” she exclaimed. Elizabeth opened the Bar Association paper to look for courses to maintain her credit requirements. She browsed while she talked with Jane.
“Wonderful!” Elizabeth exclaimed. She sighed with envy.
“We want you to come along,” Elizabeth could hear Jane smiling.
“What? Why would you want me along on a romantic vacation?” she laughed.
“We won’t be alone, we’re staying at a friend’s house in the country,” Jane explained.
“Who’s this friend?” Elizabeth asked.
“It’s an old friend from college. Charley says you met him at the Halloween party,” Jane said. But since neither Bingley nor Jane could remember what costume he wore, they couldn’t provide any further details. “He dates Charley’s sister but she’s not going. He’s a nice guy, really.” Well, if he dates Charley’s sister, that takes Speed Racer out of the running, thought Elizabeth. She really should just ask Bingley for an introduction; honestly, she couldn’t get him out of her mind and it was already May!
“I don’t think I can go, I have too much work. I don’t think I could justify playing in England for 2 weeks.” She sighed. Actually, the thought of spending two weeks in England in the summer sounded lovely. “Hang on... what are the dates?” she said as she spied an advertisement for an international law conference in London. Jane told her; the dates would overlap perfectly! “I’m developing a plan...” she said mischievously.
Elizabeth exerted her considerable charms on Mr. Gardiner to get him to agree to send her to the conference in London on the pretext of possibly expanding his practice into international law. That in itself was ridiculous as Gardiner and Associates was about to be purchased by deBourgh and Associates and Mr. Gardiner was going to retire within the next few months. Nonetheless, he agreed to pay for the conference costs. Considering that Elizabeth was planning on ditching most of the conference, she insisted that she pay for travel and accommodations herself.
Jane made all of the travel arrangements. They were to fly over on June 1st with Bingley, who had taken care of all the housing arrangements. Elizabeth left it completely to them, trusting her sister not to leave her sleeping in a hostel in Luxemburg.

***

Elizabeth was heartily glad that she had a vacation scheduled as appearing before Judge Darcy was becoming more and more unpleasant. She had several blow-outs with him regarding introduction of evidence and legal theories. She thought he was being more unpleasant, was giving her a harder time, than usual. She wondered if something was going on in his personal life to make him so insufferable.
She was relishing a reprieve from his disapproving stare when Rachel, Mr. Gardiner’s wife and the law firm receptionist, rang through to her office announcing that Judge Darcy was on the phone for her. Elizabeth picked up the receiver.
“Good afternoon Judge Darcy, this is Elizabeth Bennet,” she said in as pleasant a voice she could muster.
“Good afternoon Miss Bennet. I wanted to speak with you and I wondered if you could pop down to my chambers for a few moments.” Elizabeth rolled her eyes and looked down at her jeans, studded belt, and skull-and-crossbones t-shirt.
“I’m afraid I wasn’t expecting any appearances today, your honor; I am not dressed professionally,” she said. Darcy briefly thought back to her karaoke performance and thought if only.
“That’s fine Miss Bennet, it’s not a formal appearance, just a quick meeting. I’ll see you in ten minutes.” With that he hung up. Elizabeth let out the breath she had been holding. What in the world could this mean? She dared not blow him off but what could he possibly want to berate her about now?
A few moments later she found herself standing in his chambers, shown in by his secretary.
“Hello, Miss Bennet,” he smiled pleasantly and motioned for her to sit on a leather couch. She took a seat and toyed with the bangles on her arm. She had hurriedly thrown her hair into a ponytail, feeling it somehow unprofessional to meet him with her hair down.
“Miss Bennet, how would you like to write a law review article with me?” he smiled at her, obviously expecting her to leap at the opportunity.
Nothing could be farther from Elizabeth’s mind.
“Thank you Judge Darcy but no, I’m not interested,” she said pleasantly.
“I’ve been very impressed by you,” he continued. “I think this would be a good move for your career.” He walked to his desk and fiddled with a paperweight.
“Thank you Judge Darcy but no,” she said, a little more firmly this time. He looked up at her and put the paperweight down.
“Did you say no?” he frowned.
“I’m afraid so,” she answered.
“I have selected you personally; this is an honor,” he said, clearly displeased.
“And I thank you for it but I am not interested.” He looked at her as if he did not quite understand where she was coming from.
“May I know why not?” he asked.
“It’s for personal reasons. Again, I do appreciate your thinking of me but I cannot accept.” The mere thought of having to spend one more second than necessary with him made her stomach sink.
“Personal reasons?” his frown deepened. “Boyfriend?” he asked. Lou Hurst, he remembered grimly. No, wait, he’s gay, isn’t he?
“Judge Darcy, you know very well that is a completely inappropriate question!” she said, standing up.
“But that’s the reason?” he persisted.
He was making her mad now; what a chauvinistic thing to say! As if I would let my personal life interfere with my career! Elizabeth crossed her arms over her chest, mimicking the crossbones just below them.
“If you must know, I don’t think I’d like working with you. You’re rude, condescending, and overbearing. I have better things to do with my free time than be abused,” she said. She faced him squarely as she said this; she watched shock spread over his face and felt smug satisfaction. She was sure nobody had ever said anything like that to him before.
“I see,” was all he said. He turned his back to her for a moment and then faced her again. “I suppose my criticisms have hurt your feelings then,” he said with disdain; she was acting like a child!
“Certainly not. But they do indicate that you’re insensitive to the feelings of others and have no respect for opinions that are not your own. I don’t think I could be prevailed on to tolerate your scorn for the sake of advancing my career.”
He looked at her in mute amazement. Then he said, “I perfectly understand your meaning. Please forgive my intrusion on your afternoon.” With that, he opened the door, signaling the end of the meeting, and she quickly made her exit.
What the hell just happened? he thought. It had taken him weeks to think up this stupid scheme! He had the vague idea that by working closely together, they would get to know each other, acknowledge a mutual attraction, and then wait out the remainder of his term before they could date. He had deluded himself into thinking that she would jump at the chance of working with him and that once she had fallen for him, as inevitably she would, she would be content to wait out the remainder of his term - a year away - for him to ask her out. Was he stupid? She must have a line of men out her door waiting to ask her out; he could step to the back of the line and by the time his term was up maybe he’d be somewhere near the front! Idiot!
Wait. She thought he was rude and condescending?! What the fuck was she talking about? He was a perfect gentleman... wasn’t he? He tried to think of an instance where he had been short-tempered with an attorney or party and was dismayed to have several pop immediately to mind. Jesus, she was right; I’m a brute.
He thanked himself for planning his vacation and was relieved that it was only a week away. He’d take a little break, collect himself, remember his manners, and try to get her out of his mind. A couple weeks in England would do wonders!

***

“Are you kidding me? You said that to him?” Lou exclaimed over coffee. Elizabeth nodded.
“I’m afraid I did,” she answered.
“Aren’t you afraid that now he’s going to remember it for every one of your cases?” Lou said.
“I’m going to try to avoid him for the next week, then I’m gone for two weeks. Hopefully he’ll have forgotten all about it by then,” she said, grimacing.
“Really, Lizzy, you need to learn to watch what you say!” Lou laughed.
“This from the man who told my father he’d like to continue to sleep with me if only he weren’t gay?” Elizabeth laughed. Lou scowled.
“I was feeling pressure from your mom,” he grumbled. Elizabeth laughed again.
“You know, in her eyes, being gay is no excuse for not marrying me.”
 





Chapter 7
June 1-Saturday
The flight to England was long and tedious but it was made less so by Bingley’s charm. He sat with a Bennet sister on each side and while he had eyes only for Jane, he appreciated the envious stares he got from the other men on the plane. He played it up like a pimp, to be sure. He put his arms around each of them, gave them both kisses on the cheeks, and generally pretended that he was the luckiest man in the world. Which he was but he needed only Jane to qualify for that.
“How exactly do you know this guy?” Elizabeth asked him.
“Will was my roommate at Cambridge. You met him at the Halloween party, I’m sure. He’s my best friend. Jane’s met him many times.”
“You’re not trying to set us up, are you? Because Richard didn’t work out too well,” Elizabeth said warily. Bingley laughed.

“No, no!” he laughed. “He’s seeing my sister... sort of... I think... actually, I can’t quite figure out their relationship,” he said, bemused. He knew that they were friends, slept together occasionally, but that Caroline freely dated other men. But as Darcy had never seemed too concerned about it, Bingley had never interfered. He wondered if Caroline was secretly breaking Darcy’s heart then laughed inwardly at the idea. They were adults, as long as both were satisfied, he wouldn’t interfere.

But he was glad that Elizabeth had decided to come along; Darcy had a tendency to brood and she seemed like she’d be able to lighten him up. He didn’t want Darcy to feel like a third wheel and it was a convenience that he could pair them off together. He felt very proud of himself for arranging this whole scheme. He put his nose back into his magazine and smiled privately to himself.
They got off the plane and a car was waiting for them at the airport. Bingley greeted the driver warmly and their luggage was loaded in and soon enough they were on their way.
“You guys are going to love this place,” he said as they sat cozily in the car. “I used to spend holidays there when I was in Cambridge. The house is spectacular, one of those country estates that goes back hundreds of years. I always feel like I should wear a tuxedo to dinner,” he grinned.
“Does your friend mind our coming along?” Elizabeth asked.
“Of course not! Besides, if he did, the house is big enough that we’ll never have to see him for the whole two weeks!” he laughed. Elizabeth felt uneasy and regretted accepting the invitation without meeting the friend in person. What if he was a creep? But she trusted Jane and Jane trusted Bingley and so she had to put her faith in them.
They drove for some time out into the country. The sun was still hanging low in the horizon, casting a golden glow on everything. As the road curved around a lake, a huge sandstone mansion crept from behind the trees.
“Behold Pemberley,” Bingley said with quiet drama. Elizabeth was speechless. The driver stopped by the lake to allow them to get out and take a look. The house was gigantic!
“I thought you said it was a summer home!” Jane cried. Bingley laughed. Elizabeth gazed at the home with its stately columns and subdued landscaping. “Lovely,” she murmured and, for once, she was sincere.
They reached the main house and were greeted by Mrs. Reynolds, who hugged Bingley and greeted Jane and Elizabeth warmly. She instructed a servant ‘a servant!’ to take their bags and showed them into the dining room where a simple dinner was waiting for them.
“When does Will arrive?” Bingley asked her as the dinner dishes were taken away.
“He emailed me that his flight wasn’t due to arrive until 1 a.m. so not for some time. I don’t think you will see him until tomorrow morning,” she answered. Elizabeth stifled a yawn with the back of her hand. Mrs. Reynolds smiled.
“But of course you are all exhausted; I’ll show you to your rooms and you can get some rest. I’ll take you on a tour tomorrow if you like,” she said as she rose from her seat.
The three weary travelers followed her upstairs. At Jane and Bingley’s room, Elizabeth bid them goodnight. Mrs. Reynolds showed her on to her own room.
“How long has your family been here, Mrs. Reynolds?” Elizabeth asked.
“Well, for several generations we have always had someone on staff. I don’t know exactly how far back we go at Pemberley, though,” she answered. This surprised Elizabeth, who thought Mrs. Reynolds was the owner. But she didn’t want to appear completely stupid and so she asked how old Pemberley was.
“The estate itself dates back to the fifteenth century,” she said as she opened the door to Elizabeth’s room, “but the family has origins back to the 9th century in France,” she concluded. “Now if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. Unfortunately, we don’t keep servants on hand at all hours like they did in the old days so I’m afraid you’ll be on your own if you can’t find me.” With that, Mrs. Reynolds smiled and closed the door.
Elizabeth got ready for bed and climbed between the sheets. She wondered whether Will would be a total bore and drifted off to sleep.

***

Darcy’s flight was delayed for several hours and he languished in the airport in sweltering heat. The flight itself was no better even though he had booked first class. He tried to sleep and succeeded a little. He was glad to be going back to England. He had been missing it badly lately, had been feeling the urge to return to his roots. He was looking forward to seeing Mrs. Reynolds and the staff, and riding the horses through the fields. He thought he might ride his motorbike as well. He had no desire to intrude on Bingley’s romantic vacation and was content to spend time alone at the house. He was sure they would be frequenting London.
He needed this vacation to get his head back on, too. He had been thinking too much about Georgiana’s pressure for him to date. He agreed with her, he needed to find someone. The problem was, the only person he was remotely interested in at this time was Elizabeth Bennet and he could not have a relationship with her. Her shocking statements to him about his courtroom demeanor had hurt and angered him but had done nothing to lessen his desire for her.
He steered his car from the airport toward Derbyshire. The sun was just beginning to creep over the horizon when he swung past the lake. He stopped to admire the mists rising from the water, the water fowl stirring, and the warm glow of the house behind the lake. This was Home, where he could be himself again.
He pulled out his bags and quietly made his way upstairs to his bedroom. It was the same as it had been for generations: huge four-poster bed with oversized mattress, heavy antique dresser and nightstands, fluffy down comforter and pillows. He had eschewed such trappings when he was younger but after his father died, he had moved into this room. It wasn’t that it felt stately but it felt as if the Master of the house should be in this room. He had found it surprisingly comfortable: masculine and old-fashioned. Aside from lengthening the bed, he hadn’t changed anything. It suited him perfectly. Only in England, he thought to himself.
June 2-Sunday
Elizabeth woke the next morning to light filtering in between the cracks of the heavy drapes on her window. It had been too dark to see the view from her window last night and she sprang from her bed and swept the drapes aside. The view was lovely; there was a green sweep of grass curving over a gentle slope that framed the edge of the lake. She could see water fowl in the lake - is that a swan? she wondered. She hiked her pajama pants, patterned with skulls and crossbones, up and her tank top down over her belly and found her slippers. She brushed her teeth but not her hair and opened her door to enter the hallway. It was about 7 am judging by the light outside. She tapped lightly on Jane’s door but it was silent inside. She went down the stairs and found Jane and Bingley sitting on the terrace in their pajamas sipping coffee and munching croissants. Two weeks of meeting Bingley in their own kitchen every morning had erased any shyness she had about meeting him in her jammies.
“Good morning!” she said as she stepped out onto the terrace. Jane and Bingley had their heads turned away from her and as she stepped outside she realized that their host was there. He had been leaning on the balustrade looking over the edge when she came out. At the sound of her voice he turned to her.
Recognition set in. Long seconds of silence drew out.
“Miss Bennet!” Darcy finally choked out, his face a mask of shock.
“Judge Darcy!” she exclaimed, her look and voice both conveying her horror.
Jane and Bingley watched this exchange, confused. Why were they so surprised to see each other?
Both Darcy and Elizabeth remained silent, each digesting the awful implications of the next two weeks. It was too much for Elizabeth. She turned on her heel and strode back to her room. She heard Jane and Bingley making some kind of commotion behind her but she didn’t care. She could not face this just now. She needed to collect herself before she could plan her escape.
Darcy was rooted to his spot on the terrace. He was absolutely speechless. Jane was rushing to follow Elizabeth and Bingley was saying something to Darcy. He neither heard nor cared what Bingley was saying. His mind was working furiously. OK, the woman who wouldn’t get out of his mind had been tossed in his lap in a secluded country estate over which he was lord and master for two whole weeks. Surely he could make this work to his advantage somehow?
“Darcy!” Bingley said, shaking Darcy’s arm. Darcy snapped out of his mental workings and looked at Bingley. “What the hell is wrong?” Bingley repeated. Darcy laughed humorlessly.
“You didn’t tell me she was coming.”
“Of course I did!” Bingley replied.
“No, you most emphatically did not, Bingley,” Darcy spat out.
“I’m sure I did,” Bingley said hesitantly. Darcy rolled his eyes.
“Bingley, you are an idiot. You told everyone but me.”
Bingley sat on the chair in embarrassment. Had he really been so wound up in sweeping Jane off her feet that he had completely overlooked his friend?
“I’m really sorry, Darcy, I must have just... blanked. But it’s not a problem, is it? You met her at the Halloween party, didn’t you? You’re both in law, I thought you’d get along.” Bingley looked miserable; he hated making Darcy angry. He looked up to him like an older brother and hated to disappoint him.
Darcy sat down next to Bingley, trying to relax.
“It’s fine, Charley. Yes, I met her at the party. We actually work together, we see each other almost every day. We’ve had some pretty contentious, tense meetings lately. You know, me being an arrogant prick and all.”
“You’re not going to be a prat, are you?” Bingley said.
Darcy laughed and shook his head. Certainly not. He had a chance to at least show her that he wasn’t as bad as she thought, that he could be a nice guy. He wouldn’t miss the opportunity.
Upstairs, Elizabeth was actually crying in humiliation and embarrassment. Jane was trying in vain to comfort her, not really understanding what was happening.
“Lizzy, please stop and tell me what is wrong. What’s happened?”
Elizabeth took a deep breath. “Judge Darcy is ‘Will’?” she asked shakily. “Why didn’t you tell me he was a judge? I could have put the two together pretty quickly.”
“Lizzy, you met him at the party!” Jane said in exasperation.
“I most certainly did not! I would have remembered meeting him. Christ, Jane, I appear before him all the time! We’re always yelling at each other! I told him off last week! Ugh!” She wiped her cheeks and sighed. “I think I’d better get a hotel in London.”
“Don’t be silly. If you don’t get along, maybe this is the time to make it right. Without all the pressures of work around you, maybe you can get to know him a little. I mean, I’ve met him tons of times and I think he’s great. And if Charles likes him, he can’t be all that bad. There must be some misunderstanding.” Jane stroked Elizabeth’s hair and gave her a hug. Elizabeth sighed heavily and flopped back on the bed, pulling Jane with her.
“Jane, I don’t know if my career will survive this vacation!” she laughed weakly. Jane hugged her again.
“Lizzy, get dressed and come downstairs. I won’t let this ruin our vacation.” Jane took an uncharacteristically commanding tone as she sat up and pulled Elizabeth up by her arms. Elizabeth had to laugh. Of course it seemed mortifying right now but Elizabeth knew that she had the fortitude to make the best of it and perhaps even repair her relationship with Judge Darcy. If not, she would bail to a hotel tomorrow night.
Reluctantly, Elizabeth dressed. She took care with her appearance; she didn’t want to appear too casual, good lord, no bra, what was she thinking, or too professional, business suit was set aside. She settled on a pair of low slung boot-cut khakis, some sandals, and a crisp green button down blouse. She ran a brush through her hair and pulled it back in a loose knot at the back of her head and put on a smattering of makeup.
She met Jane and Bingley, who were both now dressed, on the terrace. Darcy was nowhere in sight. She cringed inwardly. She had chased him off his own property!
“Elizabeth, I’m so sorry we caused you such a shock,” Bingley said as he took her hands. The gesture on any other man would look foppish; on him, it was warm and sincere. “I really thought you knew about each other,” he said uneasily. “I didn’t know that you work together.” He looked miserable.
Elizabeth felt a mixture of anger and sympathy for him. He was completely clueless; Jane had better be driving this relationship or they were going to wreck for sure! She took a deep breath and put on her ‘responsible Elizabeth’ voice.
“Please, don’t apologize. It’s fine; it was just a really unexpected shock. I was embarrassed; I mean, the judge saw me in my pajamas!” she smiled. Bingley laughed.
“Don’t think about it for an instant longer, I’m sure he didn’t notice at all!” Bingley grinned. He didn’t know how wrong he was.
Darcy had certainly noticed her tousled appearance. Her hair was mussed, her shirt was clingy and she wore no bra, her pants were slung below her belly button which was peeking from under the shirt. He thought it was frankly damn sexy even with the ridiculous fuzzy slippers she wore. He thought that is what she looks like first thing in the morning and that led his mind to other avenues such as what she would look like asleep, or naked, or fucking. He stopped his treacherous imagination when he got goosebumps. Thoughts like those were not helping matters at all.
He made himself scarce for a half hour or so until calm was restored. Then he cautiously approached the terrace again. Bingley and Jane were sitting on the sofa reading a newspaper. Elizabeth was standing by the balustrade - the same place where he had been standing before - looking over the view. He approached her cautiously.
“Miss Bennet, I want to apologize,” he said quietly beside her. She turned to look at him, her face was an unreadable mask.
“There is no need to apologize, Your Honor. It appears there was a gross lack of communication between myself and my sister. I would be happy to go to a hotel in London,” she offered. He curdled inside but smiled outside.
“Don’t be silly, Miss Bennet. It’s an awkward situation but we are adults and I’m sure we can get beyond it and enjoy the next two weeks.” She was surprised by his conciliatory tone. She had a fleeting doubt that she had been wrong about him but it was only for an instant.
“Of course,” she replied robotically. She resumed her intense viewing of the landscape, hoping that he would take the hint.
“Well, the house is plenty big enough if my ego is too large to fit in the same room as yours. I could open a wing for you.” He was teasing her, she was surprised to realize. She felt ashamed.
“I’m sorry, you’re right. About being adults, not about the egos,” she added quickly. “I’ll do my best to act like a grown up. Your Honor.” She avoided his look; she was still embarrassed.
He laughed. “Miss Bennet, we are five thousand miles away from work.” He assumed a stage whisper. “Nobody will know if you call me Will and I call you Elizabeth.” She felt a smile creep reluctantly to her lips.
Suddenly she thought of the name plaque on his desk: Hon. F. Darcy.
“What does the ‘F’ stand for?” she asked.
“What do you think it stands for?” he countered.
“Do you really have any doubt what I think it stands for?” she said, smirking.
He laughed. “Contrary to popular belief, my mother did not name me Fucker. It’s Fitzwilliam.”
Something about the name sent a little shiver down her spine. Fitzwilliam Darcy. Pemberley. She realized for the first time that she was actually in the presence of something old, something grand, something bigger than the mere man that stood before her. It frankly filled her with a little bit of awe. She turned to look at the beautiful house behind her.
“Judges make way too much money,” she said as she looked at the house. He chuckled.
“I assume you are attending the London conference?” he asked. She nodded. They discussed the topics and after some offers and refusals, agreed to attend together.
“Would you like a tour?” he asked. She was reluctant to spend time with him but thought of Jane as well as her last encounter with Darcy. She would need to make the effort to be nice.
“That would be nice, thanks,” she smiled. He led her on a tour of the main features of the home, including the portrait gallery.
“I’m afraid Mrs. Reynolds does a much better job than I do,” he said as they strolled along the gallery. “She leads tours on a regular basis. These portions of the house are open to the public,” he explained. Almost on cue, Mrs. Reynolds led a small party of elderly women into the gallery.
Darcy and Elizabeth watched as Mrs. Reynolds gave an explanation of the portraits, going back several generations. Elizabeth was struck by Darcy’s resemblance to another Fitzwilliam Darcy, dressed in Regency period clothes.
“You look very much like him,” she said quietly so as not to disturb Mrs. Reynolds.
“That is my great-great-great-great-great grandfather Fitzwilliam Darcy,” he said, counting the ‘greats’ on his fingers. “The name Fitzwilliam is somewhat common in our family. It started when that Fitzwilliam’s father married a young lady whose last name was Fitzwilliam. After that, there’s always been a Fitzwilliam Darcy floating around and there is also a line of cousins with the last name Fitzwilliam. Family gatherings can be a little confusing.”
Elizabeth was still staring at the portrait when Mrs. Reynolds moved the group down several portraits. Several of the older ladies looked at Darcy with recognition and nodded politely. He returned the nods graciously.
He had no idea that he looked quite lordly standing there. Although he was casually dressed in a blue check button-down shirt and grey slacks, his carriage left no doubt that he was completely comfortable in the formal surroundings. He stood almost posed in graceful relaxation, hands behind his back, one leg turned slightly.
“Now you will see the portrait of the current Master of Pemberley, Fitzwilliam Darcy,” Mrs. Reynolds called to the group. Elizabeth turned to Darcy and mouthed ‘Master?’ with an amused smile. He shrugged and gave a slanted smile. She followed slightly behind the group to see the portrait. She half expected to see him dressed in costume for the portrait but it was a very tasteful informal painting. He was sitting on a sofa with a young woman and a large grey wolfhound.
“This portrait was done about eight years ago. That is my sister Georgiana, you met her at Tahoe,” he said close to her ear. “She’s a musician. In fact, she was playing at the concert we attended in April.”
As the group prepared to exit the gallery, several of the ladies turned and said “Thank you very much Mr. Darcy for sharing your lovely home with us.”
“You are most welcome, I am very pleased that you are enjoying it,” he replied warmly. They smiled and Mrs. Reynolds nodded approvingly as she herded them out into another room.
Darcy motioned her into the hallway and quickly concluded the tour of the house. Next he gave her a tour of the immediate grounds and gardens. He was surprisingly knowledgeable about the gardens and the landscaping, telling her about the major landscaping renovations in the late 1700’s that produced the current delightful aspects.
“It is honestly the most beautiful home I have ever seen,” she said appreciatively as they strolled back to the main house. Elizabeth turned back to the view of the grounds. She could not imagine growing up in such luxury. Even harder to imagine was abandoning it.
“It must have been difficult to leave,” she ventured.
He shrugged. “Pemberley has always been here and will always be here. It didn’t seem to make much difference whether I stayed or left. So I left to see what else there was in the world.”
“Do you miss it?”
“Very much. I shall not be seeking a second term,” he replied.
“Then you mean to come back here?”
He shrugged again. “Eventually. It’s my home.”
He steered her toward the house where they met again with Bingley and Jane and sat on the terrace to have tea.
Elizabeth studied Darcy as he chatted with Jane and Bingley. It was like Judge Darcy was a completely different person who had stock in exquisite suits, glasses, and brylcream. Yet here he was relaxed in his open-necked shirt, hair un-gelled and no glasses. She could see now that he was a young man; she could not fathom how she had thought him old enough to be Georgiana’s father.
That evening in her bedroom, Elizabeth mused on the day’s events. Judge Darcy was Bingley’s best friend. This meant that they were likely to see a lot of each other if Jane and Bingley became more serious. She would have to be friends with him for Jane’s sake. She told herself that she would make the effort for Jane.
But in truth, she was beginning to like him. Jane had been right; away from the pressures of work, he was a nice guy. He had been polite and easygoing to her all day long. She supposed that he was thinking the same thing; they had better learn to get along if Jane and Bingley were going to be together.
Not to mention that he actually was quite handsome. All the praise of Mary King and Maria Lucas came back to her. He did have beautiful green eyes and his face was exceedingly handsome when it wasn’t scowling at her. He had a strong jaw and a sensual lower lip. She smirked as she imagined running her fingers through that thick wavy hair. Maybe the idea of him having the hots for her wasn’t so bad after all.
At the other end of the hallway, Darcy was getting ready for bed. He was exhausted, having avoided sleep until now in order to stave off jet-lag. He felt grimy and stepped into the shower, allowing hot water to sting his face. The shock of seeing Elizabeth had not quite worn off. He had made efforts to redeem himself in her eyes and thought he may have succeeded some; she had not avoided him after lunch and they had held at least one pleasant conversation without the help of Jane and Bingley.
Yet, he was still attracted to her. She was beautiful, no doubt about it. He found her sexy in unusual ways; something about the way her hair curled about the nape of her neck when she wore it up fascinated him. He thought it would be wonderfully intimate to kiss her there, ruffle those curls with his breath, taste her skin...
He turned the shower temperature over to cold and thought to himself, it’s going to be a very long two weeks.
June 3-Monday
At breakfast, Darcy offered to show Elizabeth some sights in London after they had attended the day’s seminar. She thanked him and after breakfast they climbed into his car and he steered toward London. The time alone in the car was going to be awkward unless she got her apology off her chest.
“I wanted to say how very sorry I am for my behavior to you yesterday... and before,” she said as she looked out her window at the countryside. “I was terribly rude and there was no excuse for it.”
His face flushed as he glanced at her and he was glad she was looking out the window.
“Really, there’s no need to apologize. I have thought on what you said last week and you are right. I am terribly rude, I hadn’t realized that I’d forgotten my manners. You said nothing that I did not deserve. But I hope you will allow for improvement.”
“You’re wrong but I thank you all the same.”
He wanted desperately to change the subject. He cleared his throat.
“How do you like your Mini Cooper?” he asked.
“How did you know I drive a Mini Cooper?” she asked. He frowned. Why did she sound like she was accusing him of stalking?
“I have seen you in the parking lot,” he replied and decided not to reveal that he had seen her drumming and singing in her car. She seemed satisfied with that answer.
“It’s a lot of fun to drive. I have been thinking of taking one of those courses where you learn to race or maybe do an autocross.”
“Really? How interesting. I used to race cars, you know?”
She turned in her seat to face him.
“You used to race cars?” she asked sharply. He nodded.
“I did in college, a brief stint of about 3 years of semi-professional racing. My father hated it, it caused a minor scandal in my family,” he related. “I eventually quit after a particularly bad crash.”
She was not listening to his story.
“You are Speed Racer?” she asked in shock.
He had not expected the question, had in fact forgotten all about the Halloween party. He smiled slightly but did not answer; his cheeks reddened. Her face flushed and she sat back in her seat, looking forward. Good lord, she’d been all over him! She was mortified. Speed Racer was sexy and mysterious. Judge Darcy was neither. But Will Darcy... well, here he sat next to her... and her pulse was beating faster.
“I’m sorry, I should have said something at the party,” he said apologetically. He looked at her flushed face. “I didn’t want to embarrass either of us.”
“Wow,” was all she said. Then she said, “I would never have guessed. Never in a million years.”
“Yes, I know. You made it quite clear in Tahoe that you thought I should be eating strained peas in a retirement home,” he said to her, smiling.
She cringed deeper into her seat and flushed harder.
“You know, you did it to yourself. You wear those ridiculous glasses and plaster your hair down, who would think that you were any younger than 55?” she grumbled.
“I fully realize that. But again, you have made me see the error of my ways. I have thrown away my supply of hair gel and glasses.” He looked over at her in amusement. He didn’t want her to be apologizing for the next two weeks.
Elizabeth was desperately uncomfortable realizing what an injustice she had done him. She hoped that she had the fortitude to make it up to him over the next two weeks; maybe it would make their court appearances go more smoothly. The remainder of the drive to London was conducted in silent contemplation on both parts.
“Should I have worn something nicer?” she asked, glancing down at her black floral jersey wrap dress and beaded sandals, as they arrived at the Ritz hotel where the conference was held.
“You look fine, why do you ask?”
“You’re in a suit,” she pointed out. “I’m not.”
“I have a reputation to maintain,” he said to her with a half-smile.
“Nobody here knows you’re a judge,” she said.
“Everybody here knows I’m a Darcy,” he replied simply. She was shocked into silence as they pulled up to the hotel valet. They got out of the car and walked up the steps. The doorman opened the door and the concierge greeted them immediately.
“Welcome back, Mr. Darcy. Will you be staying the week?” he asked politely.
“No, I am here for the conference, thank you,” Darcy said almost absently. The concierge bowed slightly in deference.
“If there is anything you need, please let me know.”
She noticed similar responses to him throughout the day: when they went to a museum after the session, they were greeted by the curator, who offered to personally show them the best exhibits. For dinner, they got the best table without waiting despite the long line out the door. Tickets to the sold out play? No problem, Mr. Darcy, front and center.
On the way back to Pemberley they were even pulled over by a traffic cop, who greeted Mr. Darcy pleasantly and asked him to take care and watch his speed, not everyone was as skilled a driver as he. As they pulled back onto the freeway, Elizabeth blurted out, “Are you royalty?”
Darcy threw his head back and laughed. “No, I am not royalty.” He didn’t tell her that he was as rich as royalty. “The Darcy Policeman’s Pension Fund gets me out of tickets all the time.” He laughed again and shook his head.
“It must have been a huge change to come to the US,” she said as they sped back toward Pemberley.
“It was different, I admit. But that’s not to say it was bad. I learned to be completely self-sufficient, which perhaps I needed. But there’s definitely something to be said for knowing I can have almost anything I want.” Almost. They settled into an awkward silence, each contemplating the implications of his wealth.
He turned on the radio to mask the silence and punched the dial. Some disco song came on and he was about to change the channel when he heard ‘hot stuff baby tonight.’ Instantly he recalled her karaoke performance and he pulled his hand away from the dial. He smiled as he relived her routine, every hip thrust burned into his brain by the lust he had felt for her.
Elizabeth thought she saw a smirk on his face as the bass of ‘Hot Stuff’ thumped from the speakers but it was too dark to properly tell.
They pulled onto the gravel at Pemberley and climbed out of the car. He busied himself pulling his jacket from the back seat and brushing it off while secretly watching her walk toward the house. Her dress was swinging alluringly off her hips; he wondered if she knew how sexy she was. At that moment, she looked over her shoulder at him and smiled. His heart lurched to his throat and he looked down. He locked the car and jogged to catch up with her.
“Thank you for a wonderful day, Will. You are a great host,” she said as they walked up the stone steps together.
“The pleasure was mine.” Entirely. Completely. Absolutely. He was doomed.
They walked upstairs together as it was nearing midnight. They stopped at her bedroom door, just down the hall from his own. He tried not to think about it.
“Well, goodnight,” she said softly, her hand on the doorknob. He looked down the hall to his own room, weighed the likelihood of success, and sighed. He looked back at her.
“Goodnight.” He turned and walked to his own bedroom, closing the door firmly behind him.
Once inside her bedroom, Elizabeth admitted it to herself: she was attracted to him. She thought he might be attracted to her. She lay on the bed and thought about what it might be like to kiss him. She wished Lou were here to talk her into it.
Darcy heard a light tapping on his bedroom door. He assumed it was Bingley and did not bother to rebutton his shirt before opening the door. It was not Bingley, it was Elizabeth. He was too surprised to say anything.
“Sorry, is there an internet connection?” she asked hesitantly. She was holding her laptop in her arms. He blinked at her. She studiously avoided looking at his chest.
“Of course,” he replied. He buttoned his shirt and showed her downstairs to his study. He quickly set up her laptop and connected the internet for her. He noticed that she was again in pajama bottoms and a tank top but this time she still had a bra on and her hair was in a loose ponytail at the base of her neck. Still sexy, though, he thought. He ground his teeth and mentally berated himself. Get a grip, man!
“Thanks,” she smiled at him.
“No problem, feel free to use it anytime,” he answered. She smiled and immediately opened her laptop and turned it on.
“Goodnight again,” he said. She looked up at him and grinned.
“G’Night,” she replied. Darcy made his way back upstairs and lay awake in bed, thinking about her and what it would be like to see what was beneath those pajamas.
Elizabeth logged on to her Instant Messenger account. As expected, Lou was logged on. She ping-ed him.
she wrote.
Lou replied.
“Will” = Speed Racer = Judge Darcy = HOTHOTHOT
 





Chapter 8
June 4-Tuesday
Elizabeth slept soundly, dreaming of green eyes and running her fingers through dark wavy hair. She woke up flushed, nearly panting from the vividness of the dream. This would not do at all! The best thing to release this pent-up energy was vigorous exercise! After slipping on her track pants and halter, she knotted her hair at the back of her head. She flitted lightly down the steps and out the door, iPod blasting in her ears. She ran along the main road until she found a path leading to the fields. When she came to a puddle she splashed through mud, laughing with childish pleasure. Then she wiped her shoes in the grass so that she wouldn’t track mud into the house.
She had run about two miles when she stopped, leaning over gasping for breath. She put her hands on her knees panting when she felt something nuzzle her rump. She turned and jumped back with a violent start and a yelp as she came face-to-face with a large horse. It took her a moment to see Darcy sitting on the horse looking very amused. She jerked her headphones from her ears.
“That was not nice!” she exclaimed, putting her hand on her chest. “You nearly gave me a heart attack!”
“I’m sorry, he’s a very rude horse,” Darcy laughed. “You should sue him for sexual harassment.” Elizabeth laughed a little, over the worst of her shock, but heart still pounding. He looked... magnificent was the only word she could think of... astride his horse. He had on riding breeches and boots, clinging to the sensual curve of his strong legs. She wasn’t sure if her heart was pounding from just shock anymore.
Darcy had risen early after a very poor night’s sleep and gone for a ride to expel some of his restlessness. He had been riding for over an hour when he saw her running along the path before him. He had called her name but she had not heard. He followed her for a while at a walk, hoping she would turn and see him but she never did. He watched her butt bounce as she ran, admired the curve of her thighs and arms. She looked strong. A piece of her hair had escaped from its knot to curl around the nape of her neck. He had been fantasizing about kissing it when she stopped running to catch her breath. Now he was perilously close to pulling the band from her hair and running his fingers through those dark, damp locks.
The horse pranced a little as Darcy looked down at her. “Listening to ‘Hot Stuff’?” he grinned. She narrowed her eyes at him.
“How do you know about that?” she looked up at him accusingly, hands on her hips. “How? Did Bingley tell you?”
He laughed and swung down from the horse. “No, I was there. It was quite a performance. Especially the part where you spanked yourself.” Her face turned bright red.

“Now Miss Bennet, don’t be bashful. You are a very skilled... er... what was that? A strip show?” he teased as he approached her.

“And just what were you doing there, Judge Darcy?” she replied archly, embarrassed and, well, amused.
“I had been invited by my very good friend Bingley. I got there late, saw your performance, and decided that there was no way I could compete with that. I left.”
Elizabeth turned her head away from him in embarrassment and laughed. She looked back at him.
“Well, I guess you know my dirty little secret,” she said. She took a step closer to him, hands on hips, pert challenge written all over her body. She arched her brows at him. “What’s yours?” Was she flirting with him? With Will, not with Speed?
He took a step closer to her, closing the space between them to inches. He looked down at her upturned face. “That I enjoyed it.”
There was no denying the electricity that was flowing between them; he could see that Elizabeth had goose bumps on her arms. She could smell the masculine scents of horse and tack and oiled leather on him. He could smell her sweat and her shampoo mingled with her natural scent of - was it pears?
Elizabeth swallowed hard, but did not back away from him. Her eyes were fixed on the hollow at the base of his throat, where she could see his pulse.
He was not sure whether he should follow his desire and kiss her. He raised a hand and touched a strand of hair with his forefinger.
She raised her eyes to his. “It doesn’t get much more inappropriate than this,” she murmured but did not pull away. She felt the chemistry with him, the chemistry she’d felt at the Halloween party.
“Oh, yes it does,” he replied. He dipped his head and kissed her tentatively, testing her receptivity. She returned his kiss with restraint, her heart pounding in her chest. “I’ve been wanting to do that since Halloween,” he murmured.
“Funny, I’ve been wanting that since Halloween,” she answered. “I just didn’t know Judge Darcy could give it to me.” She raised her lips to his and kissed him again, with a little less restraint this time.
“Ah, yes, that does present a problem, doesn’t it?” he said a moment later. His head was full with the scents of her, he could not - could not - believe he was kissing her and she was enjoying it.
“Yes, well, I believe we have a compelling argument that we are outside the jurisdiction of the American Bar Association,” she said against his lips.
“Except that we have the same rules in England,” he countered, brushing his lips against hers.
“As for that, you’re not a judge here in England, are you? And I don’t have a license here. As far as I’m concerned, for the next two weeks, I’m just a tourist and you’re just a barrister.”
“I have always admired your legal reasoning, Miss Bennet,” he said, smiling.
Her response was to brush her lips across his again.
“Two weeks, then,” he whispered against her lips. She responded by opening her mouth under his and deepening their kiss. One hand caressed her neck while the other snaked around her waist, pulling her tight to him. She stood on her toes to reach him; her arms crept around his neck and her fingers curled in his hair. She opened her mouth against his again. He hungrily returned her kiss and pressed her hips against him. She could feel his arousal pressed against her belly and felt her own tingling arousal between her legs. She wondered what he would be like in bed; she was sure he would be spectacular if his kisses were any measure of his talent. His hand had moved from her neck to her shoulder, where one finger slipped under the strap of her halter. Elizabeth brought herself back to reality and stepped away from him. Both were breathing hard in the throes of desire.
“We are in the middle of a field,” she laughed shakily. He seemed to come to his senses as well and ran shaky hands through his hair. After a moment, he said,
“We’ll miss the seminar. I’ll give you a ride back.” He helped her onto the horse and swung easily into the saddle behind her, putting his strong arms around her. His erection was pressing against her back. As the horse began to trot, he grunted.
Elizabeth smiled mischievously. “Are you ok back there?” she said, snuggling against his groin with her back.
“This is wrong on so many levels,” he said in a pained voice.
She laughed and he flicked the horse into canter, causing Elizabeth to yelp in delight.
Elizabeth showered quickly and dressed for the seminar. She looked in the mirror at her khakis and sweater and her sedate ponytail and frowned. Not sexy enough. She tore her clothes off and found a grey flannel pencil skirt. She put on a crisp white button down shirt and resisted the temptation to undo one more button. She put on her amber necklace. She did her hair in a loose knot at the nape of her neck. She looked very prim and proper - for now. She slipped on black pointed pumps and nodded at the mirror in approval.
Darcy was in one of his suits as usual, waiting for her at the bottom of the steps. She saw him arch his eyebrow at her when she came down.
“Hmph,” was all he said. She smiled and walked to the car.

***

She spent the entire afternoon tormenting him. In the car on the way to London she ignored his stares and then put her hand high on his thigh when he wasn’t looking. During the seminar she yawned and stretched her arms, pulling her blouse tight across her breasts as she arched her back. She spied on him and saw that he was not taking any notes but was looking at her out of the corner of his eye. She got up to use the restroom and brushed her belly against his arm as she murmured her apologies about the tight seating. When she returned, she leaned over when she sat down, showing him her cleavage. She saw him smirk.
She faced forward and tapped her pen against her lips. Darcy dropped all pretense and leaned back in his chair, arms folded across his chest, watching her with interest. She dropped the pen down her shirt. “Oops” she whispered, eyes wide with an astonished laugh. She saw him lean forward and press his mouth to his fist, shoulders shaking with silent laughter.
She fished the pen from her blouse and put it on the table next to a pad of paper. He picked it up and put it under his nose, appearing to think very intently on his notes but in fact smelling her perfume. He jotted on his notepad then passed it to her. It said “Tease.” He looked at her with one cocked eyebrow and she nodded at him seriously, as if he had made some comment relevant to the seminar they were both ignoring. She took the pen from him and scribbled “H.S.” and handed it back to him. He read it and smirked. Hot Stuff.
He crossed his long legs under the table, mostly to hide his erection, but also to touch her leg with his shoe. He put his toe under her Achilles heel and nudged, flicking her foot up. She stared straight ahead and uncrossed and recrossed her legs, drawing her ankle along his as she did. He felt a frisson of excitement shoot up his leg. He rested his chin on his hand and looked at her through his lashes. The room erupted into motion around them as the presentation ended and people began to shuffle their papers and leave. Darcy remained seated, looking at Elizabeth. She remained seated as well, hands folded on the table before her, looking straight ahead.
He languidly leaned toward her. “I hope you enjoyed yourself,” he said quietly.
She turned her head to look at him through her lashes. “It wasn’t for my enjoyment,” was her sultry reply.
When his blood had cooled enough to allow him to stand, the room had begun to fill again for the next presentation. They left quickly to meet Jane and Bingley for a dinner that neither of them now wanted to attend.
As usual, at the mention of Darcy’s name they were immediately ushered to the best table in the house with a spectacular view in a secluded corner. Jane and Bingley were regaling them with an account of their adventures in London and talking about the play they were seeing after dinner; but Darcy had eyes only for Elizabeth. He ordered absently and ate without tasting his food. The only taste in his mouth was Elizabeth’s lips. He struggled through dinner; thank god she wasn’t teasing him anymore. He knew he was throwing everything away for the next two weeks. He had not thought out what would happen at the end of those two weeks. Would he be sated enough to walk away or would this only whet his appetite for more from her? He knew they could not continue any type of relationship once they returned to California but he couldn’t think about that now. He had two weeks to figure it out.
He watched Elizabeth listen intently to some story Jane was telling her - he couldn’t have said that Jane was even in the room, let alone what they were talking about. Jane said something and Elizabeth closed her eyes and laughed a long, easy laugh. Not too loud, not to high, not too sultry; the perfect laugh. He smiled so that he would not be conspicuous in his ignorance of the conversation. His plate was removed barely touched and another set before him. But his appetite was only for her.
He had thought himself so clever this morning when he kissed her. He had shown her that he was interested, that he found her attractive. She had responded so well to his kiss, he thought she would be like jelly in his arms, that she would be looking at him dewy-eyed all day, that was, after all, what usually happened with women. He was wrong; she had completely turned the tables on him, seduced him most effectively without a touch. He was entranced by her face, her laugh, her smells, even the way her eyebrows knitted together and separated, arched and scrunched as she talked. She made little jokes and Jane and Bingley laughed. She tried to engage Darcy in their conversation but he had no desire to intrude on her charms. He answered her questions in monosyllables. She gave him a subtle questioning look and touched his leg under the table. He smiled at her and shook his head slightly; nothing was wrong. In fact, everything was perfect.
He didn’t recall paying the bill or standing to leave. He held Elizabeth’s coat while she put her arms into it and he touched her neck with his finger. “I surrender,” he murmured to her. She looked at him askance over her shoulder as he ran one hand over her arm. “I am yours completely.” He saw her nod and look away with a small smile on her lips.
The drive home was nearly a disaster. It started out fine, she was well behaved while he navigated through the city streets. But as soon as he merged onto the freeway, she was back to her tricks again. She played with a curl of hair near his ear. He caught her hand and kissed the palm. She turned toward him and undid one of her shirt buttons. Then she took his hand and pressed it to the flat space between her breasts.
“Elizabeth, please, you will make me wreck,” he laughed as he tried to pull his hand away. She held it and kissed his fingertips. Then she leaned over and kissed his earlobe. The thrill that shot through Darcy was almost too much. She took his earlobe in her teeth and tugged while sucking on it. She was up on her knees and he put his arm around her, caressing her bottom. His erection was back and his breathing was short.
“Please. Please stop,” he said hoarsely.
She put her lips to his ear and said “As you wish.”
She sat back and buckled herself back into her seatbelt. Darcy gripped the steering wheel hard with both hands, knuckles white. He was breathing hard. She was turned toward him, looking at him.
“You have no idea,” he said after a few moments.
“Yes, I do,” she replied softly. “If you think I’m not squirming you’re wrong.”
The image of her squirming, naked, beneath him flashed through his mind. He hadn’t had sex in a year. It wouldn’t be long, no way was he going to bed alone tonight. It was all he could do not to swerve to the side of the road and have her right now. But for Darcy, anticipation always sweetened the reward. He had wanted her for so long, spent countless hours thinking of her, that he couldn’t waste that build-up on a romp in the car or a night in a motel. He would have her in his bed, in his house, and he would take his time with her. That was, if she would just stop running her finger over his straining erection. He laughed shakily and grabbed her hand, pulling it away from him.
Somehow they made it to Pemberley and parked. She was out of the car and up the front steps before he could even grab her to kiss her. He followed her quickly up the stairs and down the hall. She paused by her bedroom door but he grabbed her hand and led her to his own bedroom. He looked at her as he twisted the doorknob, looking for any sign of hesitation. She reached past him and pushed the door open.
They tumbled into the room closing the door behind them, kissing passionately. She was pushing his jacket off his shoulders, while he undid the buttons on her blouse. Yet they were not hurried. They had both anticipated this all day long, they could savor it now. There was no need to rush, they had two weeks.
Darcy pulled her blouse from the waistband of her skirt and slid it off her arms. She ran her fingers over his chest and began to undo his shirt buttons. He undid his cuffs while he nuzzled her neck. She kicked her heels off as she undid his belt buckle. He kicked his shoes off and unzipped her skirt. He stepped out of his pants, clad only in his boxers and socks. She stood before him in her lacy bra and panties. He kissed her again and undid her necklace. She didn’t need any ornamentation at all. He wanted to see her completely natural.
She took a step back to look at him. He was simply perfect. His shoulders were broad and smooth, his arms muscled. His chest had a sprinkling of dark hair. His pecs were firm but not large, his stomach was flat but not ripped. He was muscular without any bulk.
While Elizabeth looked at Darcy, tracing her fingers over the lines of his chest, he was savoring his own view. He ran his fingertips over her collarbones and then undid her bra. She didn’t even need it. She had round, firm breasts tipped by rose-colored nipples. He ran the flat of his palm over one breast, feeling the nipple harden under his touch. He heard her breath catch as he touched her.
He pulled her close and kissed her again. His hands ran down her back and cupped her bottom, tracing the joint between cheek and leg with his fingers. Elizabeth twined her arms around his neck and searched his kiss for the remnants of her self-control. Her breaths were short and she tipped her head back with a quiet moan as he kissed her neck. His fingers caught the sides of her panties and pushed them down; she stepped out of them. Darcy picked her up and she wrapped her legs around him. He walked to the bed and dropped her on it. She smiled and leaned back on her elbows. She put one foot up to the waistband of his boxers and hooked a toe in, tugging them down. He helped her when they got caught on his erection. Each took in the naked body of the other with wicked satisfaction.
Darcy crawled onto the bed beside her and leaned over her to kiss her. His hands continued to caress her skin, stroking her breasts, twining his fingers in with hers, tracing the curve of her waist to her hips, palming her inner thighs. He drew back and took the band from her hair, letting her dark curls fall around her shoulders. His breath caught at the sight.
“Ah, Lizzy,” was all he could manage to say. Saying her name was more exhilarating, more seductive than he expected. He knotted his fingers in her hair and buried his face in it, inhaling deeply. Pears. Sunshine. Elizabeth.
She quivered inside at the raw hunger in his voice. It was more than saying her name, it was a capitulation.
Elizabeth put one leg around Darcy and pushed her hips toward him. His erection was digging into her stomach and that wasn’t where she wanted it. She curled her fingers in his hair and pulled him to kiss her.
“Will,” she murmured in his ear. He settled between her legs, spreading her apart but teasing her. He pushed into her but only a little way. She writhed against him to pull him in deeper but he resisted and pulled out. He did it again, but still did not push all the way in.
“Will, please,” she half-laughed, half-pleaded. He pushed a little deeper in.
“Say you want me, Lizzy,” he murmured in her ear.
“I want you, Will,” she sighed. She pushed toward him but he resisted. He kissed her ear and then went to the other ear.
“Say you surrender, Lizzy,” he whispered.
She closed her eyes and said huskily, “I surrender.”
He pushed into her and both of them shuddered with pleasure. She was lithe and wriggly beneath him; he was hard and supple on her. He began to thrust slowly, his breathing ragged. She met each thrust with her own, squeezing as he pulled out. He clenched his eyes shut and let out a little exhalation of pleasure.
He lifted up on one elbow, the other hand under her hip, and pushed into her with a groan. He did it again and again. He looked down and watched himself enter her. He watched her run her hand over her own breast. He lowered himself to her again, pressing his chest against hers, and pushed in deeply. She undulated with him, their rhythms synchronized and quickening.
She was on fire under his touch. He was pleasuring her with long, slow strokes, torturing her with her own body. She loved the soft grunts he was beginning to make with each thrust. She felt her pleasure building inside of her, a rich ache that built until she knew it must crest. She pushed her hips up to meet his and quickened his rhythm. She buried her face in his neck and heard herself softly saying ‘oh, oh, oh’ as her climax began.
She rolled her head back, thrust her hips up, and uttered a long, gentle moan from the bottom of her throat as she reached ecstasy.
Darcy pushed himself into her warm, snug body. He felt her excitement rising, her pace quicken. When she began to pant little ‘oh’s’ into his neck, he thought he was undone. He thrust into her and she came. Three more thrusts and he joined her with a crashing orgasm. He groaned in her ear as he reached fulfillment, tightening his grip on her hair.
Waves of intense pleasure washed over both of them as they moved together. As the waves subsided, Darcy covered her mouth with a kiss, which she hungrily returned. He planted warm kisses on her neck and breathlessly murmured ‘Lizzy’ in her ear. She clung to him and buried her face in his neck. Even after their pleasure subsided, they clung to each other.
Eventually, he shifted off of her and draped his arm across her belly. She opened her eyes and smiled with satisfaction.
“That was delicious,” she purred. He propped his head on his hand to look at her.
“Sorry for the lack of foreplay,” he said as he traced a circle around her bellybutton with his finger. She looked up at him, bemused.
“What do you think I have been doing for the last eight hours?” she laughed.
“Torturing me.”
She looked at him, his strong jaw with a hint of stubble showing, his lidded green eyes, his tousled hair. He was absolutely the most beautiful man she had ever seen, bar none. How could she have missed it before? And what in the world was she doing in his bed? She decided that she was not going to analyze it, she was going to go with the flow. If he tossed her off at the end of the two weeks, then so be it. She was going to live the rest of her vacation with absolutely no regrets.
She turned on her side and snuggled her rump into his groin, curling up. She was drowsy; the sexual tension of the day had been exhausting. She closed her eyes and felt him run his finger along the line of her neck.
“I have been wanting to kiss this exact spot for weeks,” he said as he pressed his lips to the nape of her neck, just where her hair curled. She smiled at the sensation of his lips on her skin. His tongue lightly touched against her flesh. She closed her eyes and tipped her head forward to allow him greater access.
“And this spot,” he said as he swept her dark curls over her shoulder and kissed the back of her neck. “For weeks.”
Elizabeth pushed herself up onto one elbow so that her hair hung over her shoulder. He sent a line of kisses from her ear to her shoulder. She closed her eyes and smiled with satisfaction as she felt him harden against her. He trailed a finger over her breast, down her belly, and touched the hair between her legs. She felt her own warmth building again beneath his touch. He was infernally sexy! His erection was pushing between her legs from behind, his fingers tracing small circles on her pubic bone, stimulating her clitoris. She was quickly aroused and he would have brought her to ecstasy again if she had not stopped him.
Elizabeth turned and pushed him on his back, then straddled him. He had an almost pained expression on his face as she slid onto his erection.
His hands touched her breasts, stroking them as he looked at her. She began to move on him, undulating on him as if she were dancing to a slow, sensual song. She squeezed him inside her and dipped to lick his nipples. He let out a helpless moan and tousled her hair with his fingers. She sat up and rode him, pulling her hair up with her arms, eyes closed in pleasure. Darcy put his hands on her hips and pulled her closer to him as he thrust into her. As their pace intensified, she dropped her hands to either side of his head and leaned down to kiss him, her hair falling in a curtain around him.
“Yes, yes, yes,” he muttered against her lips as she rode him in long strokes. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her tight, climaxing as she kissed him. She continued to ride him as his tremors waned and soon found her own apex. With a stifled cry she came again, clenching his hair in her fingers and pushing her hips against his.
She floated back to earth with sighs that rode on hot breaths. She cradled his head in her arms and continued to kiss him. They shared deep, tender kisses far beyond the recession of their climaxes. She pressed her chest against his and felt the timbre of his heartbeat against hers.
His fingers found their way to the back of her head, holding her close as they kissed. He twisted strands of her hair through his fingers and then combed his hands through her mane of curls. He circled his arms around her and shifted to his side, settling her beside him, her face in his neck. He began to drift off.
She lay in his arms for a few moments, her hot breath reflected off his neck back into her face. With a contented sigh, she turned her back to him and pressed her rear into his hips.
His arm draped across her waist, pulling her closer, and his knees curved behind hers in an intimate, protective spoon. He planted a sleepy kiss on the back of her neck.
She smiled lazily; she was dropping off to sleep with the sexiest man alive wrapped around her and kissing her. Dreams didn’t get much better than that.
 





Chapter 9
June 5-Wednesday
Darcy woke up early, just as the sun was creeping in and lighting up the room. He looked at Elizabeth sleeping beside him. She was on her belly, one arm over the edge of the bed, one under her chest. Her hair was swirled around her head, over her shoulders and her back. He pushed the coverlet down to her waist to look at her smooth, creamy back. It was a perfect back. He leaned over and smelled her hair, the scent of her shampoo still clinging to it. He placed a soft kiss on her shoulder. He wasn’t aroused, any more than he usually was when he awoke; he just wanted to kiss her, to feel her warm, smooth skin under his own. He moved closer to her so that he touched her along the entire length of her body. He put his head on the pillow and watched her, waiting for her to wake.
He mused on the fact that she was even in his bed at all and the implications it held. He had no regrets, rules be damned. He’d figure it out later. But what was she thinking? And would she want Bingley and Jane to know? He suspected Bingley would think it was a fling and think nothing more of it. Jane however was likely to feel protective of Elizabeth and disapprove of a wild 2-week affair. He didn’t care who thought what about them but he would take his cues from Elizabeth.
Elizabeth turned her head toward him, eyes open. He smiled as she twisted to her side to face him with a drowsy grin, pulling her hand from under her chest to rest on his. She sighed and snuggled closer, drawing one leg over his waist. He put one arm under her neck and the other around her and squeezed. She squeezed back.
“Good morning,” she mumbled into his neck. He kissed the top of her head; she turned her face up to receive another on her lips. It wasn’t long before they were entwined again. Darcy was a little startled to realize he was making love to her; he was sexually aroused but he was also feeling something for her. He wanted her to be happy in his bed. He kissed her and asked her if she wanted him to touch her; not like last night - that had been for him, he had wanted to know she wanted him as much as he wanted her - but for her, to please her. When she nodded, he began to caress her in warm, tender strokes. What followed was the most intimate sex Darcy had ever had. He felt something connect, maybe their minds had melded, maybe the stars aligned, but he knew what she wanted before she did and he gave it to her without reservation. He told her that she was beautiful, that she was exactly what he wanted. Climax was long and slow and gentle.
They basked in the morning sun in contentment for a while. Then Elizabeth reluctantly pulled herself from his arms. He remained in bed.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“I’m sneaking back to my room,” she smiled as she pulled her things together.
Sneaking. I guess it’s a secret. He snuggled down deeper into the pillows and pulled the blankets up to his nose.
“It’s much more fun in here,” he coaxed. She leaned across the bed and pushed the blanket away from his nose, kissing his lips warmly.
“It’s too fun in there. We’ll starve.” He sighed and watched her as she slipped out and ran down the hall to her own room. He faintly heard her door click shut. He tossed the blankets off. Why was he annoyed? This was her call, she could keep it secret if she wanted, why did he care? Was she embarrassed? Shy? Maybe her sister thought she was a virgin?
He showered and dressed distractedly. He finally decided that he was annoyed because secrecy meant no holding hands or kissing when anyone else was around, which was all the time. Secrecy meant car rides, stolen nights, long walks in the woods. Not sharing dinners, not putting his arm around her at a play, not holding her hand at the museum. It meant restrictions. He didn’t like restrictions. But something was better than nothing, as he could now definitely attest. And so he would follow her lead until she indicated otherwise.
Jane was chatting with Elizabeth when he arrived at the breakfast table.
“... you didn’t hear me at all?” Jane was saying in disbelief.
“I told you, I was very tired. I didn’t hear anything all night,” Elizabeth replied. Jane looked at her in annoyed disbelief. When they saw Darcy, Jane changed the subject.
In the car on the way to London, Darcy asked Elizabeth what they had been talking about.
“Apparently, last night Jane wanted to talk to me but I just wouldn’t answer my door when she knocked. I am a very deep sleeper,” she smiled. Darcy smirked. She continued,
“The funny part is that she wanted to apologize for making me spend so much time with you because she knows how much I dislike you.”
Darcy laughed.
“If that was dislike, I need to make you love me,” he joked. Elizabeth smiled and looked out the window. Neither of them let the words “too late” enter their consciousness.
Elizabeth behaved herself at the seminar but Darcy still couldn’t concentrate. He was distracted by her smell, her closeness. All he could think about was touching her, holding her, being with her with no outside distractions. He didn’t have the skill to tease her as she had teased him yesterday; all he could do was brood over his unhappy luck.
She knew he was unhappy but wasn’t exactly sure why other than the fact that they were actually vertical instead of horizontal. She jotted a note to him:
What’s wrong?
He read it and replied I don’t want to be here.
Where do you want to be?
I think you know.
Is that all you can think about?
Yes.
This is a very important seminar!
Want to ditch?
Yes!
Darcy could not believe he was acting like a schoolboy, skiving off classes, chasing pretty girls. They gathered their things as unobtrusively as possible and left the room. Once outside, Darcy broke into a wide grin. He grabbed her hand and pulled her out onto the street and they took a walk through London. He stopped at a stall and bought her flowers; she laughed and thanked him.
He took her to Trafalgar square and made her stand under the stone lions while he took a picture of her with her cell phone. “Everyone has to have this picture, you’ll thank me when you’re eighty,” he said when she complained about it being a tourist trap.
“What about you?”
“I grew up here, I don’t need it.”
“Yes you do, come here.” She took the phone from him and pulled him by her side, then held out the phone to take a picture of both of them. As she clicked the picture, he kissed her cheek.
“You’ve ruined it!” she laughed. “Stand still and be a good boy!” This time he put his head close to hers and smiled contentedly as she snapped a picture. Satisfied, she snapped the phone shut. He grabbed her around the waist and planted a kiss on her lips. She returned it with a smile and they walked away hand in hand.
“Can we ditch tomorrow, too?” she sighed as they walked back toward the hotel.
“I’d be disappointed if we didn’t,” he replied.
“What would you like to do?”
He shrugged noncommittally.
“What would you do if you were here alone?” she asked.
“Either go to the racetrack or ride the horses or ride motorcycles. Guy stuff,” he grinned.
“I think I’d like to do any of those things, if you’d like some company,” she suggested. He looked at her skeptically. She shrugged. “Unless it’s a guy’s-only thing, like strippers are involved or something.”
“Then you should definitely come,” he grinned.
“Honestly, it wasn’t a strip show!” she said, referring to the now-infamous ‘Hot Stuff’ performance. “You are far too fixated on that.”
“It did make an impression.”
“I will have to show you something else then,” she said slyly as she sniffed her flowers. Darcy’s face flushed.
“I’d like that. Let’s make it a date. Tonight.” His voice held a hint of challenge.
“I’ll consider it. Right now we need to meet Jane and Bingley.” He groaned. Elizabeth jerked her hand from his and took a step away, then waved at Jane and Bingley halfway down the block. As they waited for them to catch up, Elizabeth coyly asked,
“What would I get in return?”

Hmmm... what would turn her on? She was quite adept at arousing him and she seemed to be equally skilled at arousing herself. But he did not know what he could do to excite her. He was perplexed and looked to her for an answer. She laughed.

“Those riding pants and boots were pretty sexy,” she suggested. He laughed.
Darcy was more engaged at dinner, no longer driven to distraction by Elizabeth. Of course he still wanted her but now he knew he would have her. Anticipation only sweetened the reward.
They enjoyed a long dinner until Jane and Bingley said they had to leave for the ballet. They walked to the curb together to await their cars.
“Won’t you be back awfully late? You shouldn’t drive back so late. Why don’t you take my suite at the Ritz?” Darcy suggested. Bingley smiled with pleasure at the idea but Jane demurred.
“Thank you, Will, but we don’t want to be any trouble.”
“It’s no trouble, I own the suite.” Elizabeth looked at him surprise. He owned a suite at the Ritz? Why was he giving it to them instead of taking her there?
“Well, I don’t have an overnight bag, I’d have to wear this tomorrow!” Jane laughed, indicating her dress, heels, and shawl.
“Oh, Georgie has clothes there, I’m sure you’d fit into them! She’s about your size. She wouldn’t mind, even if she knew!” Darcy assured her.
Jane looked hesitant and Elizabeth could see Darcy beginning to be dismayed. He wanted to have Elizabeth to himself all night long. Elizabeth took Jane aside and said in a low voice, “Jane, can’t you see Will wants to give Charley a night to romance you? He’s very happy for him. Let Darcy give this to Bingley. Besides, when will you ever get the chance to stay at the London Ritz again?” Horrified at the thought of coming between some kind of manly bonding, Jane immediately nodded.
“Thank you Will, you’re very sweet. I can pick up some things if I need them.” Jane blushed prettily in the moonlight and Darcy whipped out his cell phone to arrange the hotel. He gave specific instructions that they were the guests of Fitzwilliam Darcy and every attention was to be given to them, round the clock.
Jane and Bingley waved as they climbed into their car and drove away.
“Clever girl,” Darcy murmured in her ear, putting his hand on her bottom. She laughed.
“You don’t know Jane. All you have to do is suggest somebody’s feelings might be hurt and she’ll do whatever you want.”
“Lucky for me I got the saucy one,” he said as he kissed her ear.
“Really? You don’t think Bingley’s getting blowjobs like there’s no tomorrow?” she murmured. Darcy’s jaw hung open slightly open at the notion. She laughed and pushed him away and their car arrived.
They rode home in easy conversation and raced up the steps laughing.
“Meet you in the billiards room,” he said as she stopped at her room.
“Why there?”
“That’s where the music is,” he grinned, walking backwards toward his room. She grinned and entered her room. She frantically looked through her things searching for something sexy to wear but to no avail. Nothing was really performance-worthy. Her leather pants were sexier but pajama bottoms were easier to get off in a rash moment. Decisions, decisions. She went with the leather. Sometimes you had to pay a price to look great. She chose a white tank top and push up bra with the lace peeking over the edge, then decided to discard the bra completely. She let her hair down, brushed it, and gave it a finger-do to make it look bedroom-ready. She picked up her iPod and snuck barefoot downstairs.
Darcy was sitting in a chair with his booted feet propped on an ottoman. He’d worn his riding breeches, as she requested, and his riding boots. He hadn’t been sure what shirt he should wear. A pull-over was out of the question; he thought she should have easy access. He imagined she had some romantic notion of a loose linen shirt to go with the breeches, which he would entertain if he had one but he didn’t. He settled for his suit shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the collar unbuttoned.
Elizabeth peeked her head around the billiards room door and saw Darcy sitting in the chair. He was toying with something in his hands and did not see her right away. She surreptitiously snapped a picture of him with her cell phone then closed the door behind her and playfully skipped over to him. He saw her and smiled widely. She sat on his lap and traced his collarbone with her finger.
“Very dashing,” she purred. He put a hand on her leather clad thigh and squeezed.
“Very sexy,” he replied, nuzzling her neck. “I thought you might need this,” he said, running a riding crop over her leg.
“Hey, slow down, I’m not that kinky!” she laughed. He flicked her lightly with the crop and chuckled. “Yet,” she murmured in his neck. He kissed her, then pulled away.
“I’m waiting for my show,” he teased, nudging her in the ribs.
She grinned and stood up; he flicked her rear with the crop, making her yelp and laugh. He sat back in the chair. She plugged her iPod into the dock and took the remote with her. She played ‘Hot Stuff’ and pranced around the room, dancing for laughs more than to seduce. He didn’t care... he wanted her no matter what. He appreciated that she could laugh at herself, would let him laugh at her too.
She had started with Hot Stuff as a little warm-up, an ice-breaker. She knew he’d seen her do it when she was half-drunk; he couldn’t be expecting much. She thought it would be funny and get a laugh out of him. When she finished, she bounced over to him for praise. He laughed and kissed her nose.
“I think your number needs more spanking,” he teased as she crawled into his lap for a kiss.
“That was just my warm-up number, limber up the joints,” she said as she climbed out of his lap. He didn’t want to let her go, he was satisfied with the show, but she insisted.
She stood before him, flicked the remote, and the electric strains of Paul Oakenfold’s ‘Faster Kill Pussycat’ came from the speakers. The pulsing beat and the grinding chords lent themselves exceptionally well to her dance.
She began by swinging her hips, arms out to her sides, fingers snapping, gyrating to the beat. She let her hair hang down by her face, peering through it at him with hungry eyes. She assumed her best sultry, sexpot expression. She began to sing.
She put her hands in her hair, closed her eyes, and pressed her knees together, stooping slightly as if her knees were weakened by her overwhelming arousal. She ran her hand down her chest, let her fingers catch the bottom of her top, and ran her hands back up, exposing her belly to him. She sang the chorus.
She opened her eyes and looked directly at him, put her legs out in a V, and then walked toward him cat-walk style. She drew an arm up and pointed at him while she shook her hips to the beat.
Then she leaned over him, hands on the arms of his chair, singing just inches from him.
She pushed herself off of his chair and swung her back to him, walking toward the door, then turned and crooked her finger at him:
She turned her back to him again and walked away, hips swinging sensually. Then she undulated her rear in a circular motion to each syllable of the song, and sang over her shoulder at him. She looked at him again with that sultry expression and sang.
She ran her fingers through her hair and sank to the floor, crawling cat-like toward him.
When she reached his chair, she rolled to her butt, swinging her legs in the air, came to a crouch, then stood up. She gave him a sultry, breathless look and sang.
She walked to the door and undulated her hips at him again, pulling her shirt up beneath her breasts to show him her bare back, singing.
Before the song was even over, Darcy was behind her pressing her to the door, turning her toward him, crushing her lips with kisses. He lifted her to his hips and braced her against the door, kissing her neck. She wrapped her legs around him and twined her arms around his neck. He ground his hips against hers. His hands were on her breasts, feeling them through her shirt, pushing it up to touch her flesh. He ran his hands over her butt, feeling the slick leather under his palms. He put his fingers in the waistband of her pants and undid the button. Then he put his arms around her waist, swung her away from the door and carried her to the pool table. He put her on the edge of the table and kissed her while he pulled at the zipper of her pants.
“You” - kiss - “are” - kiss - “so” - kiss - “phenomenally” - kiss - “fuckable,” he breathed as he struggled to pull the tight leather over her hips; she laughed in desperation and hunger as she leaned back to help him. Her elbows banged against billiard balls, making a clacking noise as her pants finally fell to the floor. Darcy didn’t even take his off. He unzipped and pushed himself into her against the pool table. It was quick; he had been aroused to an absurd degree by her performance. He couldn’t even hear the music anymore, just the blood rushing in his ears. He came quickly and buried his face in her neck.
“Lizzy, what have you done to me?” he asked weakly. She laughed softly in his ear. He hugged her tighter and kissed her on the lips. “Give me a moment, let me make it up to you,” he murmured.
She nodded. She was amazed at the power she had over him, how fierce his reaction was to her. After a moment, he looked at her and pressed his forehead to hers.
“Can I take you to bed?” he asked.
“Yes, please,” she smiled. He picked her up and carried her to his bedroom, where he placed her in the bed and made love to her until she cried out his name.
 





Chapter 10
June 6-Thursday
Darcy woke up Thursday bleary-eyed from a night of sex alternating from lusty to tender. He had been out of control in the billiards room last night. He had anticipated a fun romp but was instead treated to an electrifying seduction the likes of which he had never even imagined. Her little warm-up act had been plenty to satisfy his desire to see her dance for him but the sexuality of her second number had caught him off guard. He understood it to be an unabashed display of her desire for him, an open invitation to sex. He felt on a deeper level that she would never have made such a display unless she felt something more than mere attraction for him. The realization sparked more than physical desire in him; it lit a sort of feral, possessive need to take her, mark her as his. He was not embarrassed except that she had no opportunity to take her own pleasure in that episode. He made up for it twice more during the night, once with tenderness and once with mutual hunger. He had never been so sexed up in his life.
She was lying next to him sleeping peacefully on her back, arm draped over her stomach in the dim light of the bedroom. She had kicked the blankets off and lay naked, breasts rising with each breath. He felt like he could watch her for hours. His eyes took in every inch of her body, from her red toenails to her pale thighs, her soft tummy, her firm breasts, her long slender fingers, her strong arms, the slope of her shoulders, the neck that he loved to taste, her beautiful face framed by her dark hair and arching brows. He sighed. How in the world had he lucked out and turned her around from hating him to sleeping with him?
He crept stealthily to the foot of the bed to examine her toes. She had evidently freshly painted them a deep, glossy red. He wondered why women always painted their toenails and not their fingernails. He supposed it was the same reason they always got tattoos where they couldn’t be seen unless they were undressed. He kissed her toes lightly. Her foot wiggled. He smiled and rested his nose on the top of her foot and kissed it softly. He moved down on his elbows and kissed the inside of her ankle. He trailed kisses up the inside of her calf, stopping at her knee. He looked up to see her watching him with a small smile on her face. He winked at her and kissed her kneecap. He continued up her thigh and kissed the patch of hair between her legs. He felt her fingers stroke his hair and continued on to kiss her belly.
He planted deep, moist kisses on her tummy, once causing her to giggle as he tickled her. He progressed up her ribs, kissing one side while he caressed the other side with his free hand. He kissed the side of her breast, the top, the tip, the curve under her nipple. He took her nipple in his mouth and sucked lightly while he massaged her other breast with his hand. She sighed prettily.
He pulled himself from her lovely breasts and kissed her breastbone, moved up to her collarbone, dipped his tongue into the depression at the base of her throat. He kissed one side of her neck while his hand held the other side. He kissed her lips, but only briefly, before moving to her cheeks and eyelids. He pulled her hair aside and kissed the side of her neck, gently nudging her to roll on her side. He trailed warm kisses on her shoulders, running his hand over her arm. Her shoulder blades and her spine were also treated to his attentive lips. He rolled her onto her stomach and straddled her as he covered her back with wide, hot kisses, sometimes pulling her flesh into his mouth. He kissed the small of her back, letting his tongue taste her skin briefly. He trailed over to her side and again nudged her over, onto her back. He began to kiss her outer thighs, then her hip bones. He moved in to kiss her inner thigh, pushing her legs apart gently. He kissed the joint between her thighs, ruffled her hair with his breath. He spread her lips gently with his thumbs and kissed the space between. He felt her quiver and sigh. He dipped his tongue in, tasting her for the first time ever. Tangy, warm, and wet.
“Will,” she said, putting her hands in his hair. He looked up at her; she was smiling at him. “Come up here,” she said. He shook his head.
“This one is all for you,” he said and buried his face between her legs.
Elizabeth sighed and laid back in the pillows, spreading her legs for him. She had never been able to achieve orgasm this way; she had always needed something more substantial. She meant to enjoy his ministrations for a while and then pull him up to her to finish off. To her surprise, she felt her pleasure increasing with his touch. His thumbs pressing little circles on her pubic bone and his tongue inside her, combined with the knowledge that he, the sexiest man she had ever known, was doing this to her, made a little moan escape from her lips.
Encouraged by her moan, Darcy continued his attentions. Her moans became longer, closer together, and more urgent. She curled her fingers in his hair and arched her hips toward him. To her unending surprise, he brought her to orgasm with his tongue and fingers alone.
He wiped his face on her belly and rose up for a kiss. She grinned and pulled him to her so that he could find his own pleasure. He shook his head.
“I said it was all for you,” he smiled. He kissed her and rolled out of bed. She could see that he was only at ‘half-mast’ and wondered at him.
She gathered her things while he turned on the shower. She put on the shirt that he had been wearing last night; it still smelled like him. She walked to the bathroom to kiss him goodbye.
“You could join me,” he suggested. She shook her head and smiled. She needed to take a breather from all this sex, she thought to herself. He shrugged and kissed her. She held her things to her chest as she scrambled down the hall to her own room hoping nobody would catch her. She showered and dressed in a velour tracksuit, then went downstairs to breakfast.
Bingley and Jane had not yet returned from London by the time both Darcy and Elizabeth sat down to breakfast. They had decided to skip the rest of the conference and Elizabeth asked Darcy what he planned to do.
“We could ride horses or motorcycles or...” he said, then saw her look and trailed off. “You don’t want to?” he asked. She shook her head.
“I think I need a few hours alone,” she smiled. She saw that he looked a little hurt and she touched his hand. “No offense. I’m feeling a little overwhelmed. I thought I’d just curl up with a book for a couple of hours then maybe join you this afternoon?”
He looked down at his plate, appetite completely gone. Was he smothering her? Maybe she was right, they needed a few hours when they weren’t connected at the hips. He looked up and forced a smile on his lips while his stomach curled into a depressed ball.
“Sure, no problem. I think I’ll go for a bike ride then.” He hoped he looked and sounded convincing. Don’t be an ass, he thought to himself. If it had been anyone other than her, he’d be running from such close company as well. He had spent practically every minute of the past four days with her. Even Bingley got under his skin in less than three days. But he felt like he could spend the next four days, four weeks, hell, four months with her for every moment and never get tired of her. Clearly she was not of the same mind.
He rose from the table and kissed the top of her head then left the room. Elizabeth breathed a little sigh of relief. She needed to see if she still felt intoxicated when he wasn’t within six feet of her. It was just wrong for him to be so damn sexy. She sighed. He really had no right.
She went to the study and logged onto her laptop, thinking to chat with Lou but he was not logged on. Instead she sent him an email:
To: Louis Hurst
From: Elizabeth Bennet
Re: Speed Racer
Not speedy at all. Best. Sex. Ever.
L
She went to her room and found a novel she had been reading but found herself reading the same line over and over. She picked up his shirt from the floor where she had tossed it before her shower and sniffed it. It smelled like him: clean and mossy. Then she felt better. I’m a junkie, she thought. She managed to read another page of her book then set it down. She lay on the bed with his shirt under her head, one sleeve draped over her face so that she could continue to smell it while she thought.
Why did she feel like she needed to be away from him when she clearly wanted to be with him? She had feared that she was letting herself fall too deeply into this fantasy, that maybe she wouldn’t be able to come out of it easily at the end of the vacation. While they were here, she could pretend that there was no reason for them not to be together. But what if she couldn’t shake her longing to be with him once the fantasy was over? Her addiction to him right now was not a good sign in that regard. She decided that she needed him to acknowledge that this was an affair that was going to end, that he wouldn’t seek to pursue it further after they returned to the US. She had no reason to believe that he would; he could certainly have any other woman he wanted to replace her. But if he did, she didn’t know if she could resist. And resistance was required or there would surely be disaster.
She sat up. I need an agreement from him that he is buying into this fantasy for the short-term, she thought. That will make me feel better about everything. She stood up, put the shirt to her face for a final sniff, for courage, and changed out of her lounge wear into a pair of jeans and a black tank top. She put her hair in a low, loose ponytail and put on her shoes. She went downstairs to look for him. Mrs. Reynolds advised her that he was already gone. Elizabeth’s heart sunk a little and she decided to take a walk in hopes of finding him.
It was a brilliant sunny day, warm on her arms. She flipped her sunglasses down and started walking down the road. She had no idea where he might have gone but she needed to work out some of her nervous energy anyway. She assumed a brisk pace and soon her face was nicely flushed with exertion. Her heart lurched when she saw a distant figure on a motorcycle approaching. She stopped where she was and sat on the fence, waiting for him to reach her.
He certainly was dashing on his bike; strong, tanned arms on the handles, black visor-ed helmet. He pulled over in front of her and pushed his visor up. He raised an eyebrow at her and she shrugged.
“I changed my mind,” she smiled. He grinned and took his helmet off. The heat had caused his hair to become a little sweaty, just like when they were in bed together. OK, focus!
“What’s wrong?” he asked casually as he got off the bike. He wasn’t angry or accusing, or even particularly probing. He knew something was bothering her and he wanted to know what it was.
“I need to clarify this agreement we have,” she said. He hung his helmet on the bike and walked to stand before her. He leaned one arm on the fence and crossed his ankles. He squinted up at her.
“Go ahead,” he said.
“I’m feeling guilty because I know what we’re doing is wrong,” she said, pressing her hands together. He sighed. He supposed this would be the end.
“I know,” he replied.
“Look, I’m all for buying into this fantasy while we’re here but only if I know we’re not going to continue it when we get back,” she said. He looked up at her. This was a pleasant turn; at least he had the rest of the vacation with her.
“That’s the agreement,” he said. She smiled. For some reason, it felt better to have it said out loud.
“Great,” she sighed.
“Now that we have that out in the air, I think we should get something else clear,” he said. She waited for him to continue.
“If we’re going to indulge in this fantasy, let’s do it no-holds barred. No petty fights, no hurt feelings, no stupid misunderstandings. Let’s be straight with each other about everything. If I hurt your feeling some way, tell me, don’t sulk. I’ll do the same. If we only have two weeks, I don’t want to waste any of it on that crap.” He shifted and stood in front of her, one arm on each side of her on the fence.
“No keeping secrets, no lying, no games,” she nodded. He stepped closer to her.
“I’ll never lie to you,” he said. “Never.” He was looking intently into her eyes, boring into her soul. It sent a shiver down her spine. She put her arms around his neck and caught him in a fierce kiss, her mouth opening on his, devouring him.
Jane and Bingley were driving down the lane when Jane spied a couple kissing on the fence. She smiled at their indiscretion but the smile faded as she realized the woman trying to eat the man’s face was Lizzy. And the man was Darcy.
“Charles!” she shouted. Bingley was looking at the couple too but he had a grin on his face. “Stop the car!” she cried.
“No way!” Bingley laughed. Jane rolled down her window and shouted “LIZZY!!!”
Elizabeth raised her head for air and heard her name being called. Darcy looked around and saw Bingley’s car drive past, Jane looking angrily out the window.
“Uh-oh, I think your parents just caught us,” Darcy said as they watched the car disappear down the road.
“This will take some explaining,” Elizabeth sighed. “Jane won’t understand.” She looked after the car. Darcy put a finger on her chin and drew her face back to his. He kissed her.
“Jane doesn’t need to understand. Only us,” he said softly.
“Let’s go for a ride,” she smiled. She got on the bike behind Darcy and they spent the rest of the afternoon driving around the countryside, her arms around him and the sun shining on them. Darcy felt a freedom he had never experienced before with her behind him. He didn’t think about any of the responsibilities of being a judge, an older brother, or the master of Pemberley. All he thought about was being her lover.

***

Jane was pacing furiously in her room, waiting for Elizabeth to return. She looked out her window and saw Darcy and Elizabeth drive up on a motorcycle, her arms tight around his waist, her torso leaning against his back. Elizabeth had a ridiculous smile on her face. Jane’s first thought was “why isn’t she wearing a helmet?” followed by “why were they kissing?”
Bingley was on the terrace when they arrived. Darcy snatched a cookie from the tea table and tossed his helmet on a seat.
“Jane is waiting upstairs for you,” Bingley said to Elizabeth. Then he ruffled his newspaper and pretended to read it while the smile slipped from her face. He watched Darcy squeeze her hand as she walked past him. Elizabeth pulled herself up the steps reluctantly, feeling 15 again. Jane flung the door open and put her fists on her hips.
“Lizzy!” she said. Elizabeth’s shoulders slumped and she went into Jane’s bedroom and sat on the bed.
“What is going on?” Jane asked. “I thought you hated him!”
“He improved on better acquaintance,” Elizabeth smiled.
“Clearly! Why didn’t you tell me?”
“What is there to tell? Would you want all the sordid details?”
“That’s not what I mean. What I mean is that you’re obviously keeping it a secret.”
“It’s complicated.”
“No, it’s not. That’s a line people say in movies and books when the author hasn’t clearly thought out the reason.” Jane was hurt that she had been left in the dark, concerned about Elizabeth being foisted on a man she hated.
Elizabeth sighed.
“I’m sorry, Jane. You’re right, it’s actually very simple. We are not allowed to have a relationship. It’s against the rules of our profession. It could cost us both our jobs. If my clients or opponents complained, it could be very bad. If it turned out that he was unable to remain impartial, then it could cost one or both of us our licenses.” Elizabeth sighed again and flopped back on the bed.
“That’s no reason to keep it secret from me! You know I won’t judge you.”
“I know, I’m sorry. I guess I got caught up in the excitement of having a secret.”
Jane sat on the bed next to Elizabeth, her anger gone, replaced by concern.
“If you’re not allowed to have a relationship, then why start one? Why put yourself through it?” Jane laid down next to Elizabeth. Elizabeth laughed.

“I wish I could say. It happened and neither of us wanted it to stop. We have an... agreement... that it won’t continue when we get back to the states.”

“That’s ridiculous. You can’t turn it off and on like that.”
“That’s something that we haven’t really discussed.”
“Lizzy, is this just a fling? Or do you like him, really like him?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“Be careful. I don’t want to see you hurt.” Jane touched Elizabeth’s arm.
“Nobody wants that. We’re just going to take it through the end of the two weeks then we’ll see what happens. Just let it go, OK?” Elizabeth looked at Jane with pleading in her eyes. Jane nodded. Elizabeth hugged her.

****

Charles Bingley had known Darcy for almost 20 years; he had seen him with plenty of women, and knew that Darcy was infamous for his composure. In those years he had never seen Darcy make a public display of affection to anyone but his sister Georgie. He knew that Darcy was cautious to a fault, always wary of a gold-digger. He was exceedingly discrete with his affairs, always mindful of his social position as a Darcy. He had never known Darcy to be impulsive; this affair with Elizabeth was extremely uncharacteristic. Bingley was concerned not only for Darcy but for Elizabeth and any impact their imminent implosion would have on his relationship with Jane.
Which was why he decided to confront Darcy after Elizabeth had gone to Jane. Bingley put the paper down and looked expectantly at Darcy.
“What?” Darcy asked, feeling uncomfortable with Bingley’s stare.
Bingley raised his eyebrows. “What?” he repeated in disbelief. “Don’t try to ignore what I saw with my own eyes! Have you gone mad?”
Darcy sat down, scowling.
“Bingley, I am in no humor to explain myself to you,” he replied, perhaps defensively.
“What you do with any woman is your own business. What you do with my girlfriend’s sister is another matter.”
Darcy’s scowl deepened.
“It was unexpected,” Darcy said reluctantly. “I don’t know exactly what happened but here we are,” he added, by way of weak explanation.
“Hmph!” was Bingley’s reply. He looked very displeased.
“It will end when we get back,” Darcy said quietly. This caused Bingley’s look to go from stormy to thunderous.
“What? You are going to break up with her when we get back?!” he exclaimed in a low voice, leaning forward so they would not be overheard.
“It’s mutual. We cannot be together, it’s against the rules for a judge to date an attorney who appears before him. It has to end,” Darcy replied.
Bingley sat back in his chair.
“Can’t you excuse yourself from her cases?” he asked. He knew there had to be a resolution for such conflicts without someone losing their job.
“Normally, yes, if I felt I could not be impartial. But in our situation, it’s difficult. There are only two judges in our area; all of her cases would have to be transferred to the other judge and that’s too burdensome. That in itself could cause her cases to be prejudiced.”
“Can’t she ask to be assigned to the other judge?”
“She can but it’s the same problem. And it would be suspicious for her to bump me from every case for no apparent reason. I think we’ve agreed to end it when we return and see what happens.”
“You think?” Bingley exclaimed. Darcy knew it was idiotic and he didn’t like to feel idiotic.
“Look, Bingley, I don’t recall you becoming my mother. I’ve never criticized your many questionable flings. Let me be!” He assumed that broody look that only Darcy could do so well.
Darcy hated not knowing the answers. He didn’t know how it would end up after two weeks; he cursed his misfortune to fall so hard for a woman so clearly forbidden to him. He knew he was being impulsive, that everything he did was counter to his deeply ingrained philosophies of careful calculation, planning, and reservation. Yet he felt compelled, bewitched. He had no explanation.
Bingley watched these thoughts flit across Darcy’s face. The actual impropriety of their relationship given their professional positions gave more credence to the idea that Darcy was coming undone. Darcy was clearly infatuated and was steering himself toward disaster. Bingley saw that his friend was in trouble; the least of Darcy’s worries was what Bingley thought of him. Darcy was going to need his unconditional friendship and support in the very near future.
Bingley sat back. “OK,” he sighed and went back to his newspaper.

***

Dinner was an uncomfortable affair, with Darcy and Elizabeth staring at their plates like chastened children, Jane looking at them with something like disappointment and Bingley trying to appear oblivious to it all. Darcy felt he should say something but didn’t know what to say. Elizabeth just wanted the day to be over. Jane just wanted to be assured that Elizabeth wasn’t going to get hurt. Bingley wanted to pretend that he didn’t know anything.
Jane caught Darcy looking at Elizabeth with a miserable expression. He was clearly sorry to have caused her any grief. She watched Elizabeth touch his hand briefly in reassurance.
Darcy remembered their pledge and decided to start now.
“I’m sorry I made your sister mad at you by kissing you, Lizzy,” he said. Jane and Bingley looked at him in surprise but Darcy was looking only at Elizabeth.
“Thank you, Will. She’ll get over it, we are all adults here,” she replied. “I’d hate for the rest of our vacation to be ruined by her being mad at you.”
“So would I. What do you think I should do?”
“I think you should tell Jane that you are sorry, that your intentions are mostly honorable, and that she should mind her own business.”
Darcy turned to Jane. “Jane, I am very sorry, my intentions are mostly honorable, and Elizabeth thinks you should mind your own business. Please,” he added, with an approving nod from Elizabeth.
Jane sighed. She didn’t like it but Elizabeth was right; they were all adults.
“OK. I’m not a prude, you know, I don’t disapprove of you seeing each other. I’m just worried about the fact that you both seem certain that you can just turn it off and return to normal as if nothing has ever happened. I don’t think you can and I think you are both going to get hurt.”
“I understand and please know I would never do anything to hurt Elizabeth. I think I speak for both of us when I say we are as surprised as you. But it is done and there is nothing we can do to change it. We will not be able to continue when we return to the States; this is our only chance, for however brief it is. Elizabeth and I have an agreement and we both have our eyes open. We would like for you to be happy for us while we have this time.”
When he put it that way, it seemed terribly romantic, like star-crossed lovers, instead of a girls-gone-wild vacation. That made Jane feel better. She gave them a resigned, almost pitying, smile and shrugged.
“OK, you win. I’ll stop sulking.” Darcy laughed and squeezed Jane’s hand. They finished dinner in an easier manner and Elizabeth was relieved when they cleared the dishes and walked toward the terrace for coffee. Darcy held Elizabeth back as Jane and Bingley went ahead. He put his arms around her and kissed her.
“Why don’t you just move into my room?” he said against her lips. “There’s no need to sneak around now.” She nodded, once again feeling intoxicated by his touch, his scent, his voice.
“I’d like that,” she smiled. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply.
“Oh, for crying out loud, you two!” Jane said from the terrace. Darcy lifted his head from Elizabeth, grinning. Elizabeth rolled her eyes and walked toward the terrace, pulling Darcy by the hand. They joined Jane and Bingley on the terrace and enjoyed the waning evening sunlight as it sparkled off the lake. Bingley lay comfortably on the sofa with his head in Jane’s lap. Elizabeth sat on a loveseat with her feet tucked up, leaning her back into Darcy. She sighed and felt Darcy give her arm a gentle squeeze. I want to stay right here forever, she thought. She tipped her head back to look at Darcy, who was looking down at her.
“Let’s go move my things,” she said huskily to him. He nodded in understanding and they rose together. Jane looked at them with a raised eyebrow but said nothing. Elizabeth led Darcy by the hand to her room where they quickly gathered her things and shuttled them to his room. Once in the room, Elizabeth dropped her things and leapt into Darcy’s arms, wrapping her legs around his waist. He caught her and laughed questioningly.
“You, Mr. Darcy, are too sexy for your own good. Now that I have no excuse to run to my room, I think you will be imprisoned in this room for the next week,” she said as she wiggled her groin against him, wishing they were naked.
“Miss Bennet, I believe you are a nymphomaniac,” he laughed. He carried her to the bed and dropped her on it then stripped off his shirt. She sighed as she caught sight of his torso, so finely muscled and firm. She pulled off her own shirt as he crawled onto the bed beside her. He leaned over her and kissed her softly.
“I’m glad we were caught,” he murmured against her lips. “Now I can kiss you anywhere, anytime, no hiding.” Her heart fluttered at this and she nodded in agreement. He ran his hand over her collarbone, over her bra, down her waist.
Was I even alive a week ago? he wondered. He had never been so consistently inflamed by anyone; he was in a constant state of awareness of where she was, what she was wearing, who she was talking to, what she was doing. His entire being for the last week had been focused on her, like a little satellite in orbit. He felt like it was his sole purpose to make her laugh, cry, moan, whatever. If he didn’t give it to her, it wasn’t real.
He slipped into her easily; they were after all made for each other. He sighed deeply in her hair, kissing her ear. This was where he belonged; the fantasy was the reality, everything else was illusion. He met her eyes and held them while he made love to her; he believed she could read his mind, hear his thoughts. She responded to his body, touched every spot where he ached to be touched, was rough or tender at the right times. They took a long time before they allowed themselves to apex. She whispered ridiculous endearments in his ear that made him shiver with delight. He didn’t know who he was or where he was anymore; he was only a part of her.
 





Chapter 11
June 7-Friday
The next day passed in languid relaxation. Jane and Elizabeth lounged on the terrace in shorts and tank tops, taking advantage of the uncharacteristically warm weather. They declined the gentlemen’s invitation to go horseback riding. Darcy did not want to lounge on the terrace. He needed to feel wind on his face, the exhilaration of speeding over a field at thirty miles an hour with rippling horseflesh beneath him. Having his relationship out in the open made him feel more relaxed and more able to leave her alone for a few hours.
Darcy and Bingley studiously avoided the topic of Darcy’s affair during their ride. In time they forgot about it at all and resumed their usual easy friendship. They enjoyed riding over their old haunts, reminisced about old friends and girlfriends, and discussed horses, cars, and motorcycles.
On the terrace, Elizabeth prodded Jane about her relationship with Bingley. From what she could ascertain, Jane was deliriously happy.
“Lizzy, he’s just the most wonderful man I have ever met. He is smart, funny, kind, and he seems to be crazy about me.”
“Jane, that’s wonderful!” Elizabeth smiled. She held out her hand to Jane and Jane squeezed it.
“I think I’m really in love with him,” Jane said quietly. Elizabeth looked at her. “I was at a point where I couldn’t stop thinking about him, wondering where he was or what he was doing. Now, I’m content to know that he’ll come back to me from wherever he was. I love that he’s great with the kids at work, that he really cares about them. I love that he cares about you, too.” She squeezed Elizabeth’s hand again. She bit her lip and grinned. “And he’s a really excellent lover.”
Elizabeth opened her mouth in shock.
“Jane! Too much information!!!” she laughed. They had talked about their sexual exploits before but usually to dissect and criticize. It was easy to laugh at dissatisfying sex.
“No, Lizzy, I mean it! You know how I am, I would always want to please my partner and be satisfied if he was pleased. But Bingley won’t accept that. He won’t stop until I am satisfied. He’s never once come before me, Lizzy. Never once. He waits and watches. If I don’t, he doesn’t. He cares Lizzy. He cares that I feel warm and safe. He cares that I feel beautiful and loved. I’ve never once felt like we were just having sex; every time is this beautiful experience for me. Do I sound like an idiot?”
“Yes,” Elizabeth laughed. “But rightly so. Jane, I’m really happy for you. You deserve such a loving man. I hope everything works out for you.”
“Does Darcy make you happy, Lizzy?” Jane asked cautiously. Elizabeth paused.
“Yes,” she replied quietly. “He makes me feel exactly the same way that you just described, except there’s a risk element added. We both know what we’re doing is wrong and that makes it more exciting. But at the same time...” she trailed off.
“Do you care for him?”
“Yes.”
Jane squeezed her hand again.
Elizabeth grinned. “And he is a very... um... generous lover.” She gave a wicked grin and held her hands about eight inches apart. Jane burst into delighted laughter. She loved her sister and she would be there to help her pick up the pieces; Jane would not interfere with Elizabeth’s temporary joy.

***

After dinner the group gathered in the library where Jane began a reading of The Fellowship of the Ring to Bingley and Elizabeth. Darcy wandered about the room aimlessly for a few minutes then disappeared to a remote corner of the room. A few minutes later they heard the faint strains of a guitar being played quietly. All three looked up at him in astonishment. When he realized that Jane was no longer reading, Darcy looked up.
“Jane, I’m so sorry!” he said, putting the guitar down. “That was unspeakably rude of me. I wasn’t thinking. I’m afraid I make a very poor audience tonight, I am too restless to sit and listen. I’ll go to another room,” he said as he stood, his cheeks red with embarrassment.
“Certainly not!!” Jane exclaimed. “That was beautiful! Why don’t you come out and play for us. I was getting tired of reading anyway.” Both Bingley and Elizabeth echoed her.
Darcy laughed. “No, I’m a terrible hack, I was just practicing.”
“Darcy, you are a terrible liar. I know perfectly well that you play excellently,” Bingley chided. He turned to Jane and Elizabeth and said conspiratorially “All the women in college would swoon over him when he pulled out the guitar.” Elizabeth arched her eyebrow at Darcy. He flushed a little deeper and rolled his eyes.
“I’d love to hear you play,” she smiled. Well, if she wanted it, then he had to do it.
“All right, but I won’t have you all sitting around as a rapt audience. Just keep reading or chat amongst yourselves and ignore my mistakes. I’ll provide background music.” He pulled his chair from the corner to be closer to them and began to play softly.
She watched Darcy play, admiring his dexterous fingers on the frets; even when he made a mistake he played on, recovering beautifully. He began a haunting, lyrical song that made Elizabeth feel longing for something lost.
“What song is that?” she asked softly. He looked up and smiled.
“It’s called ‘Voyage for Ireland,’” he answered, and returned his attention to his guitar. With each song, she asked him the name. He played ‘Morgan Magan,’ an upbeat song that reminded her of green rolling hills, and ‘Sergeant Early’s Dream,’ which he said his mother loved.
Bingley and Jane chatted quietly and Darcy interjected his comments into the conversation in his usual curt manner. Elizabeth barely listened as he and Bingley teased each other over long-forgotten exploits in college. She saw only his head bowed in easy concentration over the guitar, curls bouncing slightly as he moved his head with the music. Had Jane given birth to a rhinoceros at that moment, Elizabeth would not have noticed. She had eyes only for him. She wondered if she would ever stop being amazed by his differing sides: the stately Master of Pemberley Darcy, the sexy lover Darcy, the impartial Judge Darcy, the good friend to Bingley Darcy. They all seemed almost to be different people; how did he contain all of these personalities in the same body?
She realized that each and every one of them rose from the same root character: the magnanimous Darcy. As the master of Pemberley, he was sensible of the expectations society had of him and the tradition of his heritage. As Judge Darcy, he strove to achieve the just outcome in each of the cases he tried. As Bingley’s friend, he was true and stalwart; Elizabeth doubted Bingley had ever had a better friend. And as a lover... oh, as a lover, Darcy was faultless. Each of these personalities arose from Darcy’s genuine concern and his need to do whatever was in his power to ensure that those entrusted to his care would be properly looked after.
Elizabeth felt the realization that she loved him like a hammer crashing onto an anvil. She literally felt dizzy for a moment and gripped the arm of her chair to stop the room from whizzing about her. This was so, so, so wrong! Of all the horrible tricks to play on her, this was the worst. She leaned back in her chair, letting the waves of panic flood over her. She thought she might throw up. After a moment, she unobtrusively excused herself and went to their bedroom. She sat on the toilet with her palms pressing on her eyes, willing herself not to cry.
After 20 minutes she had collected herself and was walking back down the steps when Darcy met her. In the dim stairwell she hoped he could not quite see her.
“All done?” she asked lightly. He smiled and nodded.
“I was just coming to find you,” he said as he took her hand and they returned to the bedroom. Darcy yawned and pulled off his clothes, then climbed into bed. His side of the bed, as if he had always been there.
The thought was beginning to overwhelm Elizabeth again. She loved him. She wasn’t prepared to face it yet. She couldn’t bear the thought of making love with him and trying to hide how she felt right now; best not to tempt him. She undressed mechanically and climbed into bed beside him. She quickly extinguished her light but did not curl up to him as she normally did.
Darcy lay in bed and yawned again; he was so tired he could barely keep his eyes open. He would not be sorry if they didn’t have sex tonight. He listened to her undress and heard her click the light off. He felt the mattress sink under her weight, and waited for the comfort of her warm body against his. It did not come.
His eyes snapped open.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, immediately awake. He turned his light on.
“Nothing’s wrong,” she replied, giving him a quizzical look that she hoped was convincing. It wasn’t.
He could tell by her body language that she was uncomfortable; never had she kept her distance in bed. He could see now in the light that her face was too composed; her eyebrows were not expressing her emotions like they usually did. He immediately wanted to know what was wrong and how to make it right.
“That’s a lie. Remember we said no lies. What’s wrong?” He was not angry or annoyed but he was persistent; he would not give up until he knew the answer. She did not know the extent of his persistence if pushed.
“I felt a little unwell, that’s all.”
He rolled to his side to look at her and touched her forehead.
“You don’t have a fever,” he said. “Besides, that’s lie number two. I will be angry if you keep this up.” His voice was soft but determined.
“It’s stupid,” she said, looking away. He tipped her chin back to face him.
“That’s exactly why we should not be wasting time arguing over it. Tell me what is wrong,” he said firmly. She saw that he was not going to give up... another reason to love him. She sighed.
“I was unexpectedly moved by your guitar playing. I am very responsive to music. I had no idea that you could play, it took me by surprise. It made me very emotional.” That was the truth, or most of it, she thought. “And I was embarrassed,” she added for good measure.
Darcy’s face softened. It hadn’t been the answer he expected and he was glad of it. He had an irrational fear that at any moment she was going to come to her senses and break it off with him. He knew he was in far too deep to be able to break it off himself.
“Lizzy, please. Give me a little credit. I do not think you’re stupid for being swept away by my powers of seduction,” he teased her. He kissed her and curled up beside her, folding her into his arms.
Elizabeth snuggled into his arms with her back to him. She was grateful that he seemed content to go to sleep without making love. She relaxed in his arms and tried not to think about her predicament.
Darcy sensed that she clearly was not in the mood for a little romp. She was emotional from the music and embarrassed. He could understand that she wouldn’t want to when she was feeling that way. Besides, he was bone-tired and content to lie next to her, reveling in the rightness of being with her. I don’t need to prove my manliness by shagging her every night, he thought drowsily. It’s enough to put my arms around her and let her know I love her.
His eyes snapped open again.
 





Chapter 12
June 8-Saturday
“Let’s go dancing tonight,” Bingley suggested at breakfast. Elizabeth and Jane both agreed enthusiastically while Darcy scowled.
“Come on, Darcy, for once try not to be such a drag,” Bingley said.
“I hate clubs.”
“You have not even been to a club since you turned 21.”
“Because I hate them.” Elizabeth looked at him pleadingly; she desperately wanted to get out and dance. Darcy sighed deeply and said, “But I will sacrifice just this once and go.” He sulked for the rest of the morning until Elizabeth managed to cheer him up with a quickie. Afterwards, she examined his wardrobe for appropriate clubbing attire. He was far too conservative and she did not trust his own judgment to select his clothes for a club. She also knew that nothing overly trendy would do for him. She threw up her hands in disgust.
“How can you be so sexy and yet such a fuddy-duddy?” she exclaimed as she tossed aside another shirt.
“I don’t buy club wear,” he grumbled.
“Exactly why do you hate clubs so much?”
“They are crowded, loud, and filled with drunken women looking to get laid.”
“Your point?”
“If I ever met someone I knew, my reputation would be ruined.”
“If you actually met someone there who gave a crap about your reputation, I think it unlikely that the story would leak. The chances of anyone there actually knowing you are pretty remote. You’re well-known by the higher social strata but you’re not exactly paparazzi-worthy. In fact, I’d dare to say it’s probably the safest place for you to get drunk and puke on someone’s shoes.” She tossed another pair of jeans on the floor. “Oh this is awful, we will have to go shopping.”
“I will not wear anything sparkly!” he protested. She laughed.

“You know, it could be quite sexy,” Elizabeth said, turning to face him. Her face assumed a dreamy expression. “Two strangers, their eyes meet across the crowded dance floor, the attraction is instant! She watches him dance with other women, he watches her dance with other men, but they are perfectly in tune with each other. At the end of the night, they finally connect and have a wild, sexually charged dance that leaves them both breathless... ” She recited suggestively.

“Really, Lizzy, you have such an intriguing imagination,” Darcy laughed.
“You’re right. We’ll be far too drunk to remember my script.”
“I’ll call the Ritz.” As Darcy dialed the hotel to ensure the suite would be ready, Lizzy held up her own clothes for his approval. He shook his head at the jeans ‘boring’ he whispered, the skirt ‘too secretarial,’ and the leather pants ‘I thought we were getting those bronzed.’ Elizabeth sighed and marched to Jane’s room and announced that they all had to get in the car immediately and go to London to buy clothes for the club. Jane agreed after a quick perusal of her own wardrobe and soon they were all packing overnight bags and piling into the car.
After stopping at the hotel, the foursome set out to shop for club outfits. Darcy thought it was ridiculous but, then, the whole idea of him going to a club in the first place was laughable. He let Bingley lead him to his favorite store and tried on clothes to humor Elizabeth. At some point she and Bingley apparently approved, because he found himself being ushered to checkout and over to the women’s section to let the girls shop. He detested shopping. He looked at his watch and his stomach growled. He didn’t care what she wore; she’d be taking it off soon enough anyway. Once she’s all sweaty and drunk. He allowed himself a private, wicked smile at the thought.
Elizabeth and Bingley had worked together to get Darcy dressed for the club. Bingley had excellent taste in clothes and understood Darcy’s concerns to avoid anything flamboyant. He had an innate ability to select a shirt that would enhance Darcy’s build; Elizabeth vetoed anything too trendy, and thereby likely to entice all the nubile 18-year-olds likely to be at the club. They settled for slightly edgy, with understated sex appeal.
As for herself, she couldn’t decide whether to go with classy or slutty. She and Jane tried on dozens of tops; she saw Darcy’s eyes glaze over. She laughed and suggested that they meet at the hotel later. Darcy practically ran for the door.
With the men gone, the girls got down to serious business. They tried on lingerie, halters, hot pants, slinky tops, and miniskirts. Elizabeth settled on a pair of black trousers and a deep red bustier with black lace edging. She flung a black jacket over it, put on strappy heels, and gave a satisfied nod in the mirror. Jane found a lovely green mini-dress that showed off her long legs, those long legs that Elizabeth had always envied, to wonderful advantage. Elizabeth took special care with her hair, letting it fall in controlled curls over her shoulders. She knew the tips of her hair would draw Darcy’s eye to her bustier and the swell of breast that pressed against the edge.
Bingley and Darcy arrived at the hotel suite and showered and changed quickly. Darcy looked at Elizabeth in consternation; all that trouble and she wears a black suit?! He mentally rolled his eyes and thanked heaven he wasn’t a woman.
They went to dinner and got to the club at about 10 pm. It was loud and smoke-filled and crowded already. Bingley and Elizabeth seemed to spring to life as they entered the room and found a booth to squeeze into. Bingley ordered a round of drinks and they settled in. Darcy wondered how drunk he would have to get before he would actually get up and dance. He took his jacket off and settled in for a long, tedious evening.
Bingley started the evening off pleasantly enough by dancing with Jane. Elizabeth tapped her foot to the music and waited for Darcy to invite her to dance; he didn’t. Eventually, seeing her disappointment, Bingley asked her to dance. Elizabeth agreed readily and flung off her jacket. Seeing Darcy’s jaw drop at the sight of her bustier was priceless. Bingley and Elizabeth did a bump and grind, with Bingley’s hands all over her back. Jane laughed, seeing that Bingley was obviously goofing off.
When the song ended, Bingley and Elizabeth laughingly returned to the table; Darcy was not amused. He was floored by her outfit; of course he had seen her body, thought it was beautiful. But there was something to be said for the hidden surprise of sexy lingerie underneath a conservative suit. The red contrasted brilliantly against her fair skin, and the swinging curls of her hair only drew his attention to the peeking black lace edging her top. The bustier created a seductive swell of flesh above the top; not an ill-fitting bulge, just a hint of constriction. Which was briefly reflected in his boxers.
Elizabeth pinched his cheek and told him to go get them another round of drinks. Darcy stood up and tried to push through the crowd, finally making his way to the bar where he ordered two beers. He held the bottles over his head as he tried to push his way back and was accosted by a set of twins who initiated a bump and grind against him... not entirely unpleasant. Darcy smiled despite himself, and said “excuse me, ladies.” He spotted Elizabeth at the table looking slightly miffed at him... he smirked. He began to wade back to the table but, as expected, was sidetracked by a nubile blonde of indiscriminate age and dubious authenticity. He set the beers on a nearby table and followed her onto the dance floor. She did most of the work, needing him only as a prop. But he did his part by holding her low on the waist and swinging his hips along to her rhythm. He looked over at Elizabeth, who was looking at him with a mixture of suspicion, lust, and surprise.
Damn him! He had no right to be so effortlessly sexy!!!! She expected him to be accosted by young women but wasn’t prepared for the level of jealousy she felt when she saw him smile and follow the blonde out onto the dance floor. He wasn’t much of a dancer in terms of moves but in terms of being a sexy counterpart to a performer, he was all aces. Elizabeth slumped down in her seat, and then decided to join the fray. She knew he would come back to her tonight; let him have his fun now.
She found a willing young man and began her own brand of gyrations. One song blended into another, partners changed. Somehow they met on the dance floor.
The pulse of the music intensified as the DJ spun mixes designed to incite mindless, surging bodies. Strobe lights flickered giving the illusion of stop-action. Elizabeth was caught up in the moment, swinging her hips, flinging her hair around. She saw Jane and Bingley caught up in a passionate embrace and pulled Darcy closer to her. She gyrated against him and he pulled her into a kiss. His hand went to her hip and she lifted her leg to wrap around his; the pulsing beat set their rhythm.
Darcy was surrounded by a crush of rhythmic flesh of all colors and sizes but he saw only the woman in his arms. She was magnetic. She had glitter on her chest that caught flashes of light. Her hair swirled around her in a spiral haze. Her breathing pushed her flesh to the edge of that enticing top. Darcy caught his finger straying to her collarbone, tracing a trail to the edge of that black lace... and remembered where he was. Elizabeth smiled at him and stepped back. As she did so, she was replaced by another brunette who wanted to dance with Darcy. Elizabeth smirked and made her way to the table. She was perversely turned on by the fact that the other women in this club wanted him but she knew she would have him.
After a moment, he joined her at the table, laughing. They had a few more drinks and were just engaged in a strobe-light and drink-fueled kiss when Bingley and Jane returned, saying they were ready to leave and clearly wanting to return to the privacy of their room. Both couples made out in the back of the cab, hands groping, sometimes touching the wrong person with a laugh and an apology. They stumbled into the suite; Darcy had not been this drunk in many, many years.
Bingley had picked up Jane, carried her to one of the bedrooms and kicked the door closed with a resounding thud. Darcy didn’t notice, as he was preoccupied with pulling Elizabeth’s jacket off her arms.
“You look sensational,” he breathed in her ear.
“Really? I thought you’d never notice,” she smiled, running her hands over his torso. She pulled his shirt from his pants and pushed it up, kissing his flesh. “I love your chest,” she breathed onto his nipple.
He laughed, touching that enticing curve of flesh over her bustier.
“It’s really nothing compared to yours,” he said as he stroked her skin. She smiled wickedly and walked past him toward the dining room table. He admired her behind as it swayed away from him. She looked over her shoulder at him as she undid her pants and dropped them to the floor. She had on matching panties and garters, with silky black seamed stockings. Elizabeth stepped out of her pants, turned to face him, and leaned against the dining room table. Once again, his breath seemed to stop in his chest. Would she never stop seducing him?
“Still sensational?” she asked in a husky voice. In an instant Darcy was before her kissing her lips, her neck; then he stepped back, pulled her away from the table, turned her around, and bent her over the table. She let out a little “oof” as her stomach pushed against the edge of the table but then let out a little laugh.
She was too drunk, all her inhibitions were gone; had Darcy proposed a foursome with Bingley and Jane, she would be all for it. She laid her face on the cool wood of the table, intoxicated head swirling. Darcy braced himself over her, leaning to kiss the back of her neck.
“You like it dirty?” she smirked.
“You want it dirty?” he rasped in her ear. She gave him another wicked grin and he ran his hands over her behind, feeling the smooth skin under his fingers. He smacked her lightly. She was already wildly aroused and the thought of doing a little nasty made her pulse beat faster. He ran his finger along the leg of her panties, felt her wetness on his finger. He pushed them aside and pushed his finger into her. She made a little noise and gave him a squeeze. He put another finger in. She writhed a little bit. He took his fingers out and put them in his mouth, tasting her. She let out a trembling breath of expectation. He unzipped his pants and pushed inside of her - hard.
The table jolted under the force of this thrust; the silverware clinked with each subsequent push. He leaned over her and covered her hands with his own and said terrible, dirty things in her ear that made her grind harder against him. Each thrust pounded her against the edge of the table and forced a grunt out of her; soon, however, they became grunts of pleasure.
As she began to climb toward orgasm, he pulled out and flipped her over roughly to face him. “I like to see you come,” he panted as he pushed back into her. His hands scraped over her stockinged thighs. The force of his thrust cause several glasses to tip over with a crash. He braced himself against the table and took her roughly; she wrapped her legs around him, hooked her fingers over the edge of the table, and let him ride her to the sound of rattling dishes. She dimly heard herself cry, “Oh my god - Darcy!” as she reached her peak.
Darcy grinned with utter satisfaction into the soft flesh of her throat as he heard her cry his name. “I love it when you scream my name,” he said against her neck. “Say it again.” His head was swimming from drink and lust.
“Dirty fucker,” she whispered endearingly in his ear; with that final thrill, he spilled into her with a loud groan, pushing her so hard against the table that it screeched a few inches across the floor. More dishes toppled and crashed to the floor. He closed his eyes and let the room spin around him as he held onto her for dear life.
He breathed heavily against her, clutching her hips, trying to recover himself.
After a moment, he saw the destruction wrought on the table. He sighed shakily and loosened his grip on Elizabeth.
“That’s going to cost a lot,” he laughed weakly.
“Not as much as replacing my uterus,” she rejoined. He laughed once, then again, and then he couldn’t stop laughing. It was all so hedonistic; the drinking, the dancing, the indiscreet loud sex with Bingley and Jane in the next room. He felt like he was living some wild Bacchanal. He buried his face in her hair and softly laughed,
“Oh god, I love you, Lizzy.”
Elizabeth put her arms around his neck and tightened her legs around his waist as he lifted her off the table.
“Take me to bed, lover,” she crooned in his ear. He carried her to the bedroom and laid her gently on the bed, intending to make love to her. But his head was swimming; he fell on the bed beside her and passed out.
June 9-Sunday
Darcy awakened with what felt like gym socks in his mouth. He grimaced and rolled over, saw Elizabeth snoring next to him, and tried dimly to recall the evening before. Ah yes, the dining room table. Despite what was looking to be a vicious hangover, he smiled. He rolled out of bed and stripped off the clothes he had slept in. He showered and brushed his teeth, twice, and put on clean boxers, but didn’t bother to get dressed. He wandered into the living room and flicked on the TV to watch CNN, sprawled on the floor leaning against the couch. He felt like he was back in college, lying around in his underwear, channel surfing. He heard Elizabeth stirring in the bedroom and heard the shower running. After a few moments, she was in the doorway wearing fresh white panties and bra, her hair hanging in damp curls. She grinned at him.
“Feeling OK?” she whispered. He smiled and nodded. “You were pretty smashed,” she laughed. He looked at her curvy body and rolled his head back with a smile on his face. He was still somewhat intoxicated but whether by alcohol or her, he couldn’t say.
“Thank you for getting me completely sauced. I trust I will be blackmailed with a video some years in the future.”
“You could just pay me now and get it over with,” she teased. She sat on the couch and he rested his head against her leg. She smelled like soap and pears.
She looked over at the ruined dining room table.
“That looks like it hurt,” she mused.
He laughed softly. “Did I hurt you?” he asked. She shook her head.
“I’m a strong girl. I do yoga, you know.” She curled her bicep at him; he admired her muscle with an approving nod.
“How do you stay in such good shape?” she asked him. “I’ve spent an entire week with you and have never seen you lift a finger to keep in shape.”
“Lots of pushups,” he said. He rolled onto the floor to demonstrate and did a quick succession of pushups. She crawled onto the floor next to him and then slipped onto his back.
“Now try,” she said. He pushed up quickly, causing her to almost slip off. She giggled and wrapped her arms around his body to hold on. She felt surprisingly light to him. He laughed as he pushed up, trying to jar her off. She laughed and held on more tightly.
“Good god, what happened here!?” came Bingley’s voice from the doorway. He was staring at the ruined dining room table. He looked over at Elizabeth and Darcy, both in their underwear, he doing pushups with her on his back. They both looked up at him.
“I tripped,” Darcy said simply.
“And fell,” Elizabeth supplied helpfully.
“Onto my girlfriend,” Darcy finished. Elizabeth grinned down at Darcy and kissed his cheek. Bingley shook his head and scratched himself through his boxers. Then he ordered room service.

***

The party drove back to Pemberley and spent the rest of the day in warm relaxation on the terrace; they chatted amiably while Darcy played guitar. Mrs. Reynolds joined them and regaled them with tales of Darcy as a young boy. Elizabeth had never felt quite so content; this was where she belonged, with the people she loved best, in the sun, happy and carefree. She stretched languidly in the lounge chair and placed a hand affectionately on Darcy’s thigh as he sat next to her playing.
“You remind me of your mother sitting there strumming,” Mrs. Reynolds mused over her mug of tea. “She and your father used to sit out here just like this, before you were born.”
“I’m sure she played much better,” Darcy said as he plucked out a few notes.
Mrs. Reynolds laughed. “Your mother was a little bit of a hippie; she used to play folk music out here. Peter, Paul and Mary; John Denver; Bob Dylan. But yes, she played beautifully. And then, of course when you arrived, you ran around out here naked until you were about six.”
“That’s quite enough, Mrs. Reynolds!” Darcy said in mock sternness. Elizabeth, Jane, and Bingley laughed while Darcy secretly fantasized that he and Elizabeth could sit here on the terrace with their own six-year-old running around naked.
“It’s good to have you back, Will,” Mrs. Reynolds said affectionately. She didn’t say and it’s about time you stayed, got married, had a family, and assumed your role here, but Darcy felt the sentiment. He was beginning to agree with her. He had never been so happy, so content, as he had been the last week surrounded by his friends, the woman he was crazy about, Mrs. Reynolds, his family home; all that was missing was Georgiana. He held his tongue and continued to play guitar.
Mrs. Reynolds stood and returned a few moments later with a large photo album.
“Elizabeth, you might be interested in this,” she said as she invited Elizabeth to sit next to her on the sofa. “This is Will as a baby... wasn’t he adorable?” Mrs. Reynolds then showed Elizabeth an array of Darcy family photos that Elizabeth felt sure would never normally be seen by anyone outside the family.
“Is that his sister? She’s lovely!” Elizabeth exclaimed when she saw photos of a willowy blonde child.
“Yes, she’s a lovely thing. She had a little spot of trouble in her teenage years, as we all do, but she’s turned out to be a lovely young lady. So accomplished! You know she’s a musician?” Mrs. Reynolds talked about Georgiana for the next few minutes.
Elizabeth perused the album, with pictures of Darcy as a gangly adolescent, then filling in as he matured. She saw photos of his parents, both remarkably handsome people despite the dated wardrobes. At a certain point, there were no more pictures of Mrs. Darcy. She realized that Mrs. Darcy must have died when Darcy was about fifteen and she suddenly felt very, very sad for the young boy he was and his little sister. She was cheered again by photos showing two very well-adjusted, happy siblings on horseback, under Christmas trees, and at school plays. There was a picture of Darcy in his racing suit, leaning against a car, helmet under his arm. He looked young and bright and full of mischievous energy. She smiled.
Then sun began to sink below the horizon and after a brief cozy dinner, the party broke up. Elizabeth was anxious to return to the warm circle of Darcy’s arms. They climbed the stairs to his bedroom hand in hand, talking easily and laughing over comments made during the evening.
They undressed and climbed into bed like an old married couple. Elizabeth curled her arm over his chest and put her head on his shoulder.
“I never imagined having such a good time with you,” she said.
“You hated me two weeks ago,” he teased her.
She laughed softly and thought my, how things have changed.
“You are terribly rude for having such a good memory,” she said. “Besides, my feelings now are quite the opposite.” She looked up at him, hoping that he would take her meaning. His eyes searched her face and he ran a finger along her cheek. He kissed her gently, tenderly, while his fingers traced the outline of her features.
“Lizzy,” he murmured against her lips.
She breathed in deeply, taking in his clean, soapy smell, the mossy undertones of his skin, his deodorant, all those little smells that would forever evoke images of Darcy in her mind. They were halfway through their two weeks; it would all be over soon. She wanted to make it count.
Elizabeth rolled on top of Darcy and kissed him lovingly. This was it; this was the closest she could come to admitting her feelings for him. It would have to do.
She straddled him and kissed him tenderly, twining her fingers in his hair. “Will,” she whispered against his lips.
Darcy sensed a change in her; something about how she said his name, how she kissed him, let him know this was not going to be typical sex. Her kisses were charged with raw emotion; she was telling him something. Their eyes connected and he understood. They were going to Make Love and it was going to Mean Something. He let himself be swept away by his own emotions, the utter joy he took in her presence, the deep connection he felt with her. He found himself again making the most intimate love of his life with her.
He sighed with pleasure when she touched him, felt cold when she pulled away. His kisses were punctuated by soft endearments: she was the loveliest woman he’d ever seen, he wanted only to be in her arms, he had never known what it was to make love before she showed him, he wanted nothing more than to make her happy. He meant every word.
 





Chapter 13
June 10-Monday
Elizabeth woke up in Darcy’s arms again, his chin resting on top of her head, his arm draped over her waist, one leg pushed between hers. She tried to extricate herself from his grasp but as she moved, his arms tightened about her. He made a sound of protest as she tried again. She laughed quietly into his chest.
“It’s too early to get up,” he mumbled.
“You have become idle aristocracy, you know,” she teased him.
“Yes but you won’t let me enjoy it.”
“I need to be outside, in the fresh air and sunshine. I’m beginning to feel cooped up!” she exclaimed.
After much teasing protest from Darcy, she managed to get him out of bed and dressed. He insisted that she kiss him for every effort he made; thus sitting up deserved a kiss, as did standing up, and putting on underwear. Eventually she got him downstairs to breakfast.
Jane and Bingley were already happily munching toast on the terrace when they arrived. Darcy asked them what they planned to do; he felt they had spent too much time together of late and he wished a day alone with Elizabeth. They said they intended to take a boat and row in his trout stream. Elizabeth expressed a desire simply to roam over the meadows and woods.
They walked along a path past the stables and beyond the immediate gardens and then toward a copse of trees. He caught her hand in his and twined his fingers through hers. She squeezed his hand and smiled. They walked on in companionable silence until they reached a sloping meadow.
“Wildflowers!” she exclaimed in delight. “I thought most of the wildflower meadows were gone. I love wildflowers!” She stooped to pick one and put it to her nose.
“Then you shall have them,” he said. He flattened down a wide area of grass and spread his jacket for her. Then while she sat, he gathered flowers. He stayed within range of her voice and often called a question to her, such as “do you like this one?” or “this isn’t poison ivy, is it?”
Soon he returned with a large bunch of flowers: buttercups, daisies, violets, clover, pimpernels and even blackberry brambles. She pulled a thorn from his thumb and kissed away the prick of blood. He sat cross-legged and she put her head in his lap and closed her eyes, enjoying the feel of the sun and breeze. He fed her one of the berries he had picked. “Not quite ripe yet,” she grimaced and laughed. She held the flowers on her chest and occasionally put them to her nose.
They remained thus for some time, he stroking away a tendril of hair from her forehead as it was ruffled by the breeze. He broke short the stems and placed flowers in her hair while she chewed on a blade of grass. She pulled a few dandelions from the bunch and broke the stems, letting the milk drop onto her tongue. Then she lifted her arm and placed the blossoms in his curly hair. She grinned.
“Very fetching,” she declared. He laughed and continued stringing flowers in her hair. They did not talk much, content just to share the delightful weather together.
He trailed a finger across the bridge of her nose and over her cheeks.
“You are freckling,” he said affectionately.
“It’s a curse,” she sighed.
“They’re like a dusting of cinnamon on cream,” he replied. She laughed softly and sat up, brushing spent stems off her shirt. Her peasant blouse had slipped off one shoulder, and her loose hair was full of blossoms. She looked like she should be dancing around a Mayfair pole.
He felt a thunderclap in his chest, as sure as if he had been struck by lightning. She was beyond beautiful, he felt his eyes couldn’t bear it and yet he continued to gaze at her. He knew, without hesitation, that he was in love with her. He had had some inkling of it before, had drunkenly told her the other night, but it was nothing compared to what he felt now. He wanted to tell her that he loved her, that he wanted to marry her, father her children, and stay here until they were old and grey. But the possibility of rejection, the possibility of ruining this perfect bliss, prevented him. Instead, he said,
“I think this has been the most perfect day of my life.”
She smiled and nestled back into his lap, and said,
“Then we won’t end it just yet.”
June 11-Tuesday
Darcy struggled with whether to tell Elizabeth his true feelings. They had agreed to keep no secrets, no lies, but this was something different. This had real potential for disaster. She had not responded to his declaration that night in London but he thought she likely, and rightly, wrote it off as a lapse of judgment in a weak moment when his reason was impaired. This is not to say that he did not mean it at the time. And yet, what he felt now was so powerful that he was inclined to think that he did not mean it at the time, simply because he had no idea before now what it meant to be in love.
He watched her carefully for signs to guide him; she was warm and loving to him as usual. She seemed more tender toward him now than at first but he thought it likely that it was the natural progression of their arrangement and not some new revelation of love on her part. What she felt could not possibly match what he felt for her now. And so he kept quiet.
“Can you teach me to ride?” she asked him when they woke that morning.
“There’s not enough time, it would take more than a couple of days,” he said.
“It looks so wonderful, I wanted to try it,” she sighed.
“We can certainly ride together,” he said, kissing her ear. “I’d love to take you for a ride today.” She smiled and snuggled deeper into his arms. “In more ways than one.”
And so after a bout of mischievous lovemaking, which required him to wear his riding boots and crop and during which he had to call her the Wicked Mistress of Pemberley and promise to be her stable boy, he took her to the horses.
She watched him saddle the horse and asked him questions about the differences between English and Western riding. He demonstrated the proper way to get into the saddle from the mounting block, which she asked him to repeat several times because she so enjoyed the view of his powerful thighs clenching as he stepped onto the horse. After four mounts, he caught on to her. He raised an eyebrow and said “that of course is the sissy way to mount,” and proceeded to show off various manly ways to mount a horse with and without the block and with and without stirrups. She took a devilish delight in knowing he was showing off for her. The grooms looked at each other and hid their grins.
“Ok, enough showing off,” he laughed. He helped her mount from the block and then swung up behind her effortlessly, without the block.
“You really are too dashing, Mr. Darcy,” she murmured over her shoulder to him.
He put his arms around her to grasp the reins and replied close to her ear, “Miss Bennet, it is all for your benefit.”
They rode toward his normal riding grounds at a gentle pace. As she was not a rider, he took care not to go too fast or jar her so that she would not be sore the next day. He pointed out various spots of interest, sometimes relaying some story from his childhood.
After some time, they came to a small valley with a stream and a willow tree. Darcy suggested they stop for a bit and sit in the sun. He watered the horse and then tethered it to a nearby fence. Elizabeth sat under the tree watching him, admiring how well he looked in his riding pants and boots. He had tried to explain that they did indeed have some functionality and were not just for looks but she teased him that he was only trying to seduce her.
He came to her under the tree, leaning one arm on a low-hanging branch as he looked around.
“Do you know where we are?” she asked.
“Of course I do. We are still on Pemberley grounds,” he said.
“Goodness, after all that time, we haven’t even reached the border yet?” she asked, surprised.
“We did go a roundabout way but we are actually not that far from the house. See that rise? The house is just beyond, perhaps three miles.”
“I have never had a good head for directions,” she smiled and he sat down next to her.
“Are you having a good time?” he asked her.
“I’m having a spectacular time. I don’t know how to thank you for all of your hospitality. I can’t imagine a more enjoyable vacation,” she answered.
“Yes, but are you having a good time? Today? With me?” he asked.
“I have no wish to be in anyone else’s company,” she replied, smiling at him. “Either socially or intimately,” she added softly.
“Elizabeth...” he began and stopped himself. She looked at him expectantly. He shook his head and looked away. She watched him for a moment until he looked back at her. Whatever he had been about to say, it had passed. She leaned back on her elbows and crossed her ankles. She closed her eyes and dipped her head back, breathing in deeply. A second later, she smelled him and then his lips were on hers.
Darcy kissed her tenderly and eased her back onto the ground. He deepened his kiss as she put her arms around his neck. He became more passionate and then broke the kiss, pulling away.
“No, don’t stop,” she smiled and pulled him back to her.
“We are in the middle of a field,” he said against her neck.
“Then we are full circle,” she replied, recalling their first kiss. It struck a chord within him and soon they were making love under the willow tree. He had never made love outside before and it was exhilarating to feel the dappled sun on his back as he lay over her. A breeze ruffled over them and he shivered. The sound of the trickling brook was more atmospheric than any music. He looked down at her naked form, so perfect in its naturalness, and breathed in her scent. Their journey to bliss in each other’s bodies was relaxed and slow. The sun was dipping toward the horizon when they parted.
Elizabeth lay with her head in the crook of his shoulder while he stroked her hair. She heard the solid thumping of his heart, which not long ago had been so rapid. She traced a circle on his chest with her fingertip.
“I will miss this,” she said quietly. He kissed the top of her head and ran his hand over her arm in a gesture of warmth and tenderness. After a moment, he said quietly,
“You smell like pears. Always, no matter what perfume you are wearing or whether you are sweating; I always smell pears. For the rest of my life, Lizzy, I shall never be able to eat a pear without thinking of you.” The thought made them both solemn. They lay still for a while longer and then both felt there was nothing more to say. They rose by mutual agreement and dressed quietly. Darcy plucked blades of grass from her hair with a smile and kissed her again.
He went to fetch the horse and then helped her mount it. Before he swung onto the horse himself, she said
“Your fence needs mending. Something has broken through.” She pointed to a gap in the fence and without thinking he dropped the reins and went to examine it. Before he had gone five steps, he heard her shriek and turned just in time to see the horse rear her onto the ground. He saw her head bounce off the ground with a sickening crack. He immediately rushed to her.
“Elizabeth! My God! Are you OK?” He fell to the ground beside her where she was lying with eyes opened to the sky. She was obviously dazed but was conscious. Reassured that she was not unconscious, he hurried to secure the horse so that it would not desert them and then rushed back to her.
“Elizabeth! Lizzy! Can you hear me?” he said as he held her hand.
“Yes, I’m OK, I’m just stunned and had the breath knocked out of me,” she replied, pushing herself up on shaky arms. He touched the back of her head and paled when he saw bright red blood on his fingers. He knew from experience that it was likely not serious but, nonetheless, it was a disturbing sight.
“Lizzy, lie still, you are hurt,” he said quietly.
“I am?” she said, sounding a little dazed.
“Yes, you have a cut on your head. Lie still,” he said gently. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and held it against the back of her head and was dismayed to see red blossom through a few moments later. He pulled open his cell phone and dialed with a shaking hand.
“Bingley? Are you at the house? Elizabeth has fallen off the horse and I would like you to take a look at her.”
“What’s the injury?” Bingley asked, medical training instantly taking over.
“As far as I can tell, just a cut on the head but I’d like to be sure.”
“We’re on our way back anyway, I’ll meet you there. I’ll call the house and have Mrs. R. get the first aid kit ready,” Bingley said. Darcy thanked him and hung up.
Elizabeth was struggling to sit up again.
“Lizzy! Lie still!” he said in a commanding voice. She promptly lay down again. She had been dazed but her head was clearing now to a very prominent pain. Darcy removed the handkerchief and folded it over, then replaced it on the back of her head.
“I didn’t think anyone carried handkerchiefs anymore,” she commented. Darcy smiled.
“I also wear clean underwear everywhere. My mother taught me well.”
“It better not have any boogers on it,” she grumbled and he laughed.
“I see you haven’t damaged the humor lobe of your brain,” he said.
“Lucky for us we have two resident surgeons,” she said.
“Now, be careful,” he said as he lifted her up to the horse again. He immediately swung up after her, and with one arm around her waist holding her securely to him, he cantered back to the house. He apologized when she said “OW!” and asked her if she still had feeling in her toes. When she said yes, he laughed and said she would be fine then.
As they neared the house, he squeezed her tighter.
“I’m so sorry, Lizzy. It was incredibly stupid of me to leave you on the horse. I wasn’t thinking at all. I won’t forgive myself until I know you are OK,” he said.
“Neither will I,” she groused. He didn’t laugh. “I’m just kidding, it was just an accident. I probably did something to make him rear up like that,” she said, squeezing his arm.
“No, he’s a high-spirited horse. I chose him today because I knew he could easily bear the weight of both of us but he can be troublesome with anyone but me. I was careless.” He sounded quiet chagrined.
“You like a high-spirited horse, do you?” she said, smiling through her pain.
“As, I am discovering, I like my women,” he said into her ear. “You, Elizabeth Bennet, are very high spirited.”
“Well, it’s a good thing you brained me or I might be positively wild.” He laughed and squeezed her again.
As they approached the house, Mrs. Reynolds, Jane, and Bingley all rushed down the steps. A groom took the reins and Darcy swung down, then handed Elizabeth down. As soon as she touched the ground, he swept her up into his arms and carried her up the steps.
“Elizabeth, are you all right?” Jane said, running beside him.
“Yes, Jane, I’m fine,” she called as Darcy began up the steps to their room. To Darcy she said, “This is terribly romantic of you, you know.”
“Yes, well, my plan was to just club you over the head and drag you to my room but the horse conveniently did my deed for me.” Elizabeth laughed and winced with pain.
Darcy laid her gently on the bed while Bingley, Jane, and Mrs. Reynolds filed in the room behind him. Darcy kept the handkerchief pressed to her head, which was still bleeding, while Jane performed a quick examination by checking her pupils, her ability to name everyone in the room, her ability to count her fingers, and her reflexes.
“Will you be checking my head at some point?” Elizabeth asked crossly.
“Just making sure there’s no neurological damage. Now, let’s take a look at that cut,” Jane said, smiling reassuringly. “Lots of dirt and leaves here. Goodness, how long were you rolling around on the ground? Let’s clean that up,” she said as she turned and asked Mrs. Reynolds for a bowl of warm water and a washcloth. Elizabeth looked at Darcy with an arched eyebrow and he looked away, the corners of his mouth twitching.
Bingley took a look at the cut, parting Elizabeth’s hair and blotting the blood away.
“What do you think, seven stitches or so?” he said to Jane. She nodded and Bingley set about lopping off a lock of Elizabeth’s hair around the cut, preparing it for cleansing and stitching. Darcy looked on, somewhat green when he saw the gash on the back of her head.
“What are you doing, making a wig?!” Elizabeth exclaimed as she saw the lock of hair drop to the floor. Darcy stooped and picked it up, curling it around his finger absently.
“I hope you can wear a hat in court, this is going to look dreadful,” Bingley said, winking at Darcy as he used a razor to scrape the remaining hair from the area.
“Impossible. It’s sanction able. And I will,” teased Darcy.
“Not to mention the horrible hat head you’re going to have for a week or so,” Bingley put in. Elizabeth made a sound of dismay.
“Lizzy, it will be covered by the rest of your hair. If you pull your hair back, and you always do, you won’t even be able to see it,” Jane said reassuringly.
Jane handed Bingley a bottle of betadine and some cotton, then set about threading her needle.
“Oh, stop being such a baby!” Jane exclaimed in response to Elizabeth’s exaggerated intake of breath when Bingley swabbed the area with betadine.
“It stings!” Elizabeth pouted. Jane rolled her eyes and shook her head. She then deftly sutured the wound with several stitches, assisted by Bingley.
“Come over to the hospital in a week and I’ll take them out,” Jane said as she finished up. Bingley handed her a bottle of liquid bandage and Jane applied it over the wound, pressing perhaps a little harder than necessary and laughing silently at Elizabeth’s squeal.
“She looks a little pale and shaky,” Darcy said. “Should we take her to the hospital?”
Both Jane and Binglely shook their heads.
“She’s fine, although I suspect she’s in for a headache for the rest of the night and probably some sore muscles,” Bingley said. “She should probably have a little something to eat and a warm soak, then go to sleep.”
“Yes, I’d like to get a warm bath and wash the blood and dirt out of my hair.”
“Would you like me to stay?” Jane asked, stroking Elizabeth’s forehead. She looked at Jane and smiled, then looked at Darcy.
“No, I am in good hands already.” Jane looked at Darcy, whose expression toward Elizabeth was undisguised love.
“I’ll start a bath for you now,” he said.
Darcy began the tap and Jane and Bingley took their leave. Darcy asked Mrs. Reynolds to bring Elizabeth some dinner in about an hour.
He helped her undress and helped her step into the bath. For once, on seeing her naked, he was not aroused; his sole purpose was to take care of her. He lathered the washcloth and washed her legs in long, tender strokes, massaging her muscles as he did. He held her arm up and ran the washcloth along it while twining his fingers through hers. He leaned her forward and soothingly washed her back. He tilted her head back and gently rinsed the dirt and leaves from her hair, then poured shampoo into his hands and worked it through her hair. He rinsed her hair carefully. He pulled out his own terry robe and wrapped it around her as she stepped from the bath with his help. He carried her to the bed and shushed her when she laughed a protest. When Mrs. Reynolds knocked with dinner, he was carefully brushing out her wet hair.
“Here you go, sweetie,” Mrs. Reynolds said as she set the tray on the bed. “I thought you might not want anything too heavy and Jane suggested soup and a grilled cheese. I hope that’s OK?”
“That’s perfect. It’s what my mom always made for me when I was sick. Thank you.”
“Fitzwilliam, just give a shout if you need anything else. There should be enough there for both of you,” she said kindly. Darcy thanked her warmly and then she left.
Darcy sat on a footstool by the bed, head resting on his folded arms on the mattress.
“How do you feel?” he asked after she had eaten some of her grilled cheese.
“I have a headache but, otherwise, I feel fine.”
“I feel terrible, I feel responsible.”
“Sweetheart, please, it was just an accident. Don’t get all worked up,” she said gently. Both were aware it was the first time either of them had used such an endearment. He caught her hand and kissed her palm.
“It could have been much worse.”
“It wasn’t.”
“You’re very lucky.”
She stroked her thumb across his cheek. “Yes, I am.”
 





Chapter 14
June 12-Wednesday
Elizabeth woke sore and stiff the next morning but again safely within the circle of Darcy’s arms. She did not wake him when she woke but listened to the sound of his breathing, deep and steady, next to her. She looked at the clock; it was nine in the morning. She rarely slept in so late nor did Darcy. She picked up his cell phone from the nightstand and examined it. She wondered whose numbers he had programmed in. She opened it; he had not personalized the screen with any screen saver. On impulse, she snuggled down next to him, held the phone out, smiled, and took a picture of them. She dared not set it as his screensaver but hoped he would look at it and laugh before he erased it.
She replaced the phone on the nightstand and picked up his watch. It was heavy, made of brushed nickel perhaps, a masculine, sophisticated watch. Its main face was currently set on California time, and a smaller face set on England time. A third dial seemed to be a stopwatch but she couldn’t figure out how to work it. She put the watch on her arm and fastened the clasp; even fastened, it still slipped off her hand easily. She turned it over and saw “Happy Birthday, From Georgie,” engraved on the back. She has excellent taste in watches, Elizabeth thought.
The watch was returned to the nightstand and his wallet was the next item to be examined. It was brown leather, well-worn, and European in style, meaning it folded in half rather than in thirds. She examined the outside for any initials or signs of it being a gift. She opened it and looked at his driver’s license. Lord, even the DMV couldn’t ruin this guy’s good looks, she thought.
“What are you doing?” he asked next to her.
“I’m stealing your money and credit cards,” she replied, continuing to look through his wallet. There was a condom neatly tucked into the pocket, ancient by the looks of it. She pulled out his business card and examined it and replaced it. He watched her, amused. She rifled through his other business cards; one from Bingley, one from some attorney, one from a dry cleaners.
“You don’t keep any photos in your wallet,” she commented.
“No, I guess I don’t.”
She closed his wallet and put it back on the nightstand.
“How are you feeling?” he asked, reluctant to move from his current, very comfortable, position.
“A bit stiff and sore but nothing that will last more than a day or so. My head feels fine except for right around the cut. That’s a little tender,” she said, touching the back of her head.
“I have to say, the fall looked really frightful. If I were you, I’d insist on staying in bed all day today,” he said. She grinned.
“That sounds like a fine idea. Do you thing Mrs. R. would bring breakfast up to us? I’m thinking two eggs, over medium, with some toast and bacon. Yes, lots of bacon, please,” she said to him. He smiled at her and sighed. He would have to resign his very comfortable position after all.
He put on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt and went downstairs. He came upstairs about half an hour later with a tray of food for both of them.
“Bingley and Jane both wish to check on their patient,” he said. She nodded and Darcy opened the door for them. Jane strode in and immediately sat next to Elizabeth on the bed. She looked over her, checked her pupils, and examined the stitches. Bingley watched with approval. Medical examination complete, Jane then smiled and said,
“Lizzy, hon, how do you feel?”
“Not too bad but I’d like to take it easy today and rest.”
“I think that’s a good idea,” Bingley said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you have a splitting headache all day.”
“What the hell is wrong with your bedside manner? You’re the pediatric surgeon?” Elizabeth said with one eyebrow raised at Bingley.
“You criticize me when your treating doctor is an urologist?” he retorted.
Elizabeth looked at Jane, who smiled sweetly at her. “Feel free to make any kind of dick joke that you want to,” Jane grinned. Elizabeth laughed.
“OK, visiting hours are over, get out,” Darcy said, opening the door.
“Feel better, sweetie,” Bingley said and kissed her cheek. “Let us know if you need anything.” Jane and Bingley shuffled out and left them alone for the rest of the day.

***

Darcy and Elizabeth spent the day in quiet conversation, each talking about their families. He learned that as a child she wanted to be a ballerina; he wanted to be a fireman. She showed him the scar on her chin from stitches after her hula accident gone bad at age four; he had broken the same arm twice in grade school, both times a result of falling out of the same tree. He asked about her mother.
“My mother is insane,” she replied. “If she knew we were involved, she’d have us registered at Macy’s before you could count to three,” she laughed. Darcy didn’t find that a particularly bad idea but he did not say so. Elizabeth continued: “She’s got a very determined idea that all her daughters should marry well and retire to have children, which should then also be married well. You should hear her go on about Bingley. ‘Oh Jane, a surgeon! You’ll have such a big house!’ Never mind that Jane is also a surgeon. And don’t get me started on how she tried to marry me off to my own cousin before she found out he was addicted to prostitutes. I believe you know Mr. Collins?”
She asked him about his family and he told her about his mother. “My mother was a wonderful person, very warm and funny. I think sometimes you remind me of her. I was lucky to get to spend sixteen years with her; she died when Georgiana was only five. She was a musician and she and I used to play together a lot before she got sick. It all happened very quickly, you know. She was diagnosed in June with breast cancer, and was gone by August. I became very serious for a while until I went off to college and met Bingley. I found him funny, easy to be with, and he drew me out of my shell a good deal. He’s my closest friend, he’s like a brother to me.”
He asked her about growing up with four sisters. “Five girls in two bedrooms and one bathroom between us!” she laughed. “It’s a wonder I survived. Let’s see, Lydia is the youngest, she is 24 now. She runs an escort service, believe it or not. At least she’s not a stripper. Katherine - Kitty - is the next, she is 25. She went to LA to begin an acting career and is a very successful waitress. Then there is Mary, who is 26 and working on her Master’s degree in Russian Literature with an emphasis on the romances. And you know Jane.”
“Er, exactly how old are you?” he asked. She smiled.
“Worried? I’m over eighteen,” she said. Unbeknownst to her, that comment stirred an unpleasant memory but he quickly pushed it aside.
“I’m having concerns that I am seriously corrupting you.”
“I am 28.” He grimaced a little; she was only 3 years older that Georgie!
She asked him about his racing days. “My father hated it. I didn’t realize it at the time but he was really concerned for my safety. I thought he was just being overbearing so I rebelled and raced more. Then I had a bad crash and, miraculously, came away with only a broken leg. My father met me at the hospital and was very worried about me. Then when I was home recovering, he had a long talk with me. He told me that he was not going to live forever and that I had to take care of Georgiana, that I couldn’t afford to take these stupid risks. I think he knew then that he had cancer but didn’t tell us. But it rattled me enough to quit racing and set about becoming serious again. I became a barrister and he died shortly after.”
Between conversations, they made love. It was not always a full consummation; sometimes he would just kiss her arms and stroke her breasts; sometimes he placed himself inside her just to feel her around him and no more. Other times, it seemed to go beyond physical consummation. He watched with trembling limbs as she gave him the love she suggested Jane had so often given Bingley, her head bobbing gently at his waist as he lay on the bed. He touched her head lightly and told her she didn’t have to; she looked up at him and held his gaze while she took him into her mouth. He was lost, unable to control the gasping sounds surging from his chest, shaking fingers twined in her hair, begging her not to stop. He could not remember the last time he had enjoyed the act so much, if ever. Later, he covered her back with kisses, insistent on marking her as his, leaving bite-sized bruises on her low back as he sucked her fair skin into his mouth.
As dusk began to settle in, she nestled in his arms at last, each completely physically exhausted.
“Aren’t you worried about my getting pregnant?” she asked him.
Nothing would give me greater pleasure, he thought. She looked up at him and he gave her a dreamy smile and shrugged.
She laughed gently. “I’m on the injection, just so you know. I wouldn’t dream of tracking you down six years from now looking for child support.”
His thoughts turned black at the thought that she would need to track him down in six years but he said nothing.
“And I do have a clean bill of health, I have always been very careful. You make me impulsive,” she continued.
I make you impulsive? he thought ironically. Still, he said nothing.
“And I have every confidence that as fastidious as you are, you also have a clean bill of health.”
He nodded silently. What does it matter now if I have a raging case of syphilis?
She looked up at him again and laughed softly. “You are very quiet,” she said. “I...”
“Shhh,” he said softly. “Just be.” He closed his eyes and tightened his arms around her. She snuggled in deeper and sighed contentedly.
June 13 - Thursday
Darcy could see now, clearly, that he had been badly mistaken in his hope that a two-week fling with Elizabeth could quench his desire for her. He now fully realized that he was in love with her, as impossible as it seemed. How could he feel so strongly about her in such a short amount of time? Granted, he had admired her from afar for months, both physically and personally, but this was insane! How could he, after only two weeks, be ready to spend the rest of his life with her? He tried to analyze the situation, to see if he was in the throes of infatuation.
She was more than just smart, she was quick and witty. She was funny. She had an affection for her sister that was becoming. She was a little on the adventurous side but not uncomfortably so. She was open-minded to new things, new ideas, and different viewpoints. She had her own opinions but didn’t dismiss those of others. She was warm to nearly everybody she met; she had a tendency to flirt with just about everyone. What she didn’t know about a topic, she was eager to learn. It was her intelligence and wit that drew him to her in the first place but her openness and humor that held his attention.
And her damnably warm, sultry, laughing eyes. Yes, she had a lovely body, soft and warm when it pressed against his. Yes, she had a wild mane of uncontrolled curls that usually wound up in his mouth at some point. Yes, she was a generous and eager lover. But it was her eyes, always her eyes that held him.
He watched her as she slept beside him. It was four a.m. and he was having trouble sleeping. She was radiating heat; her butt was like a furnace, getting warmer as the night drew on. Many times over the last 2 weeks he had snuggled up to that warmth when the cold night air crept in through the window. He thought she’d be the perfect bed warmer on those many, many chilly nights in this drafty house. Not that it had to be cold for him to want her at his side.
God help me, I don’t want it to end, he thought. She knew him as well as anyone in his family, as well as Bingley knew him. He felt comfortable with her, safe. He felt like he could tell her anything... except how he felt about her. Except that he wanted her to quit her job and stay here with him forever. He had no illusions; this was no fairy tale, this was real. This was his home, he wasn’t playing house or make-believe. But perhaps for her it was different, the holiday syndrome where outrageous behavior was excused. Perhaps she could tune him out when they stepped off the plane. The thought gave him a bitter taste in his mouth.
He rose from the bed and went to the window seat overlooking the lake. It was still dark out and the moon was not in sight. He sat on the cushioned bench and drew his knees up to his chest. He sat at the window for some time, contemplating his situation. Not only would he have to end his relationship with her but he’d have to keep its existence secret from everyone. And he’d have to see her every day at work, in the building, in the parking lot, in the cafeteria. Not to mention that Jane and Bingley were definitely on; they would undoubtedly continue to cross paths through them. This was going to be very, very difficult.
How had he got into this mess?
He heard a rustle and looked toward the bed. Elizabeth sat up and looked around, disoriented.
“I’m here,” he said softly. She turned her head toward him. After a moment, she got out of bed and went to him, drawing a blanket behind her. He smiled slightly as she draped it over his shoulders wordlessly and then settled onto the seat between his legs, pressing her warm back against his chest. He drew the ends of the blanket around them and held her close.
They sat together in silence as fingers of sunshine began to creep over the horizon. He put his face into the crook of her neck and let his breath warm her shoulder; she nestled her head against his. He kissed her neck briefly then put his lips to her ear.
“I don’t want this to end,” he whispered. He was asking her, making a tentative proposal that it didn’t have to end.
But she did not understand. She thought he was expressing the same sentiment that she was feeling: the wish that this vacation could go on forever. The thought that perhaps his feelings matched her own, that he loved her, was impossible to her. This was a two week fling that she would never regret but that she would always regret at the same time. She had passed her hand through the flame and been burned.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she replied miserably.
He chickened out. He was a persistent man, yes, but he would not ruin the remaining two days of their vacation trying to convince her to continue to see him when they got back. He would wait until they got back.
He put his chin on the top of her head and closed his eyes. He would think of something.

***

True to her word, Elizabeth did not want to talk about the impending end of their vacation. She pushed all thoughts of it from her mind, refused to engage Darcy in any discussion of it. She tried to ignore Jane and Bingley’s excited talk of the stories they would share with their coworkers upon their return. She did not have that happy option; she could not even confide in Charlotte Lucas of a wild affair. Lou would have to be her only comfort.
She spent the day drinking in every last sensation that she could. She studied Darcy carefully so that she could remember every intimate detail of his body, of his laugh, the taste of his lips, and the mossy smell of his skin. She spent an inordinate amount of time looking at him when she thought he was not aware. She engaged him on a solitary walk where they held hands. They sat at the edge of the lake together and she threw bread to the swans.
Darcy was already saturated with her. Every thought, every smell, every sound somehow wound itself back to her. Most of the day was spent not in conversation but in soulful, wishing glances. He held her more than he usually did, kissed her often even before Mrs. Reynolds or the household staff. Such a display would normally be distasteful to him but frankly he wouldn’t waste a single second on such considerations now. He had to get his fill while he could.
And so the day passed far too quickly for each and they retired early to be alone and to drown in each other once again.
June 14 - Friday
The last day of their vacation arrived without welcome. Elizabeth was coiled with nervous tension and Darcy was called away for much of the day to meet with his staff on closing the house and approving business in his absence until his next return.
Bingley drove in to London for reasons unknown, leaving Jane and Elizabeth alone for the day. Jane noted Elizabeth to be uncommonly quiet and pensive. She did not respond to Jane’s teases or questions. She seemed preoccupied. Jane correctly assumed that Elizabeth was having serious doubts about her relationship with Darcy but whether it was regret or desire to continue or how to disentangle herself, Jane could not tell. For the first time ever, she felt unable to read her sister. And for the first time ever, she felt it better not to try yet.
Darcy joined them briefly for lunch and they chatted amiably enough, though there was a strain in the air. Jane watched them closely and saw Elizabeth stop him in the hallway as he was about to return to his business in the study. She watched as Darcy gently caressed her sister’s face and kissed her with a warmth that could only mean that he loved her. She watched Elizabeth return the kiss with equal warmth. She watched him pull back and hold Elizabeth’s hand and say that he was sorry, that he would see her in a few hours. She watched as Elizabeth nodded and looked down with either shyness or sadness.
Bingley returned in time for dinner with Darcy, Jane, and Elizabeth. He was taken aside by Jane, who quietly told him that Elizabeth and Darcy seemed to be in some sort of trouble. He nodded. They agreed to watch their friends closely and provide what comfort they could.
He watched as Darcy and Elizabeth pretended to eat their dinner. He saw them give each other miserable glances but exchange no words. He watched Darcy rub the back of his neck in discomfort, saw Elizabeth look away and blink back her tears. Later, he overheard their soft exchange:
“Are you angry with me?” Darcy asked her. She looked at him with surprise.
“Of course not, how could I be?” She touched his hand on the table. He squeezed her hand tightly for a brief moment, then drew his hand away. They resumed their miserable silence until the dinner plates were cleared. Then they retired to their room to pack.
Elizabeth hardly paid attention to what was going into her suitcase. She was having a hard time keeping her composure. She couldn’t speak for fear of crying.
Darcy was packing robotically. He wanted to reach out to her, to hold her one last time but she seemed distant. Would they spend this last night together in cold silence? Would she even stay with him?
“Elizabeth,” he said behind her. She turned at the sound of his voice. He thought she looked fragile, her eyes wide and shiny. “Come here,” he said softly, holding his hand out to her. She went to him and he folded her in his arms. She wrapped her arms around his waist and he kissed the top of her head.
“Let’s not be distant on our last night,” he said into her hair. She looked up at him and finally, a tear slipped over her lashes. She did not sob or cry; she might not even have been aware of the tear had Darcy not wiped it away with his thumb. She closed her eyes and two more tears slipped out. She turned her face into his hand and kissed it.
Darcy cupped her face in his hands and kissed her cheeks. He felt his own throat tightening but absolutely forbid any prickling tears to come. He would not break down in front of her.
Somehow, their clothes were removed and they were entwined in bed but neither took much pleasure in their lovemaking. It was bittersweet, a desperate avoidance of the truth that this was the last time they would ever be together. Finally, Darcy entered her with something like a sob in his throat. He buried his face in her hair, gripped her body tightly with his fingers. She kissed him between her own hitches, trying mightily not to cry out loud, to scream that this couldn’t possibly be the end. She wrapped her arms around him like a drowning woman clinging to a lifeboat. He pushed deep into her and she heard him swallow hard. She heard his breath catch uncontrollably as he spilled into her. She lost her own composure when, finally, he whispered.
“I love you, Elizabeth. I love you.”
 





Chapter 15
June 15 - Saturday
All four checked into the airport together but Darcy had purchased a first-class ticket while the other three were in coach. She was disappointed when he stopped at his seat and she filed back to her own. A moment later, he reappeared and approached the gentleman beside her.
“Sir, I wonder if you would exchange seats with me so that I can sit next to my friend,” Darcy said to him, indicating Elizabeth. He was determined to squeeze every last moment with her from this trip. The man looked at Darcy and Elizabeth but did not want to give up his aisle seat.
“Where are you sitting?” he asked warily.
“In first class,” Darcy replied. He showed the man his ticket. Darcy thought the man may have had an accident in his pants, so excited was his reaction. He eagerly gave his seat to Darcy and practically ran to the front of the plane.
“You didn’t have to do that,” she said as he sat next to her.
“Yes I did,” he replied simply. “The person next to me in first class wouldn’t exchange your seat even for a hefty bribe,” he grinned. “You can have the aisle if you want it,” he offered. It would be a hellish flight, coach seats simply were not made for one standing 6’4”. But he’d bear it cheerfully if it gave him a few more hours with her. She laughed at the thought of him squeezing even further into the row and shook her head.
“Thank you,” she said. He kissed her hand then her cheek, then her lips. She returned the kiss with some warmth but broke it off too soon for his liking. He lowered his head to her ear so that only she could hear him.
“It’s an eleven hour flight,” he said to her gently.
She nodded. “Yes, but around hour five is when we need to start breaking up,” she smiled sadly.
“But until then I’m still your lover,” he replied. He emphasized the statement by kissing her again, unabashedly in the middle of a packed international flight. He broke off only when he felt himself becoming aroused. He was not going to talk her into sex in the bathroom, he was quite sure. Maybe before but not today. She was clearly sad; maybe almost as sad as he was.
She put the armrest between them up and leaned her back into him. He turned in slightly and put his arms around her. They spent the majority of the flight in silence. True to her word, at around hour five, she pulled away from him and put down the armrest. She withdrew from him steadily for the rest of the flight and they both sunk into depressed silence.

***

The plane plunged to the landing strip followed closely by Elizabeth’s heart and stomach. It was a rough landing and Darcy had held her hand tightly but now he released it.
That’s it, it’s over, thought Darcy. Elizabeth could not bring herself to make a joke about the plane turning back into a pumpkin; she had barely spoken for the last 36 hours and wasn’t about to start now. Both filed out of the plane as if going to their death sentences.
Jane and Bingley watched them anxiously as they awaited their luggage at baggage claim. There was an unspoken agreement between them that they would swoop in for the rescue if needed. Darcy blindly watched the carousel spin, vaguely recognized Elizabeth’s bag and pulled it off for her.
“Let me drive you home,” he pleaded as she took the bag from him. She shook her head.
“No, it’s better this way.” She couldn’t meet his eyes with her own. She felt strangely ashamed, on top of the utter misery that settled in her chest. How in the world was she supposed to go on without him, to work with him as if nothing had ever happened? How could she have been so stupid to think it would be easy?
“Can I kiss you goodbye?” he asked. She shook her head and saw the pain in his face. He reached to touch a lock of her hair but she pulled away, avoiding the contact. She didn’t want to dissolve into tears here and didn’t know if she could master herself if he touched her. The lump in her throat was back so she just shook her head again. He pulled his hand back, hurt. This was really, really the end.
“Lizzy -” he began, his voice strangled. She cut him off with a shaky voice.
“Thank you for a wonderful time and for being such a wonderful host. Your Honor.”
She could not have stunned him more had she slapped him. They were back in reality and she had just crashed him unceremoniously through the gate. His face hardened and he nodded curtly. He bit back his hurt and anger. His mind began to go numb against the realization that it was definitely over. How was this happening? It would be easier to live without his vital organs than to go on without her; the heart was already gone in any event.
Bingley looked at Jane. “I’m driving Darcy home,” he said to her. He gave her his keys. “Take my car. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He kissed her briefly and went to Darcy. He steered Darcy toward the exit without protest.
Elizabeth followed Jane meekly to the shuttle, to Bingley’s car, and then home. She didn’t have the stamina or fortitude to assure Jane that she was perfectly fine; she had no energy to lie convincingly.
Jane steered Elizabeth back to the house and led her to her room. She hesitated briefly, unsure whether Elizabeth would prefer company or to be alone. Jane decided to leave her alone but to keep an eye on her. When Jane returned to Elizabeth’s room with her suitcase, Elizabeth was sitting motionless on her bed, staring into space.
“Can I get you anything, Elizabeth?” she asked. Elizabeth showed no sign that she heard Jane. Instead, she opened her suitcase and began to unpack. She would try to distract herself until that awful time when she had to get into her cold, empty bed. Jane watched for a few moments, completely at a loss. She had never seen Elizabeth in such a state. She didn’t know what to do, how to help her. She backed out of the room, leaving Elizabeth to her own comfort. A moment later, she passed the room and found Elizabeth sitting on the bed sobbing into a shirt.
Elizabeth did not see or hear Jane until she sat next to her on the bed and put an arm around her shoulders. Elizabeth wiped her eyes and nose on the shirt, then waved it at Jane.
“It’s his,” she laughed mirthlessly. “Somehow it got in my bag.” Jane squeezed her and Elizabeth stiffened slightly.
“Lizzy, it’s OK. I’m here for you. Go ahead and cry.” With that, Elizabeth relaxed and leaned against Jane and had the longest, most desolate cry of her life. Jane left over an hour later when Elizabeth had cried herself into exhaustion with the shirt clutched tightly to her chest.

***

Darcy wordlessly gave Bingley the keys to his car as they walked to the parking lot of the airport. His mind was completely blank; he didn’t remember anything between the carousel and getting into his car. Bingley drove them to Darcy’s condo in the middle of downtown. He tried to make small conversation but Darcy did not respond; he did not hear. The doorman recognized them both and let them in, seeing the dazed look on Darcy’s face. Bingley led Darcy up to the condo and pulled his bag in for him.
He was very seriously concerned for Darcy; he had never known Darcy to be impulsive, and this whole affair had been nothing short of schizophrenic. He thought Darcy secretly harbored some hope of continuing the affair, of working something out. But Elizabeth’s rejection at the airport had been clear and profound. Darcy had obviously been hurt, stunned; something else Bingley had never before witnessed.
Darcy allowed Bingley to herd him into his condo and switch on a lamp. He nodded wordlessly when Bingley called himself a cab and handed the car keys back to Darcy. He sat quietly in an armchair while Bingley poured him a drink.
“I’m sorry,” Bingley said softly. Darcy nodded, still staring off into space. “Is there anything I can do for you? Anything I can get for you?” he asked. Darcy did not respond; he had already stopped listening again and ignored the drink Bingley poured. Bingley sighed. The door intercom rang and the cab driver announced his presence. Bingley told Darcy to call him if he needed anything but he didn’t think Darcy heard him.
Darcy turned off the lamp and sat in sullen darkness. He was already berating himself for his impulsive behavior during the past two weeks. What had he been thinking? He mechanically went through the routine of getting ready for bed and climbed into the cold sheets in darkness. He lay awake for hours stifling the wellspring of emotions in his chest, stamping them down with grim determination. He would get her out of his system; there was no other option.
June 16 - Sunday
“Lou, you need to come over,” Jane said quietly into the phone. “It’s Lizzy. I’ve never seen her like this, I don’t know what to do.”
“What happened? I haven’t heard from her for over a week,” came Lou’s concerned voice.
“They broke up. Now she has to work with him and I don’t know if she can handle it. Please come over.”
“I’m on my way,” Lou said and hung up. Elizabeth had always confided in him and he in her. She had been his staunchest supporter when he came out to his parents; he would never, never abandon her.

***

Elizabeth was still in her pajamas and had not showered for two days. Lou knocked on her door and entered when there was no answer.
“What are you doing, honey?” Lou asked softly.
Elizabeth did not answer. Lou sat on the bed next to her. She had apparently been up at some point, as she was now lying on top of the blankets instead of under them, but otherwise appeared not to have moved.
“I brought you a bagel; are you hungry?” he said, pulling out a toasted bagel.
“Not really,” Elizabeth replied. She looked awful; her eyes were puffy and swollen, her hair was a mess, and she had dark circles under her eyes.
“You really should eat something.” Lou rubbed Elizabeth’s leg. “And maybe get up and move around.” He wrinkled his nose. “And maybe shower; you’re kinda smelly.” He meant it as a lighthearted tease, to see if he could get Elizabeth to smile even a little. To his dismay, Elizabeth’s eyes welled with tears again.
“I can smell him all over my skin,” she whispered. “He’s got this earthy smell, it reminds me of moss on a tree. He told me I smell like pears. He said he would never be able to eat a pear again without thinking of me.” She dissolved into tears again, as she had so many times over the past 12 hours; she had not slept at all.
“Oh god, honey, come here,” Lou said and he lay down on the bed beside her. He spooned her from behind and let her cry, stroking her hair and her arm. When she had stopped crying, he put his chin in the crook of her neck.
“Tell me what happened,” he said. He knew her better than even Jane, knew that she needed to get it off her chest.
“I spent almost every minute of the whole two weeks with him,” she said. “It was surreal. I’ve never met anyone like him. I don’t know why it clicked but it just did. We were all over each other, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. It was like being in a different world. Every morning I wondered if I was going to wake up from it but it never ended.”
“And obviously you don’t want it to end?”
She shook her head. “No, I’m crazy about him.”
“Did he want it to end?”
“No.”
“Then why did you end it?”
“Because we work together and it would be an ethical violation for an attorney to be involved with the judge on any of their cases. And really, Lou, it was so perfect, I can’t believe that it was real, that it would have lasted.”
“Why not?”
“It was so intense and so wonderful and so... so...” she swallowed hard. “He told me that he loved me,” she finished.
“Do you think he meant it?”
“I think he meant it then but I don’t know if he would mean it now.”
“Do you love him?” he asked. She struggled for a minute, then nodded once.
Lou sighed heavily. “Look, I know there has to be a way to get around the judge-attorney rule somehow. You can get your cases reassigned and take someone else’s cases. You could get a special dispensation or something, right?” he said. Elizabeth laughed shortly.
“He’s not the Pope,” she said. “And in theory, yes, but in practice, no. We’d have to reveal that we’re involved and that would put all of our old cases into question and everything would be a big mess. Plus there’s only one other judge who handles any of our cases and it would be a big pain to have everything before her. She never decides anything right anyway. And what if it wasn’t real?”
They lay together for a while longer and then Lou said, “Let’s get you up and washed and then we’ll figure out what to do.” He gently pulled Elizabeth up into a sitting position, then pulled her to her feet. He pulled the crumpled shirt from her arms and began to toss it in the hamper.
“No!” she cried, grabbing the shirt from him. He looked at her in surprise. She blushed and balled the shirt under her pillow. “It’s his,” she mumbled. Lou nodded in understanding and led her shuffling over to her bathroom. He pulled the tank top over her head and pushed her toward the shower. He saw five or six deep bruises on her low back. Hickeys.
He touched one as she pulled off her pants.
“They’re his, too,” she said quietly. He raised an eyebrow but she just looked miserable. He sat on the toilet while she showered. When he felt she had been in long enough, he flushed the toilet.
“HEY!” she yelled. He smiled.

***

Darcy had not slept at all. He had thought of her all night long. He had not yet progressed to logic, to see if there was any way to get around their situation. He was indulging in self-pity at the moment. He finally rose from bed as the sun came up and sat at his kitchen table looking out over the city. Once the sun had risen, he opened his suitcase and absently set about pulling out clothes. His phone rang but he ignored it. He heard Bingley’s voice over the machine checking in on him. He ignored it, didn’t even listen to the message.
He followed his usual routine: pull out the dirty clothes from his suitcase and put them in the hamper for the cleaner to wash on Wednesday. Something slippery brushed across his fingers and he pulled out a pair of white silk panties. She had not washed them; he put them to his face and smelled pears mingled with her tangy scent. He crumpled them in his fist and threw them in the bathroom garbage can. Moments later he retrieved them and lay down with them on his pillow, finally able to sleep.
 





Chapter 16
Elizabeth managed to pull herself together enough to report to work early Monday morning. In fact, she got in early so that she would not have anyone in the front offices asking her about her vacation as she came in. She closed her office door and looked at her calendar. She had no court appearances today but tomorrow there was one with Judge Darcy. Wednesday she had Judge Clayton but Thursday and Friday were both Judge Darcy. She thanked the heavens that each day had only a single appearance; she did not know if she could handle an entire day before him.
Charlotte noticed immediately that Elizabeth did not look as refreshed after a two week vacation as she should. Elizabeth declined her invitation to join her in the cafeteria for lunch, saying she wanted to get caught up on her messages. Late in the afternoon, Charlotte stopped by her office bringing her a cup of coffee. Elizabeth thanked her but silently wished her to go away.
“So, want to tell me about your vacation?” she said as she sat in a chair across from Elizabeth’s desk.
“There’s not much to tell. I didn’t really go anywhere or do anything, just slept a lot.”
“Then why don’t you look relaxed?” Charlotte said directly. She wasn’t one to mince words.
Elizabeth shrugged. “Maybe I got too much sleep. Listen, Char, thanks for the coffee. No offense, but I need to get ready for my case tomorrow,” Elizabeth said kindly. Charlotte stood up and looked at Elizabeth’s calendar.
“Ugh, you have Judge Darcy tomorrow? He was in an absolutely foul mood today; I guess he didn’t enjoy his vacation either. That dude seriously needs to get laid.” Charlotte laughed and left Elizabeth’s office, closing the door behind her.
Elizabeth swiveled her chair toward her window so that her back was facing the door and surreptitiously wiped a tear away from her face. She had no satisfaction from the report that Darcy was unhappy. She had almost hoped to hear that he was in a great mood; at least then one of them would be happy.
She pulled herself together and finished up her work. She had prepared badly for tomorrow’s case; she knew he would yell at her. She left just before five o’clock so that she would be sure not to see him in the parking lot. She practically sprinted to her car and drove home, relieved that she had made it safely through her first day back. She went to the gym and took a long, long run on the treadmill listening to her iPod.

***

Darcy pulled into the parking lot at work and saw Elizabeth’s car; she was already there. He went in through a back entrance to lessen the possibility of seeing her but his chest hurt none the less for it. He saw from the docket that she would not be appearing before him today; he thanked the stars for that, while at the same time feeling illogically irate that he would not be seeing her.
He was brutal. He spared no attorney his criticisms. He chided the attorneys, defendants, and plaintiffs. He barked at his secretary and then had her order him lunch so that he would not have to go out. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she had spit in his sandwich but since he had no appetite and didn’t eat it, it didn’t matter.
Over lunch, his cell phone rang; the caller ID showed “Bingley.” He ignored it. He saw that Georgiana had also tried to call him. He simply was not up to returning any calls. He got an email from Georgiana inviting herself to dinner. He didn’t reply.
He powered through his afternoon docket, possibly more angrily than the morning’s. Even his bailiff steered clear of him. Instead of his usual tactic of getting the parties to settle, he made rulings on the spot. He was in no mood to persuade people to do the right thing; if they couldn’t resolve their problems, he would do it according to the law without mercy. He dismissed the claim of a 70 year-old widow against her hooligan neighbor. He ordered an unemployed father to immediately pay back child support with interest and penalties or face jail. He sent a prostitute and her john both to jail for 30 days.
When he got home, Georgiana was already there cooking him dinner. He regretted for the first time in his life that she had a key and wished that she was not there.
“Hi. You didn’t return my call,” she said indignantly as he entered. He slammed the door but didn’t respond. She rolled her eyes and turned back to dinner.
“How was Mrs. R?” she called from the kitchen.
“Fine,” he replied curtly. He figured he should make basic conversation and then usher her out as soon as possible.
He tossed his cell phone and keys on the counter next to hers. He bit his tongue and suffered her one-sided conversation as she served them dinner.
“Will, what’s wrong?” she said after a half hour of total silence from him. He blinked and looked up from his untouched dinner, as if seeing her for the first time.
“Nothing, sorry. Busy day tomorrow. I’m behind.” It took a monumental effort to bite even those words out. She observed him for a moment, then picked up her cell phone.
“I have a new puppy,” she announced. Nothing could cheer her up like a good puppy picture. “He’s really cute,” she said as she went to the photo album function of her phone. She wrinkled her brow and realized she had his phone, not hers.
“Who is this?” she asked, handing him the phone. Darcy took the phone from her hand and his heart exploded in a spasm of pain as he saw Elizabeth’s face. They were lying in bed together; he was asleep and she was grinning at the phone. He snapped the phone shut.
“It’s no one,” he said.
“Uh, then why is she in your bed?” Georgiana said skeptically.
“It’s no one,” he repeated. He did not know how he managed to sound so calm. He clenched the phone tightly in his hand, resisting the temptation to look at the picture again, to scroll through and see if she had taken any other compromising photos.
Georgiana understood her brother very well; they had been very close since her mother’s death and he had become her surrogate father after their father’s death. He had stood by her unfailingly during her troubled teenage years, had made sure she got straightened out, and was devoted to her. Over the last few years she had begun to see him as an equal rather than a father figure. She knew his moods as well as she knew her own; knew his facial expressions, his mannerisms. She had not been paying much attention when he came home and had assumed that he was merely tired.
Now she looked at him and saw the circles under his eyes, his barely concealed desire to be alone, and most of all, his quiet dismissal of the mysterious woman in the photo. She could connect the dots and deduce that he was having woman trouble. That in itself was shocking to her; he had never been dumped. As far as she knew, he had always ended his relationships; she had never known him to pine.
“I’m sorry, I’ve invaded your privacy,” she said quietly. He made no response, did not even look at her. He was still clenching the phone in his hand with white knuckles; she could see that he was very tightly coiled, his breaths slow and deliberate, his face eerily blank of expression. He had put a curtain around himself, shutting her out. She wasn’t even sure that he had heard her. She hastily gathered her things. “I’ll leave you alone. Call me tomorrow,” she said as she walked out the door. A few steps down the hall she jumped when she heard the phone smash against the door.
Darcy picked up the pieces of the shattered cell phone. He instantly regretted smashing the phone; he wanted to see the photo again, to try to remember when this might have been taken. He wanted to read her expression; was she wrinkling her nose like she did so often when she smiled? Was she smiling dreamily or mischievously? Was this the first morning, or later? He cursed himself and picked up his house phone.
“Darcy?” came Bingley’s voice. “I’ve been trying to call you for...”
Darcy cut him off. “Can you get her cell number for me?” he asked.
“I’ll try.” Darcy hung up without another word. He was rattled, surprised at his apparent inability to control himself. He had always been in tight control of his emotions, never rash, and not in the habit of destroying things. He did not like this facet of his personality and he needed to get control, now.

***

Elizabeth steeled herself for her first appearance before Judge Darcy. She was composed but felt jittery. She waited in the courtroom for him to enter. She was thankful that her opposing counsel was already there and she would not be greeting him alone.
Darcy swept into the courtroom and sat at his bench, making eye contact with no one. He looked briefly at the case and then looked up at both attorneys.
“Good afternoon Mr. Johnson, Miss Bennet,” he said quietly. Elizabeth murmured a response, clenching her fingers together tightly behind her back. Could he hear her heart pounding? Mr. Johnson made his case and Elizabeth shakily made her counter arguments. Judge Darcy listened quietly and then ruled in Mr. Johnson’s favor without comment. Elizabeth knew she had done a poor job but she felt a pang of pain when she saw what looked like disappointment flash across Darcy’s face. She looked at her client apologetically. Darcy made no further comments and the parties shuffled out in record time. Mr. Johnson was surprised at Elizabeth’s meekness at the ruling; he knew she had case law in her favor that she had not raised. He watched her confer briefly with her client and then she headed for the elevator to return to her office.
Elizabeth let out a breath; she felt like she had been holding it in all afternoon, released only after she saw him. She thought he looked tired, bordering on haggard. She knew she probably looked no better. But it had not sated her wish to see him; she wanted to see him smile, to laugh as she knew he could. She finished her work and went to the gym for another run.
Darcy took a brief break after Elizabeth’s case, calling a 10 minute recess. He went to his office and let out a shaky breath. OK, that wasn’t so bad. She had done poorly but that was only to be expected under the circumstances. He was confident that she would be back in fighting form before long. He ran a shaky hand through his hair and paced his office. Should he call her? He wanted to see her privately - badly.
At lunchtime he had bought a new cell phone and had taken the memory card from his destroyed phone to see if they could salvage the photo. He was looking at it now on his new phone. She was smiling mischievously into the camera, not quite mugging but not coy. He felt himself smiling back at her, though his heart ached. Bingley had not yet called back with her number but Darcy hoped that he would. He knew Bingley would have to go through Jane to get it and Jane might not be willing to give that out to him. He knew Bingley wouldn’t lie about why he wanted it. Damn him.
Bingley left Elizabeth’s number on Darcy’s voice mail later that afternoon. Darcy contemplated a long time whether to call her. Instead, he went for a long, long run.

***

The next day, he saw her briefly in the cafeteria. She was sitting with Charlotte Lucas and Mary King. He sat across the room and picked at his food while looking at her, hoping nobody noticed him staring. She met his eyes briefly then looked away.
Elizabeth felt an electric shock when she saw him in the cafeteria; she had hoped he would not be there and she had allowed Charlotte and Mary to persuade her to join them for lunch. They had concocted some insane story that Elizabeth had been in a passionate but ill-fated love affair while on vacation, hence her foul mood. She couldn’t fault them for accuracy and tried to either remain silent or laugh it off.
“She is so seriously distracted, she is thinking about all the hot love she got during vacation,” Charlotte laughed.
Mary agreed. “Yes, she’s been cut off,” she laughed. Elizabeth laughed half-heartedly and tried to play along.
“What makes you so sure I had so much great sex during my vacation?” she asked.
“When you stop putting the cream in the coffee, it gets bitter,” Charlotte said. Mary burst out laughing, and even Elizabeth had to laugh at the euphemism. But she watched Darcy through her lashes and saw that he was looking at her. When they burst out laughing, he stood and left.
A few moments later her cell phone rang. It was an unidentified number. Charlotte looked at the phone.
“Loverboy is calling!” she laughed. Elizabeth rolled her eyes in exasperation and picked up her phone without answering it.
“I’m going back to work,” she said and left. Charlotte and Mary looked at each other surprised; Elizabeth was a good sport, they were shocked by her behavior.
When she reached her office, she checked her message.
“Elizabeth, it’s Will. Please call me.” He left a number.
The sound of his voice shocked her; she had not expected him to call her. She did not think he even had her number. She could not call him, she was not prepared to talk to him. She saved the message so that she could listen to his voice again but had no intention of calling him back.
The next day she had another appearance before him. It did not go well. She was better prepared this time and they butted heads. She made objections and he overruled her. He rejected evidence that she attempted to introduce. She made objections to his rulings on the record to preserve the issues for appeal. He barked at her and the other attorney and criticized both of their cases harshly, then made a ruling somewhere between both of their positions.
She returned to her office in frustration at the interaction rather than the ruling. Her first appearance before him had been so low-key, she had hoped it would remain that way. She was foolish to hope for that; they had always had fireworks on her cases, yet she respected him as a judge.
She sat at her desk and her cell phone rang. Unidentified number. She did not answer it. She was afraid to talk to him. Later on in the day she checked her messages; he had left two more, asking her to call him back. She didn’t. She went to the gym and took two consecutive yoga classes instead.
When she got home that night, she checked her phone again. There were no new messages from him. As she fiddled with her phone, she accidentally tapped into the photo album function. She almost dropped the phone like a hot ember when she saw the picture of Darcy kissing her cheek. She had taken the picture of them in Trafalgar square after he had taken her picture. She had forgotten all about it. It caused a serious shock to her; she looked at it and felt the sting of tears rising. She paged through the photos: there she was under the stone lions; there he was kissing her cheek; now a picture of them looking contentedly at the phone. She saw the picture of him in his riding boots, feet propped on the ottoman. She shook with silent tears but didn’t have the heart to delete the pictures.

***

On Friday, Darcy was in his foulest temper yet. He actually reduced one attorney to tears and ejected another from his courtroom until he, the attorney, learned the evidence code. All of the attorneys appearing before him were trembling, warning each other to be careful before him. It was in this atmosphere that Elizabeth took her last case of the week before him.
She could see that his face was like a thunderstorm as soon as he came out. She could not recall ever seeing him so out of sorts. He brought the case to order immediately. She was well prepared. She made objections and he overruled her. She reiterated her objections and argued with him. They raised their voices over each other. She rolled her eyes at him and asked that her objections be made on the record.
She felt he was deliberately ruling against her to prove that he had no special regard for her. She made a final attempt to introduce a piece of evidence; her opposing counsel objected and Darcy sustained the objection. Elizabeth argued and Darcy held firm. She persevered.
“Miss Bennet, you are walking a very fine line today,” Darcy said in a dangerous tone as he again denied the admission of her evidence.
“What planet’s laws are you following?” she finally said in exasperation, throwing her hands up. A hush fell over the courtroom at this. Darcy’s face reddened and he stood up.
“I am calling a 5 minute recess.” He tossed his gavel on the bench. “Miss Bennet, I’ll see you in my chambers. Now.” His tone brooked no argument. The opposing counsel stood to follow them.
“Alone,” Darcy said commandingly.
Elizabeth’s face flushed and she slammed her file on her table and followed him to his chambers. Both walked in silence, their body language exuding fury as they passed his secretary. He opened the door to his office and closed it firmly after she had stepped in.
“Elizabeth, what the hell are you doing out there?” he asked her.
“I’m preserving my case for appeal from your misguided rulings.”
“Your objections are baseless and you’re not laying the foundation for your evidence.”
“I think you’re wrong,” she replied.
This conversation would have been perfectly normal if he hadn’t swept her into his arms and started kissing her hungrily as soon as the door was closed. She returned his kisses with an eagerness that lifted his heart. She hadn’t forgotten about him, she still wanted him. She felt the same elation when he pressed her close to him and she felt his heart pounding.
“Why won’t you return my calls?” he asked her between kisses.
“It’s over, remember? It was all a dream,” she answered huskily.
“No, that was the reality, this is the nightmare. I don’t want to do this anymore.” He stepped back from her, both breathing heavily. His hair was mussed from where her fingers had grabbed it.
“I don’t either; you promised it would end when we got back,” she said in a low voice. “We shouldn’t even be here.”
“Elizabeth, I can’t do this. I need to see you. We’ll work something out.”
“I can’t see any way out without revealing our relationship,” she stated. She put a hand to his face and wiped away a smudge of lipstick and smoothed down his hair. He pulled her suit jacket back in place.
“I’ll think of something,” he said and opened the door, cutting off any response she may have had. They returned to the courtroom.
“Mr. Johnson, I am removing myself from this case,” Darcy announced as he returned to his bench.
“What? You can’t do that!” Elizabeth cried. Mr. Johnson also began to protest; he liked Darcy as a judge. Darcy held up his hand to both of them.
“During my conversation with Miss Bennet, we discussed the merits of her argument. It was unintentional but it was an ex parte communication and I would feel more comfortable removing myself from this case.”
“That’s baloney!” Elizabeth exclaimed hotly. Darcy’s face reddened again and he looked at her. She recovered herself. “It was not a conversation on the merits, it was a technical point,” she added.
“Miss Bennet, would you like to return to my chambers and rehash our conversation or would you like me to sanction you now?” he said, the dangerous tone creeping back into his voice. Her temper flared again. She pulled her checkbook out of her purse.
“Should I make the check to F. Darcy? Middle initial U?” she retorted angrily. He threw the gavel on his bench.
“Chambers. NOW.” He said, pointing at the hallway. She followed him, aware they were leaving a courtroom of gaping disbelief in their wake.
He closed the door and pulled her into his arms again, kissing her.
“I cannot be on this case,” he said as he nuzzled her ear.
“Not after that you can’t,” she admitted, chagrined. She rolled her head back to expose the tender flesh of her neck to him.
“Please see me tonight,” he said huskily against her jaw line.
“We shouldn’t,” she whispered.
He was kissing her throat now. “I need to see you. Please.” Her fingers had again wrapped in his curly hair and she hungrily sought his kisses.
“Will, this can’t work.” She was now kissing his jaw line, standing on tiptoe and pulling his head toward her.
“It can, we just have to make it work,” he reassured her. He put his lips to hers again and gave her a passionate, probing kiss that seemed to suck her willpower out of her. His hands were beneath her suit jacket, splayed across her back. He slid one hand down to cup her bottom.
“Lizzy, please, I need you,” he whispered in her ear. His voice was shaky.
Elizabeth felt dazed from his searching kiss; she wanted him desperately and he had pretty effectively reduced her defenses in mere seconds. She nodded in defeat; she needed him too.
“Come to my place at eight o’clock,” he said. “Nobody we know lives in my building. It will be safe.” He shakily wrote his address on one of his business cards and handed it to her.
“This is wrong,” she said, troubled. She looked at the address. He lived in a very toney section of town.
“No, this is right. We are right. We have to work around the rule.” She nodded again and straightened her jacket. He tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear and kissed her again.
They both returned to the courtroom, their faces flushed with desire that was construed as anger by everyone who saw them.
“Please take this case to Judge Clayton,” Darcy ordered. Elizabeth said nothing. She regretted her retort to him; it had shown blatant disrespect for him in the courtroom and by not sanctioning her for that behavior, he looked weak.
“Your Honor, I’m very sorry for my comment earlier. Please let me apologize. I am very sorry,” she said clearly, and genuinely contritely, so that everyone would hear.
“Thank you Miss Bennet. Apology accepted.” He saw that she was saving face for him and he appreciated it. He feared he would have to sanction her, which would involve reporting her to the state bar. That might have some negative impact on her sleeping with him.
She drove home wondering if it was the right thing to do to meet him. He was right that it certainly felt like the right thing to do; she was miserable without him and he was clearly miserable without her. But could it work? Should they try to see each other regularly? Should they just be friends? Would that be enough? She didn’t think so...
She was glad that Jane was not home when she pulled into the driveway. She didn’t want to explain herself; she had enough doubts about meeting him without Jane’s input. She hastily shed her suit and showered. She slipped into a blue peasant skirt, sandals, and a brown tank top. She left Jane a brief note indicating she was meeting a friend and wasn’t sure when she would be back. She wasn’t sure whether this was going to be an overnight visit herself. She got back into her car and followed the directions to his building.
She was politely stopped by the doorman before she even entered the foyer of the building. She told him she was there to see Mr. Darcy and he called up to ensure that she was expected.
“He’s expecting you, Miss Bennet,” the doorman smiled when he hung up. “Twenty-first floor.”
“Which number?” she asked.
“Er, the entire floor, miss.” Elizabeth raised her eyebrows in surprise, then walked inside.
Elizabeth hit the button for the 21st floor in the elevator and waited patiently as it glided silently and smoothly to the top. Her nervousness climbed with each floor. By the time she reached 21, her heart was pounding and her mouth was dry. She took a deep breath and stepped into the hallway.
She wanted to see him, desperately. She couldn’t deny how terribly she had missed him this week. But she was also convinced that it was wrong to see him. She hoped she had the nerve to end it for good.
She rang the doorbell and he opened the door. Both stood frozen; he wanted to ravage her in the doorway and she wanted to hide.
Darcy drank in the sight of her. Her eyes were wide; he could tell that she was nervous. He realized that they were just staring at each other and he stepped aside to let her in.
“I was afraid you would change your mind,” he said as he closed the door behind her.
“I almost did.” She looked around her tensely; he could see her pulse beating at the base of her throat and her chest rising with her shallow breaths.
“Elizabeth,” he began, but his own emotions stopped him. In two swift steps she was wrapped tightly in his arms, his lips planted firmly on hers. Her arms were around him before she even knew what she was doing. He put one hand to the back of her head, tangling his fingers in her curls. The other hand splayed on her lower back, sneaked under her tank top to caress her smooth skin.
Her own hands were caressing the back of his neck, pulling his head closer to hers. She heard little moaning noises coming from her throat as he pulled her hair back, exposing her neck. He hotly kissed her throat, her ear, her shoulder.
“Lizzy, I’ve missed you so much,” he said, raising his head from her neck. His eyes were clouded with desire and her flushed cheeks showed her own. “I’ve felt inhuman all week. I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, all I think about is you.” She laughed tremulously, hearing him tell her own story.
“I know exactly how you feel,” she said as she pulled away from him. She ran a shaky hand over her face. “I’m miserable.” It ironically lifted his heart to hear that she was suffering as he was. He wanted to touch her, kiss her, love her, devour her, make her his own, a part of him, unreachable to anyone else.
She sighed deeply and turned toward him.
“Now what?” she asked. He didn’t know the answer. He had assured her that he would find a way to make their relationship work but he hadn’t thought about it beyond getting her to come here. Now that she was here, he couldn’t possibly think about anything else but her.
“I don’t know,” he replied simply. She hugged her arms around herself and looked around.
“Nice place,” she said, trying to think of anything other than his hard body.
“Don’t,” he said, stepping closer to her.
“Don’t what?” she turned to face him. He closed the distance between them and took her hand.
“Don’t avoid me, don’t pretend this isn’t happening, whatever it is you’re doing.” He put her hand on his chest so that she could feel his pounding heart. “This is real. This is us.” She closed her eyes. She was so close, just on the edge of victory or defeat, but she didn’t know which was which anymore. All she knew was that he was warm and smelled like moss and she wanted more than anything to be absorbed completely in him.
He waited with anticipation, her hand trembling on his chest. He wouldn’t force her but god, he needed to be with her. It wasn’t just sex, he wanted that connection again, that cosmic bond he felt when they were together. It was like everything in life was painted in faded colors but she brought everything to blinding Technicolor.
She turned into his chest and put her head against it. He stroked her hair, closing his eyes and smelling pears. He tipped her chin up and tentatively kissed her; she deepened the kiss on her own. Before he knew what was happening he had swept her up and carried her to his bedroom, laid her gently on the bed and swept the pillows aside. He lay beside her and stroked her skin with his fingertips, lingering on every dip and hollow, tasting every rise and curve of her flesh. She seemed somehow more beautiful than last time he had seen her, as if she had faded somewhat in his memory despite her constant visage there. He couldn’t remember how they got undressed, only that when they were naked was when he felt her hot against him, his nerves straining to perceive every single sensation she gave him. He was lost in her.
Elizabeth was keenly aware of every movement he made, every little sound that came from him as he kissed her skin, every electric zing as he touched her in all the places that only he had ever truly explored and known. She was helpless to stop him or herself, she was swept away on the tide of her own longing for him. When he finally buried himself in her, her sigh was as much relief as pleasure; at last she was whole.
Twilight wore on and darkness settled around them. Darcy’s ragged breathing evened, and his hand stroking her arm stilled. Elizabeth lay next to him battling her own conflicting emotions. She felt content in his arms yet guilty for their disregard for the rules of their profession. She had been an idealistic lawyer at one time, deeply committed to helping the downtrodden. Now her actions threatened them. If their relationship was discovered, not only would their reputations be ruined and Mr. Gardiner’s firm scandalized but all the cases she had tried before Darcy in the past would be called into question. Elizabeth had no doubt that Darcy had decided all of her cases fairly but she was likely to be the only one. She may even lose her license.
She briefly toyed with the idea of looking for a job in a different field of law so that she would not have to appear before him but it seemed like a drastic measure when he would be stepping down in less than a year. She didn’t have an answer. Even asking Mr. Gardiner to accommodate her now would mean revealing their relationship to him; he would be disappointed and perhaps even fire her. She had worked far too long and hard for her independence to fall in such disgrace over a man, even Darcy.
As Elizabeth contemplated her options, Darcy did the same. It was nearly the end of June; his term did not end until next April. Early retirement was an option but seemed selfish given the circumstances; a search for a new judge would need to begin immediately and Judge Clayton would be given his caseload. Removal would mean revealing their relationship and would call into question all of her prior trials before him. He felt confident that he could remain impartial on her cases despite the appearance; he refused to acknowledge the well of guilt that sprung at the thought of such a blatant ethical violation. He could escape to England if need be; she would be trapped here in her own scandal.
And yet both knew that it would be sheer torture to see each other every day and never touch, never kiss, never share an intimate smile or hold hands.
Elizabeth sat up and pulled on her shirt.
“Won’t you stay the night?” he asked. She shook her head.
“Jane will be worried,” she said. He sat up. He felt abandoned, cold, alone. This was impossible.
“Can I call you?”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She stood, shimmied into her skirt and slipped into her sandals. “It has to end, Will. You know it as well as I do. The only solution is for one of us to quit; I’m not ready to do that and neither are you. We’re both too selfish for our own good.”
“I’ll find a way to make it work,” he pleaded.
“Call me when you do. Until then, it’s over.” It broke her heart to be so cold. It hardened his resolve. He sprung out of bed and pulled on his jeans and followed her to the door.
“Good bye,” she said, her hand on the doorknob. He grabbed her arm and pulled her into his arms.
“I won’t give up,” he growled and kissed her fiercely. She returned his kiss and then pulled away.
“I know you won’t.” She slipped out the door before he could respond. He ground his teeth together, angry and bewildered.
 





Chapter 17
Lou was determined to cheer Elizabeth up. That prick Darcy was messing with her mind but Lou always knew how to make her laugh. He had his supply of ice cream, donuts, and diet coke. They were going to have an old-fashioned sleep over if he had to bind and gag her to do it.
Elizabeth reluctantly pulled herself over to Lou’s apartment. She was still raw from yesterday’s encounter with Darcy and her heartbreak over leaving him so coldly. She had to admit it; she needed Lou right now more than ever.
It wasn’t even dinner time yet but Lou was already in pajama bottoms and a t-shirt with a wine glass in his hand when Elizabeth walked in. He took in her ragged appearance and without hesitation pulled her into his arms for a long, warm hug. He kissed the top of her head and silently cursed Darcy.
“You OK, sweet pea?” he said, pressing his forehead to hers. She nodded and gave him a short, half-hearted laugh. He stood back and took her coat and overnight bag. “Let’s get the bad part over with. Tell me what an asshole he is,” Lou said as he settled onto the couch.
Elizabeth helped herself to a glass of wine and shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t really want to talk about it. Let’s talk about something else.”
She ducked her head into his refrigerator and wrinkled her nose. Gay or not, he was still a bachelor and he still had an ample supply of mold and other unidentifiable substances in his fridge. “We’d better order pizza,” she said, closing the door.
“I’m already on it,” Lou replied. “I’ve also invited someone else over,” he said.
Elizabeth raised her eyebrows at him. A third member of their pajama party?
“Who is it?” she asked.
“Charlotte Lucas.”
“Charlotte? When did you suddenly get all cozy with her?”
“Can you keep a secret?” he asked.
She rolled her eyes at him. “Uh, I’m only holding in the biggest secret of my life right now, so yes, I think I can.”
“I keep running across her at gay bars. She’s a lezzie, Lizzy,” he smirked.
Elizabeth raised her eyebrows again. Charlotte Lucas, gay? Of course. How could she have missed it? Elizabeth smiled and shrugged.
“You’re not trying to set us up, are you? I’m in a really bad emotional place right now,” she grinned. Lou smiled and shook his head.
“No, you’re not her type. But she’s a hoot. I think we need to bring her into our little fold more often,” Lou said.
As if on cue, Charlotte arrived with her own overnight bag. With Charlotte there, all conversation of Darcy ground to a halt. They drank a couple of bottles of wine and ate pizza and ice cream. It did not take long for them all to get drunk.
By 9 o’clock they had formed their own band called the Sexy Bitches and were jumping up and down on Lou’s bed, singing Madonna’s ‘Jump’ into hairbrushes.
By 10 o’clock Charlotte had braided Elizabeth’s hair and half of Lou’s into cornrows.
By 11 o’clock, Lou had crooned Olivia Newton-John’s ‘I Honestly Love You’ to a picture of Colin Firth.
Hours later, Lou was sandwiched between them on the bed. Charlotte had drifted off to sleep and Elizabeth was just hovering on the edge herself, when Lou whispered, “Feeling better?”
Elizabeth smiled drowsily and nodded. She would survive. Once again, Lou had come to the rescue.

***

“Will, where have you been?” came Caroline’s voice over his phone on Sunday. He silently swore and cursed himself for answering his phone.
“You know perfectly well I was on vacation with your brother,” he replied coolly. She laughed.
“So prickly, I always did like that about you. We need to go over this purchase of Georgie’s, I want to make sure all the provisions are right,” she said. He sighed. Caroline was arranging Georgiana’s purchase of a house with funds from her trust. As trustee, Darcy was required to review the documents.
“Of course, I’d forgotten. It won’t take long, can you meet me for lunch tomorrow?” he asked tiredly.
“Not today?” she asked. Darcy looked down at himself: wrinkled boxer shorts, stained t-shirt, unshaven cheek. He thought he might smell bad, too.
“No, tomorrow is better,” he replied.

***

On Monday, Darcy watched Elizabeth with depressed deliberation. She sat in the back of the courtroom and talked amiably with one of her opposing counsel. The attorney was sitting behind her, leaning forward and talking low in her ear; she put her hand over her mouth and stifled a laugh at whatever he said. Darcy felt a surge of jealousy and had to ask the party before him to repeat his point. How can she be acting as if everything is normal?
His courtroom always had a quiet undercurrent of conversation in the room; he needed only to hear the parties before him and did not demand the formal silence of other judges. However, he found himself straining to hear what Elizabeth was talking about. The attorney leaned back in his chair and smiled. Elizabeth turned around to say something to him and the attorney jokingly said ‘turn around!’ She did and stifled another laugh. How could she be flirting?
“Mr. Wong, perhaps you and Miss Bennet would like to take your conversation outside my courtroom?” Darcy said sternly. Mr. Wong looked chagrined and leaned back silently in his chair. Elizabeth looked at Darcy, her nostrils flaring. She pursed her lips and looked down. He felt smugly satisfied that he had ruined Mr. Wong’s little joke.
When he had finished the case immediately before him, Elizabeth and Mr. Wong came forward to present a settlement document for his approval. He approved it without comment and handed it back to Mr. Wong.
“Thank you, Your Honor,” Elizabeth said, deferentially. He could detect a hint of sarcasm in her voice. He made no response and she followed Mr. Wong out of the courtroom. Darcy was beginning to feel like he needed a drink.
He met Caroline an hour later at a local coffee shop. She was waiting for him at a stool by the window. When she saw him, she stood and hugged him.
“Will, it’s so good to see you again,” she said as she kissed his cheek, lingering just too long for mere friendship. Darcy put his hands on her arms and gently pulled himself away.
“Thank you. You look well,” he said. He didn’t really know that she looked particularly well but she liked hearing that she did. She smiled.
“Thank you, it’s Prada.” He nodded with approval that he did not really feel.
Caroline was nice enough underneath it all but if she weren’t Bingley’s sister, Darcy did not think he would ever have tolerated her for more than an hour.
“Charles certainly was refreshed by his vacation. You don’t look so well, though. Have you lost weight?” she said.
He shrugged and looked down at his tea.
“You should come out for the weekend, the salt air will do you good,” she said resuming her seat at the window bar.
“I don’t have consumption, Caroline,” he said, rolling his eyes.
She smiled at him and put her head in her hand as she looked at him.
“Why don’t you take me out to dinner and tell me your troubles?” she said.
He looked sideways at her and smiled. He had to admire her persistence. Even after five years of blatant disinterest in her advances, she continued her pursuit. It wasn’t that she wasn’t beautiful or enjoyable company; it was that she was just not to his liking. He had simple, natural tastes. He liked fruit versus cheesecake; running on a path versus a treadmill; vanilla perfume to Obsession. Caroline was not simple and natural; she was exotic, complex, always impressing him with a mix of textures and smells. Her appearance was never imperfect, never a thread or hair out of place. She had a beautifully sculpted body as a result of dedicated personal training and, he thought, perhaps some silicone.
And yet, despite her flawless appearance, he found it off-putting. He liked flaws and imperfections, like the wrinkle between Elizabeth’s brows that appeared when she was frustrated or her little belly roll that showed she enjoyed ice cream a little too often. Imperfections were honest; perfection was not. He could not now comprehend how he could have found Caroline attractive, how he could have slept with her.
“Thank you, but no,” he said, smiling at her.
She sighed and gave him a coquettish look.
Darcy’s eyes were drawn to the window where, to his horror, he saw Elizabeth and Charlotte Lucas walking past. Both were looking at him, Elizabeth with something like shock and Charlotte with something like humor. His heart sank. Of course Elizabeth would walk by when he was sitting next to a blatantly flirting Caroline. Of course. He put a shaky hand on the back of his neck and resisted the urge to run after her and tell her that it wasn’t what it looked like.
Caroline perceived his changed mood and sighed. Back to business as usual, she thought. She didn’t know why he didn’t like her. It wasn’t that she thought herself irresistible. It was just that if he would only tell her what he liked she would do it. But he was never one to open his feelings to her.
She had harbored desires for him for many years and only in the last few had managed to chip into his exterior at all. She had been surprised when he had suddenly accepted one of her offers and taken her to dinner. She had been even more surprised to find him in her bed. He had been a good lover, attentive and skilled, but somehow detached. Even in his most passionate moments he had been restrained and controlled. He had never called her name in passion, never lost control with her. Some would consider him boring. But she knew better.
She had no doubt that under the calm surface ran turbulent waters. No one who knew of his dealings with Wickham could deny that there were dark, roiling emotions beneath his calm exterior. She had wanted to peel away that carefully composed façade, to release the smoldering ardor that she was sure lurked beneath the surface. She thought she could swim in those waters with relish but he had never let her do more than ripple the surface with her toe.
She pulled out her portfolio and they reviewed the documents. They finished their coffee, he in silence, she in observation. He was different, changed somehow. She could see that those turbulent waters had begun to churn and bubble to the surface. She wondered what happened in England and how she could use it to her advantage.

***

That afternoon, Darcy tried to catch Elizabeth’s eye but she refused to be caught. She gave a perfunctory performance in court and left quickly. Damn, damn, damndamndamndamn, he thought.
Elizabeth had been not just shocked but also hurt by seeing Darcy with the vaguely familiar lovely brunette in the coffee shop. Had they merely been talking, she would not have minded; but the woman was so blatantly trying to get into his pants and he looked like he was enjoying the attention! She tried to ignore it; after all, he was a very, very handsome man and he wasn’t likely to rush into a quick one-night stand, was he? And after all, she did break it off with him... but just because she couldn’t have him didn’t mean he could just throw himself at the next pretty woman, did it? And Charlotte... Charlotte would not let her forget it. She laughed and said she hoped old Darcy was finally getting some poontang to make everyone else’s life easier. She wouldn’t stop saying it, either! Elizabeth was in a seriously foul and depressed mood for the rest of the week.
For the rest of the week, Darcy looked longingly at Elizabeth. She tried to get Charlotte to take her cases. He left her messages on her cell phone. She refused to return his calls. He sent her flowers with no card. She professed ignorance at who could have sent them when asked by Charlotte. By Thursday he was at wits end at her resolution in ignoring him.
“Milton, Judge Darcy is on the phone for you,” Rachel rang through to Mr. Gardiner’s line.
“Will, to what do I owe this pleasure?” Mr. Gardiner asked pleasantly. He had always liked Will Darcy but then Mr. Gardiner was a very paternal type of person. He grew too fond of people too quickly and was often disappointed. It was one of the reasons he had reduced his representation of criminals; recidivism was high and inevitably he began to take it personally.
“Well, Milton, I thought it had been a long time since we’d had a drink after work and wanted to invite you out this evening,” Darcy said easily.
“I don’t mind if I do!” Mr. Gardiner replied genially; an hour after work wouldn’t hurt at all. They agreed to meet at their usual haunt at six. To be frank, he would be relieved for a little men’s night out; his teenagers had been troublesome, Rachel was grumpy and the women in his office had been driving him crazy. Charlotte and Mary seemed intent on teasing Elizabeth about some secret affair and he thought he might have seen Elizabeth wiping away tears when she thought no-one was looking. He loved his attorneys like daughters but it was getting to the point where he was going to have to say something!
Mr. Gardiner met Darcy a couple of hours later and they shook hands warmly. Mr. Gardiner asked for an update on Georgiana and Darcy was happy to oblige by remarking how proud he was of her. Darcy inquired after Mr. Gardiner’s imminent retirement. Mr. Gardiner laughed.
“Imminent! I wish! I’m afraid my plan to move quietly to San Diego has been foiled; I’m set to open an office there.”
“Really! What happened?” Darcy inquired curiously.
“My practice here is being purchased by deBourgh and Associates and they wish to open an office in San Diego. As part of the deal, I agreed to open the San Diego office, hire and train their staff and attorneys and get the office running. It’s more than I wanted to do but it will be worth the payout. I will be able to retire very comfortably when everything is completed.” Mr. Gardiner smiled and Darcy congratulated him.
They sipped their drinks in congenial conversation for a few more moments. Then Darcy cleared his throat.
“In truth, Milton, I did want to ask you for some advice. May I pick your brain, off the record, of course?” Darcy asked as he swirled his drink, gazing at the dimly reflected cubes of ice.
“Of course. May I assume that this is a theoretical situation?” Mr. Gardiner asked, assuring Darcy in so many words that their discussion would remain between them.
“Yes.” Darcy took a swig of his drink, building his courage. “Let’s suppose a judge became interested in a lawyer who appears regularly before... her. What is your opinion on the ethical situation of a judge dating a lawyer?” he asked without looking at Mr. Gardiner.
Mr. Gardiner thought for a moment.
“It’s not completely unheard of but it is unusual. It would be very touchy; I think the judge would have to remove... herself... from all of that attorney’s cases, possibly from the cases of that attorney’s firm, unless the attorney willingly exempted... himself... from appearing before that judge.”
Darcy nodded.
“I thought as much. And when do you think removal is appropriate? Meaning at what stage of the relationship?” Darcy continued. Mr. Gardiner looked at him through lowered lids.
“Well, that’s difficult to say but I would think as soon as the judge understands that there is a mutual, serious interest. Let’s say they go on a couple of dates but there’s no spark. I don’t think the judge would be obligated to remove himself. Let’s say a couple of dates becomes a couple of months; then I think the judge has an obligation to notify all concerned parties of the relationship and the possibility of a conflict. Then the parties can decide whether they want to waive the conflict. Most likely in that situation the attorney... himself... should not appear but someone from the firm may.”
Darcy nodded.
“And if it progresses beyond dating?” he asked. “What if they become intimate, serious?”
Mr. Gardiner chuckled.
“I don’t think there’s any doubt, the attorney may not appear before the judge. The firm will need to advise every one of the possible conflict and the parties can determine whether to strike the judge from the case. In no circumstances should that attorney be trying cases before the judge; even if the judge could maintain impartiality, the appearance of conflict would be overwhelming and would jeopardize every case. Now, Darcy, do you want to tell me what’s going on? Knowing that Judge Clayton is married, I highly doubt she is dating one of the attorneys appearing before her.” Mr. Gardiner was ready for some juicy gossip about Darcy’s love life and leaned forward eagerly.
Darcy sighed and put his glass down.
“If I remove myself, I would need to disclose the relationship. I would prefer that the attorney involved voluntarily withdraw from my cases to avoid any questions,” he said. “While I believe I have remained impartial, I see your point. I think it is early enough in the relationship to pass unnoticed if she were to stop appearing before me now.” Darcy raised his eyes to Mr. Gardiner. Mr. Gardiner waited expectantly.
“Will you reassign Elizabeth’s cases before me to other attorneys in your office?” Darcy asked quietly. Mr. Gardiner’s gaze remained expectant, until realization sunk in.
“Elizabeth?” he said quietly. Darcy nodded. “That can’t be... she hates you.”
Darcy grimaced. “We did get off on the wrong foot but it took a turn for the better.”
“When... when did this happen?” Mr. Gardiner choked out.
“We met at the seminar in London. We became involved and I am finding it very difficult not to maintain that relationship now that we are back.”
Mr. Gardiner blew out a breath. “Darcy, I am disappointed in you,” he said quietly. “I thought you had more self-control.” The criticism stung Darcy. He took a deep breath.
“Milton, you know that I am not an impulsive man. I am very serious about her. I have considered the implications of our relationship carefully and have decided that the relationship is important enough to ask you this favor.” Mr. Gardiner nodded slowly.
“Does she feel the same?”
“I cannot get from her that she does nor does she say she doesn’t. She is unwilling to strike me as the judge on all of her cases, in part because it would look suspicious. I felt that if perhaps you were able to rearrange her trials then it would ease the transition.”
“This may have implications beyond my current attorneys,” Mr. Gardiner said slowly. “The deBourgh buy-out may be affected if the entire firm is prohibited from appearing before you.”
Darcy swore.
“Then it must be done immediately,” he said. “I won’t have your retirement affected by this.”
“Elizabeth is a headstrong girl; she won’t take kindly to my rearranging her cases without an explanation,” Mr. Gardiner said. Darcy winced.
“She will be angry to know that I spoke with you,” he said.
“Nevertheless, I won’t do it without her consent,” Mr. Gardiner replied.
“And if she refuses?”
“Then you will have to remove yourself voluntarily from her cases,” Mr. Gardiner answered simply.
“And then it’s possible all of her prior cases could come into question,” Darcy finished. He ran a hand through his hair. “God, I’m sorry Milton. I’ve made a total mess of it.”
“Does anyone else know?” Mr. Gardiner asked.
“Her sister and my best friend but no one else that I know of. They understand the situation and I am confident that they will reveal nothing; besides, they are not in the legal community.”
“In any event, make certain they understand the importance of keeping this under their hats. Hopefully Elizabeth will see sense and agree not to appear before you.”
Under different circumstances, Mr. Gardiner would be very pleased to see Elizabeth involved with Darcy; he admired and respected Darcy and was fond of Elizabeth. But under the present circumstances, things could go very, very badly if not handled correctly. For Darcy, for Elizabeth, even for himself.

***

The next afternoon, Mr. Gardiner approached Elizabeth and asked her to come to his office. He closed the door behind them and gestured her to take a seat on the leather sofa in his office. He sat next to her.
“Elizabeth, I understand that you are having some trouble with Judge Darcy,” he began delicately.
“We do have our arguments,” she murmured, looking into her lap in what she hoped looked like contrition and not avoidance.
“It has been suggested that perhaps it is better that you not appear before him,” he said softly. Does he know? she thought.
“Who has suggested that?” she asked.
Mr. Gardiner sighed. “He has.”
She felt a flush creep up her neck to her cheeks.
“Did he say why?” she asked.
“He did. Elizabeth, you are both playing a dangerous game.”
“We aren’t. I ended it, he just won’t accept it,” she replied. She felt humiliated having this conversation with Mr. Gardiner. He took her hand.
“Elizabeth, I am talking to you as a friend and surrogate father, not your boss. You cannot continue to appear before him; it puts everyone at risk. You can either voluntarily step aside from those cases or you can leave.”
She spun her head around to face him.
“You would fire me?” she cried. She loved him like her own father; she couldn’t believe he would kick her to the curb!
“I wouldn’t but deBourgh would. My suggestion would be that you consider going to the San Diego office and do the hiring and training. That would give you some time away, to sort things out. If you really want to end it, it will give you the distance you need; if you don’t, then it will give you the distance you need for purposes of avoiding the conflict. When you come back, you could say you became involved during your absence and remove yourself without scandal and without questions about your prior cases.”
“Damn him,” she swore. “I don’t have a choice, do I?”
“As both your friend and your boss, I don’t think you do, unless you quit.” He squeezed her hand. “As long as I am here, there will be a place for you when you come back.”
She nodded curtly.
“When would I have to leave?” she asked.
“I had planned to go next week. I can have your cases covered in the meantime, while you get your affairs in order.” She stood to leave.
“Elizabeth, don’t be angry with him. He did what he thought was best, for both of you,” Mr. Gardiner said.
She laughed mirthlessly. “Really? He refused to accept that I broke up with him, pushed me out of a job I love, and is forcing me to relocate to San Diego. How thoughtful of him! How shall I ever repay such kindness?”
She stormed from Mr. Gardiner’s office and back to her own. She paced in her office. It was nearly five o’clock. Darcy would likely still be there. She strode to the elevator and punched the button. She angrily walked toward his office. His secretary was still there.
“Is Judge Darcy still in?” Elizabeth asked, perhaps too forcefully. His secretary looked up at her, surprised.
“Is he expecting you?” she asked, reaching toward the phone.
“He ought to be,” Elizabeth fumed and walked toward his door without waiting for his secretary to call him. She swung open the door and slammed it behind her. He looked up from his desk, surprised. Over his phone intercom, his secretary was saying “Miss Bennet is on her way to see you.”
“Thank you,” he said and punched off the intercom. He stood and walked toward her.
She stood before him, hands on hips, cheeks flaring. She looked ready to do battle.
“What’s wrong?” he asked cautiously. This did not look good.
“What’s wrong? Well, since you asked so nicely, I’m relocating to San Diego. Happy?” she replied tightly.
“What?!” he exclaimed. He took a few steps closer to her.
“Yes, Mr. Gardiner felt it would be prudent to get a few miles between us. Thank you so much for revealing my most private details to my boss!”
“You can’t go! You quit, right?”
“Don’t be absurd! Of course I didn’t quit. I just said I’m relocating to San Diego, are you deaf?”
Darcy felt his own anger rising.
“I asked him to take you off my cases!”
“Congratulations, you succeeded!”
“You don’t have to go.”
“Yes, I do.” Suddenly, Elizabeth’s energy waned. She wanted to cry. She pressed her fingers on her forehead.
Darcy closed the space between them.
“Is this what you want, Elizabeth? Do you really want it to end?”
She leaned against the door and looked toward the ceiling. “I don’t know what I want anymore.”
“Doesn’t it mean anything to you that I love you?” he asked. He put his arms on either side of her against the door. She could smell that mossy scent again and it threatened to lull her back into his arms. She fought it.
“You love me? Since when? Since you got me transferred?” she said tiredly.
“I told you that I loved you in England,” he said quietly. He was hurt that she was throwing this back in his face.
She turned her head away from him and laughed. “Yes, once when you were drunk and once during sex. How am I supposed to take that seriously?”
“I told you I would never lie to you!”
“I didn’t think you were lying; I just didn’t think you meant it. Would it kill you to say it over dinner?”
“I’m saying it now. I love you.” She didn’t answer. He felt a little frost creeping over his heart.
“Lizzy, do you love me?” he asked quietly. She looked away.
“Elizabeth, do you love me?” he raised his voice, beginning to feel himself spiral out of control into anger and confusion. She looked down but did not answer.
“Do you love me?” he shouted at her.
“Yes!” she shouted back.
“Then tell me, dammit!” he shouted, pounding his hands on the door on either side of her for emphasis.
“What difference does it make?” she shouted. She pushed him in the chest, freeing herself from the enclosure of his arms. She turned her back to him and took a deep breath and pressed her fingers to her eyes, willing herself not to cry. “What difference does it make?” she whispered.
Darcy put his arms around her from behind.
“It makes a difference to me,” he said, hugging her. “All I want is to know you love me. Tell Milton that you won’t go to San Diego. Quit and we’ll find you a different job, one where we can be together without any problems.”
Elizabeth pulled away from him and turned to face him.
“You don’t get it, do you? I don’t want to find another job, I don’t want to quit, and I don’t want you running my life. I need to be away from you. I want to go.”
He was speechless. His tongue had cleaved to the roof of his mouth, which had gone completely dry. She wanted to go?
“This has gotten completely out of hand. We each need to move on,” she said, not believing a word she said, but not able to stop the words from tumbling from her mouth. She was furious with him, wanted to hurt him.
“Move on?” he repeated stupidly.
“I’ll be gone for several months setting up the office in San Diego. I think the drama of this affair has blown everything out of proportion. Maybe with a little distance, we can put this back into perspective.”
“And then what?”
“Then we can see if it can work.”
He laughed humorlessly.
“And in the meantime, I sit here twiddling my thumbs waiting for you to figure out what you want?” he retorted. She didn’t answer. He stared angrily at her.
“I’m not asking you to wait for me,” she said finally. He made no response. After an uncomfortable silence she left. She marched past the unabashedly eavesdropping secretary and strode angrily to her car managing to drive home before she let her rage, frustration, and heartbreak flood forth.
Darcy, on the other hand, was taking his anger out elsewhere. He marched angrily to the elevator and punched the button. He threw open the door to Gardiner & Associates and stormed directly to Milton’s office.
“What did you do?” he said angrily, slamming the office door behind him. Mr. Gardiner turned in surprise. After a moment, Mr. Gardiner said,
“I saved all of our careers and gave her some breathing space.”
“You stabbed me in the back! I came to you for help!” Darcy fumed.
“Stabbed you in the back! That’s rich! You sneak around, knowing you are in serious ethical violation and then expect me to dig you out? You nearly wreck my retirement? You force me to send one of my best attorneys away? I’m sorry, I’m not quite seeing the knife in your back!” Mr. Gardiner retorted.
Darcy paced angrily, hundreds of angry retorts on his tongue but none of which rang true. Milton was right. He had botched this badly. He needed to calm down, to recalibrate his mind so that he could think straight.
He sat wearily on Mr. Gardiner’s couch, where Elizabeth sat shortly before. Mr. Gardiner silently handed him a glass of scotch. Darcy waved it away.
“I want you to understand that I am in love with her,” Darcy said quietly, his head in his hands. Mr. Gardiner felt pity for Darcy.
“Then you need to give her this time. I have a feeling she will come back to you. But she’s angry right now and the more you push, the harder she will resist. You should know that by now. She is independent, some would say stubborn. But she is good at heart and she will figure it all out in her own time.”
“And if she doesn’t?”
“Well, then you will have to go after her and remind her why she fell in love with you in the first place.”
 





Chapter 18
Elizabeth again sought the comfort of Lou’s protection over the weekend. She had told him about the confrontations with Mr. Gardiner and Darcy in the briefest of terms and announced her transfer to San Diego before bursting into tears. Over breakfast on Saturday, he tried to change her mind about going to San Diego without success.
“Why are you going? You can just get a job at a different firm,” Lou asked earnestly.
“I just can’t handle it right now. You saw me last night; I was a mess! It’s too much for me. I need to be away from him,” she answered. Lou didn’t need to ask who she meant by ‘him.’
Elizabeth shrugged. “I’ll be in San Diego for several months setting everything up. I probably won’t come back too often on the weekends. You’ll come visit me, won’t you?”
“Of course.”
Based on what he was witnessing, Lou held Darcy in very low esteem. Having only Elizabeth’s guarded side of the story, it seemed as if Darcy had seduced Elizabeth in England and broken it off when they returned. While Lou could understand a fling, it also appeared that Darcy was confusing Elizabeth by not breaking it off completely, seducing her again, and then telling her boss about it. To Lou’s limited and, admittedly, prejudiced perspective, Darcy was manipulating Elizabeth for his own perverted ends. What those ends were, Lou could only guess.

***

Lou helped Elizabeth arrange her hotel in San Diego and to pack the essentials she would need over the next few months. He advised her against calling Darcy. He agreed with her assessment that her relationship with Darcy had been nothing but a passing infatuation fuelled by a fairytale setting and mind blowing sex (never mind that he knew she didn’t believe a word of it). He took her to the airport on Tuesday and saw her off with a warm goodbye.
Elizabeth adjusted to her new life quickly. She buried herself in work, often feeling completely overwhelmed. She had no idea what would be involved in setting up a new office: scouting real estate, meeting with contractors for office remodeling, hiring computer technicians and drafting contracts with each one. On more than one occasion she called Mr. Gardiner in a state of near-panic. During her first two weeks, she made very little progress.
She tried to keep too busy to think of Darcy, but living in a small hotel room away from Jane and Lou gave her a long time to reflect. Although she was still angry with him, the distance and time were easing that anger into an ache of yearning to talk to him. But each time she picked up her cell phone to call him, she remembered her angry words to him and put the phone down. She had left it badly and didn’t yet have the courage to see what could be saved.
Each evening she returned to the hotel, showered tiredly, ate listlessly and fell into bed, exhausted. But she could not sleep. She wondered where he was, what he was doing, and how well he was getting over her.
She spent the Fourth of July alone in her hotel room, watching fireworks on the television.
Darcy, on the other hand, was being overwhelmed by the social activities the Bingley’s were foisting upon him. He attended barbecues, dinner parties, movies, went to book readings, went house-hunting, anything they could do to keep him from being alone. Part of it was Bingley’s genuine belief that Darcy needed something to occupy his mind, to distract him from the pain he was having over Elizabeth. Part of it was Caroline’s desire to have Darcy in her company as much as possible. Part of it was Darcy’s hope that he would hear news, any little snippet, of Elizabeth from Jane. The result was a constant blur of faces and names he could not - and did not care to - remember. He watched the fireworks with Caroline from her apartment but took no pleasure in them; he wanted to share them only with her.
Georgiana was keenly aware that Darcy had become depressed. He was avoiding her and spending too much time with Caroline. She didn’t like it.
When Darcy came home one evening, he found Georgiana there playing piano. He smiled at her and sat with her, listening to her play.
“Why don’t you get your guitar and play with me?” she asked. He picked up his guitar and they played for two hours. He had always loved playing with Georgiana; it was the one thing they had in common that they could both do well.
“You need to play more,” she said as he fumbled over some notes. He nodded. She continued, “I have a group of friends, we’re playing in a coffee shop every Friday night. We need a guitarist.”
He let the invitation hang in the air for a moment, then said, “I’ll give it a shot.” The time he would have to devote to practicing would give him an excuse not to see Caroline and would help him think about something - anything - other than Elizabeth.
Georgiana smiled, satisfied. Rehearsals and practice would take up some of his time and let her keep an eye on him.

***

With Elizabeth in San Diego, Lou found himself with a lot of spare time. Time that he found himself spending with Charlotte. They got along very well and if he wasn’t in San Diego visiting Elizabeth, he could usually be found with Charlotte. It was three weeks after Elizabeth had gone to San Diego when Lou found himself sitting on a bench outside the courthouse waiting for Charlotte.
Darcy immediately recognized Lou when he exited the building. He watched for a moment as Lou tapped his Blackberry, wondering whether he should approach him. He hadn’t heard from Elizabeth since they last argued and although he knew she had gone to San Diego, he didn’t know the details of where she was. He had hoped for three weeks that she would call him but she hadn’t. Both Bingley and Jane were being uncharacteristically tight-lipped about the subject; he wondered if Elizabeth had asked them to keep information away from him. He had no idea what, if anything, Elizabeth had told Lou about them. But his need to ask about her overcame his desire for discretion.
Lou looked up when a shadow fell over his text message. He was surprised to see Darcy; surprised and immediately on his guard.
“Hello, Will,” Lou said coldly.
He knows everything, Darcy thought. He wondered whether Lou would be friend or foe.
“Where is she?” Darcy asked quietly.
“Where you sent her, San Diego.”
Foe. Darcy pressed his lips together and suppressed a little stab of anger.
“Do you know where she is staying?” Darcy asked.
“Yes.” Lou did not elaborate.
“Will you tell me?”
“No.” Lou stood, tucked his Blackberry into his jacket pocket and looked squarely at Darcy. “She doesn’t need any more of your mind games.”
Darcy barked out a bitter laugh.
“My mind games? I’ve been nothing but straight with her from the start. She’s the one playing games. ‘I love you but I don’t want to see you.’ ‘It feels right but it’s wrong.’ ‘I think I’ll move to San Diego,’” Darcy mimicked. His nostrils flared at the memory of their last meeting in his chambers. It still made him furious, still made him grind his teeth in anger.
At that moment, Charlotte joined them.
“Hello, Judge. Hi Lou. You two know each other?” she asked curiously.
Lou said nothing. He knew Elizabeth’s relationship with Darcy was a secret and if he was to help her recover from this sham romance, the less said the better.
But Darcy nodded. “Through Miss Bennet,” Darcy said, not taking his eyes away from Lou.
Lou looked at him in annoyance.
Darcy turned his attention to Charlotte.
“Speaking of Miss Bennet, where has your little friend been these last few weeks?” he asked, smiling genially at her. He was amazed at his own ability to mask his true feelings.
“Didn’t you know? Lizzy was transferred to San Diego for a few months,” she said. She felt sure he had known that.
“Ah, San Diego. Lovely town. I hope Milton has put her up at the L’Auberge Del Mar. It’s the best hotel there,” Darcy said.
Charlotte laughed. “Lord, no! She’s at the Westin.”
Darcy smiled in satisfaction and looked slyly at Lou, who became visibly angry.
“Come on, Charlotte, we don’t want to take up any more of the Judge’s time,” Lou said, taking her by the elbow.
“Oh, I’m in no hurry,” Darcy said pleasantly.
“Well, we are,” Lou retorted with bare civility. He tugged Charlotte by the arm but she was reluctant to be rude to Darcy considering that he was her judge.
“Would you like to join us for dinner?” she asked Darcy before Lou could protest.
“Yes,” Darcy said without hesitation.
Charlotte blinked in surprise; she had not expected him to accept. “Oh. Uh, ok, well, come on,” she said uncertainly. She glanced at Lou, who was glaring at her. She looked at him apologetically, regretting her invitation.
The three walked in silence toward the Assembly Room. They quickly found an empty table and Charlotte excused herself to run to the restroom.
“Very funny,” Lou growled at Darcy. Darcy lowered his voice and leaned across the table toward Lou.
“You are her best friend. Don’t you want her to be happy?”
“I suppose you think she’ll be happy with you?”
“Why don’t you ask her?” Darcy bit out.
“From what she’s told me, you’re only making her miserable.”
“What exactly has she told you?” Darcy challenged.
Lou hesitated. What had she told him? That she loved Darcy, that they were crazy about each other, that he’d said he loved her, and that ethical constraints prohibited their relationship. Upon reflection, she hadn’t really said anything bad about Darcy. She hadn’t said much at all about him. His confidence wavered. He looked at Darcy but said nothing.
Darcy searched Lou’s face for some sign. What had Elizabeth told him? Had she confided to Lou that she didn’t love him? That she wanted to be rid of him? The thought disheartened him.
Lou watched the emotions flicker across Darcy’s face. He saw resentment and then uncertainty and then, ultimately, sadness.
Darcy looked down at his hands. “I won’t ruin your dinner,” he said quietly. He took a deep breath. “Tell her...” He paused. “Tell her that I miss her.” With that, Darcy rose and walked quickly from the bar. He’d found out where she was staying but what good was it if she didn’t want to see him? He resigned himself to not calling her.
Lou sat in surprised silence. He had assumed that Darcy was toying with Elizabeth, that he had no real feelings for her. But this brief interaction was making him think twice. He saw the anger, frustration and sadness that Darcy was feeling. Darcy hadn’t acted like a skirt-chaser; he’d acted like someone who was hurt.
Charlotte returned from the restroom.
“Where did the judge go?” she asked.
“He remembered he had to be somewhere, said he was sorry,” Lou replied absently. He was already typing a message to Elizabeth on his Blackberry:

***

Elizabeth called Lou later that night.
“We need to talk?” she asked, amused. “Are you breaking up with me again? You can only use the gay excuse once, you know.”
“Tell me what happened with Darcy,” he said without preamble.
“What happened with Darcy? I told you. We had crazy sex for two weeks, then we broke up.”
“What happened when you came back?”
“He wanted to continue the relationship but I said no.”
“He wasn’t jerking you around?”
“No, not at all. At least, not really. I mean, I guess if you consider that he promised he wouldn’t try to continue it when we got back and then he did, maybe he jerked me around a little bit. And then there was telling my boss but that was so that I could be reassigned to the other judge. So, no, he wasn’t jerking me around. Why?”
Lou took a deep breath. “I saw him today. He asked about you.”
Elizabeth went silent. She felt her heart start to pound and felt as if all her breath were being squeezed out of her chest.
“You saw him?” she asked quietly.
“Yes, I went to the courthouse to meet Charlotte and I saw him. He told me to tell you that he misses you. Lizzy, why are you doing this?” he asked her.
Elizabeth swallowed. It was a question she had been asking herself for several weeks but she had no good answer.
“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “I think I’m scared.”
 





Chapter 19
The announcement of Jane’s engagement to Bingley gave Elizabeth the perfect excuse to return to Meryton. She sorely wanted to talk to Jane, to confide in her and to learn anything she could from her of Darcy. She wavered back and forth and on impulse purchased a ticket Friday afternoon to return in time for dinner Friday night. By the time she had packed, it was too late to call Jane. It didn’t matter; Jane would be pleased to see her and even if she wasn’t there, it would feel good to sleep in her own bed again. The cursed, too-big-without-him, cold, empty bed.
She surprised Jane when she came in the door with her overnight bag.
“Hi, Janey!” she exclaimed, grinning widely. They hugged briefly and Elizabeth bounded up the stairs to her room. Jane followed.
“Elizabeth, you should have called, I have plans,” Jane began apologetically. Elizabeth noticed that Jane was wearing a green satin dress that draped gracefully across her shoulders and chest. Elizabeth smiled.
“I’m sorry, of course Bingley is taking you out. I should have realized.”
“Well, not exactly, he’s coming here. With a few friends. For a dinner party. An engagement party,” Jane said hesitantly.
“An engagement party?” Elizabeth repeated. “You didn’t tell me?”
Jane blushed and her shoulders slumped.
Elizabeth was hurt. “You didn’t want me to come?” she asked.
“No, that’s not it! I couldn’t. Darcy’s going to be here, I didn’t want you to have to see him. This party is mostly for me to meet Charley’s friends; I figured we’d have another one with my friends and you could come to that one.”
Elizabeth did not respond; she was hurt by the exclusion and touched by Jane’s consideration at the same time.
“I’m so sorry, Elizabeth. Of course you can come and I want you there. But Darcy will be there. I leave it completely to you. You are welcome to come down or you can stay upstairs or you can leave. Whatever you do, I won’t be offended.”
“Jane, don’t be silly, I can sit across from Will for three hours. I would feel terrible to miss this because of him. It might even look like I was avoiding him,” she grinned with an impishness that she didn’t feel. She was not ready to see Darcy, did not yet know her feelings, other than regret and longing. And yet, could it be salvaged?
Her conflicted emotions caused a mighty struggle when deciding what to wear. She wanted to wear something stunning, to be beautiful for him, but that would only invite disaster. On the other hand, what was to stop them from being together now that she was in San Diego? But then, did she want to engage in some sort of long-distance affair, even assuming that it would be palatable to him? And after her rejection of him, would he even want her? Lord, how he made her mind spin!
She freshened up and settled on the classic little black dress and pumps; demure but still modern, with nothing to distract from the lovely bride-to-be. She brushed and finger-curled her hair and freshened her lipstick. She took a deep breath and made her way downstairs.
She saw him instantly across the living room, his back to her. He was not in a suit but a sport jacket and slacks. It reminded her of how he looked at Pemberley when he was taking her on the tour; refined elegance. Not to mention that the coat hung superbly on his shoulders. She felt every shred of emotion that she had managed to bury over the last few weeks worm its way to the surface in icy prickles.
She was therefore shocked and dejected to see a tall, slender brunette in a lovely saffron dress snake her hand into the crook of his elbow.
“Elizabeth!” called one of the guests. At the sound of her name, Darcy turned. Jane had discreetly warned him when he arrived that Elizabeth had unexpectedly arrived; he had steeled himself to see her. That did not stop the surge of jealousy he felt when he saw who had called her name... Richard. Richard Fitzwilliam. His own cousin. Bastard.
Elizabeth turned to see Richard walking toward her with a warm smile on his face.
“It’s so good to see you again! It’s been far too long!” he said jovially and took her hand and kissed her cheek. She smiled with genuine pleasure at seeing him again.
“I’m afraid I’m the unlucky thirteenth guest,” she said to him.
“No worries, my date ditched me; you can be ‘Sharon’ tonight,” he grinned, tucking her hand in his elbow. “Unless you have a date?” he asked with mock suspicion. She shook her head and allowed him to lead her to the drinks table.
As friendly and warm as Jane and Bingley were, they were too caught up in their own happiness to make proper introductions. Elizabeth had no idea who half the guests were and never learned. But she was only interested in two; Darcy and the elegant brunette who insisted on draping herself on his arm, the same one from the coffee shop. Where had she seen her before?
Elizabeth did not say hello to Darcy and was seated a safe distance down the table from him. Although they were on opposite sides, she could see him when she glanced down the table. Richard was warm and attentive and casually draped his arm over her chair as they talked. She didn’t feel that Richard had any particular affection for her; he just liked to be physical. He was a little boisterous, though, and took great delight in informing everyone that Elizabeth was a fantastic karaoke performer.
“You should have seen her sing ‘Hot Stuff’!” Richard was laughingly telling a gentleman across from him. Elizabeth was enjoying Richard’s attentions but little and glanced down at Darcy. It was clear he had heard Richard; his cheeks were flushed when he looked at her. When she caught his eye, he looked away and took a drink of wine. He kept his eyes down on his plate for the rest of the night but he ate very little. She watched the elegant brunette touch his arm briefly and he shook his head slightly.
Dinner progressed and the guests made toasts to the newly engaged couple. Darcy’s date stood to make her own toast.
“To Charles and Jane. I don’t know how two people could be more alike in their temperaments, generosity, and kindness. They are the type of people one wants to detest,” she said, to laughter. “But of course, you cannot help but love them. I wish you many years of happiness and I think I speak for everyone here when I say we would all be fortunate to have one tenth of the love you have for each other.” She raised her glass. “Love long.”
“Thank you, Caroline,” Bingley said, raising his glass to her.
Caroline of the elegant saffron dress sat down and ruined the effect of her speech by looking somewhat smug with herself. Unhappily, only Elizabeth noted this.
For the next hour, Elizabeth endured Richard’s attentions while watching Darcy from the corner of her eye. She wanted nothing more than to be alone with Darcy, to throw herself into his arms and to say she was sorry, that she loved him still. Unfortunately, each having dates meant there was very little opportunity to do so.
Feeling overwhelmed by Richard, Darcy’s studious ignorance of her, and the wine, she excused herself and stepped outside for some fresh air. Moments later Darcy was behind her.
“Was your performance for him?” he asked bitterly, recalling Richard’s karaoke story. The thought that she had done that dance for Richard, that maybe she had slept with him, was suffusing him with jealousy.
“Who’s your date?” she countered boldly, turning to face him.
“She’s an old friend. I already have the pleasure of knowing your date,” he bit out. When she did not rise to the bait, he continued “Richard Fitzwilliam is my cousin. I believe I have an uncle in San Diego if you’d like to give him a call too.”
He knew he was being hard on her but he had always had an irrational jealousy of Richard’s easy manners; Richard had always been able to meet women effortlessly, could charm business associates, and was very successful in his own profession. He was the sun to Darcy’s moon and Darcy felt Richard’s advantage keenly when Elizabeth was with him.
“You’re having no problem recovering from my absence,” she snapped.
“You told me not to wait for you!”
“Congratulations on your ability to move on! I see now that your professions of love were indeed sincere.” Her chest was heaving from the exertion of restraining her own anger and jealousy.
“And you have taken up with a poor substitute! At least he’s still in the family,” he replied angrily.
“Don’t be ridiculous, I had no idea,” she fumed. “Honestly, sometimes you are such an idiot!”
He grabbed her arm and was about to make a reply when he heard Caroline call his name from the door.
Elizabeth looked at his hand, squeezing her arm so tightly, and then looked up at him. He dropped his hand and instead clenched his fist.
“She’s very lovely, you’d better get back to her or you will be sleeping alone tonight,” Elizabeth said sweetly. She pushed around him and walked toward the house. She arranged her face into an expression of pleasantness and murmured a soft “hello” to Caroline as she squeezed past her into the house. She heard Caroline ask “who is she?” and Darcy reply “no one.” His response inflamed her fury further. No one? Not even “an ex girlfriend” or “Jane’s sister”? She would teach him that she was no one!
She joined Richard at the table and slipped her hand easily into his. She spent the rest of the evening teasing him and drawing his attention away from everyone else and only to her. She touched his arm frequently, laughed at his jokes, and whispered little comments into his ear. By the end of the night, he was infatuated with her. And Darcy was furious.
The party began to break up as guests began to leave. Richard persisted by Elizabeth’s side, determined to have a moment alone with her. Darcy had the same inclination and resolutely stayed. Jane and Bingley looked worriedly at each other, seeing Darcy’s anger, Caroline’s suspicion, Elizabeth’s spite, and Richard’s amusement.
“Don’t you have an early meeting tomorrow?” Darcy said to Richard, perhaps too sharply.
“Darcy, have you met my charming date? Who could possibly want to leave her just to make an early meeting?” Richard laughed, squeezing Elizabeth’s hand. He was not unaware of the attention Darcy had been paying to Elizabeth and was never one to pass an opportunity to annoy his cousin. Elizabeth tilted her head at Darcy and smiled.
“I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of meeting your date, Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth quipped.
“Caroline, meet Miss Elizabeth Bennet. She is Jane’s sister,” he said formally. “Caroline is Bingley’s sister, Elizabeth. She’ll be helping Jane greatly over the next few months with the wedding preparations.” Darcy felt a stab of satisfaction as Elizabeth’s composure flickered, however slightly. She had not recognized Caroline as Bingley’s sister. He smiled lazily at Elizabeth and snaked his arm around Caroline’s waist. “Elizabeth is an attorney who, until recently, regularly appeared before me. She has transferred to a San Diego office. I’m afraid I haven’t had the pleasure of seeing her much in the last few weeks.”
With that little speech, Darcy effectively told Elizabeth that he would be seeing a lot of Caroline and not much of her, told Richard that Elizabeth was not readily accessible, and eased Caroline’s claws out of him by letting her know that Elizabeth was safely hundreds of miles away.
Caroline extended her hand to Elizabeth.
“It’s always a pleasure to meet any of Darcy’s coworkers,” she said warmly, insinuating that she was Darcy’s regular companion and Elizabeth was of no importance to him. It was not lost on Elizabeth.
Richard watched the interaction between the three. He was not a stupid man and saw what was going on; Darcy wanted Elizabeth but was stuck with Caroline, Caroline wanted to strangle Elizabeth, and Elizabeth was using him to bait Darcy. But Richard was not one to take easy offense and often saw the humor in others’ folly. Instead of being insulted by Elizabeth’s actions, he was highly amused. He had, after all, failed to call her all those months ago, so who was he to be offended? In fact, the opportunity to tease Darcy, against whom he had always harbored some jealousy as being from the aristocratic side of the family, was too much to pass up.
He put his arm possessively around Elizabeth’s waist and drew her close.
“San Diego is not so far away, just a couple of hours by plane. I’ll be down to visit you very soon,” he said warmly. Then he drew her close and kissed her warmly on the lips.
Elizabeth was stunned. She had kissed Richard before and liked it but that was before Darcy. She kissed him back rather chastely and then said breathlessly, “I can’t wait.”
Richard grinned widely. Darcy fumed and stood rooted to his spot.
“Won’t you see me to the door, love?” Richard said to Elizabeth. Darcy watched them walk to the door but dared not follow or eavesdrop.
“Richard...” Elizabeth began. Richard looked up at her from buttoning his jacket.
“Caroline is not to be underestimated. You will need to fight her tooth and nail for him,” he said looking at her. Elizabeth looked at him in surprise. He grinned. “I knew it was too good to be true, you weren’t that crazy about me before. But somehow I’ll manage my despair, especially if it means making my cousin squirm.” Elizabeth laughed out loud and put her arms around his neck.
“You are very forgiving,” she smiled at him. He slipped his arms around her waist.
“No, I’m just my cousin’s tormentor. He disapproves of me and it irks me. I remind him of how unsuitable I am at every opportunity.” With that, he swept Elizabeth into a dip over his knee and kissed her. She whooped with laughter and returned his kiss.
Darcy watched this little passion play with increasing dismay. He couldn’t hear what they were saying but he saw Elizabeth smile with joy and slip her arms around Richard’s neck, saw Richard dip her and kiss her. He knew Richard was making a bit of a show for his benefit but he didn’t trust Elizabeth’s feelings.
Richard slipped out the door with a mischievous glance at Elizabeth. She bit her lip as she closed the door. Had she gone too far? She didn’t want to see Darcy’s face. She turned and studiously kept her eyes on the floor.
“I think I’ll turn in,” she announced. Jane sighed in relief. The night had gone beautifully until the last ten minutes and she wanted everyone out so that nothing would ruin her blissful evening.
“Yes, we should be going Will. Good night, Miss Bennet. Good night Jane, Charley,” Caroline said, smiling. She hugged Jane and Bingley warmly and then took Darcy’s hand.
“Let’s go home, sweetie,” she said warmly. He pressed his lips together but said nothing. He walked toward the door and deliberately left his overcoat in the closet. He bustled Caroline out and quickly drove her home.
“Won’t you come in?” Caroline said as she put her arms around his waist when he walked her to her door. She gave him a warm kiss that he did not return.
“No, thank you, I must be going,” he replied and gently pulled her arms from around his waist. He kissed her on the cheek and opened her door for her. She watched him from the window as he jogged back to his car and drove off in the direction from which they had come - the direction opposite of his home. She dropped on the couch feeling depressed. She had been making progress, hadn’t she? She had spent an awful lot of time with him lately... and what had it got her? Hot and bothered with no release. She threw her purse on the floor in frustration.
Darcy was already parked outside her house when he called Elizabeth’s cell phone.
“Hello?”
“It’s me. I left my coat here. Will you come down and let me in? I don’t want to disturb Jane and Bingley.” He smiled at his clever ruse.
She sighed.
“You’re not fooling anyone but I’ll come down,” she said. He frowned. Sometimes he really did overestimate his cleverness.
He was waiting at the door when she opened it and thrust his coat toward him. She was barefoot in a pair of low-slung loose cotton pants and a tank-top with no bra. Her hair was pulled up into knot at the top of her head.
“Can’t I come in?” he asked, not taking the coat.
“Won’t Caroline be lonely?” she asked coldly. He rolled his eyes and stepped forward, pushing the door open. They were talking in whispers and the lights were out; apparently everyone was already in bed when he called her.
She stepped aside to allow him in and closed the door behind her. Now that they were alone, her heart was thumping and she felt vulnerable. She clutched his coat to her chest.
Darcy turned to look at her. She was as he loved her most; natural, tousled. Even in his anger with her, his pulse quickened and he wanted to kiss her.
“Why didn’t you tell me you would be coming in town?” he asked.
“It was spontaneous,” she answered.
“How long will you be here?”
“I leave tomorrow evening.”
He closed the distance between them again.
“There’s nothing to stop us from being together now,” he said. He took the coat from her hands and tossed it aside. “No conflict, no scandal, nothing.” He put his arms around her waist. “Nothing.” He brushed his lips across hers. She did not return his kiss.
“Nothing except your new girlfriend,” she replied. She was hurt that he had rebounded so quickly. He pulled his head back.
“Caroline means nothing to me,” he said.
“How comforting that you can take your pleasure from her with no attachment,” she replied. She pulled away from his arms. He was bewildered; was she actually jealous of Caroline? He hadn’t slept with Caroline for a year! He had no attachment to her at all!
“You know very well that I am not like that,” he said angrily. “There is nothing between us. Which is more than I can say for you and Richard! Are you sleeping with him?”
She looked at him in outrage.
“You have a lot of nerve!” she exclaimed.
“You fell into my bed quickly enough but maybe I wasn’t quite to your liking. Decided to go for the younger, happier Fitzwilliam branch of the family? They’re not as rich but for American standards, they’ll do,” he spat out bitterly. Bullocks! That’ll win her back! he thought with an inward groan.
“I think you’d better leave,” she said hotly, picking up his coat and throwing it at him. He caught it and stood still, checking his anger.
“I want to marry you,” he blurted. What on god’s earth was he doing? Words that never crossed the reasoning part of his brain were coming out of his mouth!
“Really! I’m astonished. As much as I’d like a husband who thinks I’m a mercenary whore, I’m going to have to decline. Get out.” She flung open the door for him. He held his coat. She hitched her thumb toward the driveway. Thinking that he had done enough damage for one night, he left.
His hands were shaking as he drove home. He was filled with rage, remorse, and heartache. Why was it that with any other person on earth he could be perfectly in command of his emotions, perfectly polite and acceptable? Why was it only with the woman he loved that he became an overbearing oaf? His whole intent in returning had been to ask her to see him, to let him fly down every weekend to be with her. Not to propose and certainly not to insult her.
He unlocked the door of his condo and tossed his keys on the counter. He sat at the table in the dark, looking out over the city and replayed every moment he had ever had with her in his head. He let out a shaky sigh and put his head in his hands. After long moments of struggling with self-control, he expelled a sob and let tears come. He did not hear Georgie enter the room but felt her arms around his shoulders. He turned his face into her chest and let her comfort him. After a few moments, he wiped a hand over his face.
“Will, no woman is worth this torment,” she said softly.
“I keep making it worse,” he laughed humorlessly, shaking his head. “Every time I see her, I go in with good intentions and then something happens and I push her further away.”
Haltingly, and with prodding from Georgie, he related their entire history to her, from first meeting to last. He left out the juicy bits but she got the idea. She sighed sympathetically and held his hand.
“I’m an idiot. I have brought this on myself,” he concluded. She nodded.
“Will, you’ve never had to pursue a woman, ever. You’re insecure and it’s making you do crazy things. I know exactly what you’re going through. I only have two bits of advice; first off, don’t let it destroy you, don’t let it change who you are. Second, try to fix it. Don’t call her, don’t see her, you don’t have enough self-control when you’re around her. Write her a letter, pour it all out, and see what happens. Women are terribly romantic about letters, you know.”





Chapter 20
It took him a week to write the letter and another week to get the courage to mail it. He followed Georgie’s advice and did not email her; real letters took thought and time.
Dear Elizabeth,
I am so sorry for what I said to you at Jane’s dinner. I said it out of hurt and jealousy, two emotions that are relatively new to me. I don’t know how to handle myself around you anymore. I find myself constantly thinking back to England and wondering how we got from there to here. I’m in a living hell.
I can’t stop thinking about you. Every single fucking minute of every single fucking day. On those rare occasions when I can sleep, I dream about you and expect to wake up next to you. I am bitterly disappointed every morning.
Every day when I get ready for work, I walk to the door and wonder what I’ve forgotten, because something is missing. It’s you. Your laugh, your eyes, your breath on my neck, waking up with your hair in my face. The sun isn’t as warm as it used to be and I feel empty all the time.
You’re everything I need, everything I have ever wanted. I’ve never been as happy as when we are together. When I’m with you, it’s as if all the responsibilities of my life have slipped away and the only one that matters is making you smile.
This situation is impossible. I can’t hide my feelings for you. I don’t want to hide them. We have a chance now to make it work and we’re blowing it. I want to see you.
But I don’t know how you feel about me. You didn’t want to tell me that you love me, I had to pull it out of you. That’s not comforting. I can’t keep running against your brick wall. I can’t keep being rejected, it’s too painful.
I think I’ve made my wishes clear; I want nothing more than to be yours. I need to know what you want from me. I need to know if you love me, if you feel the same about me as I do about you. I need to know if there is any chance for us. I’ll wait if I know there is some hope, some light at the end of this hellish tunnel. I’ll wait as long as you want. But I need to know that you want me to wait for you. Please, please tell me what to do.
Will
Elizabeth read the letter three times in her hotel room, crying a little harder with each reading. She had tried to bury her feelings for him but without success. She didn’t want to believe that he loved her because his sense of timing was so horrible but, in fact, he had declared his love for her in his own most vulnerable moments.
She knew she loved him. She knew she was throwing it all away if she didn’t answer. But she didn’t know how to answer. She wanted to take it slow, to try a more conventional relationship with him, to make sure it wasn’t all infatuation. She was afraid that she would learn that she, or worse, he, would discover that underneath the surface there was nothing, no regard, no love, no affection. Yes, she wanted passionate love but she also wanted tender love like Jane and Bingley had. Passionate love burns bright and fast then dies.
She didn’t answer him at first. She rushed through the week with staff interviews during the day, in between overseeing painting and wiring of the office. When she got back to her hotel, she would eat room service and shower. She would watch the news. Then, when she crawled into bed, she would read the letter again. He loved her. She knew that. She loved him. He didn’t know that. How could he not? Was he completely blind? After a week, she decided that she needed to respond. Then, every night, she took out a piece of paper and began a letter and every morning she re-read it and crumpled it up and threw it away. Nothing she said by way of explanation or apology seemed sufficient. At last, she gave up. She booked herself a spa treatment over the weekend and tried to relax.
Caroline Bingley, on the other hand, had no doubts whatsoever about what she wanted. While Elizabeth was contemplating Darcy’s letter and her response, Caroline was seeking him out. She had called him the day after the engagement dinner but he avoided her. She invited him to dinner and he declined.
After a week of avoiding her, he felt it best to simply give in and let her see him; perhaps she would back off. They had lunch several times a week. He helped her look for houses for Bingley and Jane. Yet he remained distant, disaffected.
She could hammer and hammer and he would not crack. But Caroline Bingley was a persistent woman and after another week, it wore on his nerves. He retreated into work. He met with Georgiana and they played music together. He went to movies alone. He stopped answering his phone again. He was seriously depressed that Elizabeth had not answered his letter.
The same weekend that Elizabeth enjoyed a seaweed wrap, Caroline barged into Darcy’s home and refused to take no for an answer.
“Fitzwilliam Darcy, you are hiding from me!” she said when he opened the door for her. She brought with her sushi and put it on his table without waiting for an invitation. He looked at her with a mixture of amusement and annoyance.
“I’ve apparently chosen a bad place to hide,” he said. She smiled brightly at him and waved her hand at the food spread before her.
“You’ve lost weight, you’re avoiding your friends, and you’re depressed. I don’t like it. It’s without fashion,” she said haughtily. “We are going to watch a movie and I am going to spend some time with you,” she said resolutely.
“Caroline, I appreciate your concern but, really, I am fine.” She ignored him and he sighed with exasperation. He sat on the couch and ignored her. She handed him a plate of sushi; he picked at it and then set it aside. He sighed again. “I’m really not hungry,” he said quietly.
“Then we’ll watch a movie,” she said resolutely, flicking through his DVD collection. She pulled out a comedy and popped it in, then shut down the lights. She sat next to him on the couch. “Will Georgie be over tonight?” she asked.
“No.”
“Good, I have you all to myself,” she said. He laughed shortly. She was nothing if not forward. She put her arm through his and curled up beside him on the couch. It was strangely comforting to him; he wished it were Georgie instead but the warmth of basic human contact made him feel just a little better.
They watched for a while and Caroline poured him a glass of wine. Over the course of the night, they finished the entire bottle. He felt just a little light-headed; he really had not been eating much at all lately. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the couch. He opened his eyes when Caroline kissed him softly on the lips.
“Caro-,” he began.
“Shhh,” she said and kissed him again. He closed his eyes and let her kiss him. Then he gently pushed her away.
“No,” he said quietly. She straddled him on the couch.
“Yes,” she replied, putting her arms around his neck.
He looked into her eyes and smiled gently and shook his head. “No.”
She put her hand on his groin which stirred beneath her. “Do you deny this?” she asked against his lips.
“No. But I don’t want it.”
“You never had a problem with it before,” she murmured and kissed him again. He was alarmed to find himself becoming more aroused. She chuckled against his lips. She deepened her kiss and began to twine her fingers through his hair. He felt his resolve begin to weaken and allowed himself to kiss her back. Perhaps he could have just one night, just one, of comfort and not torment. He let one finger, and then his hand, wander onto her thigh. She slipped one hand under his collar and undid one of his shirt buttons.

Darcy closed his eyes and tried to imagine he was holding Elizabeth. For a moment, it worked. He kissed her as he would kiss Elizabeth: deep, probing kisses that tried to draw her soul from her being, catching her lip between his teeth, pushing his tongue into her mouth. He held her face in his hands but it was too narrow. He put a hand on the back of her head but the hair was too sleek. He touched her breast but it felt too large to his palm. He breathed in deeply but he did not smell pears and sunshine, he smelled cloves and incense. Her mouth didn’t taste right and she was not supple and soft against his chest. She was too long, too slender, and too... too not Elizabeth.

Darcy opened his eyes, pulling back. Caroline’s face was flushed and she was looking at him in barely checked wonder. He had never kissed her like that before, never. She was trembling, she wanted to draw him in again. She dipped her head toward him but he turned his face aside.
“No,” he said harshly. He took her by the arms and gently slid her off his lap and onto the couch. He was shaking and felt disgusted with himself. He put his head in his hands and closed his eyes tightly.
“You wanted me, I felt it,” she said shakily. “Why are you refusing me?”
He made no answer. She looked at him closely for a moment. She took in his facial expression and his posture; he was ashamed, embarrassed. She recalled his kiss, the passion that she’d never felt from him before, the turbulent waters bubbling to the surface. With a shock, she realized that he had been imagining - or trying to - that she was someone else!
“Who is she?” she asked, swallowing hard.
“She’s no one,” he replied. He doesn’t deny it, she thought.
“What stopped you?” she asked bluntly.
“It’s all wrong, everything is wrong,” he said quietly without thinking. “I could find her in a dark room full of a hundred women. I know every inch of her, every sound of her, and every smell of her.”
Caroline thought for a moment. She was hurt from the rejection but was able to recognize that it was just a blow to her ego; she wasn’t in love with Darcy. She was heavily in like with him but he’d never led her to believe they would be anything more than friends and she’d certainly never limited herself to him. The shock was that she had never known him to fall hard for anyone; that it wasn’t her, after all of her efforts, hurt her pride. But nothing more.
She wracked her brain to figure out who it could be. After a moment, she settled on Elizabeth Bennet. He had worked with her, she was Jane’s sister, meaning he probably saw a bit of her through Charley, and they’d had that weird interaction at Jane’s dinner.
“Do you love her?” Caroline asked. She was shocked when he looked at her through watery eyes and laughed.
“For fuck’s sake, Caroline, are you blind? Look at me! I’m a wreck!” He put his head back in his hands and closed his eyes again. Caroline paused before her next question.
“Does she love you?”
“I don’t know,” he whispered. He cleared his throat and continued on in a normal tone. “Fuck knows she wants nothing to do with me! She won’t talk to me, she won’t answer my calls...” he trailed off, feeling his self-control slipping away. Caroline watched his jaw clench and unclench as he tried to keep his emotions in check. He took a deep shaky breath and stood up. He paced for a moment, composing himself.
Caroline remained on the couch, looking at him in sympathetic contemplation. She had no idea why Elizabeth Bennet would reject him; he was desirable in every way and aside from a tendency to brood, really had no bad qualities that she could think of. She knew he’d never before had trouble attracting - and keeping - any woman that he was interested in.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize,” she said. “I’m very sorry for you. It must be difficult. I mean, you’ve never been rejected before.”
“Yes, thank you for reminding me in painful detail that this is my first rejection,” he said. She laughed at him.
“The problem with rejection is that it makes one desperate,” she said. He looked up to the ceiling.
“Rejected and desperate. Caroline, if you’re going to rub salt in my wound, could you hurry up? It’s getting late.” She laughed again. He was her friend, after all; she would help him if she could.
“Maybe you need to take a different approach,” she said thoughtfully. He looked over his shoulder at her.
“What are you suggesting?” he asked suspiciously.
She shrugged and smiled at him. “All’s fair in love and war, Darcy.”

***

Jane had to admit that she welcomed Caroline’s assistance in planning the wedding. Without Elizabeth at hand, Jane felt overwhelmed. She had been surprised to learn that she liked Caroline, different as she was from anyone else she knew. Her growing affection for Caroline was however tinged by guilt, for wherever Caroline went, Darcy now followed. Jane was not sure whether it was by Darcy’s choice or Caroline’s force but there it was; he attended every lunch, barbecue, house-hunting trip, and dinner with her. At first, Jane thought it just a matter of friendship; she was, after all, the sister of his best friend. But it soon became apparent that Caroline at least expected more. She flirted with him, held his hand, kissed his cheek, and shared intimate conversations with him.
Jane watched them closely. She saw that Darcy did not have the same easy manner with Caroline that he had had with Elizabeth and that gave her some comfort. He did not kiss her, he did not hold her hand, and he did not hug her. He did not have the same expression of being smitten on his face that he had when he looked at Elizabeth. But she did not know if he went home with her. He seemed solemn, sometimes grim, and he was beginning to look terrible. He had lost weight; he had circles under his eyes at times. His hair had grown out a bit, as if he could not be bothered to have it cut.
She was glad when Elizabeth called her, asking her to come to San Diego for a weekend. She needed a break from wedding planning and it sounded like Elizabeth needed a break from her hectic schedule. Maybe she could talk some sense into Elizabeth. When she arrived Saturday morning, she hugged Elizabeth tightly.
“Lizzy, I’ve missed you,” she said. Elizabeth squeezed her tightly and they spent the afternoon sipping margaritas by the pool and laughing while Jane caught Elizabeth up on all the local gossip. Jane showed Elizabeth photographs taken over the last several weeks of wedding preparations. There were photos of her parents, Mr. Bennet looking quite resigned and tired and Mrs. Bennet with her mouth open, as usual, Lydia, each one with a different man on her arm, and Jane and Bingley at various potential wedding venues.
Elizabeth laughed when she came across one of Bingley lying on the bed, sheets rumpled and a very satisfied grin on his face.
“Jane! Are you making porn?” Elizabeth laughed. Jane snatched the photos away from her, laughing and blushing.
“That was after he proposed,” she said and tucked the offending photo into her purse. “I forgot to edit the stack of photos.”
“Jane, please tell me you don’t have pictures of Bingley’s willy in there!” Elizabeth laughed.
“We call him ‘Bada Bing,’” Jane corrected. Elizabeth burst out laughing while Jane quickly rifled through the remaining photos and pulled out several of Darcy without showing them to Elizabeth. They ordered another round of margaritas from the cute pool boy.
Later, Elizabeth finally ventured to ask about Darcy.
“Have you seen Will?”
Jane looked down at her drink. “I have seen a lot of him lately, yes.” She did not meet Elizabeth’s eyes.
“How is he?”
“He’s OK, I guess.” Jane took a sip of her margarita and paused for a moment. Then she said, “Lizzy, I’m sorry, he’s seeing Charley’s sister.” Jane saw Elizabeth’s crestfallen expression. “I don’t think he has much feeling for her but she is very persistent.”
“Oh. Well, we’re not involved anymore, you know. I was just curious.”
“Lizzy, why don’t you just call him? I’m sure he would be happy to hear from you.”
“And say what? ‘Please dump your new girlfriend so that I can control you from San Diego’?”
“Of course not but how about ‘I miss you’ or ‘I love you’ or ‘Come see me’? Lizzy, honestly, he looks terrible! I’ve never seen him look so poorly; he’s lost at least fifteen pounds!”
“Is he sick?!” Elizabeth exclaimed. She would fly up to see him immediately if he were.
Jane laughed.
“Lizzy, he’s lovesick. He misses you terribly.” Elizabeth remained silent. “Look, I’m not going to tell you what to do but right now you both look ridiculous. You’re both clearly in love, you haven’t got the conflict problem right now, you’re wasting time!”
“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Elizabeth said and dropped her eyes. They fell into silence and stared into the distance and eventually talked of other things.
When Elizabeth dropped Jane off at the airport Sunday morning, Jane hugged her briefly. “Call him,” she whispered.

***

The following Friday, Jane met with Caroline, Darcy, and Bingley at Bingley’s house for lunch before going house-hunting. Caroline and Bingley were in the living room, going over house brochures, when Darcy wandered into the kitchen for a drink.
“Will, would you hand me that bowl of fruit, please,” Jane smiled at him. He gave her the bowl silently and both sat down at the kitchen table.
“How have you been, Will? You seem quiet,” Jane said as she sliced an apple.
“I’m well, thank you,” he said idly. He turned his water glass absently, watching it make rings on the table.
“Have you heard from Lizzy at all?” she asked nonchalantly. His hands stilled on the glass. He looked up at her but she was intent on her apple.
He shook his head. “No,” he said quietly. He looked down at the table.
“Maybe you should give her a call,” she suggested in her calm, soothing voice.
“I... I can’t. The ball is in her court,” he said, studying the placemat intently.
“It’s very kind of Caroline to help us, don’t you think?” she said, changing the topic. She finished slicing the apple and picked up another piece of fruit.
“Yes, it’s good of her, she’s very busy.” He paused. “Have you heard from Elizabeth?” he asked softly, raising his eyes to look at her.
“Yes, I saw her this last weekend.” She glanced up at him. “I’ve told her all about how kind Caroline has been lately,” she added. He swallowed. He looked at the pear she was slicing and felt sick.
 





Chapter 21
After running errands on Saturday afternoon, Elizabeth was greeted by the desk clerk who advised her that someone was waiting for her in the lobby. Curious, she looked around. The clerk pointed to a willowy blond woman. It took a moment for Elizabeth to recognize her as Georgiana Darcy. Georgiana stood and walked toward her.
“Miss Bennet, it’s good to see you again. I’m Georgiana Darcy, Will’s sister. You remember we met skiing in Tahoe?” Elizabeth nodded, perplexed. What was she doing here?
“I was hoping to have a word with you. Could I buy you some coffee?” Georgiana steered her effortlessly to the coffee shop and ordered two lattes.
Once they were seated with their coffees, Elizabeth asked, “What can I do for you, Miss Darcy?”
“I am here to plead my brother’s case,” she smiled slightly. “He doesn’t know that I’m meeting you and I’d appreciate you not telling him. He can be very... headstrong.”
“Plead your brother’s case? I don’t understand.”
“You haven’t answered his letter,” Georgiana said succinctly.
“You know about his letter?” Elizabeth said, shocked. She was sure Darcy would never have shared that with anyone.
“I know about it but I have no idea of the contents. I only know that every day he hopes for an answer and there is none. Do you intend to answer him?”
“I appreciate your concern for your brother but I really think this is between him and me. It’s very personal for both of us,” Elizabeth said softly.
Georgiana paused and sipped her coffee, looking out the window onto the street. She turned back to Elizabeth.
“Miss Bennet, may I call you Elizabeth? Elizabeth, let me tell you about my brother. He has taken care of me since our mother died when I was five and he was sixteen. It cannot have been fun for him to have a clingy five-year old running after him and his friends at that age but he put up with it. He always stood up for me whenever any of his friends complained and if I couldn’t come along, he would stay behind. When my father died when I was eleven, he took over all the responsibilities of Pemberley. You’ve been there, you can see what it takes to run that place. He was twenty-two. He managed to run the estate and excel at his law firm for two years. When he was promoted and transferred to the California office, he could have left me behind at boarding school. But back then I was a very shy girl and I had been at boarding school all my life. He thought it would be good for me to get away from that sheltered lifestyle and brought me to California with him. He didn’t have to but he did.”
“At first, I lived with a guardian because Will was very busy and working long hours. I also spent a lot of time with our cousins the Fitzwilliam’s. We knew them well, had spent many summers with them both in England and California. They looked after me well when I was with them but my guardian left me to my own devices for the most part.”
“When I was fifteen, I became involved with an older man. Will had no idea. I got mixed up in drugs and wound up pregnant. I was using Will’s apartment because he was never there. Will discovered us one evening and beat the living hell out of this man. He was actually sent to the hospital; I thought Will was going to kill him.” Georgiana paused here, lost in her memory of that night. Elizabeth watched as shame and sadness crossed Georgiana’s face. Georgiana continued softly, “Will and I moved into his current place then and he sent me to rehab and got me an abortion. He never blamed me, not once. He was nothing but supportive. I know he blamed himself for not looking after me. The Fitzwilliam’s blamed themselves for not being so attentive to me. Nobody ever blamed me.”
“Everybody wanted to press charges but I begged them not to. I said I didn’t want to ruin anyone’s reputation or get Will in trouble at his firm. I refused to testify and no charges were ever brought. I was angry with Will for taking him away from me. I didn’t realize then what kind of person that man was, I was so young. In my mind, I had been an equal participant and I didn’t think he should be punished. I gave Will a terrible time for about a year because I resented him so much. It wasn’t until several years later that I grasped the reality of what happened and what could have happened and how my brother had saved my life. By the time I had come around to my senses, it didn’t seem worth it to pursue charges; I just wanted to get on with our lives.”
“Anyway, I know I’m getting off topic but I’m telling you this for a reason. My brother is an extremely compassionate, loyal person. He has never been anything but kind to me and to everyone I know. I have put him through worse trials than you and he has never wavered in his love for me. It is by his action that I am not a drug addict or worse. He loves me unconditionally and I love him more than I did my own father.
“Despite our wealth, his life has not exactly been easy. He has never had an opportunity to just be a young man, fall in love, and get married. He’s always been burdened with more responsibility than was his fair share.”
“Elizabeth, he deserves to be happy. From what I understand, he was the happiest he’s ever been when he was with you in England. You make him happy. If you love him, you need to let him know. If you don’t love him, then you need to cut him loose so that he won’t keep hoping that you will come back to him. You need to give him an answer, one way or the other. Keeping him in suspense isn’t fair.”
Elizabeth digested this for a moment, sipping her coffee quietly. Then she said, “It’s not that I don’t feel anything for him; I do. I feel too much for him. I needed a break from the intensity, to sort out whether what we felt for each other was fantasy or reality. There was also the whole professional conflict issue that we never sorted out.”
“You’ve had two months to make up your mind. You need to make a choice. You need not concern yourself about his feelings; he knows his own mind. His feelings are strongly and deeply felt.” Georgiana paused again, unsure whether she should reveal what she said next. “I have seen him cry exactly two times in my life; at my mother’s funeral and the last time he saw you. You are breaking his heart. Please, for his sake, make up your mind.”
Elizabeth looked up at Georgiana and saw her concern. She was right, Elizabeth was being unfair. Was she still really unsure? Wasn’t she just hiding now?
“I do love him. I just don’t know what to do from here,” Elizabeth said quietly. Georgiana nodded but said nothing. They stared at each other for a few moments, then Elizabeth said, “I will call him.”
“Thank you.” Georgiana nodded with satisfaction. They finished their coffee in silence, and then Georgiana left.

***

Darcy was sitting in the dark in his living room listening to Led Zeppelin. He had always enjoyed listening to music in the dark, when he could completely immerse himself without outside distractions. He was drinking a beer and singing along to ‘I’m Gonna Crawl,’ a song fitting his melancholy mood.
He scratched Georgiana’s puppy around the ears as it sat on his lap sleeping. Once in a while it would ‘yip’ in its sleep, making Darcy smile. He liked the little devil, even though it chewed one of his shoes to shreds and pissed all over the carpet. The song, the beer, and the puppy brought him a kind of depressed contentment. He had almost talked himself into giving Elizabeth up, only to then talk himself into calling her. He wavered back and forth most evenings but never made a decision.
He was startled when the phone rang loudly. He spilled his beer and the dog woke with an angry bark. Darcy’s heart pounded from the shock and he swore. He thought he’d turned the ringer off, not on full blast! He picked up the handset and looked at the caller ID. Unidentified. He recognized a San Diego area code, however. It could be either Georgiana, who was visiting a friend, or Elizabeth. One he could ignore, one he absolutely could not. Which would it be? It rang for a third time; on the next one, the answering machine would pick up.
“Hello?” he said, muting the music with a remote.
“Will? It’s Elizabeth.” Her voice was hesitant, unsure. Cold prickles covered his scalp and arms; finally.
“Hello, Elizabeth,” he said, trying to sound calm. “How are you?”
“I’m... I’m OK,” she answered shakily. “How are you?”
“I’m OK.” There was a long pause. He was afraid to say anything; his track record was so bad. He resolved to let her speak, to follow her lead.
“I got your letter,” she said softly. He closed his eyes. He had begun to think maybe it had not been delivered. “Thank you,” she continued. He said nothing. He heard her swallow. “I’m sorry for everything,” she said.
“So am I,” he replied softly. “Why are you calling?” He heard her take a deep breath.
“Well, to say that I’m sorry. And to answer your letter.” His heartbeat thudded against his chest. He waited for her to go on.
“I don’t really know how to answer it. I don’t know what to tell you to do. I miss you and I want to see you but I can’t just pick up where we left off. It scares me.”
“It scares me too,” he said.
“Should we start over?” she asked.
“No,” he answered. “I can’t pretend we’re starting from scratch when so much has passed.” Were they at an impasse, with her wanting to start over and him wanting to pick up where they left off?
“Maybe we could try actually dating?” she suggested, half-joking. It fell flat. He didn’t answer immediately. What is she getting at? he wondered. Before he could formulate an answer, she asked, “Are you angry?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know anymore. I’m not furious anymore, if that’s what you mean. I think I understand why you left but it doesn’t make me any less hurt or angry that you did,” he answered.
Their silence stretched for another minute, then she said, “Are you seeing anyone else?”
He didn’t answer. He was shocked that she asked such a direct question. Was he ‘seeing’ Caroline? If he was, should he tell Elizabeth that he was? Then he remembered what Jane had said: I’ve told her all about how kind Caroline has been lately.
“I’m seeing Caroline casually,” he said cautiously. A pang went through Elizabeth’s heart but she was glad that he admitted it to her. Nature abhors a vacuum and she supposed she had left him feeling empty; she had certainly left herself feeling that way.
“Elizabeth, it seems like every time I do something I make it worse. That’s why I asked you in my letter what you wanted me to do. It sounds like you don’t quite know yet. I’ll do whatever you want but you’re going to have to take the lead. You’re going to have to let me know what you want, when you want it, and how much you want it,” he said quietly. “The ball is firmly in your court,” he finished. He wasn’t going to keep throwing himself at her only to have her run away again; he couldn’t take that again.
“Alright,” she said a little unsteadily. Clearly he wanted her to prove herself, to win him back. She took a deep breath. “Could we have lunch this Saturday?” she asked. Lunch sounded safe.
“I’d like that,” he said. It was a little less intimate than he’d like but he was letting her call the shots; he’d do whatever she was comfortable with. They agreed to meet at the park at 11:30 on Saturday. He had a hard time believing how business-like their telephonic reunion was going. All he wanted to do was scream that he loved her and that she should fly back now and move in with him and live happily ever after. That wouldn’t scare her off at all, would it? he thought. But he didn’t want it to be completely devoid of emotion.
“Elizabeth...” he said before she could hang up.
“Yes?”
“Thank you for calling,” he said with quiet sincerity.
“I’m sorry it took so long,” she answered. They hung up.

***

“Of course I’ll help out,” Darcy said absently to Caroline. She needed his assistance for a charity function and he was too buoyed by his conversation with Elizabeth to deny Caroline the favor.
“Thanks,” she said and was about to ring off when he said,
“I’m seeing her on Saturday.”
Caroline stopped short. “We’re having dinner on Saturday,” she reminded him.
“Yes, I know, I’m having lunch with her.”
Caroline smiled to herself. He was trying to sound nonchalant but she could hear the undercurrent of excitement in his voice.
“You’re not going to throw yourself at her, are you?”
“I beg your pardon? I’m certainly not throwing myself at her!” he said indignantly and privately reminded himself of his promise not to throw himself at her. “In fact, I told her that I was seeing you,” he continued.
Caroline raised her eyebrows. “Really? Why did you tell her that?”
“Because Jane’s already told her that we’re seeing each other and because she asked me.”
“Hmmm. Maybe you should use this to your advantage. Let her think she’s got some competition. I’ll help you out. I love this shit, you know,” she grinned.
“I can’t lie to her,” he said.
“Of course you can’t. But I can.”

***

Darcy arrived at the park a full hour early in order to walk the puppy and work out his own nervousness. He had walked the puppy in this park on several occasions and he was amazed at how it attracted women. He should have gotten a puppy years ago. He would be approached by attractive women who asked what kind of puppy he was then they would begin talking and usually he’d end up having a very pleasant conversation. He’d already been offered several phone numbers, which he had been too polite to decline but he had not called them.
It worked again. He was approached by a very attractive blonde woman who was walking her own dog. She asked him what kind of dog he had, what its name was, and how old it was. He answered and politely asked her the same questions. Then she introduced herself to him and he introduced himself to her. They sat together on the bench and she asked how often he came to this park; she was there nearly every day. She told him that she was in publishing and he told her he was in the law. She told him about a dog meet that was organized every other Saturday, would he be interested in attending? He said he would be quite interested. She took out a business card and put her email address on it. She told him to feel free to call her at work or to email her.
He saw Elizabeth enter the park. Although she was too far away to make out her features, it was undoubtedly her. He recognized her walk, the way she swung her arms. He had to remind himself that he could not jump up and run to her.
His heart was thudding so hard that he wondered that his new friend did not ask him about it. He was seated so that he could see Elizabeth approaching over his new friend’s shoulder and he hazarded several glances at her while talking. She looked tan and healthy; she was in jeans and a simple black tank top. She had twisted two strands of hair on each side and pulled them back like a crown on her head; he had never seen her wear her hair that way and he liked it immensely. He tried not to ignore his new friend and asked her to repeat her latest question. When Elizabeth was about 50 feet away, he turned his full attention to his new friend so as not to appear too eager. He let Elizabeth approach them and interrupt their conversation before he acknowledged her.
“Hi,” she said smiling brightly as she approached. She looked expectantly between him and his new friend. She had seen him almost as soon as she entered the park; his long form was unmistakable, even folded onto the bench as it was. She was disappointed that he didn’t rise to meet her but he appeared to be in deep conversation with a woman. She knew he was too well bred to interrupt his conversation to come running to her like an overanxious schoolboy... but it would have been nice. She hoped that he assumed the flush in her cheeks was a product of her walk across the park.
“Elizabeth, hi!” he said, smiling. “You’re early!” He turned to his new friend. “I was just making Janelle’s acquaintance. Janelle organizes a dog group every other Saturday and has invited me to attend.” Elizabeth nodded politely to Janelle, having conveniently hooked her thumbs into her pockets to avoid having to shake hands.
“I didn’t know you had a dog,” Elizabeth said, frowning. How could she not know he had a dog?
“Janelle, this is my good friend Elizabeth. We are having lunch together today. Would you care to join us?” he invited. Janelle smiled and shook her head. No thanks, she was going to be on her way.
“It was nice meeting you, I’ll be sure to email you if I can make it next Saturday,” Darcy said to Janelle. Elizabeth sat on the bench that Janelle vacated.
“Would you care to join us?” Elizabeth mimicked. Darcy laughed. “When did you get a dog?”
“It’s Georgie’s. I find that he’s a very effective tool in meeting women.” He pulled out his wallet and pointedly put Janelle’s card into a pocket containing a stack of others.
Is he trying to make me jealous? she thought.
“Let’s take a stroll,” she said. He stood obligingly and tugged the puppy’s lead. “You’ve lost weight,” she commented. He looked well-rested but his clothes hung a little too loosely on his frame and she knew that his face was thinner than when she had last seen him. He shrugged and looked ahead.
“You look well,” he commented. She thanked him and kicked a pebble with her foot. “San Diego must be agreeable to you.” She shrugged and looked at the path.
“I’ve been very busy.”
“You’ve assumed an enormous amount of responsibility,” he commented. She nodded.
“It certainly keeps my mind busy,” she replied. She glanced briefly at him and he met her gaze quickly. They both looked away.
“Hot dog?” she asked, pointing at the hot dog stand. He nodded and they walked toward the stand. He ordered three hot dogs and gave one to her. The walked over to a bench and sat to eat. Darcy ate his hot dog, then took the third and broke it into pieces for the puppy. Elizabeth laughed, and he gave her a few pieces to feed to it.
“He is a cute little thing,” she said as it took the morsel from her fingers.
“I’ve grown very fond of him. We understand each other. Don’t we, Moopy?” he said as he pulled the puppy to his face and nuzzled it.
“Moopy?” Elizabeth laughed. Darcy smiled.
“My sister named him, not me. I’d have named him Napoleon. Nappy for short,” he smiled as he looked over to her. She grinned at him. They fell silent for a moment, then she said,
“It’s good to see you again.” Their eyes met briefly and he stamped down the urge to kiss her and declare his undying love for her. Instead, he said,
“Thank you.” He looked back at the puppy.
“Are you free for dinner?” she asked. He shook his head.
“I’m meeting Caroline for dinner.” He hazarded a glance at her. He couldn’t tell how she took the information; she was quiet and bit her lower lip but didn’t appear outwardly angry.
She hadn’t expected him to be seeing Caroline on the same day he was seeing her. She bit her lip and wondered how serious they were. He’d said they were dating ‘casually,’ but what did that mean? She resisted the temptation to ask him to break his date and see her instead.
Elizabeth leaned back against the bench and gazed out over the park.
“Pemberley was much more beautiful than this,” she said, looking over the landscaped gardens before them. The reference was deliberate; she wanted to remind him of how happy he’d been with her. It also made her feel nostalgic. Their relationship had also been more beautiful than this.
“Pemberley had a long, undisturbed time to grow into its beauty,” he said as he looked at her. “Everything here is so rushed, so hurried, nothing has time to take hold.” He seemed to be referring to their surroundings as well as their relationship. “Here, everything dies at the first sign of a little frost. At Pemberley, everything has good roots; it can take a bit of abuse and grow back.” She met his eyes for a moment and then he looked away.
Elizabeth didn’t know what to say or think. How serious was he about Caroline? She couldn’t fathom that he would lead either one of them on, it wasn’t in his character. At least, not the character she knew of him in England. Maybe his American persona was different. The thought suddenly made her insecure again; the fairytale versus reality dilemma began again in her mind. She had started this lunch feeling confident that she could pull off a reunion; now she wasn’t so sure. He wasn’t being cold but she’d expected at least a warm hug, maybe a kiss on the cheek. His diffidence shook her resolve. Was he using some kind of crazy reverse psychology?
While Elizabeth’s head swam with these thoughts, Darcy privately mused as well. He saw that she was insecure about him. He wasn’t sure what to do. He couldn’t make an advance, he knew that once he started he’d be lost and end up begging her to come back. He couldn’t hold her hand, it wouldn’t be enough for him. He needed all or nothing and until she knew her mind, he felt safer with nothing. But of course that presented the problem of how to encourage her. He had never been in this type of situation before; he didn’t know what to do. Her cryptic reaction to his dinner with Caroline was no help; was she angry? Indifferent? He silently sighed and wished he could skip forward to a successful reconciliation and be done with it.
They sat in silence for some time, each lost in their own thoughts. Her confidence steadily declined and she began to feel depressed. What was she thinking? How could she ever think that he would be satisfied with her? No wonder he was seeing Caroline; she was far more beautiful, had a fantastic body, was rich and well-traveled, and far more sophisticated than Elizabeth. Caroline is far better suited to Darcy than I am, she thought. Then she wanted to cry. She checked the time on her cell phone.
“I have to be going,” she said. She didn’t but she felt it was time to bail before something went disastrously wrong. She had somehow thought there would be some grand reunion instead of this innocent little lunch. Which would have been fine had he not already been with a beautiful woman when she arrived and was about see another one this evening.
Darcy nodded and did not question why she flew all the way back for a 20 minute lunch with him. He stood as she stood. She said goodbye and walked rapidly away. When she was almost to the entrance, she turned around and saw him watching her walk away. She raised a hand to wave at him. He raised the puppy’s paw and waved it at her. She smiled and he grinned in return. She turned and left the park.

***

Lou Hurst looked at the photo ID on his cell phone: an extended middle finger with black nail polish on it. He flipped it open.
“How did it go?” he asked anxiously.
“I’m not sure. It didn’t go like I expected it to,” Elizabeth replied.
“Well, what happened?”
“Well, we met and he was with some gorgeous blonde. Then we ate hot dogs. Then I asked him to dinner and he said no because he already has a date with Caroline.”
Lou blew out a puff of air.
“What are you going to do?” he asked.
“I need help, Lou! I don’t know how to handle this!” she said, sounding as if she were on the verge of crying.
“Well, either he’s playing the field or playing hard to get. Which do you think it is?”
“How the fuck do I know? I’m so fucking clueless right now. All I know is that I want him and he says he wants me but now he’s screwing around with Lady Boobs-a-lot!”
Lou laughed. And laughed.
“What’s so fucking funny, Queenie?” she said angrily. He laughed again.
“Lizzy, I’ve never seen your panties so twisted! You’re positively chafing!”
“Fuck you, Lou.”
“Now, don’t be mad at me, I didn’t sweep you off your feet and then dump you in the dustbin,” he chided her. She sighed in frustration.
“What should I do?” she asked.
“How do I know?” he said gently. “He’s human. Who knows what his motivations are? Do what your heart tells you to do and hope for the best.”

***

“So, this is a benefit for the Pediatric Aids Foundation,” Caroline was telling Darcy over dinner. “Charles is involved and has participated in the charity function before but this year he can’t. So we were hoping you could sub in.”
“Sure. What is it, a fund drive or something?”
“Something like that,” she said evasively. He imagined he would be at some gala dinner, doing a meet-and-greet with society hoi-polloi. He could do that, he was used to it both from being a judge and from being a member of society hoi-polloi. He was trying to remember where his tuxedo was when she interrupted his thoughts.
“It’s a charity auction,” she clarified. He nodded. He would probably be required to bid on something, push up the bidding, perhaps buy a few things. “Will you need me to fill a seat or actually help with the auction?” he asked.
“You’ll be needed to help with the actual auction,” she said.
“What’s being auctioned?” He’d seen very profitable art auctions before and even objects like celebrity memorabilia often garnered a sizeable sum.
He took a bite of his steak. He closed his eyes and savored the flavor. Since Elizabeth had called him, his appetite had returned; he couldn’t get enough of a good steak. And pears. He loved pears.
“You are,” she said.
“I am what?” he asked, taking another bite of steak. He had missed something in the conversation while thinking about pears.
“You are being auctioned.”
He stopped chewing and took a drink of wine.
“Sorry, I thought you said I was being auctioned,” he smiled. She nodded. The smile disappeared from his face, replaced by a frown. “What do you mean?”
“It’s a bachelor auction.” When Darcy put down his fork and leaned back in his chair, looking displeased, she hastily continued. “It’s been extremely successful for the past four years and every year Charles auctions himself. But this year he doesn’t want to because he’s engaged. I need you to fill his slot.”
“A bachelor auction? You mean, I go up on stage and women bid on me and I go out on a date with the highest bidder?” She nodded. “Absolutely not.” He crossed his arms over his chest.
“Why not? It’s for a great cause. Charles always has a blast. It’s a lot of fun. Besides, I really need you to do this. The auction is two weeks away and I don’t have a replacement yet.” Caroline looked pleadingly at him.
“Do you have any idea how humiliated I would be?”
“Will, honestly, you really take yourself far too seriously. A lot of great guys do this. We have doctors, lawyers, politicians, sports figures, local celebrities. It’s all in good fun, it’s for a good cause, and it’s not at all humiliating. It’s not some strip club, you don’t have to dance or anything, you just stand up there and women bid on you.”
“What if I don’t get any bids?” he sulked. “That would be humiliating.”
Caroline laughed. “You, not get any bids? Have you looked in the mirror lately? Charles usually pulls in about $10,000 and he’s just cute. You’re gorgeous; I’m counting on you for at least $15,000.”
“Can’t I just contribute $15,000?” he asked.
“Of course you could but you’d still have to do this for me. Look, I need a warm body to fill the slot. Charles isn’t willing to do it. I’m begging you as a personal friend and as an upstanding member of society, please, let me sell you at auction.”
The corner of Darcy’s mouth curled up in a reluctant smile. She really could be persuasive when she tried. He picked up his fork and resumed eating his steak.
“I will do it if you promise to outbid anyone who you think I could not stand to go on a date with. You know me well enough. No hunchbacks, no sailors, no transvestites.”
Caroline laughed. “You are going to sell for a lot of money,” she cautioned.
“I’ll pay for it, just keep me safe.”
She nodded and smiled. “Thank you. I owe you. Really big time.” She raised her glass to him.
“I may call that in soon.”

***

Elizabeth paced nervously in her hotel room. It was Sunday night; she had seen Darcy for lunch yesterday but had not managed to see him today. She wanted to call him but didn’t know what to say. She didn’t have any small talk; she just wanted to hear his voice.
She dialed his home number.
“Elizabeth?” he answered. He sounded happy that she had called.
“Hi,” she smiled into the phone.
“Hi,” he smiled back. He was glad that she had called him. He missed her today and wished that he had suggested breakfast.
“How are you?” she asked. He laughed.
“I’m the same as I was yesterday,” he said.
“Not true. You have one more dinner with Caroline under your belt,” she answered. She didn’t mean to sound petulant but it crept in anyway.
“Let’s not talk about Caroline, OK?” he said gently.
“Sorry,” she apologized.
“Did you have a good flight back?”
They chatted amiably for a few more minutes, until he stifled a yawn. It was late and he had been up all day preparing for a trial tomorrow.
“I’ll let you go, you sound tired. I... I just really wanted to say goodnight anyway,” Elizabeth said hesitantly.
“Good night, Elizabeth. Thanks for calling,” he said.
“Good night, Will.”

***

“Are you sure playing hard to get is the right thing to do?” Darcy asked Caroline the next day. She was looking through the latest Vogue magazine as they had coffee together after work.
“Mmmm?” she replied. “Do you like these boots?” she turned the page toward him and showed him a pair of thigh-high boots.
“They’re very you, Caroline. You should get them.”
“You’re just saying that so I’ll stop asking you about clothes,” she said, frowning.
“Yes. Now answer my question.”
Caroline closed the magazine and put her chin in her hands.
“Playing hard to get is the oldest trick in the book, Darcy. One never wants anything so badly as when one can’t have it.”
“She doesn’t seem to be throwing herself at me yet,” he replied, sipping his latte.
“You’ve only seen her once, she lives in San Diego. Give it a little time. You could feed her little crumbs once in a while, you know. But nothing meaty. Maybe say you like her necklace but don’t tell her she’s beautiful.” She waved her hand in the air expressively.
“I cannot believe that I am taking romance advice from you,” he said, shaking his head.
She smiled. “Darcy, believe it or not, you are the only one who I could never conquer.”
He looked down at his coffee but said nothing.
“Why?” she asked him curiously.
“Why what?”
“Why couldn’t I conquer you?”
He laughed. “I don’t know. I think you’re just too exotic for me. I mean, you fly to Sumatra to buy coffee beans. You dye your own clothes after making your own dye. You have a tattoo, Caroline. I can’t keep up with that.”
“What do you like?” she said leaning forward, intrigued.
He paused and took another sip of coffee.
“Is this something you really want to hear?” he asked, a little uncomfortable. She nodded. He sighed.
“I like her.”
“Her?” she asked, eyebrow raised.
He nodded and sipped his coffee again.
“Care to elaborate?” she asked.
He shrugged. “I can’t explain it, it just is. I like her. Everything about her. The way she smells, her hair, her jokes, the way she moves, the way she laughs. All her imperfections, to me, combine into one perfect whole. I feel like I’m missing something when she’s not here, like I’ve forgot my wallet. Something just isn’t right without her.” He shrugged and self-consciously took another sip of latte.
Caroline sighed. “Who knew you were such a romantic?” she said.
He laughed. “Romantic? Really? I feel like an idiot. She makes me do things I would never dream of doing before I met her.”
“Like what?” Caroline asked, smirking.
“No,” he smiled. “I won’t tell you.”
“Did it involve leather chaps?” she asked slyly.
He laughed and shook his head.
“Pity,” she murmured.
He lifted his eyes up from his coffee cup. “It did, however, involve riding boots and a crop.”
 





Chapter 22
Elizabeth called Darcy three times over the next week, usually simply to chat briefly about their days and to say goodnight. It was making her very nervous that he was not calling her on his own initiative. She was getting daily reports from Jane on whether he was still seeing Caroline and to her dismay he was! But when she spoke with him, he seemed warm and affectionate, if somewhat distant, each time. She was sorely confused and insecure.
They agreed to meet again on Saturday for dinner but when she arrived Friday night she called him. She was disappointed when there was no answer.
“Why don’t you come out with us, we’re just going to have some coffee?” Jane smiled at Elizabeth. Elizabeth shrugged, agreed and asked for a few minutes to change out of her suit. Bingley gave Jane a sly smile and she blushed. He kissed her cheek.
“You are evil, evil Janey,” he said. She smirked. A few minutes later Elizabeth reappeared in jeans and a white beaded tunic. She slipped into a pair of sandals and looked expectantly at them.
Bingley ushered them all into the car and drove into town.
“Why are we going all the way into town for coffee?” Elizabeth asked from the back seat.
“It’s our favorite little shop. We discovered it a few weeks ago. It’s got atmosphere. We try to make it every Friday night,” Bingley said looking in the rearview mirror. Elizabeth thought she saw Jane try to hide a smile and rolled her eyes.
“You two are too much,” she said. She toyed with a tendril of hair and watched the streetlights flicker by.
They made their way to the college section of town. Eventually they parked and walked a few blocks to a coffee shop that was just beginning to get crowded. They ordered coffee and found the last three empty chairs and, with some friendly fuss, managed to pull them all together in the same corner.
“This place is busy,” Elizabeth commented.
“It’s the live music night,” Bingley said. He grinned and Jane laughed. Really, they are both far too giddy in love, Elizabeth thought. Bingley pointed and directed Elizabeth’s attention to a small area near the window, across the room. Darcy was sitting on a stool with his guitar, talking to Georgiana, who was going over a piece of music with him. He nodded when she pointed something out and then grinned at her. He did not see Elizabeth.
Elizabeth whipped her head back to Bingley and Jane, who both burst out laughing.
“I’ve been away for too long!” Elizabeth laughed.
Another woman joined the duo and they began to play gentle, melodic Irish music with Darcy on guitar, Georgiana on piano, and the lady singing. The singer had a lovely lilting voice that complemented Darcy’s guitar sweetly. Georgiana’s soft piano did nothing to overpower either other component and her backing vocals were subtle and lovely.
Elizabeth sighed. It’s real. I love him. No doubt about it.
There was a round of polite applause and the trio broke into another song. Three songs later the place was so packed that Elizabeth could barely see them anymore. She heard the singer announce the next song as a two-guitar instrumental and sat while Darcy and the singer played a duet of ‘The Red Haired Boy,’ followed by loud applause.
Next there was a piano and vocal piece with no guitar. Darcy sat quietly and watched Georgiana play with overwhelming pride. She was no longer a little girl, not even really his little sister anymore. They were equals, partners in life. If he could never have Elizabeth, he would always have Georgie.
They played for the next hour, with the coffee house reaching absolute capacity. As the strains of their final number faded into the silence, there was a thunder of clapping and whistling from the audience. Several people crowded around the musicians to contribute to the tip jar and compliment them on their work. Elizabeth pushed her way toward them and approached Darcy. She hung back when she saw Caroline approach him but when Caroline retreated for coffee, she advanced. She touched him lightly on the arm and he looked at her with surprise.
“That was beautiful,” she smiled at him.
“I didn’t expect you until tomorrow,” he said as he smiled down at her. Then he looked up. “Georgiana, you remember Elizabeth Bennet? You met her in Tahoe. Elizabeth is Jane’s sister,” he said as Georgiana looked up. Georgiana smiled and nodded, approaching.
“Of course, how are you Elizabeth? Will tells me you were transferred to San Diego a while back. How do you like it?”
“It’s very hectic and I can’t wait to come back,” Elizabeth said and ventured a glance up at Darcy. He smiled warmly at her. There, he does still feel something for me, she thought.
“You play beautifully, Georgiana,” Elizabeth said. “Will told me that you were a musician but I’m afraid he didn’t tell me how very talented you are.”
“I’m sure I did!” Darcy laughed. “I tell everyone how brilliant she is!” He gave Georgiana a quick hug around the shoulders and released her when she laughed.
“Are Jane and Charley here too?” Georgiana asked, looking around.
“Yes, they’re trapped behind that wall of people. We couldn’t see you at all by the fourth song,” Elizabeth replied.
“It does get ungodly crowded,” Darcy said, looking out at the sea of faces.
“I’m going to go say hello to them,” Georgiana said and began to push through the crowd toward the back.
Darcy looked down at Elizabeth again. “I’m so glad you came,” he said, grinning.
“Busy tomorrow night?” she asked him.
He shook his head.
“Can I take you to dinner?” she asked.
He nodded. She grinned and so did he. To anyone in the room who cared to notice, it was obvious that they were in love. Then Caroline returned.
“Miss Bennet, it’s so nice to see you again!” she cried pleasantly. She stood before Elizabeth on her long legs with her skinny hips and her big boobs and handed Darcy a cup. “Here you go, dear.” She took a sip of her coffee and looked back at Elizabeth, smiling politely.
“Are you in town visiting Jane?” she asked, tilting her head to one side. Darcy plastered a smile on his face and tried to keep himself from strangling Caroline. Caroline looked down - way down - at Elizabeth, who stood a good seven inches shorter than herself, especially with Caroline’s new high heeled boots on. Elizabeth nodded and looked way, way up at Caroline.
“Jane and some other people from work,” she said. She looked at Darcy. He was studying his coffee quite intently.
“Darcy plays uncommonly well, doesn’t he?” Caroline said, touching his arm.
“He does. I’ve had the pleasure of hearing him before.”
“Really? He’s improved much in the last few years. Why I remember when all you could play was that dreadful ‘Stairway to Heaven’ that every fifteen year old knows how to play,” she laughed at Darcy.
“Ladies, really, you do me too much honor,” he said. He was acutely uncomfortable standing between his fake girlfriend and his pseudo girlfriend. “Change the topic.”
“The wedding plans are coming along well,” Caroline obliged. Elizabeth looked sharply at Darcy.
“Caroline is helping Jane with her wedding plans,” Darcy interjected. He gave Caroline a look that said too much! Caroline shot him a look that said coward!
“Yes, Jane has excellent taste, if a bit simple for me. But then, there is no accounting for taste, is there?” Caroline said and sipped her coffee, looking at Elizabeth. Darcy squirmed uncomfortably and busied himself by putting his guitar in its case.
“Well, there is certainly no accounting for bad taste,” Elizabeth answered. Caroline laughed.
“Too true!” She turned to Darcy. “Shall we go? We have reservations at nine,” she said. Darcy looked up almost apologetically at Elizabeth. She was clearly furious; her cheeks were flushed and she wasn’t saying anything. Caroline walked toward the coffee shop door to allow him a moment to say something, to throw a crumb, to Elizabeth. Darcy watched her walk away and then put his hand on Elizabeth’s arm.
“I’ll call you tonight?” he asked. Her look said like hell you will. He sighed. “Tomorrow, then. Come to my place at seven.”
Elizabeth watched them walk out together. She saw Darcy say something earnestly to Caroline; Caroline threw back her head and laughed and put her arm through his. Then they walked down the street together with Darcy throwing one surreptitious glance back toward the coffee shop.
In truth, Elizabeth had not exactly been furious; she had been humiliated. All of her doubts and insecurities came flooding back every time she was reminded that he was ‘casually’ seeing Caroline. Who could keep it casual when she had a body like that? Of course he was too polite to break his date on her account but who was she to presume that he even wanted to? She resisted the urge to call Lou and make him list all of her attributes. Elizabeth was in a very foul mood for the rest of the evening.

***

Elizabeth drove to Darcy’s building the next night at seven. The doorman recognized her and smiled at her as he let her into the lobby. Elizabeth punched the elevator button and glided gently up to the 21st floor. She rang the doorbell. Darcy opened the door; he had the phone to his ear but was not talking. He was nodding and smiled at her as he let her in.
“Yes, I understand. I will,” he said into the phone. “I...” he began but was cut off. A few seconds later, he said “Yes, I will.” He looked at Elizabeth in exasperation and rolled his eyes. He picked up his keys from the counter and dropped them into his pocket. He firmly interrupted the voice at the other end mid-sentence.
“Caroline, I have to go. We’ll talk tomorrow,” he said. He hung up the phone and tossed it on a chair.
Elizabeth had intended to kiss him but at the mention of Caroline’s name, she had lost her nerve.
Darcy saw the shift in her expression at Caroline’s name; it had gone from anticipation to disappointment. He felt terrible. He shouldn’t lead her on like this, there was no doubt in his mind that this was going to end badly if he didn’t come clean soon. But on the other hand, he was enjoying her attentiveness. It was such a pleasant change from the two weeks they had spent after returning from England when she refused to even speak to him.
They had a cozy dinner at a quiet restaurant overlooking the city lights. Elizabeth seemed at a loss for conversation; Darcy picked up the slack by asking her about her progress at the new office. It was already the second week of September and she had been able to hire two attorneys. She was already beginning to train them. The staff was all in place. She hoped to be able to come back by the first week of October, a full month early, if she were able to hire some experienced attorneys to help her with the training.
After she told him about work, she fell into another silence.
“You look lovely tonight,” he said quietly to her, touching her hand. It was a small scrap to her and she latched onto it. She felt tears sting her eyes and looked away. “What is it?” he asked, concerned. He slid closer to her and rubbed his thumb across her fingers. She shook her head and laughed a little.
“Nothing, sorry. Thanks.” She blinked the tears back. “Can I see you next Saturday night?” she asked.
He pulled his hand away. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth, I’m busy next Saturday. I can’t get out of it.”
“Caroline?” she asked. She put her hands in her lap and squeezed them together.
“Yes, but it’s not a date. It’s a charity event, I promised to help. I can’t get out of it. I can see you on either Friday or Sunday, though,” he offered.
She shook her head. She wouldn’t accept crumbs from him, she wouldn’t schedule around his other girlfriend. He was going to have to make a choice.
“I’m sorry. I really am,” he said, blissfully unaware of her train of thought.
Elizabeth looked away. He didn’t invite her to the charity event, probably because Caroline would be there. She would ask Jane about it; she was sure Bingley would know something.
The rest of the dinner passed with Elizabeth sulking and Darcy feeling like a heel. He tried to make small talk again but she wasn’t responsive. He paid the bill and drove them back to his building, remembering another car ride when she had put his hand on her chest and nibbled his ear.
“Elizabeth. Lizzy. I’m sorry about next week,” he said, squeezing her hand. She pulled it away from him. It was the first time he had called her Lizzy in ages. It gave her little shivers. He wasn’t playing fair by pulling out the ‘Lizzy’ card.
She didn’t answer his apology.
He parked the car. “Will you come up?” he asked her.
She shook her head. “No, I’m going home.” They got out of the car and he walked her to her own. He took her hand and kissed her fingers softly.
“Drive safely, OK?” he said. She nodded. The familiar sensation of intoxication was beginning to come over her, as it always did when he was this near. She wanted nothing more than to throw herself in his arms but she couldn’t do it yet. The specter of Caroline was still too heavy on her.
Why is he doing this? she thought. He told me his feelings were unchanged, that I needed to make mine known to him. How can I do that when he’s seeing her?
Darcy sensed that she was very, very hurt by his commitment to Caroline for next Saturday. After all he had done to play up his relationship with Caroline as something romantic, he couldn’t blame her. He sighed deeply. All of this would be resolved if they could just have some time, one night, together. He’d show her how much he loved her but he wanted her to make the first move. She wasn’t doing it.
He dropped her hand. She swallowed and hastily got into her car. He waved as she drove away.
When she got back to the house, she found Jane and Bingley watching TV. And now the brother, she thought angrily. Am I to be overrun by Bingley’s? She said a brief goodnight and went upstairs to pack her things and undress for bed. A few minutes later Jane was knocking on her door. Elizabeth opened the door for her.
“What happened?” Jane asked.
“He’s still dating your fiancé’s sister,” she replied bitterly. Jane frowned and looked worried. This was becoming very, very complicated.
“Elizabeth, I’m sure it’s nothing serious. Charley told me that she’s been chasing him for years and Darcy was never interested.”
“He seems to have changed his mind.”
Jane sighed miserably. She did not like this conflict. She thought maybe Darcy was seeing Caroline just to make Elizabeth jealous but she had no proof of that other than her own observations that Darcy did not appear to return Caroline’s affection.
“What is this charity thing going on next week?” Elizabeth asked.
“It’s a bachelor auction. Bingley pulled out because we’re engaged, so Darcy stepped in for him.”
“How is Caroline involved?”
“She helped organized the auction and convinced Darcy to step in.”
“Will she be there?”
“Probably.”
Elizabeth fell silent. She was irrationally angry at Jane because Bingley’s sister was making her, Elizabeth, unhappy. She didn’t want to talk to Jane anymore. After she refused to respond to Jane’s comments, Jane unhappily left. She went downstairs and took her unhappiness out on Bingley by giving him the cold shoulder. Bingley silently cursed Darcy, Caroline, and Elizabeth. He cursed Georgiana too, for good measure.
Elizabeth fumed and finished packing. She pulled out the shirt that she slept in every single night: Darcy’s shirt. It no longer smelled like him but it still gave her some comfort. She put it on and slipped into bed.

***

Elizabeth was pretty unhappy when she called Darcy Monday night.
“Why are you still seeing her?” she asked. He thought maybe she was crying, although he didn’t hear her sniffing.
“I... it’s complicated,” he said weakly. She rolled her eyes.
“No, it’s not. Either you want to be with me or you want to be with her. You can’t be with both of us. You told me that your feelings haven’t changed and that you need to be certain of mine but you’re still seeing her. How does that reflect on your feelings about me? Was this how you always felt? Am I a little something on the side?”
“No!” he exclaimed, alarmed. He ran a hand through his hair.
“You’ve got a fine way of showing it!” she retorted.
His temper flared and he completely failed to see that this was the moment he had been waiting for, the move on her part to force action. He had always anticipated it would be something more romantic.
“You’re the one who ran away to ‘figure things out!’ I threw myself at you over and over again and you rejected me!” he exclaimed hotly.
“That’s not true! You knew why I left, it was too intense and it was wrong. You seem to think it was just fine to break the rules.”
“I did not! I was trying to find a way to work it out before you ran away!”
He was shouting at her now, his breathing coming hard.
“You can’t have it both ways. You have to make a choice,” she said bluntly. Then she hung up on him.

***

Darcy argued with Caroline Tuesday night.
“It’s too much, Caroline, I’m hurting her.”
“Of course you are, she needs to feel the pain of not having you before she will make her move. I’m telling you, Darcy, this will work.”
“No, I’m not doing it anymore. I’m calling her.” He was pacing in his living room while Caroline lounged on his couch. She draped an arm lazily over the back of the couch and stretched.
“You can’t tell her, Will. If you do, she will just be mad and you will push her further away, especially if you do it over the phone.” She put her thumb and pinky to her head, mimicking a telephone. “Hi, Elizabeth? Just wanted to tell you that I’ve been faking it with Caroline to make you jealous but I want you to come back to me now. What’s that? I’m a fucker? And you never want to see my big stupid head again? Alrighty then. Buh-bye.”
Darcy bit his thumbnail and looked at her. She laughed; he was clearly desperate to get out of this bind. She had never seen him so anxious and she found it quite amusing. She hadn’t conquered him in romance but she felt like she was pretty effectively pulling his strings now. But in all honesty, she was trying to help him. He was just so completely clueless!
“By the way, you really need a haircut. Please get one before the auction.”

***

Elizabeth’s cell phone rang. The picture ID showed a tiara.
“How did it go?” Lou asked.
“I’ve given him an ultimatum: her or me,” she said.
“Ouch. That’s a risky move, have you thought out the strategy completely?” he asked.
“Strategy? What the fuck are you talking about? This isn’t chess!” she said angrily.
“No, it’s Survivor and you are trying to get him to vote Caroline off the island but you have to be careful that he doesn’t begin to find you more annoying than her.”
“Do you know anything about the Pediatric AIDS Foundation bachelor auction this Saturday?” she said shortly.
“Just because I’m gay doesn’t mean I’m involved in every AIDS charity,” he laughed.
“I need a ticket, I thought you might know somebody. Will’s a bachelor in the auction,” she mumbled apologetically.
“What? He’s selling himself? Do you think I could bid? I think he’s yummy.”
“Yes, he is. He’s got a little bit of a buttery taste,” she said shamelessly. “Now, do you know anyone?”
“I’ll call around.”
 





Chapter 23
Elizabeth was hurt by Darcy’s actions but she was willing to make one last effort to show him how she felt. She liquidated her savings, investments, and 401(k). With $60,000 at the auction, she was confident that she could bid on him and win. She didn’t tell him that she would be there. If it didn’t work, she would get on the plane to San Diego and not come back. She would not return to practice before him if he rejected her; she would ask for a permanent transfer to San Diego.
Elizabeth flew in Saturday afternoon, with her return flight scheduled just hours later. The auction was set to begin at six. Her return flight was at nine thirty. She did not meet with Jane or Lou. As far as she was concerned, this was a business meeting. Either she and Darcy closed the deal or they didn’t. She nervously checked her appearance in the rearview mirror of her car and steered toward the luxury hotel where the auction was being held. She entered the ballroom and took her bidding paddle and stood near a banquet table by the wall.
She suffered through the auction of a hockey player, a newscaster, a doctor and several others while waiting for Darcy’s number to come up. She sipped a glass of wine but did not taste it. The emcee was a local radio personality who was grating on Elizabeth’s nerves. The crowd was rowdier than she expected and seemed to be verging on breaking into a bachelorette party.
Finally, Darcy’s number came up. The emcee introduced him over the opening beats of ‘I Like the Way’ by the Body Rockers.
“Our next bachelor is Fitzwilliam Darcy, a circuit judge here in Meryton. Judge Darcy was born and raised in England, and came to California several years ago to open an office for his international law firm. He was later appointed to superior court circuit judge by the governor. He is the youngest judge ever to be appointed in the county.”
“Will, please come on out so we can get a good look at you,” she said. He came out wearing his judge’s robe. The ladies booed loudly.
“Will is 36 years old, stands six foot four, weighs in at a svelte 210 pounds, and has beautiful green eyes. Oh! He looks even better close up than he does in our catalogue!” she tittered. There were some cheers and Darcy smiled.
“Will’s hobbies are playing guitar, riding horses, fencing, and riding motorcycles. You may also be interested to know that he was a semi-professional race car driver while he was in college. He lives in the fast lane, ladies!” There was more cheering.
“Judge Darcy, if you could just show us your legal briefs?” the emcee shouted into the microphone. A swell of cheers went up and Judge Darcy obliged by pulling his robe apart and dropping it to the floor.
Elizabeth gasped. This was undoubtedly Caroline’s doing. He was in a black t-shirt that showed his broad shoulders and slender waist. His jeans were low-slung and clung seductively to his narrow hips and strong thighs and draped over his motorcycle boots. His hair was cut shorter and was mussed and spiky; his whole image screamed ‘bad boy.’ He slipped on a pair of sunglasses to complete the look. He held out his arms as if to say “how do I look?”
“Can we start the bidding at $1,000?” the emcee shouted. Elizabeth’s mouth went dry. The bidding quickly escalated to $10,000, and soon died down to about five women determined to have a date with him. Elizabeth put in her first bid at $11,000. Darcy was focused only on Caroline in the audience; they had agreed he would signal her if he wanted her to bid up. He nodded to Caroline and the bid went up to $15,000. Another bid pushed it to $16,000. Elizabeth bid again. She was conscious that she was bidding away all her savings and was now tapping into her investments. It was worth it to her.
Darcy grinned and made a gesture to the audience, as if to say ‘more money, more money.’ He leaned over to the emcee’s microphone and said, “Come on, ladies, it’s for a good cause. Have pity on me and take me out on a date!” His strong lilting accent sent shivers down Elizabeth’s spine.
The emcee grinned and said “Well, girls, you could hear that lovely accent aaaaaaaaaalllllllllllll night long! Get out your checkbooks!”
“Twenty thousand!” Elizabeth bid. Darcy looked out and saw her. He pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head. What the hell is she doing here?
“Twenty-five,” came another bid. Elizabeth looked over and saw Janelle from the park. Damn her.
“Thirty!” Elizabeth called. Darcy looked at Caroline.
“Thirty five,” bid Caroline.
“Thirty seven,” bid the blonde.
“Thirty eight,” bid Elizabeth.
“Forty,” bid Caroline.
“Forty two,” bid the blonde.
“Forty five,” bid Elizabeth.
“Fifty,” bid Caroline.
“Fifty two,” bid Elizabeth. Everyone looked at the blond but she shook her head. Darcy looked at Caroline.
“Fifty five,” bid Caroline.
“Fifty seven!” shouted Elizabeth. Darcy nodded to Caroline. He was telling Caroline to outbid her!
“Fifty nine.”
“Sixty.” That was it, she would be emptying everything with this bid. Darcy nodded at Caroline.
“Sixty one,” bid Caroline. The emcee looked at Elizabeth. She shook her head and threw her paddle down.
“Sold for sixty one thousand dollars to our own Caroline Bingley. I think that’s a record, Judge Darcy! You better make it worth Caroline’s while! And Caroline, that better not be coming out of our fund!” she teased.
Darcy saw Elizabeth throw down the paddle and look once at him, then push toward the exit. He walked off stage as calmly as he could and then ran to the hall to look for Elizabeth. He did not see her. He ran outside to the parking lot and saw her car pulling out of a spot. He ran out in front of her car and held his hands up.
“Stop!” he shouted. He saw her face. She was not crying; she looked like she wanted to stomp on the gas and mow him over. Instead she got out of the car and slammed the door - really, really hard - and marched toward him.
Although he saw her twist at the waist, he was not expecting the slap she dealt him across the face with all of her might. His head jerked to the side; he literally saw stars. He blinked in dazed astonishment for a moment, his hand touching his flaming cheek. Christ that hurt! he thought somewhere in his befuddled mind.
“Is that your choice?” she shouted at him. She had never been so livid in her entire life; she was embarrassed, furious, and above all, hurt. She wanted to hit him again and again, to give him some semblance of the torture he had just inflicted on her.
Darcy shook his head to clear it. Her furious, shaking form came into focus before him.
“Elizabeth, calm down,” he said, putting his hands on her arms. She threw her arms up, flinging his hands off her.
“You Motherfucker! I can’t believe you!” she yelled. She was shaking uncontrollably and her palm hurt fiercely from slapping him. “You tell me I have to chase you! Did you have fun watching me? Did you and Caroline laugh at me over breakfast every morning?”
“Stop! Listen to me!” he grabbed her by the arms again and shook her once. She was beyond reason. “I am not, and never was, seeing her.”
“You are so full of shit!” she yelled.
“I am not lying to you!” he yelled back.
“You told her to out-bid me!” she cried.
“Of course I did! That has to be your life savings! I couldn’t have you spend that kind of money over this stupid, stupid game!”
He dropped his hands from her arms and clutched his head in frustration. Both were breathing hard.
“I hate you,” she said hotly. He threw his hands up in the air in exasperation.
“What’s new, Elizabeth? I can’t do anything right with you! I try to see you and you refuse. I tell you I love you and you move to San Diego. I play hard to get and you don’t even try. I keep you from throwing away your life savings and you tell me you hate me. You give me every reason to think you don’t love me and then you freak out when you see me with someone else. What do you want me to do? I don’t know what to do anymore! Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it!” he shouted at her. He put his hands on his hips and shook his head, pacing to regain his temper.
She took a moment to try to calm down, to hear what he was saying.
“Lizzy,” he began. She shot him a look that pierced him like an arrow. “Elizabeth,” he started again. “I am not seeing her. She is nothing more than a friend. I swear it on my mother’s grave.”
She sat on the hood of her car and rested her elbows on her knees; then she put her face in her hands and started to sob. He had never seen her cry, really cry as if her soul were being wrenched out of her, as she was now. His heart thudded in his chest; he wanted to cradle her into his arms and comfort her. He squatted before her and put his hands on her knees and said to her quietly,
“Lizzy, I love you. There’s no one else. I am yours, if you would just open your eyes and see it.” He stopped and put one fist to his mouth, pausing to temper his emotions. After a moment, he put his hand back on her knee. “This has to stop. Either we go forward together or we end it for good. Neither of us can bear any more heartbreak.”
She nodded, still crying. She wiped her eyes and nose on her sleeve; he gave her a handkerchief and she laughed slightly. She blew her nose in it and then handed it back to him. He held up a hand and said, ‘keep it.’ She laughed again. He sat on the hood next to her and put his arm around her waist. She leaned her head against his shoulder. They sat like that for some time, heedless of the cars that drove around them beeping their horns. He kissed her on the top of the head.
“What will it be?” he asked quietly. She said nothing. Her nerves were jangling; she felt as if she had been scraped over a cheese grater. She still felt raw and furious but, after all, she had come here to make a final effort to win him back. Now was not the time to try; she couldn’t think straight. Rather than answer him, she said quietly, “I have to go.”
He sighed. He stood and pulled her up from the car hood. She was running again. He didn’t think it would be wise to try to stop her right now. At least she hadn’t said it was over.
“Have a good flight,” he said softly, cupping her face with his hands. They kissed, parted, kissed again, and repeated it several times. Finally, he pulled away and said thickly, “Go on, don’t miss your flight.” He watched as she climbed into her car and drove away. He made his way back into the auction where he met with Caroline and paid off her bid. This auction had been too costly; not only had he seriously jeopardized everything but he had also promised to match the winning bid.

***

Darcy wandered, feeling restless and hollow. He hadn’t expected her to be at the auction; the irony of her telling him to make a choice and then having Caroline outbid her was cruel. He tried to eat but had no appetite. He listened to some music but was distracted. Finally, he sat down at the piano and began to play. Piano was not his strong instrument but he was still fairly good. He played a tune they had been rehearsing for one of their coffee shop shows. At two in the morning, he set up his video camera. He did not look into it before he began to play and sing.
He hung his head for a moment, overcome by depression and worry. He ran one hand through his hair with a deep breath and then looked to the camera. “Call me,” he said earnestly.
He turned off the camera, loaded the video to his computer, and emailed it to her. He knew he wasn’t a great singer but it was heartfelt and he hoped she would understand how badly he wanted to make things right. He hoped she would hold true to form and be moved by music.

***

Elizabeth just managed to catch the last flight of the evening back to San Diego. She was shaken and agitated; not until the plane lifted from the ground did she stop considering debarking and running to him. As it was, she returned to the hotel feeling wretched and drained.
She tapped the keys of her laptop without effect; her mind would not allow her to focus on work. The dinner she ordered from room service tasted like ashes in her mouth and sat in her stomach like lead. Soft music, a warm bath, and measured breathing had no consequence; her agitation deflected her every effort to banish it.
Hours passed, yet sleep would not come. The scene replayed in her mind like a poorly acted movie: Caroline’s winning bid, Darcy standing before her car, her hand slamming across his face. She felt sick every time she thought of it. She had never struck anyone before, how could she have struck him? She flopped onto her back and ran a hand over her eyebrows.
She thought of his face, his smile, his laugh. She remembered days spent together holding hands in easy affection. She recalled her feeling of comfort, of being her true self with him. Then she thought of her sadness, her loneliness over the last few months.
What am I doing? she thought to herself. Isn’t the answer clear? Call him. Tell him you love him. Beg him to take you back. Nothing would be easier than ending this misery now.
She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She stood and walked toward the desk, where her cell phone lay. The laptop hummed gently on the desk, its screen black in power save mode. As she reached for her phone, a quiet bong alerted her to a new email. The soft humming seemed to be taunting her. She slowly pulled her hand away from her phone and instead touched the keyboard, bringing the screen to life.
With a shiver of alarm, she saw that it was from him. She was afraid to open it; what if he was telling her not to bother to call him, that he couldn’t bear it anymore? What if he was ending it for good? The little voice in her head that hated humiliation whispered that she’d better read it before she called him. With a trembling hand, she clicked on the email. She had her answer and was his forever.
He was surprised when the phone rang just moments after he sent the email; he knew it must be her. But he was afraid. He had asked her to call him; was he ready for it? The phone rang again. What would he say to her? What would she say to him? It rang a third time. He stood and walked cautiously toward the phone, almost expecting it to leap at him from its stand. It rang a final time, and the answering machine picked up. He heard his own voice instruct the caller to leave a message.
“Please, please pick up Will.” His heart stopped when he heard her voice. He picked up the phone with a shaky hand and stopped the recorder.
“Lizzy?” he said breathlessly.
 





Chapter 24
With the decision to move forward together came the rebuilding of their trust and renewal of their affection. But not their immediate reunion. He would have flown to San Diego on the first flight out that Sunday had he not been committed to preside over a moot court competition. He felt it would have been irresponsible and, frankly, dishonorable to beg off at the last minute. But he bore it with better humor than could be expected given the newfound levity of his mood.
So over the next week, he called her every night and they talked for hours. They re-discovered each other by discussing their friends, their hobbies, their families. They reminisced about their vacation in England and how they both had never wanted it to end. They shared secrets and laughed together again.
“Will you be in this weekend?” he asked hopefully.
“I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m committed to entertaining the president of ______ Corp., and his wife. _____ Corp. is one of Mr. Gardiner’s best clients and I am trying to convince them to keep their account with deBourgh and Associates once Mr. Gardiner has retired. We are going golfing on Saturday and sightseeing on Sunday,” she answered with regret.
“I’m also committed for the moot court competition again on Sunday,” he said. He sighed and wished that at some point God would finally relent and let them be together.

***

It was with no little anticipation that Elizabeth met Mr. and Mrs. Forster on Friday night. As Mr. Gardiner’s biggest clients, she needed to make a favorable impression. She greeted them at the airport and chatted amiably with them as she drove them to the hotel.
Mr. Forster, a former colonel in the army, was in his 50’s with a ruddy complexion and a wild shock of graying brown hair. Mrs. Forster was considerably younger but seemed to have a genuine affection for her husband. She liked to laugh and seemed to enjoy gossip. Elizabeth thought she might get along very well with Lydia and made mental note to introduce them should the meeting go well.
They shared a pleasant late dinner and they agreed to meet at 10 o’clock the next morning for their golf date. She then retired to her own room, where she undressed, slipped into her cotton pajama pants and Darcy’s shirt and crawled into bed. Only then did she call him. His voice was as soothing to her as hot chocolate; she snuggled down into her pillows and let him talk until she began to drift off.
“Good night, Lizzy,” he said warmly.
“Good night, love,” she murmured.
Elizabeth awoke the next morning cradling her pillow to her chest. She smiled and reached for her phone. She dialed Darcy’s number and frowned when there was no answer. She tried his cell phone and was gladdened when he answered.
“You’re not home,” she chided him when he answered.
“No,” he replied. “I’m on my way to an appointment. I can only talk for a few minutes,” he said. She frowned in disappointment, then went on.
“I dreamt about you last night,” she said. “You were taking me for a ride on a horse.”
“I’ll teach you to ride, I promise.”
She was distracted by a knock on the door. She frowned and pulled her blanket up.
“Hang on, there’s someone at my door,” she said. “Who is it?” she called. There was no answer.
“Did you order room service?” he asked her.
“No,” she replied. There was another sharp knock on her door.
“You’d better get that, it could be important,” he said.
“I’d rather talk to you and ignore them.”
“It could be your maid.”
“Too early.” Knock-knock-knock.
“Expecting any visitors?”
“No.”
“Laundry?”
“No.”
“Hmmm... maybe a special delivery?” he suggested. Knock-knock-knock.
“Did you send me a strip-o-gram?” she teased as she flung her blankets aside.
“Hardly,” he laughed.
She marched to the door and flung it open. Before her stood Darcy, his phone to his ear.
“Hello,” he smiled. She froze, her own phone still to her ear. Then she threw her arms around him. He smiled in utter relief and buried his face in her neck. She sought out his lips with her own and gave him a long, heartfelt kiss.
“What are you doing here?” she said into his neck, still hugging him.
“I couldn’t wait until next weekend to see you,” he murmured. She closed her eyes and sighed deeply.
“But I’m busy today, I have to meet the Forsters for golf at 10, then we’re having lunch, then dinner and the symphony...” she was cut off by his kiss.
“I’ll come along,” he said. He kissed her again. After a moment, he said, “Are you going to let me stand out here all morning?”
She blushed and let him in, closing the door behind him. He stood awkwardly for a moment; it had been so long since they were together in easy company, it pained him that it was not yet so. But he would wait. She drew him to sit beside her on the bed.
“I’m flying back tonight,” he said. She nodded in understanding. She held his hand in her palm and stroked the back of his hand with her other hand.
“Thank you for coming. I know it must be inconvenient for you.”
“No,” he shook his head. It was his prior commitment that was inconvenient.
They sat for a moment longer then she said, “I need to get ready, I’m supposed to meet the Forsters in an hour.” He nodded. While she was in the shower, he had the concierge add another person in Elizabeth’s golf threesome and ordered room service for her. He shook out his suit and hung it in the closet. He liked the look of his suit hanging in the closet next to her clothes. He mused for a moment on domestic felicity and closed the closet door.
He watched her get ready, pulling her still-wet hair into a knot at the back of her head then pulling on shorts and a shirt. He observed her put on her makeup; it reminded him of their vacation at Pemberley and he smiled.
They made their way to the foyer where they met Mr. and Mrs. Forster. Elizabeth made introductions:
“Harriett, John, this is Judge Darcy from Meryton. Judge Darcy has very graciously agreed to fill out our group today since I know John you must be a far better golfer than I am,” Elizabeth smiled.
“I’m pleased to meet you Judge Darcy,” John said pleasantly.
“It’s my pleasure, Mr. Forster, Mrs. Forster. Milton Gardiner is a good friend of mine, I’m pleased to meet any of his associates,” said Darcy, shaking John’s hand warmly. “And please, call me Will.”
“Well, let’s get on with it then!” John said and soon they were on their way.
Elizabeth was pleased to see John and Darcy pair off nicely and enjoy a good round of golf. They seemed to get on well, as she often heard them laugh and raise their voices in conversation. They were exceedingly patient with the ladies, who were more concerned with laughing at, rather than getting good at, golfing. After nine holes, they enjoyed drinks and a light lunch and returned to the hotel for some rest and refreshment before dinner at six.
Upon returning to the hotel room, Elizabeth was obligated to call Mr. Gardiner and report on her progress. Then she reluctantly made a few other phone calls to contractors and attorneys. By the time her business was finished, it was nearly five o’clock and she smiled in apology at Darcy.
“I’m sorry, I’m a terrible host.”
“Not at all,” he answered.
“I like to think that the more I get done now, the sooner I can return to Meryton,” she answered. He nodded, and gave her a kiss on the nose.
“Please don’t feel bad on my account. Just being here is good enough for me. Honestly.”
Elizabeth took another shower and sat on the edge of the tub shaving her legs while Darcy stood over the sink shaving his jaw. She felt a swell of happiness at the scene of domesticity they presented. She smiled to herself and then slipped into a blue dress with flutter sleeves and a ruffle at the hem.
She watched him button his shirt and tuck it into his pants. She admired the tanned V of his throat against his shirt and the little sprig of hair that peeked just slightly at the bottom of that V.
“I’d almost forgotten how handsome you are,” she said quietly. He looked up at her, surprised at the compliment. Then he smiled, almost shyly.
“Thank you,” he said simply. He reached for his tie but she stopped him.
“No, I think you should go without a tie tonight,” she said. She held his jacket out to him and he slipped into it. He was the picture of elegance even without his tie. Even with his shorter haircut, his curls were fighting for their freedom. She put her fingers in his hair and mussed it slightly. She swallowed and wondered, not for the first time, how in the world she had snagged such a looker. She smiled at him in approval and turned to look in the mirror to finish her own hair.
“Leave it down,” he said gently, standing behind her and putting his hands on her arms. He put a tender kiss on the side of her neck and then took one of the flowers from her room arrangement, broke the stem, and tucked it behind her ear. “Lovely,” he murmured. They looked at each other in the mirror for a moment and then she turned to him and put her arms around his neck.
“You were the perfect business associate this morning,” she said.
“And tonight?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.
“I think I’d like to go on a date,” she answered. He smiled.
“I’d like nothing better.”
The Forsters could not help but notice the change in their demeanor upon meeting them in the foyer. Darcy let his hand rest on her low back as he guided her into their limo. He held her chair for her when they sat to dinner. She touched his arm in a familiar way when they talked. Harriett was quite sure that Darcy had his hand on Elizabeth’s leg under the table. When they enjoyed coffee after dinner, he let his arm drape over the back of her chair and once fingered her shoulder lightly before pulling his hand away. But it was the long, lingering gazes that they occasionally exchanged that really gave them away.
“I’m afraid I’m unable to join you for the symphony tonight, I’m on the last flight back to San Francisco,” Darcy announced as they rose from dinner.
“Oh, that’s too bad!” John said. He had taken quite a liking to Darcy; he’d be sure to mention it to Milton. Darcy agreed with John’s sentiment but for entirely different reasons. He walked to the curb with them, where their limo awaited to take them to the symphony. Before she climbed in, Elizabeth turned and put her arms around Darcy’s neck.
“Good night, sweetheart. I’ll call you tomorrow,” she murmured against his lips and kissed him. He let his hands unfold on her waist and held her close to him as he returned her kiss.
He pressed his forehead to hers and said, “Call me tonight when you get back instead. I don’t want to wait until tomorrow to hear you tell me that you love me,” he replied.
“Nor do you have to. I love you. I’ll call you tonight, then.” With a final parting kiss, she ducked into the limo and he watched it pull away.

***

Elizabeth returned to her hotel room Sunday after dropping off the Forsters at the airport; she was restless and missed Darcy. She wanted to dance like a little girl, so happy was she that he had come yesterday. Her only regret was that they had not had the opportunity to make love and she wanted him desperately. He hadn’t seemed ready yet; she’d have to remind him of what he was missing.
She spent the evening with her digital camera in the large, stark white bathroom of her hotel room. She took photos of herself, edited them on her computer, and printed them out onto photo paper. Then she prepared four same-day delivery boxes and one overnight envelope and addressed each one to him.
Darcy received the first package at work late Monday afternoon. He glanced at it, saw that it was marked “Personal and Confidential,” and then saw that the return address was from Elizabeth. Curious, he opened it in the privacy of his chambers. What he saw made his jaw drop.
Inside was a black and white 5x7 photograph of Elizabeth wearing black pants and a white shirt opened to reveal a bustier that he recognized as the one she had worn at the club in London. He shook the box, and out fell the red bustier. He turned the picture over and saw Elizabeth’s slanted handwriting.
This photograph reminds me of a certain night in London. To be honest, the events of the night are somewhat hazy in my memory; I remember your agitation in the shops and your annoyance at me for wearing a suit. I also remember how hot the club was and your smile when you danced with that other woman. I remember crashing glass and the hardness of the table. I remember your laugh, and how you couldn’t stop. It’s been so long since I felt your laugh rumbling in your chest, I miss it terribly. Promise me that you’ll laugh when I see you again.
He pulled out the lacy bustier and looked closely at it. He had not remembered it in any detail. He saw now its fine lace and boning, the hooks on the back, the delicate black lining. It was soft and smooth under his fingers. How could she have worn this tiny thing and he not remember, in vivid detail, every inch of it?
He looked at the photo again. She was standing with her hands in her pockets, leaning one shoulder against the wall. Her hair fell in large, dark curls around her shoulders. She looked relaxed, pensive. She looked beautiful.
When he called her that night, he couldn’t keep the smile from his voice.
“That was a delightful surprise,” he said when she answered her phone.
She laughed. “I hope it passed courthouse security without too much inspection.”
“I imagine our mail sorter is very appreciative,” he grinned.
“Do you remember me wearing it? You were awfully drunk that night.”
“Yes. I believe that’s when I first told you that I loved you.”
“I believe that’s when I first called you ‘dirty fucker,’” she laughed.
“I’m looking forward to hearing it again,” he murmured.
She laughed huskily. “You’ll have to wait until this weekend.”
They rang off a few moments later and Darcy crawled into bed, the bustier in his hand.
On Tuesday afternoon he was surprised to receive another package marked “Personal and Confidential.” He closed his chambers door and opened it with anticipation. Out fell another photograph and folded leather pants. The photograph showed Elizabeth sitting in a chair, barefoot in the leather pants and unbuttoned white shirt; the bustier was missing from the picture. He turned the photo over.
I have always loved these pants. They are impractical, tight, and impossible to care for. I only wear them once a year. The last time I wore them, I was with you. Do you remember? I did a little dance. You laughed at me. Later you told me you wanted to bronze them.
He looked at the picture again. With a little lurch in his chest, he realized that she was stripping for him long distance. He laughed and put his head in his hands. She was such a tease, she enjoyed torturing him.
“Is this going to go on all week?” he asked, amused, that night over the phone.
“It will end when I run out of clothes,” she answered, laughing.
“Lizzy, you are driving me crazy. Why didn’t we shag last weekend?”
“Because you are the perfect gentleman and because I am an idiot,” she replied.
On Wednesday morning Elizabeth dropped off another same-day delivery package at the hotel desk. She went to work and waited for him to call her, smiling to herself all day long.
Darcy was agitated when no package arrived at 2:00 on Wednesday. He paced in his office and wondered if she had sent one or if it had gotten lost. He was relieved when a Personal and Confidential package arrived an hour later. He immediately closed his door and opened it. A white shirt fell out, and another photograph.
In the photograph, she was kneeling on the floor with her knees apart. She was wearing only a white man’s shirt with the sleeves rolled up. The shirt was hiked up enough to show her bare thighs, but nothing more. He looked at the photo for a long, long time before he turned it over.
This is your shirt. I remember exactly the day you wore it. I wore it the next morning, because I loved how it smelled. Did you know that you smell like sunshine on a mossy tree? I love the smell of you. It says strength and warmth and springtime. I never told you how much I love your smell. I found this shirt in my suitcase, and I have slept in it every single night since. For a long time, I couldn’t wash it; you still clung to it. Alas, at some point it had to be washed, but not before it smelled like both of us. Now it only smells like me. It is a lonely smell and I have decided to give it up.
He read the note twice, and then turned the picture back over. He put his face in the shirt. She was right, it smelled like her: sunshine and pears. He called her immediately.
“I miss you,” he said huskily when she answered.
“It’s awful, isn’t it?” she said in a teasing tone.
“Do you have any idea how seductive scents are? I love the way you smell. It’s feminine and sexy and makes my mouth water.”
“Keep that in mind for this weekend,” she answered softly.
On Thursday morning, Elizabeth sent out one same-day delivery package and one overnight envelope.
Darcy was extremely agitated when no package arrived at work. He asked his secretary three times, but no package had arrived. He even went to the mail room to see if it had been misplaced, but to no avail. He frowned, and returned to his chambers.
“Did you run out of clothes already?” he asked when she answered her phone.
She laughed. “I thought this one should be opened at home,” she answered.
She was right. The photograph showed her kneeling on the floor with her bare back to him, wearing nothing but a black thong. Her hair was swept over her shoulder, baring her entire back and neck for his admiring gaze. Her head was turned slightly over her shoulder so that he could see her profile. Her dark lashes rested against her cheeks and the corner of her mouth was curled in a slight smile.
The silky black thong slipped over his fingers as it fell from the package. He raised it to his nose. It smelled of oranges and pears: tangy and sweet. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply; the scents evoked a flood of memories of nights spent at Pemberley. It tugged both at his heart and his groin. He opened his eyes and turned the photo over.
The last time we were together, you put kisses all over my back. You left your mark on me. It took two weeks for them to go away. But now I think I am ready for another set.
“Elizabeth, you are the worst tease I have ever known,” he said quietly when she answered her phone.
“I miss you,” was her husky reply. They listened to the sound of each other’s shallow breaths for a moment; he couldn’t help it when he touched himself as he looked at her picture. But only for a moment; this anticipatory build-up was delicious, and he eagerly awaited the moment when he could touch her, taste her, smell her and love her. He didn’t want even a temporary release before then. So he removed his hand and closed his eyes.
“I think you should go to work late tomorrow if you can,” she said mischievously.
He laughed quietly. “I’ll see what I can do. How late will I be?”
“It should arrive before nine,” she answered.
“And you? When will you arrive?”
“My flight leaves at 3:15.”
On Friday morning, Darcy called his secretary to advise her that he would be in late and to please advise all the attorneys with morning appearances. Then he waited anxiously for the Fed Ex man.
He received a slender envelope at 8:45. He looked at the envelope for a long time, heart thudding. He carefully pulled the cord on the envelope and opened it. He pulled out the photograph.
She was lying on her back on the floor with her face turned to the side, facing the camera. Her elbows were bent over her head, tendrils of hair hanging from her fingertips. Her back was slightly arched, pushing her breasts up and emphasizing the transition from slender waist to curved rear. Her legs were bent at ninety degrees, crossed ankles resting on a chair. Her expression was a mixture of innocence, humor, and seduction. She wore nothing at all, not even a necklace.
With shaking hands he turned the photo over.
I surrender, was all she had written on the back. He shivered. They had surrendered to each other at Pemberley and it had led to the two most blissful weeks of his life. Could he hope that they could recapture that? The response she was evoking from him by these pictures promised that at least on his part, their reunion would be exhilarating.
What could he do but respond in kind? He changed his clothes and set up the camera. He took several photos, edited the best on his computer, and emailed it to her.
“You’d better be ready when you get here,” he said when she answered her phone.
She laughed. “Is that a threat or a promise?” she replied.
“I think you should check your email,” he answered.
“Really? Should I do this at work or at my hotel?” she asked coyly.
“Lizzy, I’m not a porn star like you,” he smiled. “I have to get to work. Call me when you leave.”
Elizabeth smiled as she hung up and turned to her computer. She opened the photo that was attached to the email.
Darcy was standing in his hallway, one arm braced against each wall. His hair was slightly damp, accentuating the curls. His head was tilted to the side with a soft smile curving the corners of his mouth. He was wearing his riding pants and boots and nothing else. The caption read, Please come home to me.
 





Chapter 25
After lunch, Elizabeth rushed back to her hotel and hastily threw together an overnight bag. She hailed a taxi to the airport, arriving just in time to run to the tarmac. Darcy did not answer when she called his cell phone but she knew he was likely in court.
“I’m getting on a plane right now,” was the message she left.
Darcy had his phone off when she called but at 4:30 he checked his voice mail during a break in his trial. He smiled when he heard the message. When the attorneys returned, he said, “Gentlemen, this looks like a good place to end testimony for the day. I’m afraid I’ve got to rush to the airport, so why don’t you go to the clerk and get another date to continue.”
Without even waiting for a response, he rose and left the courtroom. He hurriedly shut down his computer and tossed his robe on the coat rack. After putting on his suit jacket and grabbing his briefcase, he jumped into his car and steered toward the airport. When he got caught in rush-hour traffic at 5:30 he called her cell phone.
“Where are you?” he asked when she answered.
“In a taxi on my way to my house.”
“Go to my place instead, it’s closer. I’ll be there shortly.”
Elizabeth instructed the taxi driver, who made a quick U-turn. Within 10 minutes she was at Darcy’s building. She paid the taxi driver and pulled her bag up to the doorman.
“Is Mr. Darcy back yet?” she asked him.
“I’m afraid not but you can go ahead up and wait if you like.”
She nodded and pulled her bag behind her. A few moments later the doorman appeared.
“Mr. Darcy called and asked me to let you in,” he said as he unlocked the door for her. She smiled gratefully and he carried her bag in for her. He didn’t tell her that Mr. Darcy had nearly taken his head off for not escorting her up in the first place. He refused her tip and wished her a good evening.
Just as the doorman was resuming his post, Darcy came jogging up the steps.
“She’s in?” he asked. The doorman nodded; Darcy thanked him and strode swiftly inside. He paced impatiently in the elevator while it ascended to the 21st floor.
Elizabeth dared not explore his place; she wanted to be at the door as soon as he came in. She sat on his couch and waited nervously. As soon as she heard his key in the lock she stood.
He had not even closed the door before she threw herself at him, crushing her body to his and winding her arms around his neck. He kicked the door shut and kissed her fiercely, wrapping his arms tightly around her and lifting her off her feet. Their lips mashed in a hungry, desperate kiss, little umphs coming from his chest unheeded.
After a moment he put her back on her feet, their kisses retreating from blistering heat to tender warmth. One of his hands curled into her hair while the other caressed her neck, his thumb stroking her soft skin. Their mouths opened and shifted, tongues tasted and withdrew, lips nibbled and caressed.
It was a full five minutes before either came up for air. Finally, Darcy raised his head a fraction from hers and opened his eyes. Her eyes were still closed, the dark fringe of her lashes resting on her cheeks. Her parted lips were slightly swollen from their kisses and her breathing was erratic.
“Lizzy, open your eyes,” he whispered, smiling. She smiled and shook her head. She could feel his breath against her lips.
“I don’t want to wake up from this dream,” she answered. He smiled and lowered his head, taking her lower lip between his and running his tongue along it. She opened her mouth and they shared another deep, tender kiss.
“It’s no dream, open your eyes,” he murmured a moment later, his lips brushing hers as he spoke. She opened her eyes slowly, a small smile curling the corners of her lips. She tipped her head back to look at him, taking in his familiar features. They stared at each other for a moment then she rested her cheek on his chest.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered into his chest. “I’ve just been so incredibly stupid. I ruined everything. I’m so sorry.” She bit her lip to keep from crying. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I was so confused and scared of what I was feeling,” she said. She felt guilty; she had refused to see him on the pretext of the ethical issue, but had not sought to see him once she had been transferred. She had refused to listen to him when he said he loved her, and had let her insecurities drive her to distraction. She had nearly lost the only man she had ever loved.
He lowered his head, nestling his cheek to her ear.
“Don’t,” he whispered. “I can’t bear to think of it anymore.” He couldn’t bear the idea that she might feel herself at fault; he had been the guilty party, always saying or doing the wrong thing. He had run hot and cold with her, pushing her to see him and then not calling her, writing her that letter then letting her think he was seeing Caroline. She had run away but he had pushed her away.
He tipped her face up to his and traced her cheek with his thumb.
“We’re going to put this behind us and move on,” he said softly but firmly. “We are going to forget that this ugly episode ever happened as I’m sure neither of us could truly have been that stupid.” He gently rubbed her nose with his.
“I love you, Will,” she whispered against his lips. It gave him goose bumps. He wanted to cry and laugh at the same time. Instead he crushed her to him and kissed her with a passion he had not known he possessed.
She ran her hands over his chest, eager to feel his skin against hers. Gently she tugged at his tie, loosening it and pulling it from around his neck. She pushed his suit jacket from his shoulders while he pulled her blouse from her waistband and splayed his hands across the hot skin of her back. She began to unbutton his shirt and kissed his throat. His fingers trembled as he undid the buttons of her blouse and pushed it from her body.
He pulled her toward the bedroom as they continued to undress, leaving a trail of shirts, pants, skirt, socks, pantyhose, bra, and underwear. He scooped her up into his arms and carried her to the bedroom.
He placed her on the bed and she pulled him down to her. With his head cradled in her arms, she kissed him; he leaned on his elbows and put one knee between her legs. His lips trailed over her jaw line and down her throat. He opened his mouth and laid hot, wet kisses on her shoulders. His hands caressed her waist while he ran his tongue over her nipples. When she let slip a little stifled moan, he smiled and took one rosy bud into his mouth.
He continued to run kisses down her waist and dipped his tongue into her bellybutton. He could smell her tangy scent, stronger now that she had been in pantyhose all day. It acted as an aphrodisiac to him; he loved the smell of her, the taste of her.
He spread her legs and ran the flat of his tongue along her wet core, curling the tip to dip in just beyond her folds. He had never tasted anything as delicious as she tasted at that moment, like a slice of succulent, ripe orange given to a parched man. It made him tremble. Such intimate smells and tastes were sensed only by him now; she was his... his... his. He rested his forehead on her belly, suddenly overcome with the roiling emotions in his chest. Don’t cry, don’t cry, he said to himself.
“I’ve missed you,” he whispered.
Elizabeth felt his breath on her hip as he rested his forehead on her belly. She wiped a hand across her face, brushing away a tear that had squirted from her eyelashes. She didn’t want to cry but she was overwhelmed by the intensity of what she was feeling... guilt, joy, desire, love. She curled her fingers in his hair, and tugged gently. They had been apart for too long; she wanted him with her now.
He pushed himself up to kiss her; she tasted herself on his lips and tongue. His knee found its way between her legs again, and his erection pressed against her hip. He twined his fingers with hers, squeezing her hands with his as he opened his mouth over hers. He released her hands and slid his arms under her shoulders, pushing his fingers under her head, twisting into her hair.
Elizabeth put her arms around his lean torso and pulled him tight against her, arms curling up under his to rest her hands his shoulder blades. She pulled her thigh up, sliding it along his waist, and curved her hips toward his body. Her invitation was clear.
He settled on top of her. He paused in his kisses to look at her; their eyes met in understanding. He brushed her hair away from her face, caressing her cheek as he did so. She kissed his palm, then returned her gaze to his eyes.
“I love you,” she said breathlessly. His lips hovered over hers.
“Again,” he said barely above a whisper.
“I love you,” she repeated, holding his gaze with her eyes. He pushed deeply into her, stifling her exclamation of pleasure with his kiss.
She curled her legs around him, their naked limbs twisting. Her hips rose to meet his in a synchronized rhythm. Their lips joined and parted, tongues meeting and tasting as if for the first time. Fingers twined in hair, trailed along dips and curves. His hands pressed flat against her flesh, nerve ends straining to absorb every sensation. She soothed her hands over his rough angles and trailed a fingertip along the dip of his spine.
Their climaxes spiraled and peaked together. His long back strained over her; she arched her torso into his. He ground his hips into her and groaned into her mouth when his desire crested, spurting forth; she received his culmination with her own, answered his groan with a sigh of pleasure, her walls pulsing tightly against him as she slipped over the edge of ecstasy.
He rested his forehead against hers as they fought to catch their breath, willing their speeding hearts to slow. After a few moments, a lazy smile spread across his face.
“Ah, just once more, then,” he murmured sleepily.
“I love you,” she laughed softly against his lips.
“Thank you.” He kissed her. “Thank you,” he repeated. “I need to hear you say it, Elizabeth. I need to know that you love me as well.”
She laughed. “I think you owe me one,” she said. He smiled.
“I love you Elizabeth. I madly, truly, deeply love you.”
She smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck, nuzzling his lips with her own.
His phone rang.
“Bloody hell,” he muttered drowsily against her lips, not moving from his position atop her. He let the phone ring again, and the answering machine picked up.
“Where the hell are you?” came Georgiana’s voice over the answering machine. Darcy jolted up, wakened as though an alarm had gone off.
“Bloody hell!” he exclaimed, leaping off the bed. His cell phone was now ringing. He scrambled to the hall to pull his cell phone from his discarded trousers. He ran back into the bedroom with the cell phone to his ear, pulling out a pair of underwear from his dresser.
“Georgie!” he said into the phone. “I’m so sorry, I got hung up. I’m on my way, I’ll be right there.” He frantically motioned to Elizabeth to get out of bed; she watched him in languid amusement.
“Just stall for a few minutes, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” he said as he stepped into a pair of jeans. He hopped on one foot to put on a sock while holding the phone between his ear and shoulder. He flipped the phone shut and tossed it on the bed. He pulled a brown t-shirt with a Led Zeppelin logo over his torso.
He crawled on his hands and knees onto the bed, where Elizabeth was smiling at him.
“Please get up so you can come with me,” he pleaded. “I don’t want to leave you now but I have to go, I’m already late.” He planted another kiss on her lips, then pulled away. “Come on, lazy, up you go!” he said, pulling her by the arm. She laughed and let herself be pulled out of bed. While he washed his face and brushed his teeth, she pulled a turquoise tank top over her head, tied on a green and turquoise sarong skirt, and slipped into a pair of sandals. She quickly brushed her teeth and looked at him expectantly.
He grabbed his keys and wallet from the discarded trousers and then put on his shoes. She followed him to the living room, where he picked up one guitar case and handed another to her. Then he grabbed her wrist and pulled her to him again.
“I love you Lizzy Bennet. Don’t forget it,” he growled to her with a rakish grin, then planted another firm kiss on her lips. She marveled at the fact that no matter what he did, what he said, what he wore, or what he smelled like, she felt giddy when he was near her. He released her a moment later, and they rushed down to the street, both wearing silly grins.
“Mind if we walk?” he asked as they started down the street. She shook her head contentedly. She was walking quickly but his legs were much longer than hers. When he realized she was trotting to keep up with him, he slowed his pace.
“So, what is the story behind your coffee shop concerts?” she asked.
He looked at her shyly.
“A broken heart,” he answered. She looked down, ashamed. He squeezed her hand. “It took my mind off of things, gave me something to do.” Seeing her discomfort, he added “Don’t think on it, Lizzy. It started out as a distraction but now I do it for fun. I enjoy playing with Georgie.”
“Is it always Irish music?” she asked, recalling the time she had seen him play.
“No,” he shook his head. “We have theme nights. We’ve done an Irish night, a honky-tonk night, a jazz night, and a classical night. Tonight is classic rock.”
“Same lineup?” she asked. He shook his head again.
“Georgiana has a lot of friends, so they rotate in and out. She and I are the only two who are always there.”
They walked a few more blocks and arrived at the café hand-in-hand. Georgiana was looking out the window for him when they arrived.
“It’s about time,” she said angrily as they came in the door. He looked around.
“Fletcher isn’t even here yet, we can’t go on without him,” he said defensively.
“Yes he is, he’s taking a piss. Get your gear together,” she commanded. She nodded curtly to Elizabeth and then stormed off to her keyboard. Darcy looked down at Elizabeth with a grimace that said I’m in trouble.
Elizabeth looked around and saw Jane and Bingley waving at her. She gave Darcy’s arm a squeeze in farewell and went to join them.
“When did you get in?” Jane asked, hugging her. Bingley planted a kiss on Elizabeth’s cheek and handed her a coffee.
“Just an hour or so ago. I’m staying with Will,” she added, blushing.
“Hooray!” laughed Bingley. Jane laughed and punched him playfully on the arm.
The band tonight was Darcy on guitar, a bassist, a singer Fletcher, Georgiana on keyboards, and a drummer. Fletcher was a young man with long shaggy, curly blond hair, who wore his shirt open and no shoes. He had a distinct Robert Plant vibe. Mrs. Bennet would swoon.
They all settled into their seats and, after some friendly banter among the band, began to play an acoustic version of Rod Stewart’s ‘Maggie May.’ The song was perfect to warm up the crowd, starting quietly and then becoming lively. Elizabeth felt herself grinning along with the rest of the crowd, who clapped and sang along. This time she had chosen a seat where she could see Darcy and watched as he grinned widely while he played. He was clearly having fun. The crowd clapped loudly after the song and all the band members were laughing.
Darcy pulled his microphone to him and said, “Where are your shoes tonight, Fletcher?” Darcy teased him.
“I gotta sing from the sole, man,” Fletcher replied, wiggling his toes, causing everyone to groan then laugh.
Darcy handed his acoustic to Georgiana, who handed him an electric guitar. She then sat next to him with the acoustic guitar while Fletcher introduced the next song, selected by their drummer, as ‘More than a Feeling’ by Boston. It was another fun song, with everyone clapping and singing along. Georgie and Darcy sat side by side, rocking together to the music and smiling at each other. By the end of the song, all the guitarists were jamming, nodding heads to the beat, strumming with feeling. Nobody in the audience was sitting anymore, everyone was standing and dancing. Georgie laughed breathlessly at Darcy, who winked at her.
“Tonight, our multi-talented - and lovely - keyboardist is making her singing debut, so let’s give it up for Georgie,” Fletcher announced. He vacated the stool and moved to her microphone behind the keyboards while she adjusted her own microphone. She looked at Darcy, who nodded. They then immediately broke into a powerful rendition of Jefferson Airplane’s ‘Somebody to Love.’ It was startling to hear a strong, piercing voice come out of wispy little Georgiana. The bassist and Fletcher sang backup, Darcy having pushed his microphone away. Again, the crowd roared their approval at the end of the song.
“Nicely done, Georgie,” said the bassist. “This next one isn’t exactly classic rock but it’s a classic in my book and I’m going to sing it.” He stood at the microphone with his bass and they played an acoustic, subdued version of Nirvana’s ‘Come as You Are.’ Georgiana and Fletcher both played accompanying guitars. After another burst of applause and whistling from the crowd, Fletcher returned to his stool and Georgiana to her keyboards. She spoke into the microphone.
“I picked this song to lighten up the mood after the last piece, so this is my contribution,” Georgie announced and she began to play piano to Elton John’s ‘Your Song.’ Fletcher sang with feeling as he sat on the stool, eyes closed. Once, he opened them, turned slightly on his stool and sang a line to Georgie. After the applause had died and the bassist and drummer had cooed a teasing “Awwwwww,” Darcy pulled the microphone again to him.
“Very romantic. We’ll talk later about you dating my sister,” he said sardonically into the mic.
“Why don’t you announce the next song, Darcy?” Fletcher said mischievously into the mic.
“Sure. This next song is one my favorites. It’s called ‘What Is and Should Never Be,’ by Led Zeppelin.” He paused. “And, ah, it’s for Elizabeth,” he mumbled, pushing the mic away.
Fletcher and Georgiana both looked at Darcy sharply.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa, who’s Elizabeth?” Fletcher laughed. Darcy didn’t answer but made a ‘shoo’ing motion toward Fletcher. “Yeah, who’s Elizabeth?” chimed in the bassist. Darcy shook his head. He was already regretting the impulsive dedication. He sighed inwardly and wondered how many more times he would make a fool of himself over her.
“OK, this song is for Darcy’s goldfish, Elizabeth,” said Fletcher into the mic. Darcy laughed and waited patiently for Fletcher to begin singing.
Darcy played the bluesy guitar bridge with eyes closed, brows knitted expressively, nodding and shaking his head to the rhythm. Elizabeth saw him look at her as he sang along with the next verse, although his mic was pushed away.
The band finished the song to raucous cheers. Bingley grinned widely at Elizabeth and whistled his approval over the applause. The crowd was loud, whistling and whooping. Over Fletcher’s banter with his band mates, Jane looked at Bingley.
“Why don’t you ever play a song and dedicate it to me?” she asked him teasingly.
“Sweetie, I dance with you. Darcy plays, I dance. You can’t have both. Besides, every karaoke song is for you,” he said, hugging her and playfully nipping her cheek. She laughed and pushed him away.
“We’re going to liven it up again by finishing with another Rod Stewart song, ‘Hot Legs’,” Fletcher announced. There was more applause and cheering for the song.
Bingley looked at Jane. “Here, darling, I’m dedicating this song to you,” he grinned. She laughed and kissed him, while he ran a hand up her leg. Elizabeth noticed that Jane had taken to wearing much shorter skirts now that she was with Bingley. Jane jumped down from her stool and began to dance with Bingley, joining others who were now moving to the music. Bingley sang to Jane, “Am I pussywhipped?” and she nodded sympathetically.
As the last song ended, Fletcher said “Let’s hear it for our great band, Taylor Smits on bass, David Brass on drums, Georgiana Darcy on keyboards, and Will Darcy on guitar. My name is Fletcher Stevens, and you guys have been great. Thank you.”
The band started to break down but the crowd protested and asked for one more song.
“What do you guys think, have we got one more in us?” Fletcher asked, looking at the other band members. They did a brief huddle, then all burst out laughing and resumed their positions. Darcy moved the microphone back to his mouth.
“This song is not for my goldfish, it is for Fletcher,” he grinned. Fletcher laughed and Darcy struck the opening lines of Beck’s ‘Loser.’ The crowd screamed its approval. Fletcher took over singing but Darcy did sing back-up on this one.
Fletcher did a sort of hippy psychedelic dance with Darcy laughing at him. They finished the song with a surge of cheering, clapping, and a pair of underwear thrown at Fletcher. He picked them up; they were very large.
“I think these are for you, man,” he said, tossing them to Darcy. Darcy laughed and let them fall on the ground, no way was he picking up anything that unsanitary!

Elizabeth sat in the back waiting for the crowd to thin when she overheard someone say, “I knew it! That’s Judge Darcy! Man he can play!... Dude, I have him for trial on Monday.” He was speaking into his cell phone as he looked at Darcy. He was a young man who Elizabeth did not recognize; he had probably started after she left. He continued to chat on the phone and took a seat near her. Jane nodded at Elizabeth in understanding, and Elizabeth stood and pushed her way to the front of the café.

Darcy was surrounded by patrons who were complimenting him; he was thanking them with good humor as he put his guitars in their cases. Fletcher was sitting on the window seat behind him putting on his shoes.
Elizabeth reached them and leaned close to Darcy and said, “There’s an attorney in the back who recognized you. He doesn’t look familiar to me. He’s already on his cell phone talking about you.” She was concerned that they’d be recognized; Darcy was however concerned for other reasons. He was not comfortable with attorneys knowing much about his private life, not to mention any criminal defendants knowing anything about him or his whereabouts. He nodded and turned to Georgiana and said quietly, “Georgie, there’s an attorney here. I’ll meet you at Franco’s in 20 minutes,” he said and swiftly gathered his things. She nodded in understanding and told Fletcher to hurry up.
 





Chapter 26
Darcy led Elizabeth to Franco’s restaurant, a dimly lit Italian eatery that Darcy and Georgiana frequented. He was greeted by the barman with a loud “Heeeeey, Judge!” Darcy smiled and waved. They found a table in the back and a waitress came by, greeting him by name and taking their drink orders.
They settled into the booth to wait for Georgiana and Fletcher. Elizabeth slid in next to Darcy and as soon as the waitress was gone, she turned to him, pulled one knee up to his lap and purred, “You are such a rock star. You are completely turning me on.”
He grinned and she thought his cheeks flushed a little. He turned to face her and slipped his hand onto her thigh. He massaged her leg lightly, creeping higher, slipping his hand into the slit in her sarong, and leaned down to give her a kiss. His free hand found the side of her neck and he ran a thumb by her lips, then he kissed her again.
“Would you like another performance?” he asked against her lips. She nodded her assent. With a slight smile curving his lips, he quietly sang from Led Zeppelin’s ‘Traveling Riverside Blues.’
Elizabeth laughed softly against his lips and kissed him again. She moved her hand to his thigh. They kissed for a few moments, before he continued:
She let out a low giggle and kissed him again, letting her thumb stroke across his groin. His breath caught in a little laugh and -.
“Ahem.”
Georgiana and Fletcher were sitting across from them in the booth; so involved in each other were Elizabeth and Darcy that neither noticed them arrive.
“Sorry,” mumbled Darcy as he pulled his hands from Elizabeth and scooted a respectable distance away from her. Both of their faces were flaming. Darcy silently willed his breathing, and his blood pressure... oh, and my erection too, he thought, back to normal.
Shock showed plainly on Georgiana’s face. She had never seen her brother in an intimate situation with a woman, let alone in a state of obvious sexual excitement. To find him singing an erotic song, completely oblivious to his surroundings, was stunning to say the least. She looked from Darcy to Elizabeth then back to Darcy, a flush covering her own cheeks. There was a moment of awkward silence.
“Nice goldfish,” Fletcher said as he picked a pretzel stick from the bowl on the table and winked at Elizabeth.
If possible, Elizabeth’s cheeks flushed deeper. Then she laughed.
“Well, Darcy, we are caught,” she teased. “Anti-goldfish miscegenation laws be damned!”
Darcy laughed shortly, painfully and acutely embarrassed. Ah, this would be the next time I make a fool of myself, he thought ruefully.
“Fletcher, this is Elizabeth,” Darcy said trying to regain some dignity. Elizabeth offered her hand to Fletcher.
“It’s nice to meet you and nice to see you again, Georgiana. I’m afraid Will’s tardiness was my fault, there was traffic at the airport,” Elizabeth said warmly, covering for Darcy’s embarrassment. “That was a great show; are they always that fun?”
“When I’m there they are,” Fletcher said. Georgiana rolled her eyes, Darcy nodded, and Elizabeth laughed.
“Why the hasty retreat?” Fletcher asked. Darcy shrugged.
“There was an attorney from work there. I don’t want any of the attorneys who appear before me to know anything about my private life. Where I hang out, what I do in my spare time. Our unequal positions make it important to keep a social barrier between us,” he said.
“Spoken like a true aristocrat,” Elizabeth mused at him. Georgiana looked at her sharply and Darcy looked at Elizabeth as if to say come on, you know it’s true.
Fletcher nodded.
“That’s understandable. So, Liz, what do you do?”
“Uh, I’m a lawyer,” she said and looked at Darcy with irony.
Fletcher grinned. “I see. And how did you meet Darcy?”
“Well, I used to appear before him before I was transferred to San Diego a few months ago,” she said, enjoying watching Darcy squirm. Darcy scowled at being caught in his own hypocrisy.
“Just how long have you been dating my sister?” he asked Fletcher, changing the subject.
“Well, that’s a rather personal question, don’t you think? How long have you and Liz been dating?” Fletcher replied, smiling. Elizabeth laughed. Darcy scowled deeper.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” he looked to Georgiana, giving up on Fletcher. She rolled her eyes.
“Will, believe it or not, I don’t tell you everything.”
“What do you know about my sister?” Darcy turned again to Fletcher.
“I know that I’ve had a mad crush on her for over six months,” Fletcher said around a pretzel stick.
“That’s what you know about yourself; what do you know about her?” Darcy countered.
“She has an overprotective brother. She grew up in England. She plays beautifully but she’s not much of a cook,” Fletcher looked briefly to Georgiana, “sorry, sweetie.” Darcy began an interrogation of Fletcher.
“When is her birthday?”
“Ummm”
“What’s her middle name?”
“Francesca?”
“Wrong. What color are her eyes?” Georgiana quickly put her hands over her eyes, laughing.
“Green?”
“Wrong again.”
“Let’s see you pass that test!” Fletcher exclaimed. Darcy rose to the challenge and said, confidently and without looking at Elizabeth,
“Elizabeth’s eyes are brown, her birthday is November 12, and her middle name is Claire.”
“Wrong!” Elizabeth laughed. “Claire is Jane’s middle name. Mine is Anne.”
“Your middle name is Anne?” he frowned, looking at her. She nodded. His shoulders slumped a little. Fletcher and Georgiana burst out laughing.
“Do I have permission to date your sister?” Fletcher asked teasingly. “I am the father of her puppy, you know.” Darcy gave a dramatic sigh and put his drink down.
“Well, I guess I don’t have much choice, the scandal will ruin her,” Darcy replied. “Is Moopy a family name or is he the first?”
“His real name is Sir Moopford of Rothingham. We come from a noble line, sadly ruined by gambling and drink,” Fletcher said, shaking his head in sorrow. Darcy and Elizabeth laughed. The conversation turned to next week’s show until Fletcher excused himself to the restroom. Darcy immediately turned to Georgiana.
“How much does he know about you?” he said quietly. Georgiana looked at Elizabeth, who studied her menu as if preparing for a test. Not trusting Elizabeth, Georgiana replied in perfect French,
“He knows a lot about me but nothing about our money. He thinks I rely on you for extra money.”
Darcy continued in French,
“Does he know about your trust fund?”
“No.”
“Does he know about George?”
“No.”
“Are you going to tell him?”
“Why would I tell him about George? No. About the money? We’ll see. Do you approve otherwise?”
“Georgie, you don’t need my approval,” he said, taken aback. “You can see whomever you want; I just want you to be careful, that’s all.”
“All the same, I’d like it,” Georgie replied.
Darcy shrugged. “Fletch is a good guy, I like him. I see no reason you shouldn’t date him.”
“Thanks,” she said, reverting to English. She smiled at him and kissed his cheek.
Elizabeth did not understand much French and she felt her exclusion acutely. Georgiana obviously didn’t trust her. It made her both ashamed and angry. She would be agreeable but she would not pander for Georgiana’s approval, no matter what. The only approval she sought was Darcy’s. She resolved to be polite to Georgiana but not go out of her way to impress her.
The dinner conversation stayed on safe topics such as the weather, recent popular science articles and the like. Georgiana felt herself warm up to Elizabeth slightly despite her solid reservations about her. Will was clearly - clearly - taken with Elizabeth. She did have a talent for teasing him and making him laugh, which relieved Georgiana. She was tired of seeing him miserable. He certainly hadn’t looked miserable when they arrived, in any event. But she would reserve judgment until she got to know her better.
After they had finished their meals, Darcy sat back and looked at Elizabeth, satisfied in his chest and his belly. The last six hours had been complete chaos, with her call, the rush to the airport, the tryst at his place, the concert, and now dinner. He wanted to go home and savor her. He put his hand on the back of the booth and played with a lock of her hair. It took a good deal of self-control not to pull her to him and shower her with kisses. She leaned forward for something and he dropped his hand to her low back. She leaned her head on her fist and looked at him.
“Ready?” he asked. She nodded. “Fletcher, Georgie, it’s been a pleasure,” he said as he stood. He dropped some bills on the table to pay for dinner.
“Shall I call you tomorrow?” Georgie asked.
“No! Er, no. Elizabeth is only in town until Sunday, I’ll be busy.” He slipped his hand into Elizabeth’s and twined their fingers together and they said goodnight.
“I like your brother,” Fletcher said as he savored a sip of wine. “He’s a good guy.”
“He’s an exceptional man,” Georgiana corrected him as she watched Darcy and Elizabeth exit.
“He’s got it bad,” Fletcher commented, watching Georgiana closely.
She continued to watch Elizabeth’s retreating figure when she replied, “If she hurts him, I will kill her myself.”

***

They walked back to Darcy’s place hand-in-hand.
“I don’t think Georgiana likes me much,” Elizabeth ventured. Darcy sighed.
“Georgiana and I are very, very close. We went through some very trying times together. We tend to be overprotective of each other, although this is the first time she has ever taken an interest in who I’m involved with.” He looked over at Elizabeth. “But then, I’ve never been really serious about anyone before, so it’s natural that she’d take an interest in you.”
They walked on in silence until they reached his building. The doorman nodded pleasantly as they entered.
“I didn’t know you could speak French,” she said as they got into in the elevator. Darcy punched the button.
“Eight solid years of French in school, and many summer vacations spent at least in part in Paris,” he sighed. “At my father’s insistence. We’re British but we have French roots. Very important to remember that we were originally the D’Arcy’s with an apostrophe,” he mused.
Elizabeth pushed the stop button and the elevator ground to a halt.
“What are you doing!?” he exclaimed.
“Monsieur D’Arcy, I do not think I can wait to get to the bedroom. I insist that you say something in an outrageous French accent right now,” she said turning to him with a naughty smile.
He laughed at her.
“Vous portez un beau chemisier bleu.”
“What did you say?” she asked, putting her arms around his waist.
“I said that you are wearing a lovely blue blouse,” he grinned.
“Oh, Monsieur, not good enough. Try again.” She pulled his t-shirt from his waistband and slipped one hand under it, caressing his low back.
“Vous avez de beaux yeux.”
She looked at him expectantly.
“I said you have beautiful eyes.”
“Better,” she said, running her fingertips over his nipple. She felt his groin stir. “But not quite good enough.”
He tried again. “Vous me taquinez si vous jouez avec mon mamelon.”
She waited for the translation.
“You are teasing me by playing with my nipple.” She pushed his t-shirt up and put her tongue on his nipple and licked it, then took it in her mouth and sucked. She heard him exhale with a little groan.
“Votre bouche a le goût du caramel chaud. Your mouth tastes like warm caramel,” was rewarded with a deep kiss.
“J'aime quand vous me touchez. I like it when you touch me,” gained him a hot kiss on the stomach and an intimate, seductive caress of his butt.
A breathy “Vous aimez ma saveur? Do you like the way I taste?” resulted in her unzipping his pants and briefly, much too briefly, tasting him.
A hungry “J'aime comme vos seins épousent mes mains. I love how your titties fit in my hands,” caused her to pull her tank top up over her breasts and put his hands on her. He squeezed them and stroked her nipples while kissing her for some time before he spoke again.
“Votre slip me bloque la main. Your panties are in my way,” he said hoarsely. She pulled up her skirt and turned her back to him, showing him her thong underwear. She slipped them down, bending over for him as she pushed them to the floor. Then she turned back to him with an inviting look.
He kissed her and pulled up her skirt, slipping his fingers inside of her and then pulling them out. He put his fingers to her lips.
“Your pussy is hot and tastes like pears,” he whispered in English.
“Ah-ah-ah, en français, s'il te plaît,” she said mischievously, exhausting her knowledge of the Gallic language.
He struggled for a moment to remember the French equivalent for “pussy.” “Votre chatte est brulante et a un goût des poires juteuses”
She rewarded him by taking his fingers into her mouth, tasting herself. She closed her eyes as she sucked his fingers, then, still massaging his fingers with her tongue, opened her eyes to stare boldly at him.
He was overcome with a savage lust for her.
“Je veux vous baiser. I want to fuck you.” She lifted herself onto the railing and spread her legs. He pushed her skirt up, thumbs tracing her folds.
“Do you want me to fuck you?” he asked in English.
“Yes,” she whispered.
“En français!” he said roughly.
“Oui,” she replied breathlessly.
He pushed into her and she leaned her head back against the wall, arms wrapping tightly around his neck.
“Good?” he asked.
“Yes,” she gasped.
“En français!” he barked, slapping her thigh.
“Oui!” she yelped. She smiled and let out a little laugh. “Oui.”
“Harder?”
“Oui.”
“Deeper?”
“Oui.”
He pushed into her and she squirmed against him.
“Fuck me,” she said against his neck.
“En français,” he rasped.
“I don’t...” she began,
“Baise-moi,” he said against her lips.
“Baise-moi,” she repeated against his.
“Baise-moi,” they repeated it together as he thrust into her.
In an act defying gravity, he fucked her against the elevator wall. She wrapped her legs tightly around him, drawing him in as far as she could. He smashed his face against hers in fierce kisses, biting her lip and thrusting his tongue into her mouth. He held onto the railing and used it to leverage himself further into her. He felt an instinctive need to possess her, to be possessed by her. He made feral grunts as he thrust into her; she made no attempt to stifle her own wild, hoarse moans and groans as she ground herself against him. She dug her nails into his back as she reached orgasm with a throaty growl. He spilled into her with an animalistic snarl and the satisfaction of a conqueror, her lower lip caught between his teeth.
They stood, shaking from their exertions, she clinging to him. After long moments, he lifted her from the rail and let her skirt fall around her.
“Jesus Christ,” he laughed shakily. “Jesus Christ.” He thought his knees might give out.
Elizabeth laughed and put her head against his chest.
“Je t'aime,” she said.
He put his arms around her. “Je t'aime,” he replied, putting a lingering kiss on the top of her head. After a moment, he zipped up his pants and released the stop button on the elevator. She picked up her panties and balled them in her hand. The elevator shuddered back to life and in a moment they were at his floor. He followed her to his door, both smiling in wicked satisfaction.
 





Chapter 27
“Don’t you have to work?” Lou laughed as Elizabeth met him at the San Diego airport Wednesday morning.
“I run the office, I do what I want,” she said haughtily. “And I wanted you to come visit for the day,” she added firmly.
“All that power has gone to your head,” Lou replied, rolling his eyes. “Lucky for you I didn’t have any appointments scheduled today... once I cancelled them,” he added slyly.
Elizabeth laughed and tucked her arm into his elbow and they went to a late breakfast. They chatted amiably over pancakes and eggs, then strolled to a shopping center.
“Help me pick out a new shirt,” Lou said as they entered the men’s section of Macy’s. “I have a date this weekend.”
“Is this the Denny I keep hearing about?” she asked nonchalantly.
Lou nodded, trying to suppress a smile.
Lou spent the next half hour talking about Denny: he was a Royal Canadian Mounted Policeman living in Vancouver. He was a friend of a friend of Charlotte’s. He had sandy blond hair and hazel eyes and liked to play hockey. Lou was obviously smitten.
“I’m sorry I haven’t been around for you,” Elizabeth said sadly.
Lou put an arm around her shoulders.
“Don’t be. We’ve all got our paths to walk. Yours veered off to San Diego for a few months. You’ll be back soon.” He gave her a little squeeze.
Elizabeth put her arm around his waist. “Thanks for sticking with me with the whole Darcy drama. I know it’s a bad soap opera.”
“It is. Hopefully it’s over, but I’m here for you, sweet pea, no matter what. I’ve got your back.”
Elizabeth smiled and pulled him into a lingerie shop.
“So how was your big reunion this weekend?” Lou asked. He might still have his reservations about Darcy, but he still loved some good sexy gossip. Elizabeth was delighted to oblige. She described to him her long-distance strip tease, much to his amusement, while they looked over bras. Then she told him about the coffee shop show, and finally, “And then we did it in the elevator.” She gave him a mischievous grin and held a red lacy teddy up to her chest.
“In the elevator?” Lou exclaimed, shocked. He shook his head at the teddy and she hung it back up.
“In the elevator,” she confirmed.
“Lizzy, you little tramp! I’m very proud of you,” he laughed. “Remind me to start carrying wet wipes everywhere!”
He picked up a pair of garters and showed them to her. She wrinkled her nose. He put them back.
He nodded in approval as she picked up a yellow gauzy confection. “Try that on,” he said. He followed her to the dressing room.
“What do you think?” she asked as she opened the door for him.
Lou smiled. “Very pretty. I think he’ll like it.”
Elizabeth smiled and closed the door. It really was a relief to have Lou as her best friend; he had impeccable taste and never let her go out looking awful in order to make himself look better. In his opinion, a good looking companion was the best accessory.
She came out and they rifled through panties. He picked up a pair of panties comprised of a small mesh triangle and three strings. He frowned.
“Really, what is the point?” he said. He held them to his waist. “No support, doesn’t conceal anything. Why not just go without?”
“I believe those are more of a hair net,” Elizabeth commented. Lou laughed.

***

As expected, on the following Friday there were a number of familiar faces from the courthouse at the coffee shop. They were mostly younger lawyers, fresh out of school; most older attorneys were either not interested or respected Darcy’s private pursuits. But the young attorneys were too curious to stay away.
Elizabeth sat in the rear and heard several conversations about Darcy. A couple of young men were commenting on a case they had recently tried before him and laughing; another set were remarking on his musical talent. Two young women were standing beside her, and one was saying, “Did I tell you he auctioned himself at this year’s Pediatric Aids Foundation bachelor auction?”
“No!” exclaimed the other attorney. The first one nodded.
“My sister-in-law was on the organizational committee and I went to the auction with her and a couple of friends. I almost died when I saw him in the catalogue! Let me just tell you, he was hot. I got them to all give me their money to bid on him but we only had $5,000 and he was bid beyond that after about four bids.”
“Get out! How much did he go for?”
“Sixty-one thousand!” the first laughed.
“What?” the second exclaimed.
“Yes, there was a bidding war and it escalated way out of control, it was hysterical. My sister told me that he had actually promised to match the winning bid, so he wound up donating another $61,000 to the Foundation. I’m sure he didn’t think he’d get bid that high but she said he paid it that night.” Elizabeth was surprised at this; she thought he had also paid for the bid. He had paid $122,000 to avoid her spending her savings?!
“He must have some other source of income then because he certainly couldn’t spare that on a judge’s salary.”
“Uh, yeah. Have you ever looked at his suits? You don’t buy Dolce & Gabbana on a judge’s salary. He’s got some serious cash somewhere.”
“Is he married?” asked the second.
“No ring. He suddenly looks very tasty, doesn’t he?” the first laughed and the second nodded, laughing as they moved away.
Elizabeth felt a mixture of satisfaction and indignation. They were after talking about her Darcy, so she was pleased that they found him attractive but she didn’t like the discussion of his money. She scowled into her tea for a minute until she heard her name.
“Lizzy?”
“Charlotte! It’s so good to see you!” Elizabeth exclaimed as she stood and hugged her. Charlotte gave her a squeeze and sat down across from her.
“Are you back now?” Charlotte asked. Elizabeth shook her head.
“No, not for a few more weeks. I’m back visiting my sister.”
“You look great! Nice suntan.” Charlotte looked around. “I see you heard the rumors too? Last week this rumor spread that Judge Darcy was playing guitar in a coffee shop and nobody would ask him about it but everyone seems to have shown up. And there he is!” she exclaimed as she looked over toward the stage area. “Who would have thought!”
Elizabeth said nothing. She was confident that Lou would not have revealed her secret to Charlotte despite their friendship. Should she say anything about her relationship with Darcy? Was it too soon? She decided not to do it; she would discuss it with Darcy first.
“I hear he’s not renewing his term next April,” Charlotte said as she watched him play.
“No,” Elizabeth agreed.
“So, how did you hear about this? You haven’t been to the courthouse this week.” Charlotte turned a curious eye toward Elizabeth.
“Uh, actually, I know him socially,” Elizabeth said nonchalantly. She dropped her eyes from Charlotte’s face and studied her tea. Charlotte’s interest was immediately aroused.
“You know him socially?” she asked, eyebrows raised. Elizabeth nodded and took a sip of her tea.
“Yes, my sister is engaged to one of his very good friends. In fact, he’s to be the best man.”
Charlotte sat back and looked at Elizabeth in something like amazement.
“Then you must be seeing quite a bit of him,” Charlotte mused speculatively.
Elizabeth shrugged. “I see him when I come back on the weekends. He’s very close to my sister’s fiancé, they were college roommates. So yes, I do see him quite a bit when I’m here.” She hoped she was sounding as if it were the most normal thing in the world.
“Elizabeth, you’re blushing,” Charlotte said, smirking. “Do you have a crush on him?”
Elizabeth rolled her eyes and refused to dignify the question by answering with the resounding “yes” that was in her head.
“What’s he like?” Charlotte asked curiously. Elizabeth was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with this conversation. She shrugged.
“Charlotte, he’s just a guy. Look, I’m really uncomfortable talking about him. Could we change the subject?” Charlotte sat back in her chair and looked at Elizabeth with unabashed speculation.
“How long have they been engaged?” she asked.
“Who?”
“Your sister! Come on, Lizzy, take your eyes off him for two seconds and focus!” Elizabeth looked at Charlotte again, ashamed at being caught staring at Darcy.
“Uh, I guess right around the time I went to San Diego,” she answered. “Why?”
“So you’ve known him socially for a few months then?”
Elizabeth sighed in exasperation and refused to answer the question.
“Why don’t you tell me about your love life?” Elizabeth said.
“Who said anything about a love life?” Charlotte said, intrigued by this Freudian slip. “I was referring to your social life. Is he involved in your love life?”
Elizabeth rubbed her forehead with her fingers and shook her head.
Charlotte was not convinced.
“Lizzy?” she prompted.
“Stop,” Elizabeth said firmly. Charlotte recognized the stubborn look in Elizabeth’s eye, and retreated to a safer topic. But she wondered why Elizabeth would be here to see her sister’s fiancé’s friend if neither her sister nor her sister’s fiancé were here. She quickly put together the simultaneous vacations, with both returning in foul moods, and Elizabeth’s quick transfer to San Diego and arrived at the right conclusion. But Charlotte was fond of Elizabeth and her secret was safe.
They chatted about the Gardiners’ office while Darcy’s band continued their set. Charlotte told her that deBourgh and Associates had begun to infiltrate the office with changeover procedures. The name partner, Catherine deBourgh, had swooped in last week to begin looking over the place.
“She’s quite impressive, I must say. Very opinionated on how things should be done.”
Elizabeth nodded. “I have had some contact with her regarding the new office; she is very demanding, but luckily she doesn’t care much at this point about the office. She just wants it physically there, then she will come in and mold everyone to her satisfaction.”
“That sounds like her,” Charlotte said. “She seems to be chummy with Judge Darcy,” Charlotte ventured.
“Really?” Elizabeth asked, surprised. Charlotte nodded.
“Mr. Gardiner told me that they were both at the same firm when Darcy came over from England and she was sort of his mentor. She was very unhappy that he wouldn’t come with her when she left the firm and there was apparently some big bust-up. But since he became judge, she’s been trying to get back into his good graces. Do you know anything about it?” Charlotte asked cautiously.
“No, this is the first I’ve heard about it,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head. Charlotte looked over at Darcy speculatively. Elizabeth downed the remainder of her tea and got a clean mug from the barista.
They sat together quietly until the set was over and people began filing out of the coffee shop. Elizabeth busied herself by pouring a dollop of cold milk into the mug. Next to it sat a small ceramic teapot which held boiling water. Elizabeth dumped two scoops of Earl Gray loose leaf tea into the pot and let it sit.
Charlotte looked over her shoulder at Darcy, who was detained by several attorneys who wanted to speak with him. He looked dreadfully uncomfortable.
“They should know better,” Charlotte said, looking at them. “He doesn’t want to see his co-workers during his leisure time.” She gave a quick glance at Elizabeth and grinned.
“Then why are you here?” Elizabeth laughed.
“Mary and Maria put me up to it. We were all curious. But I’m not going to go over and talk to him,” she replied defensively.
Elizabeth looked over Charlotte’s shoulder and saw Darcy coming toward them looking rather discontent. Elizabeth sighed inwardly. He was so deliciously handsome.
Charlotte looked over her shoulder again and saw him. To spare everyone embarrassment, she greeted him cheerfully as he approached.
“Hello Judge! That was a terrific performance. It’s nice to see that you don’t read trial briefs on Friday nights,” she said turning toward him.
Darcy stopped short at Charlotte’s voice.
“Ah, Miss Lucas.” He paused and looked at Elizabeth. “And Miss Bennet.” He had no idea whether Elizabeth had revealed anything to Miss Lucas and was trying to play it safe.
“Won’t you join us?” Charlotte said, pulling a chair out for him. “Lizzy was just telling me that her sister is engaged to one of your friends,” Charlotte offered. “I understand you’re to be the best man,” she smiled. Darcy nodded and took the seat. He silently thanked Elizabeth for letting Charlotte know enough to ward off suspicion of their being together, or so he thought.
“Yes, he was my college roommate at Cambridge,” Darcy said easily.
Elizabeth poured the hot tea over the milk in the mug and stirred it. Then she pushed it toward Darcy.
“Oh, thank you,” he said, and took a sip. “Perfect.”
Charlotte smiled to herself.
“So, Judge, what else do you do in your free time? Besides play in coffee shops?” Charlotte asked easily.
“Well, between the serial killing and drug trafficking, I don’t have much time for hobbies,” he said sipping his tea. Charlotte laughed; she didn’t think she had ever heard him joke before.
“It’s always the quiet ones,” Charlotte said knowingly. He laughed gently into his teacup. He has a lovely smile, Charlotte mused. “Milton tells me you used to work with Catherine deBourgh?” Charlotte asked him. He nodded.
“Yes, years ago. I hear she is cleaning house at Gardiner and Associates before she begins her reign,” Darcy answered. Charlotte snorted and nodded. “She has a very strong personality,” Darcy continued.
“Do tell,” Charlotte said, leaning forward on her fists, intrigued.
“We used to call her ‘Lady Catherine’ behind her back,” he said, lips curling mischievously. “She was a very imposing woman. She certainly had no qualms about making her opinions known.” He shrugged. “We had professional differences and then we had a falling out when she left the firm and I refused to go with her.”
“Why did you refuse?” Elizabeth asked, drawn in to their conversation.
“Georgie - my sister,” he clarified for Charlotte, “was having some trouble in school at that time and I thought my time was better spent with her than with starting a new law firm,” he said nonchalantly. Trouble in school, indeed, he thought. “Catherine was not sympathetic and frankly I didn’t relish reporting to Lady Catherine every day.”
“What will you do when your term ends?” Charlotte asked him.
“I don’t know,” he answered, frowning. “I had thought to move back to England, but really, all of my family is here. I’ve been contemplating opening my own law office but I don’t quite feel up to the task of setting up shop right away.” He took another sip of his tea.
“Lizzy could do it for you,” Charlotte smiled. “You know she’s setting up the San Diego office for deBourgh and Associates. I’m sure she’d have no problem; you can’t be anywhere near as demanding as Catherine,” Charlotte laughed. “Do you know that she even sent instructions on how many shelves were to be in the storage closets!”
“That sounds like her,” Darcy laughed. “Have you seen Anne’s art?” he said to Charlotte, who promptly burst out laughing, nodding. “I think that says it all; she must have had a very disturbed childhood,” Darcy mused.
Charlotte had never seen this sociable side of Darcy; she could see how Elizabeth would find him attractive, charming, even sexy. While thinking this, Charlotte took a bite of her pastry. Darcy’s stomach growled.
“That looks good... I’ll be right back,” he said and went to the counter to get a pastry.
Charlotte swung her head to Elizabeth.
“You are so totally sleeping with him,” she said quietly.
“What?!” Elizabeth replied in a hushed whisper. “I am not!”
“Yes, you are, don’t you dare deny it!” Charlotte pointed an accusing finger at Elizabeth.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about! You have the most ridiculous imagination, Charlotte,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head. She toyed with her coaster and tried not to blush.
Charlotte leaned forward. “Since when do you know how to make the perfect cup of English tea, just the way he likes it?” she challenged. Elizabeth sucked her tongue between her teeth but didn’t answer. Charlotte smiled in satisfaction, and continued.
“OK, but I understand it’s a secret. So here, I’ll tell you my secret, and we’ll call it even. I’m a lesbian.”
Elizabeth snorted. “God, Charlotte, that’s no secret.”
“What? What do you mean, of course it is!” Charlotte said in dismay.
Elizabeth shook her head. “’Fraid not.”
“How did you know?” Charlotte leaned forward again. Elizabeth laughed.
“Charlotte, hello, Lou is my best friend. He told me he kept seeing you at gay clubs.”
“Well, then my secret is as poorly hidden as yours,” Charlotte smiled, leaning back.
“Oh, honestly Charlotte, we are not...” she lowered her voice to a whisper and leaned forward, “sleeping together.”
Darcy returned and slid a pastry in front of Elizabeth.
“I know you like the cheesy ones,” he said as he sat down.
Charlotte crossed her arms in triumph and chirped “Mm-hmm.”
Darcy looked up and saw Elizabeth and Charlotte staring each other down and wondered what the hell was going on.
“Darcy! We’re sorry we missed it, there was a wreck on the freeway,” Bingley said as he and Jane approached. Darcy stood up and offered his chair to Jane, then stooped to receive her peck on the cheek.
“We tried to call your place but you guys were already gone,” Bingley continued like a dolt.
“Bingley!” Both Darcy and Elizabeth exclaimed in dismay. He looked at them in shock.
“What?!”
“Bingley, this is Charlotte Lucas, an attorney in my courtroom,” Darcy said significantly.
“And at my lawfirm,” Elizabeth added, glaring at him. Bingley shifted his eyes about in confusion.
“OK, nice to meet you Charlotte Lucas-who-is-an-attorney-before-Darcy-and-works-with-Elizabeth. Oh! Who appears before Darcy and works with Elizabeth! I see. Yes, good to meet you!” he said as the implications finally penetrated his distracted mind. Then he rolled his eyes. “Good lord, I almost gave you away!” he said comically.
Charlotte put her hand over her mouth and closed her eyes, laughing. The look on Darcy’s face was priceless, really. Some mixture of anger, embarrassment, humor, and resignation. Elizabeth wasn’t faring much better. Both glared at Bingley.
“Bingley, you are an idiot,” Darcy grumbled. “Let’s go get dinner.”
Elizabeth shot a look at Charlotte. Charlotte twiddled her fingers innocently.
Elizabeth could say nothing, but gave Charlotte a warning look. Charlotte nodded and smiled. They said their goodbyes, and Charlotte watched them exit the coffee shop. Darcy had taken Elizabeth’s hand in his before they were two steps out the door.

***

Elizabeth stepped out of the bathroom in her new yellow confection, hair falling all around her shoulders. Darcy was lying on the bed paging lazily through a magazine. He looked up at her and let the magazine fall to the floor. He said nothing for a half a minute.
“Well?” she said, shifting uncomfortably. She had posed herself in the bathroom doorway but now she wasn’t sure it was the best idea.
“Don’t move,” he said, cocking his head. He studied her for another minute. She creased her brows.
“Breathtaking,” he said softly. “Absolutely lovely.” She smiled in relief and walked toward the bed. “Turn around?” he asked. She did a slow turn for him. When she faced him again, he was smiling contentedly.
“It’s yellow,” she said, at a loss for words. He nodded, still smiling.
“Yes. You look beautiful in yellow.”
“Like a canary?” she teased, sitting next to him.
“Like a daffodil,” he corrected, pulling her closer to him. “You bought this for me?” he asked. She nodded. Why was she suddenly feeling shy?
He was ridiculously flattered that she thought of him enough to buy such an article. It was lovely; it showed her shapely legs, it let a little of her belly peek thru, but was essentially modest in cut. The ruffled trim was feminine without being cloying, the color complimented her tanned skin. He sighed again in contentment.
She began to untie the string in the front of the nightie. He stopped her.
“No, it’s too pretty. Leave it on,” he said. She smiled, and curled into his arms.
He sighed into her hair as they made love.
“You really are the most beautiful creature on earth,” he said to her, nuzzling her ear. “I am the luckiest man alive.” She smiled and did not try to repay the compliment; at least, not verbally.
 





Chapter 28
Georgiana Darcy wanted to protect her brother. She didn’t want to interfere with his relationship but she was watching Elizabeth Bennet closely. Since they had reconciled, Will had seemed content and happy. But she wanted to know more about Elizabeth. She suggested that they go camping with Fletcher at Yosemite. She wanted to see Elizabeth in the elements, in nature, to see how she acted with Darcy.
When she proposed it over coffee with Will and Elizabeth, Elizabeth’s eyes lit up.
“Camping! How fun! I haven’t been in years.”
“We don’t use a camper, you know,” Georgiana said cautiously. “We pitch tents.”
“Of course, how else would you do it? Campers are for sissies,” Elizabeth laughed. Georgiana smiled. We’ll see, she thought.
Elizabeth flew in Thursday night and they all took Friday off, piling into Fletcher’s SUV Friday morning, having cancelled the concert due to overwhelming attorney attendance. Elizabeth stretched out in the back seat, sticking her feet out the window and putting her head in Darcy’s lap. Each time Georgiana turned to say something to them, she spied one of them teasing the other: Darcy would trail a string across Elizabeth’s forehead while she tried to doze; Elizabeth would flick Darcy’s earlobe as he tried to look out the window; they would pinch and tickle and tease each other like six-year-olds, laughing the whole time. Georgiana had never seen her brother acting so juvenile!
They arrived at their campsite in the early afternoon. All four got out, eager to stretch their legs after the long drive. Darcy extended his long arms high above his head, pulling his back into alignment. Elizabeth tickled his ribs and he brought his arms down quickly, laughing an indignant “Hey!” Then he put his arms around her and kissed her, which had been her goal all along.
Georgiana and Darcy set about unpacking the car while Fletcher and Elizabeth pulled out the tents. After several laughing miss starts, the tents were erected and sleeping bags stashed inside. Camping season was nearly over; they were relatively alone on the campgrounds, meeting few people on the paths and seeing few other tents. It was going to be a very pleasant weekend.
With plenty of daylight left, they went on a short hike to explore the area. Georgiana watched as Darcy helped Elizabeth climb onto a boulder, steadying her as she stepped up to the top and then joining her a moment later. Darcy sat on the rock overlooking the valley. Elizabeth stood beside him with one hand resting on his head, absently fingering his curls. Georgiana smiled at the affectionate gesture that seemed unconscious on Elizabeth’s part. Then she remembered her resolve to be suspicious of Elizabeth and frowned.
After a time, they climbed down and returned to camp. Fletcher gathered firewood while Darcy made a fire and Elizabeth sharpened roasting sticks. Georgiana pulled out a little cook stove and began to boil water.
“What are you doing?” Elizabeth asked as Georgiana dropped a hotdog into the pan of hot water.
Georgiana looked at her as if she had spoken Martian. “I’m boiling hotdogs,” she replied slowly.
Elizabeth creased her brow and plunged her hand into the water, pulling out a wiener.
“I’ll have mine roasted, thanks,” she said, stabbing the wiener onto her stick.
Roasted? Georgiana had never roasted a wiener over the fire before; they had always boiled them in water. She watched as Elizabeth stood near the fire and stuck her stick into the flames. Soon, she had a blackened, bubbly wiener. She smiled and put it in a bun and took a bite.
“Mmmmm, delicious,” Elizabeth said. She offered a bite to Darcy, who agreed that it was delicious. “You’ve never roasted them before?” she said, amazed.
Georgiana shook her head.
Elizabeth continued. “When I was little, we went camping for at least a week every year. With five kids, my parents couldn’t afford to take us on big vacations but we always could go camping. We’d ride our bikes around and go fishing and walk in the creeks. And we’d always roast wieners on sticks.”
Fletcher nodded. “So did we,” he said. “What’s the purpose of building a campfire if you’re not going to roast things in it?” He tossed a bag of marshmallows to Darcy.
Darcy roasted marshmallows in the fire, pulling the little flaming blobs over to Elizabeth, who watched until they were burnt to perfect crispy blackness and then blew them out with a puff of breath. She pulled them from the stick and handed them to Darcy.
She tipped her head back and dropped one of the crispy, blackened marshmallows into her mouth with unaffected delight. She was completely unconscious of the picture of sensuality she presented as she sucked the sticky goo off her fingers.
You have really got to stop thinking about sex, Darcy told himself as he tried to dampen the little flame of desire that was lighting in his belly.
Georgiana watched them closely. Darcy seemed barely able to keep a smile off his face. Even when he wasn’t really doing or saying anything, he seemed to have a private smile, as if he were thinking about something pleasant. She watched as Darcy sat on the ground and pulled Elizabeth to sit between his legs before the campfire. Elizabeth talked animatedly to Fletcher, twitching her head for emphasis when she spoke. Her ponytail swung and flicked Darcy in the face; he repeatedly brushed her hair from his face and finally pulled the band from her hair and spread it out over her shoulders. Georgiana saw him put his nose in Elizabeth’s hair and sniff then rest his chin on her shoulder in contentment.
After dark, both couples retreated to their tents. Georgiana sat up playing cards with Fletcher. They talked about their friends and tried to ignore the sounds coming from the tent next to theirs. They heard Elizabeth exclaim “Ow!” followed by Darcy’s laughing “Shush!” There was an “Oh,” from Darcy and a giggle from Elizabeth. There were lots of sounds of sleeping bags being zipped and unzipped, and a curse from Elizabeth followed by Darcy’s laugh. Then there was a long period of silence, punctuated by an occasional sigh or grunt, and finally, a soft, gasped “Lizzy!” from Darcy.
Georgiana threw her cards down in disgust and Fletcher laughed silently.
“Come here, sweetie, you’re just jealous,” Fletcher whispered, pulling her to him. She smiled reluctantly and soon her mind was distracted from Darcy’s love life and more pleasantly engaged on her own.
Darcy lay behind Elizabeth, his knees tucked snugly into hers, one arm draped over her waist and the other folded under his head. He breathed in deeply, smelling the damp earth and pine needles. He smiled. Here he was, naked, in the woods, the alpha male having just taken his mate; he felt primal. And yet that primal feeling was tinged with a savage tenderness. His chest swelled a little and before knew what he was doing, he was crooning into her ear.
He stroked her arm with his finger and traced the outline of her ear with his nose before continuing.
He rose to his elbow, gently rolled her to her back and tipped her chin up to look at him.
Although his initial intent had been to sing her to sleep, his soft melodic voice whispered into her ear, for her ears only, had quite the opposite effect.

***

“Will, I’m going to suggest that the tents be moved a little further apart,” Georgiana said delicately the next morning as Darcy helped her prepare breakfast. He looked up at her, and she gave him a meaningful look. He blushed deeply and mumbled an apology but nodded. Later, he claimed to have slept badly on a rock and he and Elizabeth moved their tent further away.
After breakfast, they took a hike. Elizabeth and Fletcher seemed to be getting on famously, to Georgiana’s approval. They seemed to have quite a bit in common; Georgiana idly wondered if she and Darcy had a propensity toward a certain type of personality. They crested a hill and looked down over a valley. Elizabeth put her arms around Darcy’s waist and gave him noisy, rapid-fire kisses on his neck. He smiled and hugged her tightly.
She broke away from him and said “Last one down is a pasty-faced limey!” She and Fletcher began a breathless, laughing run down the slope. They turned somersaults at the bottom. Georgiana and Darcy took a slower approach.
“You love her, don’t you?” Georgiana said. Darcy nodded and looked at her.
“Yes. I do.” He laughed and looked around. “I do. I love her.” He seemed to enjoy just saying it. “I want to spend the rest of my life with her, I want to marry her, have kids with her, grow old with her. All the clichés.” He smiled at Georgiana. “You don’t approve?” he asked nonchalantly.
“I’m not sure. I want to know her better. She put you through hell and I don’t want it to happen again,” she said. They walked slowly down the hill.
“I’m not innocent, Georgie, we put each other through hell,” he corrected her. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take. I can’t let her go again. I’d rather die,” he said simply. “I believe she loves me but I wouldn’t care if she didn’t, as long as she could be content living with me. I’m not happy without her.”
Georgiana nodded. She smiled at him and squeezed his hand.
“When will you ask her?” she asked. He shrugged.
“I have no plan. We have things to work out. The work situation, living arrangements. I don’t want to rush her. I’m content for now.”
Elizabeth and Fletcher were lying on their backs in the grass, basking in the sun, talking and pointing out cloud formations in the sky.
“Well, if it isn’t the pasty-faced limeys,” Fletcher said, sitting up.
“Not me, just him,” Georgiana said, hitching her thumb at Darcy behind her. “He’s the last one down and he’s the pastiest and the limiest.”
They spread out a blanket and Fletcher pulled out some snacks for lunch. Darcy and Elizabeth strolled about the meadow, picking flowers. He stuck some in her hair and she smiled. He pulled the band from her hair, releasing it from its loose knot at the base of her neck. She stood obediently as he put more flowers in her hair.
“When did you fall in love with me?” she asked quietly. He smiled ruefully.
“I can’t fix the hour, or the spot, or the look, or the words that laid the foundation. It’s too long ago. I was in the middle before I knew I had begun.” He paused and tucked a daisy behind her ear. “But I remember exactly when I discovered I was in love with you,” he continued. “It was the day we picked wildflowers. I put them in your hair and you sat up and brushed the stems off your blouse. I knew at that exact moment that I wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with you,” he mused. She smiled at him and turned her face up for a kiss. He gave her a gentle kiss on the lips and squeezed her fingers in his.
“We are going to have to tell Mr. Gardiner and everyone else soon,” she said. “That run-in with Charlotte was nerve-wracking, and I want to get it out in the open.” Darcy nodded.
“I’m ready when you are,” he replied.
Unbeknownst to Darcy and Elizabeth, Georgiana was watching them like a hawk. Fletcher did not fail to notice. As they walked back to camp, he pulled her a discreet distance behind Elizabeth and Darcy.
“What is it with you?” he said quietly to her. Georgiana looked at Fletcher in confusion. “You haven’t taken your eyes off them all day,” he smiled. “I’m feeling a little ignored.”
She shrugged. “I’m just looking out for him,” she replied somewhat crossly.
Fletcher put his arm around Georgiana’s shoulders.
“Look at them,” he said softly. “I mean, really look at them. Stop trying to find fault with her, and look at how happy he is.”
As he said this, they watched Darcy give Elizabeth a piggy-back ride. Then Elizabeth attempted to give him one, taking one staggering step beneath his weight before they tumbled into a giggling heap in the grass. Georgiana smiled despite herself.
“She does make him laugh,” she conceded.
“Be fair, Georgie. He loves her. You have to support that, or he’ll never be truly happy.”
Georgiana nodded and looked down. Then she looked up at Fletcher and smiled brightly.
“At least he’s too preoccupied with her to see how unsuitable you are for me,” she teased, and gave him a quick peck on the lips. He laughed at her, and they caught up to Darcy and Elizabeth.
After dinner, Fletcher, Georgiana, and Darcy all pulled out guitars and began to strum. Elizabeth watched with some envy, wishing she had learned to play, as they picked out aimless tunes and snippets of songs. Elizabeth sat next to Darcy and began to hum; he picked up on the melody, and soon they were playing the Dixie Chicks’ version of ‘Landslide.’ Elizabeth sang in her soft voice with Georgiana and Fletcher singing backup. For the first time, Georgiana and Elizabeth felt a connection through this expression. They smiled at each other and seemed to come to a truce.
They spent Sunday fishing at the river and crossing streams. Darcy caught several fish, much to the consternation of the others.
“My worm keeps falling off,” Elizabeth wailed in frustration. Fletcher and Darcy both tried to show her how to secure it on the hook properly but she kept getting grossed out. In the end, Darcy loaded her hook for her each time. Which was quite a few times, considering that she kept losing her bait. She sighed at him.
“Are you good at everything?” she asked him, annoyed. He laughed.
“Certainly not. I can’t speak in public, I can’t dance, I’m a terrible cook.” He thought for a minute. “I have a hard time controlling the weather,” he grinned at her. “But I can bait a hook. You might even say I’m a master at it.” He glanced at her with a smirk on his face; she tried unsuccessfully to suppress her giggle at his uncharacteristic saucy joke.
Elizabeth gave up on fishing and waded in the water instead. Despite being early October, the weather was hot. Fletcher joined her and together they hopped river stones to the other side. On the other side of the bank they walked to a waterfall and then, daring each other, dashed under it and emerged wet and shivering but laughing.
Darcy caught enough fish for dinner and Georgiana scaled and gutted them with few exclamations of disgust. They ate crispy fried fish while Fletcher and Elizabeth dried their clothes and hair by the fire. Darcy took off his own sweatshirt and pulled it over Elizabeth when she shivered next to him. She accepted it gratefully, enjoying both the warmth and smell of him that it gave her.
“Lord, when did I get so old?” Darcy groaned as he sat on a stump before the fire. His back was sore from their day of fishing and hiking and he was ready for bed at only 9 o’clock.
“Poor old Judge Darcy,” Elizabeth said, standing behind him. She began to massage his shoulders. “Did you have your strained peas today?” she teased him.
He smiled and closed his eyes and let Elizabeth work the knots out of his shoulders.
“That feels very nice,” he said.
“Lou taught me,” she answered.
“Then I supposed he is good for something,” he said under his breath. He had not forgotten Lou’s refusal to disclose Elizabeth’s whereabouts in San Diego.
“I heard that,” she replied.
Darcy was ashamed of it but he was jealous of Lou. Lou had grown up with Elizabeth, was her confidante and best friend. He wanted to be those things to her. When she had broken up with Darcy, Elizabeth had sought solace with Lou. He suspected that Lou knew an awful lot about him; it made him uncomfortable.
Elizabeth had picked up on this undercurrent of jealousy and knew that Lou had his own reservations about Darcy. She wondered if they could be reconciled; she did not want to be forced to choose between the two most important men in her life.
She sighed, and put her arms around his neck.
“He’s my friend but you’re my lover,” she whispered in his ear. “Just so we know what you’re good for.”
He could not repress his smile at that.

***

By the time they drove back on Monday morning, Georgiana was satisfied that Elizabeth loved Darcy; she gave her private blessing on the relationship and relinquished her brother to the woman he loved.
 





Chapter 29
With the San Diego office set up and her return imminent, Elizabeth and Darcy asked for a meeting with Mr. Gardiner. He greeted them warmly in his office and they told him that they would be continuing their relationship. He smiled warmly and hugged both of them.
Both were relieved to have this conflict over. Announcing their relationship after returning from Pemberley would have been impossible; their vacation together would call into question whether Darcy had been impartial in the weeks leading up to that vacation, thereby putting into question all of her prior trials before him. Both were confident that he had remained impartial, but the appearance of impropriety was overwhelming. By removing herself for several months, they were able to assert that their relationship had started during her absence; any question of her prior trials was therefore less likely. While the deception itself was distasteful to Darcy, there was nothing else to be done. Therefore, the only issue was how to handle her return and her future appearances.
“We need to meet with the Presiding Judge and ask his advice,” Mr. Gardiner said. They all went downstairs to Darcy’s chambers, where he called Oliver Boyd; Judge Boyd was available and invited them to his office for the meeting.
“Oliver, Miss Bennet and I have developed a relationship since her transfer to San Diego. She will be returning soon and we would like to know what to do with the scheduling of her appearances,” Darcy said in a business-like manner. Mr. Gardiner and Darcy sat on either side of Elizabeth. Oliver looked speculatively at Darcy and Elizabeth for a moment.
“It’s serious?” he asked. Elizabeth, Darcy, and Mr. Gardiner all nodded. Oliver sighed.
“Then you cannot have any trials before Will,” he said to Elizabeth.
She nodded. “Yes, I understand that.”
“We are concerned whether she can have any type of hearing before Judge Darcy and whether this affects the entire firm,” Mr. Gardiner said. Oliver thought for a moment.
“Well, my inclination is to bar her only from trials where Will would be deciding the outcome. I’m sure you would decide them fairly regardless of your relationship with Elizabeth but you can see that there would be at least the appearance of conflict,” Oliver said, stroking his chin. Both Darcy and Elizabeth nodded.
“You wouldn’t be deciding any material issues in settlement and case management conferences, so my inclination would be that Elizabeth could continue to appear at those hearings without any conflict.” They both nodded again. “I leave it to you whether you feel you need to disclose the relationship when it’s not Elizabeth appearing before Will. I don’t see a conflict in that situation but, again, I leave it to you, Milton,” Oliver said to Mr. Gardiner.
“I would of course wish you to respect our privacy and not disclose our relationship unless absolutely necessary,” Darcy interjected. Both Oliver and Mr. Gardiner nodded.
“Then I think it need only be disclosed to Judge Clayton at this time so that she understands the situation and doesn’t transfer any of Elizabeth’s trials to you.”
“What about situations where my opposing counsel objects to Judge Clayton?” Elizabeth asked. “Will I have to remove myself from the case completely? If I’ve worked up the case, I can’t in good conscience turn it over to another attorney for the trial,” she said. Everyone nodded.
“If that arises, I suggest we disclose the conflict to opposing side. If they still object to Judge Clayton, I propose that we assign another attorney with Elizabeth overseeing the case but not actually trying it. That way the case wouldn’t be jeopardized by a new attorney subbing in and we’d have the conflict aspect removed as much as possible. Of course you would need to get waivers from your clients,” Oliver said. Everyone nodded in agreement. “Well, shall we call Frances in?” he said, picking up the phone.
Judge Frances Clayton came into Oliver’s office and was surprised to see Darcy, Elizabeth, and Mr. Gardiner there. The situation was quickly explained to her. She looked from Elizabeth to Darcy and back again. Great, she thought. I’m going to be appealed from now to Tuesday on every one of her trials.

***

“What do you mean, no?” he asked, confounded.
“I don’t feel comfortable with that just yet,” she answered. Darcy looked at her across the bed. She sat curled in her robe on the bed.
“You stay here every night as it is,” he protested.
“I know but I still have the option of going home if I want to,” she replied. He sighed in disappointment. She wouldn’t move in with him.
“Are you so intent on dumping me?” he asked. “Do you really need a back-up plan?”
She laughed. “No but I suspect you may want to throw me out at some point. Like now.”
He smiled at her and patted her thigh in a paternal manner.
“Very well, continue to sleep, eat, and do your laundry here. Pick up your mail somewhere else and pretend you don’t live here, if it brings you comfort,” he said.
She laughed at him.
“Don’t be such a sourpuss on our anniversary,” she said. He raised an eyebrow at her. Anniversary?
She sighed. “Men are all alike. Exactly one year ago, Speed Racer picked up Azreal and took her for a wild spin in a Ferrari.”
He laughed. “And they have careened out of control ever since!”
“I thought we should celebrate our milestone,” she said with a mischievous look. He raised his other eyebrow. She undid her robe; beneath she wore a black leather teddy, garters, and black fishnet stockings. She gave him a sultry look and ran her riding crop down his leg where did that come from?
“Am I to put on my riding boots?” he asked, unable to tear his eyes away from her.
“Oh, no, this is your costume.” She showed him a feathered Mardi Gras mask. He looked at it skeptically.
“This and...?” he asked.
“And nothing more,” she smirked. Well, if it turns her on... he stripped off his t-shirt and shorts and stood naked before her. She sat on the edge of the bed, legs spread, and handed him the mask. He obediently put the mask on and kneeled before her in submission. He did not meet her eyes; he knew how a proper servant was supposed to conduct himself. But he did not suppress his wicked smile when he said,
“I am at your service, Mistress.”

***

Despite Elizabeth’s worst fears, the transition back to Mr. Gardiner’s office went smoothly. Their conduct was beyond reproach; neither showed the slightest indication of interest in the other. Their hearings were conducted with civility and a little more humor than before. Their relationship was disclosed only on a need-to-know basis, which was surprisingly little. And yet, by the end of the month, nearly everyone knew of their relationship; in fact, only Darcy and Elizabeth believed their relationship to be little known. And surprisingly, everyone respected their privacy and their wishes to remain discreet.
“Now George, you understand that I have a personal relationship with the Judge, so I won’t be trying your case. However, Mary is an excellent attorney and I’ll be overseeing the trial, so there’s nothing to worry about,” Elizabeth assured her client as they sat in Judge Darcy’s courtroom.
“Whatever you say, Elizabeth,” said her client nonchalantly. It was just a marijuana rap, after all. He seemed confident that the prosecution would not succeed in their efforts to turn it into a felony count and invoke the three-strikes law. Elizabeth was less confident but intended to do her best.
It was the first situation where her opposing counsel had objected to Judge Clayton even after her conflict with Darcy was disclosed. She sat behind Mary King in the courtroom as the trial was called to order. Judge Darcy came out to the bench and looked up at the defense table. He dropped his gavel. Elizabeth saw his face grow still and then white. Her client began to laugh.
“I am removing myself from this case,” Darcy said tightly.
“Uh, no, Your Honor, I’ve objected to Judge Clayton and have waived the potential conflict,” Mr. Johnson said, standing. Elizabeth and Mary King also stood. Her client continued to chuckle behind his hand. She glanced at him disapprovingly.
“No, I am removing myself,” he said firmly.
“Your Honor, could we please have a private meeting?” Elizabeth said. Darcy appeared agitated and nodded curtly. She motioned Mary to stay with George and she and Mr. Johnson followed him to his chambers. He closed the door quickly behind him as they entered his office.
“I cannot,” he said curtly.
“Why not, if Mr. Johnson has waived the conflict?” Elizabeth asked, concerned.
“This has nothing to do with our relationship,” Darcy bit off roughly. Elizabeth looked at Mr. Johnson in confusion. He returned her concerned glance. Darcy was pacing in his office, fists on his hips. Elizabeth saw that he was trying to compose himself.
“I have a personal grievance with that... man,” he said after a moment. “I could not give him a fair trial.”
Mr. Johnson looked concerned. “Why not?”
“That is my personal business,” Darcy spat out. He struggled for composure again. “Elizabeth, considering our relationship, I think you should withdraw from the case entirely.”
“What? What are you talking about? I can’t do that,” she said, mystified at his behavior.
“Mr. Johnson, would you allow me a moment with Miss Bennet?” he asked. Mr. Johnson nodded and left.
“What is it, love?” she said, touching his arm.
“That thing out there raped Georgie when she was 15, got her pregnant and hooked on heroine. I thought he had fled the state long ago but apparently he’s back,” he said with quiet violence. He looked at her and said vehemently, “You cannot be on his case either.”
Elizabeth was shocked. She had known about Georgiana’s past but had no suspicion that it was her client, George Wickham, who was the culprit. He was a nice guy, charming, and seemed to be a little down on his luck. Nothing about him suggested that he was capable of this.
“I see,” she said quietly. She nodded. “Of course, I can’t be on it. I’ll advise Mr. Gardiner immediately. We will need to postpone the trial until we get it straightened out.”
“You won’t fight me on this?” he asked, surprised. He had expected her to deny that there was a conflict for her, to assert that she had no knowledge of the events and could represent him fairly.
“Of course not. Your grudges are my grudges. I won’t represent anyone who’s done you any harm, surely you know that?” she said, holding his hand in hers. He was uncommonly touched by her immediate capitulation to his request. He knew she could be stubborn to a fault and even now they had professional differences. But this was something deeper, something very important to him, and she saw it immediately and made her choice without hesitation.
He kissed her temple gently.
“Thank you,” he whispered shakily. “I can’t go back out there and face him. I will kill him with my bare hands.”
“I’ll get Mr. Johnson,” she said and opened the door and beckoned him in.
“Dave, in light of what Will has just told me, I will have to remove myself from this case. It’s a matter of some significance and I could not in good conscious represent him even before Judge Clayton.”
Dave Johnson stroked his chin. “We may need to try to transfer this to another venue, then,” he mused. Elizabeth nodded.
“Oliver can do that now,” Darcy said. “You’ll have to talk to Milton about continued representation within the firm,” he said, looking at Elizabeth.
She nodded.
“Thank you, Mr. Johnson, for your understanding,” Darcy said, shaking his hand.
“It’s a shame, you’re a good judge. On the other hand, perhaps it will be easier for me to get a prosecution on him. We’re trying to get this as a third strike, life in prison.”
“I sincerely wish you luck. That man is an animal,” Darcy said gravely. He sat in the chair behind his desk and pressed his forehead on his fists. Mr. Johnson was taken aback by Darcy’s statement; he had never known Judge Darcy to make any personal comments about criminal defendants. This ‘personal grievance’ must have been something very significant indeed.
“Would you please go tell Mary what’s going on, Dave?” Elizabeth asked. “Don’t wait for me, go ahead and call Oliver to get the venue change. Mary can handle that.”
Mr. Johnson left, closing the door behind him. Elizabeth stood behind Darcy as he sat in his chair, put her arms around him and kissed the top of his head. He leaned back into her arms and closed his eyes.
“I’ll have to tell Georgiana,” he said quietly.
“Is it necessary? Is she likely to find out otherwise?” she asked.
“I won’t have her being surprised by him on the street if he gets out on bail or worse. I’ll need to tell her.” She nodded and pressed her cheek to his head.
“Thank you. You bring me great comfort,” he said at last. It was with great relief that they learned several weeks later that Mr. Johnson had succeeded and Wickham was sent to prison for life
 





Chapter 30
For each of her past ten birthdays, Lou and Elizabeth went to the desert in Nevada and they stargazed. Usually they slept in his van or in a tent on the ground. Since she was a little girl, Elizabeth had been fascinated by the stars and constellations. In high school, she and Lou had been in the astronomy club and had made their own telescopes.
“I suppose stud muffin has some elaborate birthday planned for you?” Lou said to her as he massaged her calves. She mumbled incoherently into the massage table. “What?” he said, squeezing her calf.
“Ow! Watch it! No, we don’t have anything planned, I’m not sure he even remembers.”
Lou rolled his eyes. From the tales he heard of Darcy’s romantic prowess, he highly doubted that Darcy would forget Elizabeth’s birthday - their first together.
“I’m sure he’s got the Concord lined up to jet you off to Paris,” he said.
“The Concord doesn’t fly anymore, you ninny.”
“Exactly.”
Elizabeth rolled over on the table.
“Lou, are you jealous?” she frowned at him. He scowled but did not answer. “You are! How can you be jealous?”
“Lizzy, come on! You’re my best friend. All I hear about is how magnificent the imposing Judge Darcy is. I’ve been reduced to your masseur.” He sounded excessively put-out.
“Come on, Lou, you’re my pretty girl, you know that,” Elizabeth said, stroking his arm. He laughed at her. She pulled him to sit on the table next to her.
“I want to go to Nevada with you for my birthday. It’s what we do every year and it’s my favorite thing to do.”
“What will he have to say about it?” Lou asked petulantly.
“He doesn’t have any say, Lou. He’s my boyfriend; he’s not my keeper. I can do whatever I want. And what I want is to spend my birthday with you.”
Lou said nothing for a few minutes while Elizabeth kneeled on the table behind him and kneaded his shoulders.
“He’s just so, you know, perfect in every possible way,” Lou groused.
“I know. Believe me, it’s quite annoying. I’ve yet to discover something that he truly, truly sucks at,” Elizabeth sighed.
“I need to feel superior to him in some way,” he grumbled.
“You’ve seen my boobies way more times than he has,” she said encouragingly. She wasn’t sure if that was exactly true but they were probably neck-and-neck. “And you have much better taste in clothes; he’s got no fashion creativity at all.”
“Really? Tell me more about how much better I am than him,” Lou said as he reclined on the massage table, hands behind his head, ankles crossed. Elizabeth stood and began to massage his thigh.
“Well, let’s see... you are interested in astronomy. I have no idea whether he is or not. You’re the one I tell all my dirty secrets to; he’d run away screaming if he knew half the stuff about me that you do.” She made chopping motions on his leg. “You don’t take yourself half so seriously as he does. He’d never do karaoke, that’s for sure.”
“Go on,” Lou grinned.
“Well, I’m sure it would drive him crazy to know that I wasted my virginity on a gay man,” she continued. He laughed.
“That wasn’t wasted! It wasn’t like I didn’t enjoy it.”

“Do not tell him that. Ummm... ” She tried to think of something else to make Lou feel better.

“What about penis size?” he asked.
“I’m sorry, Lou, but my loyalties lie elsewhere in that department,” she laughed.
“Ow! God, Lizzy, you’re terrible at this. I’m not tipping you,” he said as he sat up. She sat next to him on the table.
“So, we’re on for my birthday?” she asked, putting her head on his shoulder.
“Of course.” He paused. “If you want, you can invite him along.”
“No, I think I’d like to spend my birthday with you.” Lou put his arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek.

***

“We don’t have any plans this weekend, do we?” Elizabeth asked Darcy as she snuggled under his arm. She trailed a finger lazily over his chest; his heartbeat was returning to normal. He ran a hand slowly over her arm.
“It’s your birthday,” he answered. “I thought we would do something.” He didn’t tell her that he had in fact planned to take her to Laguna Seca Raceway in Monterey to teach her to race her Mini. He remembered their ride in the Enzo and their conversation in London and thought she’d enjoy it. A weekend in Monterey at a bed and breakfast would be lovely, he thought.
“I sort of have plans,” she said hesitantly. His hand stopped its motion on her arm.
“Plans?” he asked.
“Every year I go to Nevada with Lou,” she said. She did not look up at him.
“With Lou?” he repeated. “What do you do in Nevada with Lou?”
“We go to the desert, light a fire, and look through our telescopes for a weekend.” She omitted smoke pot and/or get drunk.
He looked down at her.
“Look through your telescopes?”
“Yeah, we made our own telescopes a long time ago and we go out and stargaze. Mostly we goof off and sometimes we never unpack the telescopes. But it’s like a tradition.”
He said nothing. He was disappointed but supposed he was monopolizing her time.
“For both nights?” he asked and resumed stroking her arm. She relaxed a little; he wouldn’t ask her not to go.
“We usually go on Friday afternoon and come back Sunday. Maybe we don’t have to go for both days, though.”
“I did have some plans for Saturday for us; do you think we could share you for the weekend? I didn’t know that you would have plans.” She nodded; she would make it work and Lou would have to be satisfied.
That weekend, Elizabeth and Darcy drove to Monterey on Friday afternoon and checked into a bed-and-breakfast. They spent a cold evening on the beach and retired to the warmth of their room early. On Saturday, he taught Elizabeth how to handle the Mini and they drove around the track with other Minis. She thoroughly enjoyed it, thrilled at the speed and the controlled skids, loved watching him handle the car and then trying it herself.
They left the track early and returned to the bed and breakfast and Lou called to say he was on his way. She packed her bag and Darcy walked out to the van with her, carrying her things. Lou got out of the van and shook Darcy’s hand.
“Sorry to ruin your weekend,” Lou smiled smugly to Darcy.
Darcy shook his head and returned the smile. “Not at all. We had a great time today.”
Elizabeth looked from one to the other and smiled.
“Really, guys, are you going to get out the dueling pistols?” she laughed. Lou and Darcy did not laugh but continued to stare each other down.
“C’mon, Lizzy, we need to get on the road if we want to get there at a decent hour,” Lou said. He walked toward the van and opened the passenger door for her. She looked up at Darcy.
“I’ll see you tomorrow night,” she said. He nodded and she stood on tiptoe to kiss him. He put one hand to the back of her neck and kissed her with open mouth, tasting her for one last time before she left. He knew he was making a childish statement, that she was his, dammit, but he couldn’t help himself. He broke off and let her go. She ran to the van and climbed in, waving to him as they drove away.
Lou and Elizabeth got to Nevada at dinnertime and ate at a greasy spoon diner. They then drove the van to a deserted spot in the desert, bundled in blankets, and sat in lawn chairs, looking into the night sky.
“I think I’m in love,” Lou sighed as he looked up.
Elizabeth turned her head to look at him pensively. “Really?” she asked quietly.
“Really.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes.
“I didn’t know it would be so scary,” he said a moment later. “To just put your heart completely at someone else’s mercy.” He laughed shortly. “If I had known this was what it felt like, I’d have had more sympathy for you and Darcy!”
“Let me see him again?” Elizabeth asked. Lou pulled out his wallet and handed a picture to her; she held the flashlight over the photo. Denny was wearing his RCMP uniform and tall riding boots in the photo.
“I love the red coat,” Lou grinned.
“I admit I have a thing for riding boots myself,” Elizabeth smiled and pulled her own wallet out. “Here.” She handed Lou the picture Darcy had emailed her; she had loved it so much that she had printed it out and tucked it into her wallet.
“He really is pretty sexy,” Lou laughed. “You know, he’s such an uptight guy, I bet he’s an animal in bed.”
Elizabeth laughed and took the picture back. They sat in silence for a few moments more.
“Lizzy, I’m really glad we stayed friends after you turned me gay,” he said quietly. She laughed and hugged him.
“Me too.”
“I’ve made a resolution to try to like Will more, since it looks like we’re stuck with him.”
“That’s very generous of you.”
“I like to think of myself as a charitable person,” he smiled.
She mused for a moment. “Then as a charitable man, you can answer some questions for me,” she said slowly.
He looked at her. They spent the rest of the night talking about the mysteries of what men want, how they want it, and when to give it to them. By the next morning, Elizabeth was very enlightened.
 





Chapter 31
“Lizzy, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your handling Thanksgiving this year. What with Jane’s wedding, my nerves are nearly torn to shreds!” came Mrs. Bennet’s shrill voice over the phone.
“It’s no problem, Mom. Put dad on, would you?” Elizabeth said warmly.
“Yes, dear?” came her father’s voice.
“Dad, I’ve invited a date to Thanksgiving dinner. You know how mom is; I’m begging you to handle her. I can’t bear the humiliation,” she said desperately.
“A date?” Mr. Bennet said quietly. Elizabeth could picture him looking over his shoulder to ensure Mrs. Bennet was out of earshot. “A date, Lizzy? Who is this mysterious man? Why haven’t we heard anything of him?”
“Dad! Don’t you start! Just keep her in hand. And while you’re at it, put a leash on Lydia too.”
Mr. Bennet laughed and assured Elizabeth that he would do his best. Elizabeth wondered if she should tell Darcy not to come at all. Twice she dialed his number but hung up.
Her cell phone rang. The picture ID showed a pair of riding boots and a crop.
“Why do you keep calling me and hanging up?” Darcy asked her.
“Will, I don’t know if I want you to come to Thanksgiving dinner. I don’t think I can stand the embarrassment that my family will put me through,” she said.
“Elizabeth, don’t be silly. They can’t be that bad; you and Jane turned out OK.”
“An aberration, I assure you. You will be pounced on by Lydia, who will try to recruit you to her escort service. Kitty will name-drop all the famous people she’s served dessert to. Mary will bore you to death with the religiosity of post-Soviet literature. And my mother... oh, my mother. I shudder to think,” she said.
“Have I ever told you that I have an uncle who insists that the healthiest form of exercise is to jog around his grounds in nothing but socks and trainers?” he said.
“Eeesh,” she said.
“Mmm,” he replied sympathetically. “Look, don’t be concerned that I’m going to be offended or insulted or embarrassed. I can take it. If there’s some other reason you don’t want me to come, then say it.” He had that gentle, persistent tone that said he was not to be swayed.
“You’ve been warned,” she sighed. He smiled.

***

Lou arrived first, shaking the rain off his umbrella on the front porch. Elizabeth smiled widely as he gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
“Smells great!” he said as he hung his coat in the closet. “Who’s going to be here?”
“Mom and dad, Lydia, Kitty, Mary, Jane and Charley, Will, and Caroline.”
“Caroline! Lady Boobs-a-Lot? Why on earth is she coming?” Lou exclaimed as he headed toward the kitchen, following the smells of turkey and stuffing.
“Jane really, really wanted me to invite her. I figure if she’s going to be my sister in law, we should try to get along. Besides, maybe my family will frighten her off.”
“Think she’ll keep her hands off Will?”
“I will have a carving knife in my hand, you know,” she said with a half-smile.
She slapped his hand as he dipped his finger into a pan of gravy. He managed to get a taste anyway. The doorbell rang.
“Get that, would you?” she called to Lou. Lou opened the door.
“Lord, what are you doing here!” Lydia laughed as she saw Lou. He gave her a wry smile. “I haven’t seen you in ages!” She gave him a kiss on the cheek and he showed her in.
“Lizzy, what a cute place you have!” Lydia said as she came into the kitchen. Elizabeth smiled and hugged her.
“I’m glad you could come.”
“Well, it does get ungodly busy around the holidays, you know. All the old ladies want hot young things on their arms for their parties,” she laughed. Elizabeth rolled her eyes and prayed that Lydia would get it out of her system before Darcy showed up.
Jane, Bingley, and Caroline were next to show up. Bingley and Jane gave Elizabeth warm hugs and kissed her cheek. Caroline hung back and then presented a surprised Elizabeth with a bottle of wine.
“No hard feelings, sweetie. He’s crazy about you,” Caroline said quietly, with a warm smile on her face. “I was just helping him out.” Elizabeth looked at her in confusion and Caroline laughed. “I’ll let him explain,” she said.
“Lizzy, can I put the game on?” Bingley called from the living room. Both Caroline and Jane rolled their eyes and laughed.
Mary and Kitty were the next to arrive. They bustled in and hung their coats, laughing and hugging everyone. They seemed to already know Caroline and Elizabeth expected they had met over Jane’s wedding plans. The house was ringing with giggles as the sisters caught up with each other over glasses of wine.
The doorbell rang again and Elizabeth opened it to greet her parents.
“Lizzy, darling, you look lovely,” Mrs. Bennet said dreamily. Elizabeth looked at her father in horror as the cloud of cannabis washed over her. He shrugged sheepishly and grinned. He got her high? Her horror only increased when she saw Darcy at the foot of the walkway. Mrs. Bennet was making her way sedately to her family, hugging daughters and exclaiming at how lovely each one of them looked and asking for some crackers.
“What the fuck have you done?” she whispered to her father in abject humiliation.
“She’s calm, isn’t she?” he replied quietly. She could not reply as Darcy was now at the door. Mr. Bennet turned to greet him.
“Oh, hello, Judge Darcy, isn’t it?” he asked pleasantly, shaking his hand. Darcy smiled and nodded.
“Yes, it’s nice to see you again, Mr. Bennet,” he replied cordially.
“Oh, please, call me Tom,” her father said warmly.
“Thank you, Tom. Please call me Will,” Darcy answered.
Elizabeth closed the door behind them. Mr. Bennet made his way to hug his other daughters.
She heard Lydia laugh in the kitchen. “Lord, mom, have you been smoking pot?” she exclaimed in that lusty voice of hers. Elizabeth closed her eyes and wished herself under the floorboards.
“It’s good for glaucoma,” her mother replied loftily.
“If you have glaucoma,” Lou laughed.
“An ounce of prevention, you know,” was her mother’s response. Elizabeth opened her eyes and saw Darcy grinning at her.
He kissed her quickly and whispered, “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”
She introduced him as her “good friend” and he watched Jane, Caroline, Bingley, and Lou all smirk.
The afternoon wore on and Elizabeth flitted about in the kitchen. People wandered in and out, laughing, watching TV, and nibbling appetizers. Caroline wandered into the kitchen and said casually, “You’re wasting your time by passing him off as a friend. It’s so obvious.”
Elizabeth threw her an annoyed glance. “Mind your own business,” she retorted. Caroline laughed.
“Look, if it makes you feel any better, there was nothing going on at all. I haven’t slept with him since July of last year. Not that I haven’t tried,” she said. “I mean, he is a stellar lover,” she said with a sly smile, sipping her wine.
Elizabeth dropped her spoon on the floor and nearly turned and slapped her but she heard Darcy’s sedate voice behind her.
“Caroline, stop provoking her,” he said quietly. “You’re going to be her sister, you know. You have to play nice.” Caroline laughed.
“I’m sorry, Elizabeth. I’m just teasing you,” she said and her sly grin was replaced with another of her warm smiles. “Old habits die hard,” she said. Elizabeth and Darcy watched her retreat to the living room.
“She’s awful,” Elizabeth said quietly. Darcy put on hand on her arm.
“She’s not. She’s just Caroline. She likes to push people’s buttons; it amuses her. Once you stop responding, she’ll stop pushing, I promise.”
“Did you really sleep with her?” she asked over her shoulder.
“Yes.” He wouldn’t lie to her. “But it was over before I even knew you. It was a lifetime ago. Please don’t be jealous. Come on, stop hiding in here and come visit with your family.” He put a glass of wine in her hand and steered her back to the living room.
Darcy took a seat between Jane and Lydia and across from Mrs. Bennet. Mrs. Bennet squinted at him.
“You look familiar. Have we met before?” she said.
“No, dear, you’ve never met him,” Mr. Bennet said in his best jedi mind-trick voice.
“Hmm, you must just have one of those faces,” she replied, still looking at Darcy.
“I’ll say,” Elizabeth heard Lydia mumble. “Will, have you ever considered being a private tour guide?” she said, opening her pitch to recruit him to her international escort service.
“Lydia!” Elizabeth warned. Lydia rolled her eyes and Darcy laughed.
After two glasses of wine, Elizabeth relaxed. Darcy had not once screamed in horror at something her family did. He had not run for the door. He seemed to enjoy talking to her father and her sisters and was even amused by Lydia’s, er, robust personality.
Darcy was actually enjoying himself. Sure, they were loud and raucous. But they had genuine affection for each other and welcomed him and Caroline warmly. He saw that Elizabeth got her wit and humor from her father and, surprisingly, her beauty and grace from her mother. He thought it was hilarious that Mr. Bennet had ‘sedated’ Mrs. Bennet and apparently had a refresher during the course of the evening, he of course generally objected to marijuana as a threshold drug but then Mrs. Bennet was trying to ward off glaucoma, after all. He thought Elizabeth very lucky to be part of such a family and hoped someday his, their, family could be as loving.
After dinner, when dessert had been served and they were all bursting their pants buttons in the living room, Elizabeth did the unthinkable. She sat next to him, curled into his arm, and kissed his cheek. She put her head on his shoulder and sighed prettily. Nobody declared “oh, look, they’re lovers!” Nobody smirked or exchanged glances. Nobody paid any mind. He put his arm around her, kissed the top of her head and smiled inwardly. Success.
Eventually everyone began to leave. Darcy stood next to Elizabeth as she said goodbye to her parents, the last to leave. Mrs. Bennet hugged Elizabeth and then put her arms out to Darcy. He gave her a surprised hug.
“You are a very nice man, Will. You should marry my daughter,” she said to him, patting him lightly on the chest. He laughed.
“Mom, you were doing so well,” Elizabeth sighed. Her mother smiled at her.
“Your father thinks he’s so clever but I know what’s going on! Tom! Bring the bag of weed home with you, we’ll finish it off tonight.”
Elizabeth pressed her fingers to her forehead. “Jesus Christ,” she laughed. Mr. Bennet bustled his wife out the door with a final wave.
“Please don’t have my parents arrested,” she said to Darcy. He laughed and put his arms around her.
“I didn’t see anything. I’m sure your mother was wearing some organic perfume, like patchouli. And as for that bag, well, it could have been oregano, right? Your mother told me she likes to use fresh herbs in all of her cooking.”
“Nice try,” she laughed and hugged him.
“Ah, well, then perhaps you will just have to bribe me,” he said suggestively. She ran her fingers over his bottom.
“Are you soliciting me?” she asked.
“I believe I am. Is it working?”
“I believe it is.” He kissed her and worked his hands down her back to her own bottom. He pulled back from her and said,
“Why do you always have your hair up?”
She put her arms around his neck. “Because you like to take it down,” she replied simply. He smiled and pulled the band from her hair, letting it fall over her shoulders.
She kissed him, drawing his lips to hers.
“Lizzy,” he said against her lips. “Your mother was right.”
“I sincerely hope you’re talking about the ounce of prevention,” she replied and kissed him again.
“No. Elizabeth -”
“Shhh... don’t,” she said. “Just kiss me.” He let the little drop in his stomach pass and kissed her.
“Do you love me?” he asked her, seeking reassurance.
“Yes, I do,” she answered. Satisfied, he kissed her again.
She led him to her bedroom, where he had never yet been. He glanced around, taking in her walls lined with photos, the bookcase crammed with paperbacks, and the socks strewn on the floor. She turned to him with a throaty giggle and began to undo his belt. He grinned as he let her undress him, but refrained from grabbing her and kissing her. Once he was naked, she stepped out of her skirt then turned her back to him as she peeled her shirt over her head.
Darcy watched her as she pulled her shirt over her head; he could look at that creamy expanse of back forever. He loved her back; it was smooth and sensual and sexy. The curve of her waist to her hips reminded him of the graceful lines of a violin. Suddenly, he wanted nothing more than to see her from behind, to love her from behind, and to see that canvas of sensuality laid before him.
She lay on the bed with an inviting smile, and laughed softly when he rolled her over onto her belly, placing a pillow under her hips. He littered her back with kisses, letting his tongue taste her pear-scented skin at his leisure. He grazed her shoulder blades with his lips and teeth, lightly nipping her. His fingers traced patterns on her skin; he spelled her name, then his, with his fingertip. He dipped is tongue to follow the dip of her spine at her waist. He ran his palms over her rounded bottom, feeling her smooth skin rise into goose bumps with his touch. He let his own chest graze across her rear, his nipples hardening with the contact.
Finally, he lay on her back, bracing his weight on one palm. She leaned on her elbows and his free hand sneaked up to cup her breast, his thumb lightly stroking the puckered flesh of her tender nipple. His maddeningly stiff member rested in her rear cleavage; he let out a soft groan of pleasure against the nape of her neck as he slid his length along her smooth, rounded cheeks.
Elizabeth lowered herself onto the mattress, fingers gripping the edge, and closed her eyes. She let a low moan escape from her lips when Darcy spread her legs with his knees and pushed into her.
His ragged breath was hot on the back of her neck. He lowered his head and planted hot kisses on her shoulders as he pushed deeply into her. He moved in a slow, subtle rhythm; the position provided continual stimulation for each, ensuring that their pleasure was uninterrupted.
Elizabeth lay beneath him, feeling his solid body weight pressing her down. The sensation of his chest hair scratching across her back was erotic. She felt his stiffness inside her, and his hips pushing against her soft bottom. The sensation of him on top of her, of him inside of her, was exquisite. Her lips parted and she sighed.
“God, Lizzy, how can you feel this wonderful?” he said hoarsely in her ear. He paused for a moment to keep himself from climaxing. She sensed his hesitation.
“Please don’t stop, Darcy,” she whispered. “Take me with you.”
He gripped the iron posts of the headboard and began to thrust into her. He put his mouth on the nape of her neck and bit down, stifling his exclamations of ecstasy. She stuffed her pillow into her mouth and cried out, senseless to anything but the explosion of orgasmic pleasure coursing through her body.
When his own shuddering climax ended, Darcy released his grip on the headboard posts. He shifted off of her back to allow her to breathe and nestled beside her on her pillow. He closed his eyes and smiled contentedly.

“Headboard... good... traction,” he murmured, already drifting off to sleep with her curled into his arms. Elizabeth laughed softly into his neck and closed her eyes.
 





Chapter 32
Darcy was roused from his slumber by the doorbell. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. He had fallen asleep on the couch while watching a movie. Elizabeth was not there; she was with Jane with last minute wedding preparations. The doorbell rang again.
He stood and answered the door. It was Fletcher. Darcy blinked away his sleep and raised his eyebrows in surprise.
“Fletcher?” he said, stepping aside to let him in. Fletcher nodded and stepped inside. Darcy closed the door behind him.
“What’s going on?” Darcy asked. Fletcher turned to him.
“I’ve asked Georgie to marry me. She won’t give me an answer until I talk to you,” he said angrily.
Darcy laughed.
“It’s not funny! What the hell business is it of yours?” Fletcher spat out. Darcy assumed a serious expression.
“No, of course not. She is old enough to make her own decisions. Is she going to say yes?”
“I would assume so; why send me to you if she were going to say no?”
“Good point. Have a seat, Fletcher. Let’s talk.”
Fletcher took off his jacket and sat on the couch. Darcy went to the kitchen and brought them each a beer.
“Well, do I have to ask your permission or something?” Fletcher said after taking a long draught of beer. Darcy shook his head. He took his own long drink. Both let out long, deep beer burps.
“No, it’s a money thing,” Darcy replied.
“I can support her on my own, we don’t need your money,” Fletcher said, not unkindly.
“What exactly do you do, Fletcher?” Darcy asked. He had known Fletcher for a while through Georgiana and had gotten to know him better in the last six months or so, enough to know that he liked him; but he didn’t really know anything about him.
“I’m a veterinarian,” Fletcher replied, shocked to realize that Darcy didn’t know that about him.
“Really? How did you meet Georgie?” Darcy said, surprised. He had assumed Fletcher was a deadbeat, a loveable pothead, maybe a bicycle messenger.
“Through a roommate. They went on about three dates but we hit it off better than they did. We’re no longer roommates, by the way.”
Darcy laughed. He questioned Fletcher on his financials and was satisfied that Fletcher was able to support Georgiana on his own.
“Look, I understand that you guys are close and all but this is ridiculous,” Fletcher said as he took another drink of beer. Darcy nodded and took another drink as well. Both expelled belches again.
“I agree. How much do you know about Georgie’s past?” he asked. Fletcher nodded.
“I know about Rat Bastard Wickham. I know about your raising her in England and here in California. She doesn’t tell me much about growing up in England, though. I have a vague notion that she was in boarding school.”
Darcy sighed. “Do you know where Georgie gets her money?” he asked.
“From you,” Fletcher answered. “She makes a decent salary at the Symphony but she got extra from you for the house she bought.”
“No, I only control the purse strings. The money is hers.”
Fletcher shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, I don’t care about the money.”
“Georgiana and I come from a very old family. Our family dates all the way back to before William the Conqueror.”
“You’re not the king, are you?” Fletcher quipped, rolling his eyes. Darcy laughed and shook his head.
“No, we’re not titled but we are considered aristocracy. I’m only telling you this so that you will know what to expect. She and I have never given it any real thought, it has never made any difference to us, especially here. Nonetheless, there will be certain expectations of you as her husband should you ever move to England. Social things, mostly, but tedious in any event.”
“That’s all well and good but I don’t think we’ll be moving to England,” Fletcher replied. Darcy nodded.
“She’s got a very large inheritance which is currently in trust and I am the trustee,” Darcy said. “I had the option of relinquishing control to her when she turned 25 but I declined. I have no inclination to give up control now, either,” Darcy said.
Fletcher shrugged.
“It’s an inheritance of 80 million pounds,” Darcy finished.
“As long as it doesn’t settle on her ass, I don’t care,” Fletcher said.
“Fletcher, I like you. I really do,” Darcy said, laughing. Fletcher smiled in return.
“So, can I marry her?”
“Not so hasty, if you please, you have to listen to the speech first,” Darcy said, rapping his knuckles on the table; he was a little buzzed from the beer. “OK, here it goes: I disapprove of your social status, you are not good enough for the noble blood of my sister. Any children you have will be polluted by your blood. You will be entitled to no share of her inheritance should she die or should you leave her. In the event of your death or divorce, your children by her will be provided for. Depending on the circumstances, I have the option of granting you a living allowance in the event she leaves you or dies. Until I relinquish control of the trust, she cannot access any of the funds unless I die. Don’t get any bright ideas. I’m fairly generous with her money but she does have to consult me on any major purchases, such as the house. You have no rights to the estate of Pemberley, which is descended through the eldest male unless there is no male then it goes to her. So as long as I’m alive and have kids, it goes through me. If I die without any kids, it goes to her. That’s kind of a big deal in the family.”
“This is hysterical, Darcy, are you serious?” Fletcher laughed. Darcy nodded.
“I’m afraid so. Anyway, unrelenting snobbery, blah blah blah. Think you can handle it?”
Fletcher gave him a sidelong glance and smiled. “This is so bullshit,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief.
Darcy shook his head. “It’s not. The material point is that I won’t give up the trust and a pre-nup is mandatory if she ever hopes to have any money from the trust at all. If you can handle that, it’s all fine.”
“I don’t know what kind of things you think I’m looking to buy from her trust fund. On our salaries we can make a very comfortable living. I don’t want to dip into it and I don’t anticipate that we will. However, I understand that should some situation arise and we need to, we will need to consult you first. I’m fine with that.”
“I do give her an allowance from the interest, so in reality you should never need money.”
“Just out of curiosity, Darcy, what’s your share? Being the male heir and all.”
“I get all the lands and estates and about 500 million pounds.”
“Good lord! Where did all that money come from?” Fletcher exclaimed.
“It’s old money, it’s hard to say it came from any one source. It’s been grown and shrunk over the years by various business ventures. It’s been pretty stable for the last couple of generations,” Darcy shrugged.
“Georgie’s getting a raw deal at only 80 mil,” Fletcher said.
Darcy nodded sympathetically.
Fletcher laughed. “Who the fuck cares, it’s monopoly money anyway. I’ll never use it.”
Darcy smiled. “Then it’s a go, as long as she says yes,” Darcy said.
“What the hell is taking you so long?” came Georgiana’s voice from the doorway. Darcy and Fletcher looked up at her.
“I had to give him the speech,” Darcy said defensively.
“Yes, Lady Darcy, I had to learn all the protocol. Is it two steps behind or three?” Fletcher said, turning to Darcy. Darcy raised two fingers.
“Are you OK with all that bullshit?” Georgiana asked Fletcher as he approached her.
“Honey, I’m already prepared for all the bullshit in the world just being married to you and your brother,” he said, putting his arms around her waist. “Can I have my answer now?”
“Yes, you can. It’s yes. Idiot,” she smiled and kissed him. Darcy looked at them wistfully and felt misty.
He left them alone and went to his study, opened the safe and pulled out the ring. He returned to them and cleared his throat. They parted and Georgiana went to him. He hugged her fiercely and kissed the top of her head. He blinked a few times too often and then pulled away.
“Here, you should have this,” he said, putting the ring in her palm. She looked at it with a tilted head. “It was mom’s,” he clarified. She nodded, and gave it back to him.
“I think you should keep it,” she said softly, closing his fingers around it.
“No, it belongs to you,” he protested.
“Don’t you want to give it to Lizzy?” she asked.
“Ah, well, we’re not quite there yet,” he laughed shortly. “Anyway, I thought you should have it. For sentimental reasons.”
Georgiana looked up at him and smiled tenderly.
“Will, this ring means far more to you than it does to me. You should keep it and give it to Elizabeth when you’re ready. It will mean more to both of you.”
She was right. She had so little recollection of their mother that the ring was like a piece of costume jewelry. But to Darcy, it had tremendous sentimental value. He had seen his mother wear it every day, had watched her finger shrink under it when he sat at her bedside and held it tightly when she gave it to him. As he held it now. He looked at his sister with complete adoration.
“Besides, Fletcher has to buy me a ring,” she said, looking over her shoulder at Fletcher. Fletcher approached them to stand behind Georgiana.
“Yes. Darcy, can I have the keys to the trust to buy her a ring?”
 





Chapter 33
Mrs. Bennet had planned her dream wedding for Jane. Bingley and Jane had managed to trim the guest list to only 200 and even that had been a battle. But no one could deny that it was a splendid affair, with the ceremony held in Grace Cathedral in San Francisco. Using Bingley’s money, Fanny Bennet had outdone herself. Jane was a vision of angelic beauty, her dress a ball gown of cascading duchess satin with a cathedral train and yards of tulle. They were married on the last Saturday of November.
As best man, Darcy had the daunting task of keeping Charles Bingley on time, composed, and sober. Not that Bingley was likely to get drunk but he was giddy enough to smile foolishly throughout the entire ceremony if it were not called to his attention.
Elizabeth stood before the mirror with Jane in their dressing room. Jane adjusted her veil again. Her mother was surprisingly composed, but Elizabeth did not detect any suspicious odors, and adjusted Jane’s veil back to its original position.
“Stop fussing, Jane,” Mrs. Bennet said softly. “You look lovely. You look like Grace Kelly,” she said. She stood back and smiled at Jane.
There was a soft knock on the door and Elizabeth called “Come in.”
Darcy poked his head in.
“Mrs. Bennet, your husband has lost something, he’s asked you to come help him,” he said coming into the room.
Elizabeth had not seen him all day; she had stayed with Jane the night before and with the rush of today, she had not laid eyes on him once yet. She sighed when she saw him. He looked frankly devastating in his tuxedo. She wasn’t one to be bowled over by James Bond types but Darcy was just such a fine specimen in her eyes that she thought he’d look fine in a dirty loincloth. She raised an eyebrow at the thought.
“What?” Darcy asked, looking down critically at his tuxedo. Was there lint on his lapel, or something?
“Nothing,” Elizabeth grinned.
“Lizzy! Come here at once!” came her mother’s voice with a faint hint of panic. Elizabeth saw Jane’s eyes flash toward the door, her own face showing signs of panic. Elizabeth made a placating gesture toward her and exited the room.
“How are you feeling?” Darcy asked as he stood behind Jane at the mirror.
She laughed but it sounded a little too shrill. “Like I’m about to face a firing squad. I can’t believe how many people are going to be there. What if I forget my vows? What if I trip going down the aisle? What if my mother remembers how she normally behaves?” Her voice was increasing in shrillness.
Darcy laughed softly and put his hands on her arms, somehow avoiding stepping on the voluminous gown around her.
“Jane, think about it. What’s the worst thing that could happen today?”
“Well, they could drop the cake or somebody could faint or my dress could get torn...” she began, reciting a laundry list that had accumulated in her mind over the last 24 hours. Darcy smiled and squeezed her arms gently.
“No, Jane, the worst thing that could happen is that you miss the joy of your own wedding with silly worries. This is the only day in your life when you will marry Charley. What do you want your memories to be? That one of the tables was missing a centerpiece? Or that this was one of the happiest days of your life?”
Jane met his eyes in the mirror and let out a slow exhale. Then she smiled. She visibly relaxed.
“You’re a great guy, Will,” she said. “No wonder Charley likes you so much.” She squeezed his hand.
Elizabeth returned to the dressing room to see her boyfriend and her soon-to-be-married sister in a somewhat tender embrace.
“Hey now!” she laughed as she closed the door behind her. Darcy looked up at her and smiled.
“Disaster averted?” he asked as he pulled away from Jane.
Elizabeth nodded. “Missing boutonniere,” she explained. “Not found but replaced. The wedding can go on,” she said. She had pulled a flower from her own bouquet to make her father a new one.
Darcy looked at her for the first time today. She was lovely, wearing a floor-length satin and organza bridesmaid gown in a rich cranberry color. The color set off her creamy skin, which had lost its summer tan. Her hair was swept up into a chignon with small jeweled pins.
“You look very nice,” he said smiling.
“I hope so or this very expensive dress will have been all for nothing,” she teased.
Darcy walked to her and gave her a soft, lingering kiss just near her ear.
“I lied, you look ravishing,” he said quietly. She laughed and put one hand on his waist in a familiar, loving gesture.
“You’re looking your usual dashing self,” she grinned at him. He shrugged and smiled as if to say I can’t help it. She laughed again.
“I missed you last night,” he said quietly so that Jane would not hear. “It’s hard to sleep without you.”
“Am I so boring that you use me as a sleep aid?” she teased him.
“On the contrary, your vigorous workouts are excellent for wearing me out,” he rejoined quietly and brushed his lips across hers. “Try not to make a habit of not being there,” he said. His hand lingered delicately on her shoulder, thumb stroking her neck lightly. His other hand sneaked around her waist and pulled her closer to him.
“Will, control yourself, it’s Jane’s wedding day,” Elizabeth said.
“And what of it? I’m not marrying her. I have other prospects in mind,” he said and kissed her. She was just putting her arms around his neck when Mrs. Bennet bustled back in.
“Oh, you two, I suppose another one will be just around the corner. But one wedding at a time, one at a time. Let’s go, we’re ready to start,” she said as she walked toward Jane. Darcy pulled back from Elizabeth but not before he gave her a meaningful look. Exactly what the meaning was, she wasn’t sure, maybe “yes, another wedding is around the corner,” or perhaps “you mother certainly is presumptuous,” or possibly even “I wish we were having sex right now”. She pulled away from him and they both went about their duties as maid of honor and best man.
The wedding ceremony was unfortunately very formal and very long. There were several bouts of kneeling and rising and recitations of prayers in both English and Latin. It was the closest thing Elizabeth had ever seen to a royal wedding and she supposed it would be considered a society wedding of the better sort. Her preference was for something less formal, more heartfelt, but then, this really was her mother’s wedding, not Jane’s. Elizabeth’s eyes crept up to find Darcy’s already on her. Her heart skipped a beat and she briefly imagined that she was marrying him as she listened to the vows. He was doing the same thing.
Finally, the ceremony ended and the recessional played. Elizabeth took Darcy’s arm and they walked down the aisle out of the church into the brisk but, luckily, sunny day outside. There was another hour of photos and confusion before they were able to get into the hired Rolls Royce and drive to the reception at a luxury hotel. Elizabeth and Bingley helped Jane get her dress, flowers, and veil all into the car while Darcy discussed directions with the chauffer. Finally, they arrived at the hotel and were announced to the waiting crowd.
Elizabeth and Darcy each gave warm toasts. They danced the obligatory first dance and helped with the cake cutting. Darcy danced with Jane and told her she was the loveliest bride he had ever seen, which was not untrue as he had yet to see either Georgie or Elizabeth as brides. She thanked him and laughed that he shouldn’t flirt with a married woman. At last, with his obligations complete, he was able to find his sister.
“You made a very fine speech,” Georgiana said as she tucked her arm into Darcy’s. He smiled at her.
“Thank you, you’re far too kind, I’m sure.”
“Elizabeth wrote it, didn’t she?” she laughed.
He nodded and smiled wryly.
“Want to dance with me?” she asked as a slow song came on.
He smiled and led her to the dance floor.
“You’re thinking of proposing, aren’t you?” she said as they danced.
He nodded. “It has been on my mind a lot,” he answered.
“Please, please don’t do it tonight. There’s no bigger breach of wedding etiquette than to propose at someone else’s wedding,” she said to him.
He looked at her in surprise. “Really?” he asked.
“Yes. It’s unpardonably rude to the bride. Besides, it gives the appearance that you are doing it only because you got swept away in the moment. It is in fact one of the worst times to propose. I’m only telling you this because you look like you’re chomping at the bit and I don’t want her to shoot you down. Wait a few days at least.”
“Thanks,” he said appreciatively. The song ended and a fast song came on. He looked for Elizabeth and saw that she was dancing with Fletcher. Georgie and Darcy exited the dance floor and watched them dance.
Georgie laughed at them then looked up at Darcy, who was not laughing. Instead, he was staring intently at them.
“What’s wrong with you now?” she asked him, annoyed.
He looked down at her, blinked, and then laughed. He shook his head.
“What?” she demanded.
He laughed again. She crossed her arms and looked at him, implicitly demanding an answer.
He bent down to her ear. “She is so fucking sexy it drives me crazy,” he said in Georgie’s ear.
She looked at him in shocked horror.
“You asked!” he laughed defensively.
“Next time I ask, just say it’s private,” she said, closing her eyes as if to delete the quote from her brain.
“C’mon, Georgie, we don’t keep any secrets from each other,” he teased.
“You are not allowed to have a sex life, you’re my older brother,” she laughed. He didn’t say that he’d thought the same thing about her a million times, even after that fantasy was so brilliantly smashed by Wickham.
“I assure you, I do have a very active sex life and -” he began, teasing her again.
“STOP! I do NOT want to hear any more! I heard enough at Yosemite!” she said, grimacing.
Darcy laughed. He looked back at Elizabeth, who had her back to Fletcher and was rubbing her rear into his groin, doing an erotic dance with his arms around her waist. Fletcher was smiling and looked like he was enjoying himself maybe a little too much.
Georgiana noticed and marched onto the dance floor and cut in. Elizabeth laughed good-naturedly and sought out Darcy. When she found him, she tried to entice him onto the dance floor.
“Come on, let’s go dance,” she said, pulling his arm.
He pulled her into him instead and said, “No, I can’t dance like that. I may need private lessons. In fact, I suggest we go up to our room and practice right now.” She looked up at him and saw that although he was teasing her, he was serious. He wanted her now. She smiled at him.
“Maybe we could just go freshen up?” she said coyly. He nodded. She took his hand and led him out of the reception area and to the elevator. As the elevator was packed with people, he made no move to kiss or touch her. As soon as they were in the room, however, he pulled her into a passionate kiss.
“I can’t believe how much I miss you when you’re gone,” he said as he kissed her neck and pulled off his tuxedo jacket. She laughed and undid his pants; he kicked his shoes off.
“Why are you so infernally sexy?” she asked him as his tie came off.
“Why are you reading my mind?” he replied as he unzipped her dress.
The gown fell to a cranberry puddle at her feet and she stepped out.
He looked at her in consternation. “What kind of sex-defying contraption is that?” he asked, looking at her supportive undergarment.
She laughed. “Here, you have to unhook this first,” she said softly, pulling his hands to her undergarment. “And then this unzips here,” she continued, guiding his hands.
He found it strangely sexy that she was showing him how to undo a garment that could have been his grandmother’s.
“And this is the last snap,” she said, guiding his hand between her legs.
“That should have come undone first,” he grinned. She shook her head.
“Then I wouldn’t be completely naked, would I?” she said as she pushed the garment down.
“No indeed,” he breathed. His vest and shirt were quickly discarded, and he held her close to him.
“Can I take your hair down?” he asked. She shook her head.
“No, we do have to go back downstairs. Let’s try not to mess it up,” she said. She kissed him and ran her fingers over his chest while he pressed her back with his hands. He made a little moaning noise as her fingers brushed across his nipples. She smiled under his kiss, then dipped her head to attend to his nipples. She put her open mouth on one, letting her hot breath warm it. She kissed it softly, then she put the flat of her tongue on it, stroking it across the puckered skin. He closed his eyes and let his hand rest on her shoulder, the other continuing to stroke her back, working its way to her butt.
She took his nipple in her mouth and sucked. He grunted and squeezed her rear in his hand. She shifted her attention to his other nipple and repeated. His reaction was the same. She then trailed kisses down his chest, across the flat expanse of his belly. She pushed him to a seated position on the bed and knelt before him. She spread his legs and kissed his thighs.
Darcy swallowed hard. Was she... could she possibly be going to... ? he wondered. He rested his hands on her shoulders and closed his eyes when he felt her hot, wet mouth descend over his erection. Yes, she is! he thought gleefully. She hadn’t given him this particular attention since June, before they broke up. He hadn’t forgotten, but thought perhaps she had.
He looked down and watched her head move, little jeweled hairpins glinting in the light. That dark hair, against his own pale skin, bobbing up and down... he let out a sigh. She touched him with her hands.
“Yes,” he whispered and guided her hand to his satisfaction. She continued her touching, causing him exquisite pleasure. Oh, my, he thought, she’s never done that before. He closed his eyes again, letting her sensations wash over him. He heard her make a little noise and opened his eyes. She was pleasuring herself with one hand and him with the other. He watched her with increased interest and arousal, watched her fingers move over herself. His heart was pounding at a ridiculous rate, blood rushing to only one spot in his body. She did something with her tongue.
“Oh... my.. .fuck!” he exclaimed. He thought his eyes might be crossed but as he had closed his eyes, it didn’t matter. She did it again.
“Lizzy, stop, I’m going to come,” he rasped. Although he told her to stop, he fervently did not want her to stop. She did not; she instead increased her attentions. His fingers were twined tightly in her hair; he was jabbing his own palm with a hairpin but he didn’t feel it. His muscles tensed, long biceps curling as he pulled her head closer to him, thigh muscles taut as his hips thrust toward her. He put his head back and uttered a guttural groan as he spilled into her mouth. She swallowed once then again. His arms trembled as he fought the instinct to jerk her head over his length again and again; he didn’t want to hurt her. He let out what sounded suspiciously to him like a whimper. After a moment he opened his eyes and carefully uncurled each finger from her hair. She gave him a final swirl with her tongue and pulled away from him.
Her face was flushed and her eyes were bright; she had not reached her own satisfaction. He pulled her up and laid her on the bed, her head hanging over the edge. He was still stiff despite his climax but he didn’t have much time. He pushed himself into her, one hand supporting her neck and the other pulling up her thigh, fingers exploring her bottom as he thrust into her. He worked furiously, sweat beading his forehead. She panted beneath him, then looked up at him.
“Stop,” she laughed. He opened his eyes and looked at her in confusion, breathing heavily. “It’s not working,” she said gently. He frowned in disappointment.
“I’m sorry,” he said. She pushed his hip slightly with her hand, signaling him to pull out. Then she took his hand and placed it between her legs. She guided him gently, slowly, into rekindling her pleasure. She leaned her head back against his hand and smiled, closing her eyes. There was a knock at the door.
“Lizzy, what are you doing in there? Everyone is asking for you!” came her mother’s voice. Elizabeth opened her eyes and looked at Darcy with revulsion.
“We’re just freshening up, Mom, we’ll be down in a few minutes,” she called.
“Don’t take too long!” came her mother’s response. Elizabeth looked at Darcy, who was laughing softly.
“Yes, don’t take too long,” he murmured.
“Talk about a mood-killer,” she said quietly. She gently pushed his hand away from her and wiggled back onto the bed, laying her head on his shoulder. He kissed her forehead and ran a hand down her arm.
“Lizzy, have you been practicing your technique?” he asked her after a moment. She laughed into his neck.
“I have been doing some research, yes,” she said.
“Does this involve any practical experience?” he laughed. Not that he really thought she was cheating on him but it had been exceptionally good...
“Not per se but I was shown proper technique,” she said.
“As in a diagram or a mock-up?”
“Not exactly.” He sat up, surprised, and looked at her.
She grinned. “I asked Lou. He showed me some interesting things, including certain pressure points,” she said.
“Did he...” he began but didn’t know how to ask the question without blushing.
“Yes, he pulled out his penis and showed me. You know he’s gay, right?”
“Of course, but still...”
“You’re not jealous of him, are you?” she asked, looking up at him. He looked down at her and laughed.
“I suppose now I’m exceedingly grateful,” he replied. He kissed her. “But I really must return the favor,” he said. “On you, not him,” he sternly clarified.
He eased his hand again down to the joint between her legs and began to massage her lightly. He kissed her lips and allowed his tongue to run along her teeth and lower lip. She responded with a smile and returned his kiss. Through his ministrations, her passion was renewed. She guided his hand, adjusting rhythm and pressure until she was quite aroused. He watched her with great interest; watching her expressive face as she bit her lip, creased her brows, and frowned in concentration was exciting to him. It was not long before his own excitement returned. She shifted so that her head hung over the side of the bed again, to prevent messing her hair. He was just easing onto her when there was another knock at the door.
“Go away!” they both shouted in frustration. He looked back at her and grinned.
“Elizabeth, you have ten minutes before we get a lock-out key and drag you downstairs!” came Lou’s voice.
“If you’d stop disturbing me I’d only need five!” she shouted back. They heard him laugh outside the door.
“Only five minutes, that’s a lot of pressure,” Darcy murmured, interrupted by a soft grunt of pleasure as he eased into her.
“I have every confidence you can accomplish the task, especially if you do it in French,” she said, putting her legs around his waist.
He grinned and kissed her. Then he began his rhythm of thrusting into her, met by her own thrusts. He put one hand behind her head, supporting her neck. He put his lips to her ear and began to speak French in a soft, seductive timbre. He made intonations as if he were paying lewd, sexual compliments to her; in reality, he was reciting the Gettysburg address, the only thing he could recite without actively thinking. He was concentrating instead on not failing to give her an orgasm, paying close attention to her movements and breathing patterns. The act of hanging her head over the side of the bed was increasing her pleasure, making her slightly light-headed. He was gratified when he recognized her pattern of arousal and that she was near her crescendo. She arched her torso into him, rolled her head back, and let out that familiar low moan. Only this time she spoke:

“Will Darcy you are a god,” she said. He grinned widely into her throat and achieved his own climax...

He was exhausted, all of his limbs felt leaden. All he wanted to do was go to sleep.
Yet she poked him and said, “We have go downstairs now.”
He sighed heavily. She was right, they were already being missed by the wedding guests. He lifted himself heavily from her and stood up. He dressed quickly but was too tired to work his tie back on.
She put on her dress but left the undergarment-of-despair on the floor where she had dropped it. She looked no different without it to him.
“Shall we?” he said, offering his arm to her.
They made their way back downstairs to the party, where they were not, in fact, as missed as Mrs. Bennet and Lou had made it out to be. Elizabeth gave Darcy’s arm a squeeze and then went to Jane. Darcy found himself a moment later next to Lou at the bar.
“I owe you an apology,” Darcy said to him, staring straight ahead. Lou said nothing. “And a car,” Darcy continued. He saw the corners of Lou’s mouth curl up in a reluctant smile in the mirror behind the bar. “And possibly a retirement plan of some sort,” Darcy concluded.
Lou laughed. “She wouldn’t take all of my advice,” Lou replied and took a sip of his drink.
“There was nothing lacking in her performance, I assure you,” Darcy replied and took a sip of his own drink. Their eyes met in the mirror. Lou replied:
“Yes but it would be vastly improved by the removal of her front teeth.”
Darcy burst out laughing.
 





Chapter 34
Darcy drummed his fingers on the table and waited for Elizabeth. She had promised to meet him here for coffee when she finished her Christmas shopping; thankfully she hadn’t asked him to join her with her shopping. He flicked open a magazine and glanced at an article. San Francisco was still quite warm despite it being December; he sat outside and watched people bustle by doing their shopping. He leaned back in his chair, sipped his tea, and held the magazine up. Over the top of the page he caught a familiar flash of curly hair. He lowered the magazine slightly. Elizabeth was looking at him from across the plaza, seated at her own table. She smiled and raised her cup to him. He put down his magazine and crossed his legs. What is she doing? he wondered.
Elizabeth had been watching him for about ten minutes when she caught his eye. She enjoyed watching him. He was beautiful. He was long and graceful and today he was in one of his impeccable suits and a camel overcoat. He was the picture of a refined British gentleman. She pulled out her cell phone and called him.
Darcy’s phone rang. The picture ID showed the picture Elizabeth had taken of them in bed at Pemberley; he had somehow never taken another picture of her. He answered the phone.
“What are you doing?” he smiled, looking at her.
“I’m stalking you. I’ll have to find a new hiding place now,” she teased.
“Are you going to come over here?” he asked.
“In a minute. I’ve been watching an interesting development. There’s a cute redhead who has been checking you out for about five minutes. I think she’s wondering whether to approach you. I wanted to see how it plays out.” He looked at her and she discreetly indicated. Darcy nonchalantly turned his head and swept his eyes past a redhead who was looking at him.
“Mmm, she’s quite pretty,” he said. “I’ve never had a redhead before.”
“I think she was going to go for it but my call interrupted her.”
“Then by all means, please hang up,” he smiled. “I could use the flattery.”
“Are you saying I don’t compliment you enough?” she smiled.
“Look, calling me ‘The Master’ in bed doesn’t quite carry over during the day,” he laughed quietly.
“It doesn’t exactly apply out of bed... well, actually, I guess it does, doesn’t it? I will however say you’re dashingly handsome. Could you flash me one of your dazzling smiles?”
He looked at her and smiled.
She laughed. “Uh-oh, she looks like she’s losing her nerve. I’ll call you back.” Elizabeth hung up. Darcy flipped his phone closed and sat patiently at his table. He thought Elizabeth was insane. And charming.
“Excuse me,” came a hesitant voice. Darcy looked up. The redhead was standing before him. “It’s a bit crowded; may I?” she said, indicating the chair. He nodded pleasantly and invited her to sit. She sat down and smiled thankfully at him.
“Have you read the article on cancer research?” she asked, indicating the magazine.
He shook his head. “No, I haven’t. What does it say?”
She gave a brief summary of the article and he listened with interest. She concluded with a little laugh and said, “My name is Jennifer.”
“Hello Jennifer, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Will.” His phone rang. He looked at it under the table and saw Elizabeth’s ID.
“Excuse me,” he said, smiling apologetically to Jennifer. “Darcy speaking,” he said in a business-like manner.
“Is she hitting on you?” Elizabeth asked quietly.
“Yes,” he said curtly.

“And... ?” He could tell she was enjoying this game immensely.

“I’m sorry, Bennet, your terms were not to my satisfaction. I’m closing the deal with someone else. Better luck next time,” he said and flipped the phone shut. He turned a smile back to Jennifer. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Elizabeth laughing.
“What do you do, Jennifer?” he asked, assuming an interested expression. For some reason, this game was turning him on. She liked to know that other women were attracted to him. He thought he would be jealous if another man showed interest in her, yet she seemed to like the attentions he drew from other women. He didn’t quite understand it. Maybe she is a voyeur? he thought.
He talked with Jennifer for a few minutes, glancing surreptitiously at Elizabeth. After a few more minutes, his phone rang again.
“I’m so sorry, please excuse me,” he said as he answered it.
“Are you turned on at all?” Elizabeth asked him. He turned a laugh into a cough into his fist.
“Yes, I am,” he answered, curtly.
“Should I come rescue you?”
“That’s not necessary but please don’t forget our appointment later tonight,” he said in his formal, businesslike tone.
“I bought something for you,” she said huskily.
“Yes, I am anxious to close that deal as well,” he answered.
She laughed and hung up.
“I’m sorry, Jennifer, what did you say you do again?” he asked her, snapping his phone shut again.
“Interior design. Here’s my card,” she said, pulling it out of her purse and pushing it toward him.
“Oh, yes. My wife and I are looking for a designer,” he said nonchalantly as he looked at her card. He saw the subtle shift in her expression.
She smiled at him and looked at her watch.
“Oh, is that the time? I’ve been far too long shopping, I have a dinner engagement. I should be going. It was nice meeting you, Will,” she said as she gathered her purse and stood. He stood and shook her hand as she left, always the gentleman. He sat and opened his magazine again. His phone rang.
“What did you say to her?” Elizabeth laughed.
“I mentioned my wife. Why does this turn you on so much?” he asked, amused. He looked over at her; she was chewing on a straw in a rather seductive manner.
“Darcy, you are the sexiest being on earth. I’m just short, chubby, Lizzy Bennet. It does wonders for my ego to know that out of all the beautiful women who want you, you only want me,” she said honestly.
His breath caught a little; he hadn’t known that she felt quite so attracted to him. He actually blushed.
“Ah, so you’re using me?” he grinned.
She laughed.
“Lizzy, why haven’t you invited me to Christmas dinner with your family?” he asked her gently. He met her eyes across the plaza, and she dropped them to the table.
“You know how I feel about my family,” she replied.
“And you know how I feel about your family.” She raised her eyes back to him.
“Do you really want to spend Christmas with my family?”
“No, Lizzy, I want to spend Christmas with you. Whoever else is involved is merely incidental.”
She looked up at him and gave him a dreamy smile.
“Do you have any concept of how much I love you?” she said.
“I’d like you to show me,” he answered. “Let me spend Christmas with you.”
“Alright.”

***

The Bennet family had a tradition of celebrating Christmas on Christmas Eve rather than Christmas Day. This developed as a result of various family commitments that intruded on Christmas Day, Aunt Phillips always demanded dinner be held at her house, various boyfriends to Jane and Kitty had caused some strife, and Mr. Bennet always wanted nothing more than to tipple some scotch and snooze; thus, true Bennet Christmas was on December 24; December 25 was for everyone else.
In the early years, gifts had been plentiful and opening them took hours; but as each daughter matured, the gifts became fewer, but more meaningful. Now there were usually only three or four gifts per person, and frequently they were hand-made.
Darcy drove Elizabeth, Jane, and Bingley to the Bennet household on Longbourn Street at around 3 pm. They were greeted at the door by an effusive Mrs. Bennet, who hugged and kissed them all.
“Thank you, Mrs. Bennet, for allowing me to join your family at the last minute,” Darcy said as he hugged her. She laughed and said, “Please, Will, call me Fanny.” Darcy looked over her head and winked at Elizabeth.
Bingley sat easily on the couch next to Mr. Bennet, who updated him on all the college bowl games being played. Darcy joined them and soon they were all discussing college football standings. Elizabeth watched Darcy with increasing warmth as he interacted seamlessly with her family. Maybe they aren’t so bad after all.
Festivities began around 5 pm, when dinner was being prepared. It was served around 7 pm, and by 9 pm everyone was relaxing in the living room drinking Bailey’s Irish Cream and trying to stuff just a little more fudge into their packed bellies.
“How about some music, Mary?” Jane asked. Mary smiled and sat down to the small upright piano and began to play Christmas carols.
“Did you bring your guitar, Darcy?” Bingley asked, grinning. Darcy shook his head.
“Oh, do you play? We have one here!” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed. She ran out of the room and returned with a guitar. She sat down and strummed a few chords out and began to tune it.
“I should have warned you, Will, that my mother was a street performing hippie in her younger days,” said Elizabeth. Her mother wrinkled her nose at her and soon she was joining Mary in playing Christmas music.
After they finished the song, she handed the guitar to Darcy.
“Please, play something for us,” she smiled.
“Mom, he’s not a performing monkey!” Elizabeth stiffened and protested. Darcy laughed and looked at Elizabeth reassuringly.
“It’s fine, Elizabeth,” he said, and took the guitar. He strummed out a few notes, and then played a quick song; everyone listened in rapt silence and then applauded afterward. Elizabeth looked apologetically at him.
“Fanny, I must say that was the finest turkey I have ever eaten, but it has quite clouded my head. What do you say, Lizzy, let’s step outside for a breath of air,” Darcy said and looked to Elizabeth. Elizabeth stood at once and they slipped on their jackets and went outside.
“I’m so sorry, Will, I don’t have any control over her,” she said. She looked truly upset.
He took her hand and turned her to face him. He put his hands on either side of her face. “Elizabeth, stop it! I find nothing wrong with your mother’s behavior; I think she’s delightful. She is trying to please you by being attentive to me, can’t you see that?”
“You don’t think she’s jarring and offensive in her effusiveness?” she asked, a frown creasing her brow.
“You are far too hard on her. You are ruining your own Christmas with this silly notion that I am offended by your family. Do you really think me such a snob?”
“No, of course not. Don’t you see that she’s practically salivating over you? She sees you as marriage material,” Elizabeth replied.
“And you don’t?” he asked. “You’ve never once thought maybe we might get married? You’ve never once imagined me to be your husband? Never once?”
She didn’t answer but looked at him.
“All I’m saying is, stop taking it all so seriously. Nothing your family could do would ever change the way I feel about you. Just relax.”
Elizabeth heard the gentle tone of his voice, felt his hands on her face, and saw the look in his eyes. It sunk in. He wasn’t going anywhere, no matter how horrible her family was. She smiled and then laughed.
“I’m sorry, I’m being an idiot,” she said. He nodded, smiling. They both let out a short laugh, then he kissed her quickly. They returned to the house. Elizabeth sat down on the couch next to her mother and gave her a big hug.
“I love you, Mom,” she said. Mrs. Bennet looked at her daughter in shock and then smiled. She hugged Elizabeth back.
Darcy settled on the floor, cross-legged at Elizabeth’s feet. He and Mary played a few more songs, with the others joining in singing. Mrs. Bennet actually had a lovely voice. They all laughed and sang and Elizabeth stroked the back of his neck and Darcy felt content.
Lydia was the first to mention gifts. Although Darcy had been assured by Elizabeth that no gifts were necessary, he brought something for everyone, wracking his brain for tidbits of knowledge he had gleaned from them over Thanksgiving. He received from Mrs. Bennet a long green scarf with a cream “WD” knitted in at each end. He laughed and wound it around his neck. Elizabeth was about to tell her mother that the initials were wrong but Darcy squeezed her ankle lightly and she instead complimented her mother’s handiwork.
Mrs. Bennet sat warmly in her husband’s lap with a glass of wine, swinging her leg over the arm of the chair. Jane and Bingley lounged on the couch, fingers entwined, new wedding bands gleaming in the Christmas lights. Lydia, Mary and Kitty were laughing over a gift Lydia had given Kitty, which they were trying to hide from their parents.
While everyone was distracted by their own gifts, Elizabeth gave Darcy his; a guitar strap embroidered with delicate, intricate Celtic knots. She had actually made it, having started it as a project for her mother years ago and never finished it. As she took it out again this year, the more she worked on it, the more she wanted to give it to him instead. So she embroidered small “FD”s on each end of the length of fabric and had a leatherworker attach it to a guitar strap.
“Where did you get this?” he asked, fingering it lightly and looking up to her. She leaned down to him, hugging her knees.
“I made it,” she said quietly, almost shyly, wrinkling her nose. The next thing she knew, he had jerked her down into his lap and planted a kiss on her. She laughed against his lips and returned his kiss.
“Oh, what is it Lizzy?” Mrs. Bennet said, looking to Darcy’s hand. He handed it up to Jane, who passed it around for everyone’s admiration.
“Oh, Lizzy, I hope you have the receipt, you’ve got the initials wrong!” her mother laughed. Darcy, Jane, Bingley, and Elizabeth all laughed. The strap was passed back to him. “What’s so funny?” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed.
“Mom, Darcy’s real, unbearably pretentious, first name is Fitzwilliam,” Bingley laughed.
“But I much prefer Will!” Darcy exclaimed. “And I love your scarf, I’ll wear it every day.” Mrs. Bennet laughed.
“Oh don’t worry, I can knock one of those out in one afternoon. I’ll make you another one in no time!” she laughed. “Next year I’ll make you one of my sweaters!” she threatened. All five daughters groaned and laughed. The thought of spending another or possibly many more Christmases with the Bennet family was very appealing to him.
The remaining gifts were exchanged; Darcy gave Elizabeth a book on astronomy for each day of the year. She flipped to December 24 and she, Darcy, and her father all went to the back yard to look through the telescope. The night was chilly and Darcy was thankful for his new warm scarf. He could tell that Elizabeth was her father’s favorite; they shared the same humor and interests and he admired her sense above that of all her sisters. He was glad that Mr. Bennet seemed to approve of him as a suitable boyfriend.
The evening wound down and everyone sat in subdued contentment, buzzed nicely with wine, food, and Christmas cheer. Elizabeth sat on the floor between Darcy’s legs, leaning back into his chest. He had one arm around her, holding her close to him. His hand rested on her shoulder, thumb lightly stroking her collarbone as they relaxed in the dim light of the Christmas tree. He smelled her hair and leaned his cheek on her head. Without warning, but certainly not without welcome, Elizabeth turned her head and kissed him warmly.
Eventually, Darcy, Jane, Elizabeth and Bingley roused themselves and said goodnight. Mr. and Mrs. Bennet gave Darcy a very fond farewell and said he should come over for dinner soon. They climbed tiredly into Darcy’s car and drove to Jane and Elizabeth’s house in Meryton.
Once in her bedroom, Elizabeth undressed and fell into bed on her back, exhausted. Darcy climbed in next to her, and lay on his side, head propped up on his hand.
“That wasn’t bad at all, was it? I’m afraid to say, you seem to fit in with my family. I’m sorry to pain you but there it is,” she said, sleepily.
“I did have one last gift,” he said, opening his hand before her. Hanging from his fingers was a pair of brilliant asscher-cut drop diamond earrings. She looked up to him, shocked. He smiled. “Don’t thank me, it’s a gift to myself. I wanted to see them on you.”
He watched as she put the earrings on and turned to face him. He nodded approvingly.
“Even better than I imagined,” he said. She smiled and pushed him onto his back, straddling him.
“I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you,” she said, kissing him.
“Undoubtedly it was something very naughty. Perhaps it involved an encounter at an all-girls school? And I’m sure short skirts and knee socks were involved,” he said, smiling against her lips. She laughed and put her arms around his neck, grasping the iron post headboard behind him.
“You are a kinky man, Mr. Darcy,” she smiled.
He looked at her in perfect tenderness and stroked a curl of her hair.
“No, Miss Bennet, in fact my tastes are very simple. My favorite color is Elizabeth. My favorite song is Elizabeth. My favorite flavor of ice cream is Elizabeth. My favorite flower is Elizabeth. My favorite fruit is the pear, because it smells like Elizabeth.” This simple declaration was made with a sincerity that stilled her heart. She could say nothing else.
Instead, she kissed him and caressed him, held him until he was breathless. He let out a sigh of pleasure as she joined their bodies. She pulled herself along him, arching her body in the moonlight. He ran his fingers over her peaks and valleys, tracing each contour as if to commit it to memory. She whispered his name against his neck while he trailed his finger over her spine. He gently rolled her to her back.
His hands felt the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips, the line of her thigh as it moved along his side. He stretched over her body, no end and no beginning to each, they were the same.
He sensed, rather than heard, their heartbeats become synchronized. He could feel her heartbeat inside his own chest. When she drew breath, his lungs filled. He did not know how he would take another breath on his own without her. He was experiencing her with a clarity he had never before known. Their connection seemed to surpass the physical; if he strained, he could hear her thoughts like whispers inside his head: this is what it means to love.
Their trembling sighs mingled into one breath. She knew that his skin tingled when her fingertips brushed over it. She felt the coursing of his blood in her own veins. She would never be Elizabeth again, and he would never be Will again; their souls would be forever colored by the essence of other.
They expelled soft cries at the same time, breathing into each other’s’ mouths, names whispered, or were they thought, in ardor.
She trembled within his shaking arms, both too overcome to speak. His fingers still curled in her hair, his breath slower but still hot against her ear. Their bond had been powerful, beyond the pale into something approaching transcendental. Each felt shaken as the sublime connection eased its grip, released them back into their own consciousnesses. He wanted to weep, mourning the loss of that perfect union of awareness. He heard her shuddering exhalation and kissed away the salty wetness on her cheek.
They fell asleep in a tight embrace that shifted little during the night. When she woke in the morning, he was looking at her.
“Happy Christmas, Elizabeth,” he said quietly. Indeed it was.

***

The remainder of Christmas was spent with Darcy’s family. They were invited to brunch at Fletcher’s family’s house. Then Fletcher and Georgie joined them on a visit to the Fitzwilliam family. Richard kissed Elizabeth warmly and winked at Darcy. Darcy was too content to feel any stab of jealousy; besides, he had begun to take Elizabeth’s view that any attentions toward her were in fact a compliment to him.
Later Bingley, Jane, and Caroline joined them. As much as she hated - hated - to admit it, Elizabeth liked Caroline. She was smart and funny and had a genuine affection for Jane, Bingley, and Darcy. Will had been right; once you stopped taking the bait, Caroline stopped trying to push your buttons.
Elizabeth met Richard’s older brother Henry and his wife Rose and their two young children. Darcy played with his cousin’s children, swinging them by their arms to their delighted shrieks. He spent a good deal of the afternoon with a four year old girl seated firmly on his shoulders.
Richard and Caroline struck up a conversation that nobody else was interested in but that kept them engaged for over an hour.
After dinner, Darcy and Elizabeth found a quiet corner to relax in and he said quietly to her, “Did you really do that dance for him?” referring to the ‘Hot Stuff’ dance and Richard. She nodded and he pressed his lips together. “Did you sleep with him?” he asked, steeling himself for the answer and his follow up request for comparison.
“No, I didn’t. I wasn’t that interested in him. I thought he was too shallow,” she replied.
He looked at her, surprised. He had heard Richard called many things but shallow was not one of them.
“He’s not shallow!” Darcy replied defensively. Elizabeth laughed.
“So you think I should have, then? Would you like me to go make it up to him now?”
He gave her a stormy look and did not answer.
“You know he thinks you disapprove of him?” she said.
He nodded. “I do. But only superficially. He’s a bohemian, a lovable, irresponsible lout. I’ll always think of him as the cousin who always got me into trouble when we were kids. He’s impulsive. I got him out of a bit of trouble with a wedding in Vegas a few years back, where he was at risk of losing a good bit of his fortune. But he’s fundamentally a good man and I like him. Although his lifestyle is one I could never have. He’s constantly traveling, can’t seem to settle into one place. I’ve always envied his easy ways; I was always shy or reserved. He’s incredibly successful with women.”
“He is charming but he knows it. I liked him but I was disappointed that he didn’t call me after our date. He wasn’t a keeper. Not like you at all,” she said, putting her hand on his knee. He gave her a lopsided smile.
“Tell me more,” he said. She sighed. Why were guys always asking her to compare them?
“Let’s cut to the chase. Your penis is bigger,” she said.
“You’re the best, do you know that?” he laughed.
 





Chapter 35
Milton Gardiner’s retirement party was held on a luxury yacht in the San Francisco Bay. There must have been at least two hundred people there and at least half of them attorneys. Elizabeth arrived early to help with setup and nametags and Darcy arrived a while later, having dropped her off a block from the dock and then driven around for fifteen minutes. They were still trying to avoid the appearance of a serious relationship in public until his term was over in April. It was already March, and there was not long to go.
Elizabeth’s peach colored dress, draping modestly over her breast and skimming subtly over her hips, drew Darcy’s eye immediately when he entered. Her hair was swept up in a chignon, sedate diamond drop earrings in her ears. He marveled briefly over how she unerringly captured his attention no matter where she was. As if feeling his gaze, she glanced up and met his eyes with a soft, warm smile. He nodded once in acknowledgement and turned to greet a friend. They circulated in separate parts of the party for an hour, mingling and greeting old friends and associates.
The ship pulled out from dock as the sun was setting. Darcy and Elizabeth shared a brief moment on deck as they went under the Golden Gate Bridge.
“Did I tell you how lovely you look tonight?” he said. She shook her head and smiled.
“But it’s duly noted, Your Honor,” she replied. He grinned and took a step away from her as another attorney approached. Elizabeth excused herself while the other attorney chatted with Darcy for some time.
Dinner was served and they ate at separate tables. Speeches and toasts were made and people began to get a little drunk. Darcy walked to the back of the room and stood behind everyone else. Soon Elizabeth was by his side. They stood together for some time while Judge Boyd made a boring speech. Darcy sneaked his hand to Elizabeth’s low back.
As the speech droned on, Darcy’s hand slipped lower onto her rear. He slid a hand slowly over her cheek, fingers tracing the curve where cheek met leg. He ran a finger back up, trailing lightly her rear cleavage. She tried to repress her smile but failed. He looked resolutely ahead, giving no sign of his hand’s explorations. He ran his hand again over her cheek, cupping it and caressing it. God how I love her ass, he thought. And her tits, and her lips... He gave her bottom a light smack and pulled his hand away from her.
The interminable speech continued and Darcy wandered out onto the deck for some bracing, libido-dousing air. He turned and looked into the ballroom and again admired Elizabeth’s figure. Then he realized with a start that she was–they were - plainly visible to anyone on deck. He looked to his left and saw a group of about eight attorneys, male and female, looking at him. Some raised their glasses to him, others gave him a thumbs up; all were grinning and laughing. He recognized all of them, knew their names. Every. Last. One. Jesus fucking Christ, he thought, and quickly looked away from them. And was surprised to realize that he didn’t care. He laughed to himself.
A moment later, Elizabeth joined him.
“He certainly does admire Milton!” she grinned as she stepped up to the railing beside him. He smiled. She looked out over the water and saw the shimmering city lights in the distance. She shivered in the breeze and Darcy took his jacket off and draped it over her shoulders. She turned to thank him.
He kissed her.
“Will!” she said, pulling back. “There are people everywhere,” she reminded him.
“I don’t care.” Darcy took a pin out of her hair and flung it into the water. Another followed shortly after. She looked at him in shock and amusement. Had he gone mad?
“I don’t care, Elizabeth, I love you.” He put his fingers into her hair and let it cascade over her shoulders. He kissed her again. “I love you.” She laughed at him and returned his kiss.
He was not unaware of the catcalls coming from their ready-made audience.
“Go get her, Judge!”
“Dar-cy, Dar-cy, Dar-cy!”
“The Looooove Boooat,”
He pulled one hand from her hair and extended his middle finger at them, much to their delight. They hooted and laughed but did not leave. He sighed. He had carried his mother’s ring in his pocket for three weeks now, looking for the perfect opportunity to propose. None had arisen; something had always gone amiss. An unfortunate phone call, a distraction, an interruption, an argument. Clearly the universe was not bending to his will on this.
Right. This is it. Now or never, you coward. Get down on bended knee. Recite a love poem. Tell her how lovely she is in the moonlight, never mind the cursed fog cover. Ask her to be yours and spend eternity with you. Make it good! Don’t fuck it up!
“Marry me,” he demanded. No no no!!! That wasn’t romantic at all!
“Yes, Judge Darcy,” she replied.
Had his heart just exploded?
She gave him a long kiss, then said,
“Is that the best you could do?” with an amused smirk.
“Yes - No. Er, Elizabeth, I love you more than life itself, you would make me the happiest man alive if you consent –“
“Stop! I liked the first one better!” she smiled. He slanted a smile at her.
“How about, ‘Marry me, wily wench, and we’ll sail the seven seas together?’”
“No, that’s not quite it, either,” she laughed.
He sobered slightly but his eyes twinkled. He pressed his forehead to hers.
“You must at least allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you, and I beg you to end my suffering and please be my wife,” he said softly.
She swallowed.
“Yes, I like that one. That’s the one we’ll tell the grandkids about,” she murmured against his lips. He smiled against hers and kissed her deeply again.
He pulled the ring from his pocket and held it up. Together they looked at a 3 carat emerald cut diamond with two half-carat kite diamonds on each side, set in a platinum filigree and pave band.
“Oh, Will, it’s stunning,” she whispered, though she could not see its brilliance in the dark.
“I realize it may not be to your taste and we can get a different one later. But if you like it, I’d like you to have it. It was my mother’s,” he said quietly, looking first at the ring, and then, almost shyly, to her.
“Your mother’s? Shouldn’t Georgiana have it, then?” she asked. He shook his head.

“No, it’s for you. I... it’s incredibly sentimental to me, I want you to have it,” he finished softly.

“Then nothing would make me happier,” she smiled warmly at him. He put it on her finger and kissed her. Their private audience was cheering loudly and whistling and, in fact, the ballroom had erupted into polite applause, as Judge Boyd had taken that moment to end his speech.
“We shall not have a moment alone until this party is over,” he said regretfully.
“No, but I intend to glue myself to your side for the rest of the evening. You can’t just take my hair down and kiss me in front of this audience, sir. You will have to stand up and do the right thing and make an honest woman of me,” she teased. He shivered and put his arms under the jacket, pulling her even closer.
“It will be my pleasure to deflower, scandalize, and generally ruin your reputation for many years to come,” he smiled. “Well, let’s go give our congratulations to Milton and bear the rest of the evening as well as we can.”
He released her from his embrace and took her hand.
“Did you have to ruin my hair for that?” she teased him as she pushed a lock behind her ear.
“Ruin! I’ve improved it vastly. I should have been a hairdresser,” he replied.
She looked back up at him, laughing. She couldn’t say anything, she was too happy. She now knew what Jane was dithering on about; unspeakable, unendurable happiness. She was fairly trembling with joy. He hugged her tightly and kissed her again.
They spent the remainder of the evening together, unabashedly holding hands and mingling. They were met with a few surprised glances but ignored them. More surprising were the unsurprised glances, the approving smiles, the knowing nods. Did everyone know? they wondered.
They did not announce their engagement, one step at a time, but word did spread that there had been a proposal and an acceptance and judging from their mooney gazes at each other, it was not hard to deduce the identity of the involved parties. But again, their wishes were respected and no surprise toasts or announcements were made. This was, after all, Milton’s party.
On the drive home, he took her hand and kissed it, running his thumb over the ring on her finger.
“You did say yes, didn’t you?” he asked. She laughed.
“Yes, I did. Having second thoughts?”
“Certainly not. But I wanted to make sure I hadn’t misheard you. You weren’t teasing me, were you? Sometimes you pick the worst time to do that, you know.”
“This is a terrible start if even you won’t believe I’ve accepted your proposal,” she laughed. He laughed and kissed her hand again. “But to recap, you still love me and we are engaged.”
“At the risk of sounding terribly melodramatic... you’ve made me the happiest man alive,” he said. She squeezed his hand.
“Then it is settled, we are to be the happiest couple in the world,” she grinned.
They drove on in silence, he feeling as if his chest were to burst with joy, she wanting only to curl into his arms and love him. Unable to resist, she unbuckled her seatbelt and slid over to him. She pulled his arm around her shoulders and put her arm around his waist and settled into his side for the remainder of the ride home.
“Lizzy, when did it happen? When did you fall in love with me?” he asked her. She smiled.
“I confess it came on so gradually, I hardly knew when it began. It all goes back to Pemberley. Such a house would inspire love in anyone,” she teased.
“There you go again, I ask you a serious question and you deflect it with a tease. Come now, Lizzy, don’t break my heart. Be serious,” he said softly, his own tone holding a hint of tease.
“You will have to get used to it! You’ll be having me for better or for worse!”
“Much for the better, I think.” He squeezed her closer and pulled into the parking garage. They passed the doorman with a nod and took the elevator up to his floor. Once inside he drew her into his arms again.
“Really, Lizzy? You love me and you want to marry me?” he asked, hugging her. She wanted to laugh but felt this would not be the best time. She pulled back from him and looked into his eyes.
“Really, Will. I love you and I want to marry you. Please don’t think me so fickle as to be capable of changing my opinions so quickly.”
“You didn’t just say yes out of pity or fear of embarrassment, did you? You can retract it now if you want.” This time she really did laugh.
“For the last time - and I mean it, I won’t discuss it anymore - yes, I will marry you. Here, will it make you feel secure if I ask you myself? Fitzwilliam Darcy, will you please do me the honor of being my husband?” she said archly.
He grinned.
“Well, at my age it’s unlikely I’ll get any better offers, so yes,” he answered her. She rolled her eyes at him and laughed.
They retired to the bedroom suite where she opened his medicine chest and pulled out her makeup remover. She brushed her teeth with her toothbrush and brushed her hair with her brush. Everything was here. This was her home as much as had been her home on Longbourn Street, as much as her house with Jane. She knew where everything was, had her own closet space, a dresser of her own. Why do I insist that I don’t live here? she wondered wryly. Because she had been afraid of taking the plunge, of committing to someone she loved so wholeheartedly. She saw now that she was being completely foolish and smiled at her reflection in the mirror. Silly, silly girl, she chided herself. He’s been steadfast all along; if anyone should be insecure, it’s him. You’ve certainly given him cause to doubt. She frowned. And he does doubt.
She curled into bed beside him, putting her arms around his neck and one leg across his waist.
“I’ve known since that night when you played guitar for us at Pemberley,” she confessed into his ear. “I was probably well in love before then but that was when I knew. I went upstairs and cursed myself for being a fool. I didn’t even consider that you might return my feelings, I was too wound up in trying to repress them. But that’s when I knew,” she finished. He looked at her.
“Thank you,” he said and kissed her. She continued her confessional.
“Even though I didn’t know it was you, I was attracted to you at the Halloween party. I remember thinking how crazy I was for developing a crush on someone whose face I never saw and who never spoke to me. But I couldn’t help it, I felt this chemistry... did I imagine it?” she asked.
“No,” he answered. She nestled her head against his shoulder.
“I thought you were so sexy, so mysterious, the way you stayed by me all night but never said anything.” She laughed softly.
He smiled and pushed a piece of hair behind her ear. “I remember that night very clearly. It was the first time I ever saw your hair down. I couldn’t take my eyes off you from the moment you stepped in until the moment you left,” he said quietly.
“I seem to recall you telling Jim Foster that I wasn’t handsome enough to tempt you!” she smiled. He pulled back from her.
“When did I say that?” he asked, astounded that he could ever have been so foolish.
“The day of my very first appearance before you. At the Assembly Room after work. I was there, I know it all!” she teased him, poking him in the chest. He frowned.
“You heard that? I can scarcely remember it. What an idiot I was, as it was only the next day that I began to develop a rather inappropriate attraction to you,” he laughed. “You were such a breath of fresh air, always teasing everyone and making the day go faster. I can remember being shocked when you first teased me, then secretly pleased that you found me worthy of your attention,” he smiled.
She laughed. “I’m afraid to say that I was being blatantly disrespectful to you. After all, to insult a woman in such an infamous fashion! I was determined to hate you.”
“Ah, well, I know the feeling of such rejection. You liked me well enough as Speed Racer but not so much as Judge Darcy...” he replied, smiling.
“That’s not exactly true... I recall thinking that you looked quite good skiing at Tahoe,” she smiled. “In fact, you reminded me of Speed Racer!” she laughed.
“Was that before or after you estimated my age at 75?” he teased. She grimaced.
“Don’t remind me of the terrible things I said!” she exclaimed with a laugh. “From this moment forward I will remember the past only as it gives me pleasure!” She snuggled closer to him and kissed him. She put her head again on his shoulder and they lay quietly for a moment.
“You made things so difficult for me,” he said soberly. “But it was worth the fight. I don’t think I would love you so well if you had given in so easily.”
“You are far too kind; I was awful to you.”
“Neither of us had the best behavior,” he replied. “I actively sought to make you jealous by pretending to date Caroline.”
“It worked,” she said flatly. He laughed shortly.
“Almost too well. For all my speech about not enduring any more heartache, I would have followed you to San Diego if you had left me then. I couldn’t imagine life without you, Elizabeth,” he said tenderly, brushing the back of his fingers over her cheek. “And as you know, I am a very determined man.”
“How very fortunate for me,” she replied softly. She kissed him then and he wrapped his arms tightly around her. After a moment, she pulled her head back and looked at him. She wanted him to know, to have no doubts about her feelings.
“I love everything about you,” she said. “I love your smile, your eyes, your laugh, your smell. I love the way you move, I love how sometimes a piece of hair falls down over your forehead and you push it back. I love your fingers. I love the way you only call me Lizzy when we’re intimate. I love that you don’t hate my family. I love that you’re a musician and a judge. I love that you’ve raised your sister. I love your accent. I love that you ride horses.”
He looked at her in surprise at this outburst. She continued.
“I love that you hate raisins. I love that you won’t admit that you like porn. I love that you love Led Zeppelin. I love the way your belly button is a little off center. I love that your knees are ticklish. I love the way you say my name when we make love, and the way you say it differently when we fuck. I love that you miss your mother still. I love the way you snore and the way you hate it when I leave you in bed in the mornings.” She paused and took a breath.
“And I hate that I’ll never be able to really tell you how much I love you,” she finished. She looked into his eyes, saw that he was affected by her confessions. His face bore such an expression of love, tenderness, and gratitude that she nearly wanted to cry. Instead she kissed him.
“I feel like I’ve loved you forever,” she whispered, “as if we were picking up in this life from another when we loved before. Even when I didn’t want to love you, I felt as if I had no control, it was written out by another hand.” She kissed him again.
“You are everything to me, Elizabeth,” he murmured against her lips, leaning over her. She wrapped her arms around him. “Everything. You’re the only woman to bring me such happiness to make me feel like I only began to live when I began to love you,” he said in her ear. “Nobody else, ever.” He kissed her shoulder tenderly and then continued, “I loved you yesterday and I love you today and I’ll love you tomorrow and the day after and Monday next,” he said against her cheek. “I’ll never stop loving you, Lizzy. I can’t, I’m helpless.” He kissed her eyelids.
Both were quivering masses of emotional jello by the end of the night. He had never felt so stripped, as if his doubts had been scrubbed away with sand and his emotions were settling on his raw skin. She loved him, she wanted to marry him, she never wanted to leave him. After so many months of doubt and struggle and many more months of niggling fears, he finally felt safe.
He clutched her tightly to him and twined his fingers through hers, feeling the heavy weight of her ring. His thumb stroked across it again and he kissed the back of her neck.
“Dearest, loveliest Elizabeth,” he murmured as he drifted off to sleep.

***

Loathe as they were to get out of bed the next day, they supposed that the announcement must be made. Darcy felt better telling Georgie in person, so they met her and Fletcher for brunch. Both Georgie and Fletcher were genuinely pleased for them; Georgie actually wiped away a tear as she laughed. She hugged Elizabeth and said “I know he’ll make you happy,” in her ear. “He already has,” Elizabeth replied softly. They pressed foreheads for a moment and then laughed pretty, girlie giggles.
Next came Elizabeth’s parents. This was bound to be more difficult and Elizabeth was torn between leaving an anonymous note on their car and Darcy’s suggestion that they meet her parents for dinner. Darcy prevailed and Elizabeth called them to announce they were coming over for Sunday dinner.
“But Lizzy, there isn’t a good bit of fish to be had!” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed when Elizabeth called.
“Mom, it’s not a big deal, we just want to stop by and visit. Throw a frozen lasagna in the oven and that will be fine.”
But Mrs. Bennet would have none of it and as she was really an excellent cook, it was for the better.
“We shouldn’t even have to tell them. Honestly, we’ve been engaged almost 24 hours, you’d think she’d notice a disturbance in the Earth’s rotation,” Elizabeth grumbled as they drove to Longbourn. Darcy laughed.
“Lizzy, I have never met anyone so determined to deprive her mother of the pleasure of a good engagement,” he teased.
They arrived and were greeted warmly by Elizabeth’s parents. Both Lydia and Mary were gone for the weekend visiting Kitty in L.A. but Elizabeth had called Jane at the last minute to beg her to come to dinner. As she and Bingley had no plans, they agreed; they had suspicions as to the significance of the dinner and would not dare miss it.
Dinner was a warm intimate affair. Fanny Bennet’s meal was delicious and Darcy complimented the particularly fine wine she had selected. To Elizabeth’s surprise, Mrs. Bennet engaged Darcy in a very intelligent conversation about the selection of her wine and California vineyards.
“I learned a good deal of my cooking in Paris but of course I have many other influences, especially Italian,” she said.
“You spent time in Paris?” Darcy asked her with interest. She nodded.
“Yes, before Tom and I were married, we spent a year in Paris as sort of bohemians. I worked in a shop and dabbled in art and lived in a flat with Tom and three other people. It was a wonderful time,” she said, smiling. “Although I’ve forgotten most of my French,” she sighed.
“Do you speak French?” he asked, turning to Mr. Bennet.
“Mais naturellement ! But of course!” Mr. Bennet replied, smiling.
“Votre épouse est un vrai cordon bleu, Your wife is an excellent cook,” Darcy said.
“Merçi, Thank you,” Mr. Bennet answered.
“Je souhaite épouser votre fille, I wish to marry your daughter,” Darcy smiled at him. Mr. Bennet looked at him in surprise and then said, laughing,
“Vous pouvez avoir n'importe laquelle des quatre restantes! You can have any of the four that are left!”
“J'ai choisi votre préférée, I have chosen your favorite,” Darcy said. Mr. Bennet nodded.
“A-t-elle été d'accord? Has she agreed?” Mr. Bennet asked.
“Oui. Yes.”
“Well, very well then,” Mr. Bennet said softly as he looked at Elizabeth.
“I am hard pressed to improve upon such a fine evening,” Darcy began, “but I hope you will all be pleased to know that Elizabeth and I are engaged.” He held Elizabeth’s hand under the table as he said this. She squeezed his hand hard, waiting for her mother’s fallout.
“Of course you are, dear,” Mrs. Bennet said grinning. “It was only a matter of time.” Elizabeth sat, stunned. No fainting? No smelling salts? Then she smiled. Suddenly, she loved her mother very much. She pulled her ring from her pocket and slipped it onto her finger.
“Look at my beautiful ring!” she said excitedly, thrusting her hand at her mother. At that moment, Darcy felt Elizabeth and her mother were more alike than Elizabeth would ever dare admit and he found it charming. Jane went to Elizabeth to look more closely at the ring and to give her congratulations. Bingley gave Darcy a hearty slap on the back and boisterous congratulations.
“Good lord!” her mother exclaimed when she saw the ring. She looked up at Darcy. “I thought you were a poor state employee,” she said, glancing back down at the ring.
“I am,” Darcy replied, clearing his throat. And now the money.
“Mom, I make more than Will does,” Elizabeth said, trying to quell any questions into his fortune, not realizing that this would somewhat offend Darcy’s pride.
“I beg your pardon, Lizzy, but I sneeze more money every day than you make in a year,” he said, sitting back in his chair. She looked back at him, amused.
“Really? Do you want to disclose your finances to my family? Want to ensure my father that you can support me?” she teased him.
“No, but I won’t have them believing I’m marrying you for your money,” he replied. She laughed.
“Mom, Dad, Darcy is obscenely wealthy,” she said. He gave a satisfied nod, pride being restored.
“Really?” her mother said with reserved interest. “How so? Technology? Internet?” She was suspicious of a fortune that was all on paper and subject to a speedy decline with the stock market.
“A little of each and some others,” he said cryptically.
“Darcy comes from old money, Mom, not like me,” Bingley put in.
“Old money?” she repeated. Jane, Elizabeth, and Bingley all nodded. Darcy said nothing. Mrs. Bennet shrugged.
“Oh well, Lizzy knows how to live without, this will be her chance to live with,” she said and resumed her attentions to Elizabeth’s ring. Darcy smiled and put his hand on Elizabeth’s leg.
“Let there be no doubt, my dear, Will is the one who has struck gold,” Mr. Bennet said warmly, looking at Darcy. Darcy nodded in sincere agreement.
 





Chapter 36
“The wedding coordinator is calling for another check,” Georgiana said to Darcy as they walked toward the coffee shop.
“What is this one for?” he asked.
“I have no idea, I’ve lost track,” she replied with a sigh. He opened the door for her and she stepped inside.
“I’d like to invite Elizabeth’s family,” he said cautiously.
“Why not? What’s another 20 people on top of the 300 who have already expressed their intent to come before the invitations have even gone out,” she groused. He smiled and put his hand on her shoulder.
“You are a good, dutiful girl, Georgie. I’m extremely happy that you are doing the blow-out wedding; now mine can fly under the radar.” They both knew that their many relatives would howl if she had anything less than a sumptuous wedding.
“You are going to owe me big for this. Do you know that Fletcher wants to cut his hair for the wedding? I love his hair! I don’t want him to have short hair! I’m trying to talk him out of it.”
Darcy sighed and shook his head. They were anticipating a 500 guest wedding, the society event of the year in London. Darcy had hired a coordinator without hesitation; neither he nor Georgie were capable of planning a long-distance wedding of such scale.
They sat at a table together and Darcy glanced at his newspaper while Georgie sipped her coffee.
“I was wondering...” she said hesitantly. He looked up from his newspaper and gave her his full attention. “I know we have to have this huge wedding but it’s going to be a three-ring circus. Do you think that we could have a small ceremony, just very close family and friends, before the wedding? So that I could feel like I was having a wedding of my own?”
He considered it for a moment. Two weddings? The first one was already costing over a million pounds but then what’s a few thousand more? He felt that she at least deserved to enjoy her own wedding.
“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” he smiled. “Who would you like to invite?”
“Well, Elizabeth, Fletcher’s family, the Bingley’s, and Richard and Henry. Maybe a couple of other close friends. That’s about it.”
“What did you have in mind?” he asked. She smiled and put her chin on her fist.
“We had talked about getting married in Marin, looking over the Golden Gate Bridge, or maybe on the beach, by a lighthouse. Something outdoors and intimate.”
Darcy smiled. His sister was the picture of refined elegance, he had a hard time picturing her getting married barefoot on a beach. But he would certainly indulge her if that was what she wanted.
“I think it’s a brilliant idea,” he said. She smiled at him.
“Do you think Elizabeth would like to be my maid of honor?” she asked.
“She may be tired of being the bridesmaid and never the bride by now,” he laughed.
“Have you set a date yet?” she asked him. He shook his head. “We’ve only just got engaged, Georgie. It’s too soon to think of all that.”
“What kind of wedding do you want?” she asked him. He shrugged.
“I haven’t given it much thought,” he began. Then he admitted, “I’ve always pictured myself getting married at the chapel next to Pemberley and having the reception at Pemberley.” He blushed a little at the confession. He hated to have Georgie think that he had been daydreaming about his wedding day like a schoolgirl.
Instead of laughing, she nodded.
“It suits you. You’re such a country gentleman at heart, Will. You really are living in the wrong century.” He grinned ruefully and nodded his agreement.
“You could piggy back it on mine, have a little secret wedding while everyone who is important is there,” she suggested. He shook his head.
“No, I want Elizabeth to have the wedding she wants, with all of her family there,” he replied. She nodded in understanding. They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, then she said,
“Is the pre-nup ready?” Darcy nodded. He had approved it with his lawyer just last week; Georgie’s assets were adequately protected.
“Will you have one?” she asked him. He looked at her with a pained expression.
“I don’t know, it’s so distasteful. At least in your case, it’s at my insistence; nobody will accuse you or Fletcher of greed. But in my case...” he trailed off. He didn’t want to think about a contractual obligation about money before he was even married. Logically, he knew it was the right thing to do but emotionally it felt tacky.
“Elizabeth has asked me about it,” she ventured. He looked up in surprise. Elizabeth wanted a pre-nup?
“What did she say?” he asked.
“She said she wanted you to have one to protect yourself,” Georgie replied. He raised his eyebrows and went silent. They finished their coffee, he wrote a check for the coordinator and gave it to Georgie and they left and went their separate ways.
Elizabeth was at her computer when Darcy entered. Madonna was blasting from the speakers and she did not hear him approach at first. She jumped when he put his hands on her shoulders. She looked up at him and smiled, then turned off her music.
“You’re back early,” she said. She figured he and Georgie would have a nice long chat about wedding stress.
“Georgie tells me you want a pre-nup,” he said softly. He didn’t want to beat around the bush. If she wanted it, they needed to talk about it.
“Well, yes, but not for myself. I think you should have one,” she said, standing up from her computer. He followed her into the living room.
“What did you have in mind?” he asked her.
“Just that if anything should happen and one of us wants a divorce, I’ll leave only with what I came with. I don’t want your money,” she said simply. She turned to face him.
“That’s nonsense. What if we’re married for thirty years before you dump me for some boy-toy? You’ll have been married to me longer than not; would you want nothing but what you came with then?” he said lightly.
“Well, but when you leave me for some young hot trophy wife, I’ll be sorely tempted to take you for everything. We don’t want that, do we?” she replied with a smile.
“I’m not going to leave you,” he laughed.
“Nor am I but it’s best to be prepared for the unexpected. You know that. Don’t let the romance of our relationship make you stupid.”
“I can’t believe we’re even talking about this, I don’t want to even consider it,” he sighed heavily. He sat on the couch and she crawled onto his lap and put her arms around his neck.
“You know that I’m only thinking of your best interests, don’t you? I want your family to feel comfortable. I want any temptation to be locked away from me. I want a written contract to keep me from draining your fortune out of spite because you didn’t love me anymore.”
“I simply can’t imagine any situation where that would happen,” he said against her neck. But he knew she was right and he was thankful that she brought it up. They met later that week with their attorneys and came to an agreement that satisfied each that the other was adequately protected.

***

Such unpleasant tasks completed, Elizabeth could focus on helping Georgiana prepare for her first wedding. They had decided on a cliff-side wedding at Pigeon Point Lighthouse, with a reception at a small restaurant close by. Elizabeth helped make all of the arrangements and helped Georgie pick out her gown on short notice. They found a gauzy white halter-style dress that needed little alteration. Elizabeth wore a sage green dress of similar style and both went barefoot. Darcy and Fletcher were dressed in sand-colored linen suits and white shirts without ties.
“Here, you’ll need these,” Elizabeth said as she gave Georgiana her bouquet.
“Thank you,” Georgiana said. She clutched the flowers and looked at Elizabeth. Elizabeth grinned and placed a few flowers in Georgiana’s hair.
“You know, your brother is especially partial to flowers in the hair,” she smiled. Georgiana laughed.
“Somehow, I don’t think it’s the same when it’s me.” Georgie’s hair was twisted down the back and Elizabeth wound stems into the twists and secured them. She stood back to admire her work.
“Beautiful,” Elizabeth said.
“Elizabeth, thank you for everything. I couldn’t have done it without you,” Georgiana said quietly. Elizabeth put her arms around Georgiana and hugged her.
“No thanks needed,” she said, smiling. “I have a lot of experience being a sister,” she laughed.
“I’m glad he found you,” Georgie said.
“Enough about me! It’s your wedding day!” Elizabeth exclaimed. Georgiana laughed and took a deep breath.
“OK, let’s do this,” she said shakily.
They were in a dressing tent on the beach some way down from the lighthouse. Elizabeth stepped out and held the flap open for Georgiana. She found Fletcher’s brother, who was acting as best man, and the ceremony began. Elizabeth watched as Darcy gave his sister away. Georgiana was radiant with joy and she and Fletcher kissed deeply after they exchanged vows.
Darcy hugged Elizabeth tightly after the ceremony, blinking back his tears.
“I can’t believe she’s married,” he said, choked up.
“And you’re still an old maid!” Elizabeth teased.
“She’s been everything to me for so long, I never thought I could give her up,” he said. Elizabeth smiled and put her arms around his waist. She couldn’t quite comprehend the depth of his feelings as she had an overabundance of sisters and parents but she did understand that he had an uncommonly close bond with his sister.
“Ah, well, better to cry now than in front of 500 guests,” he laughed and wiped his eyes. He composed himself and kissed Elizabeth then they rejoined the small party. They made their way to the restaurant and spent the rest of the evening laughing, drinking, dancing, and being in love.

***

They had been engaged for just a few weeks but had not begun to make any concrete wedding plans yet. Every wedding he attended was increasing Darcy’s desire to marry Elizabeth; he was ready, he wanted to settle down and start a family.
“Have you given any thought to when you’d like to get married?” he asked her one evening. She sat on a stool in the kitchen at the center island, flipping through a magazine. She showed him the magazine: Modern Bride.
“Of course. Have you?” she smiled. He leaned on his elbows on the counter next to her.
“I’ve thought of little else,” he admitted.
“Are you anxious?” she asked, surprised.
“Not anxious, just ready. I’ve been ready to marry you for almost a year,” he said with a little laugh. “I was ready to marry you before we even left England. I’ve been waiting a long time.”
“I had no idea,” she replied. “I thought you would like some time to get used to the idea,” she smiled. He shook his head and straightened, putting his arms around her.
“I’m well acquainted with the fantasy of calling you Mrs. Darcy,” he said softly.
A shiver literally went down her spine and gooseflesh formed on her arms. It was the first time she had heard anyone say it out loud.
He watched her reaction and smiled. He felt the same way. He dipped his head and kissed her, the hairs on his arms standing as he did. He broke off the kiss and pressed his forehead against hers.
“I want to be married, Lizzy,” he said quietly.
“So do I. Let’s set a date,” she nodded.
“Do you want a big wedding?”
“Not at all,” she answered. He nodded. They quickly drew up a list of people they wanted to have at the wedding, keeping it to the bare essentials. Their guest list was only 75.
“Georgiana had mentioned possibly our getting married while we were in London for their wedding. I initially said no but what do you think?” he asked her.
“Well, all of your family will be there and some of mine, but not all of them.” They calculated they would have to fly about 20 people to London.
“That’s not even the cost of Georgie’s flowers,” he remarked.
“How would Georgie feel about us getting married then?” she asked.
“She suggested it. I think she considers last week’s wedding her true wedding and this one a formalization for show. So I don’t think she’s going to have any problem with it. But what about you? How would you feel about having a small wedding in the face of that circus?”
“I don’t really care. Most of my family and friends will be there only for our wedding. I’m not worried about your family making comparisons.”
“Nor am I,” he smiled. “I admit, I’ve long harbored a desire to be married at Pemberley’s chapel,” he said.
“Then that settles it, I think we should do it.”
They settled on a date just two days after Georgiana’s wedding. Over the next few weeks, Darcy wrote personal notes to select relatives and invited them to his own small wedding at Pemberley, emphasizing that it would be a modest affair for close family and friends.
They hurriedly arranged for Elizabeth to have the last two weeks in May and first three weeks in June off. Catherine de Bourgh agreed only as a personal favor to Darcy but refused to pay Elizabeth while she was off. She was seriously put out that he was not marrying Anne instead but hoped that he would come on board at de Bourgh and Associates after he retired and so did as he asked.
As Darcy was set to retire at the end of April, he did not need to seek permission. However, Judge Boyd had asked him to stay on in a temporary capacity until the position was filled; Darcy agreed on the contingency that he would have all of May and June off, returning on July 1.
He contacted the wedding coordinator retained for Georgiana’s wedding and asked her to coordinate his as well. He and Elizabeth held several quick conference calls with her and both were satisfied that all would be taken care of.

***

“What of your plans to move back to England after your retirement?” Elizabeth asked him. He shrugged.
“I can’t take you away from your family. Everyone I love is here. I always envisioned living there with my family but I realize now that I was just envisioning a family; it doesn’t matter where I am. As long as I’m with you, I’m content.”
She hugged him and kissed his cheek.
“But I don’t want to live here,” he added, pulling her onto his lap and indicating his living room. “I’ve got Caroline out scouting for something out of the city. She gave me this. What do you think?”
Elizabeth held up a brochure.
“Historic Georgian country home, formal gardens, two floors, ballroom... ” she read. “It’s for sale?”
“It was run by a private historical society but they’re running out of funds. They are looking for a purchaser who won’t do anything radical to it and they want it in writing. It’s sort of ‘Pemberley Lite,’ I think.” Darcy explained. “I’ve set up an appointment to see it tomorrow,” he finished. She looked at him and grinned.
“Let’s go see it.”
They drove with the agent to the estate the next day. Darcy and Elizabeth were charmed by the house; despite its size, it felt cozy. She had never dreamed of living in any such place, well, ok, maybe dreamed. The thought of maintaining such a place was daunting.
“We’d have to hire a gardener, I think,” she whispered to him. He laughed quietly.
“Yes, we’d have to hire a staff. I think we could manage,” he replied in a low voice.
The historical committee were not at first impressed that a young judge and his soon-to-be wife were interested in purchasing the property. However, one savvy member had Googled Darcy; there was an amusing match to Fitzwilliam Darcy of the prestigious and eminent Darcys of England. She laughed at the coincidence until she matched photos from his judicial website with a photo of him in his racing days.
Darcy and Elizabeth were interviewed by the committee, with Darcy providing his insights on the improvements that should be made without interfering with the character of the home, as well as the maintenance issues. He insisted that it no longer be open to the public and the gift shop be removed; he conceded that it could be made into a utility shed.
They impressed upon him the importance of maintaining the gardens, as they were a highlight of the home. He agreed and discussed the various staff needed.
“Mr. Darcy, are you quite sure you are up to the task?” one elderly committee member asked. The researcher shifted a stack of paper toward the other member, who glanced down at it through his glasses.
“Yes. I am quite experienced in maintaining historical homes. My last residence dates to the fifteenth century; this one is less than 100 years old. This one at least has electricity and plumbing in all wings. The foundations are solid and the heating, while in line for improvement, is at least adequate,” Darcy answered.
The elder committee member looked up at him.
“Am I to understand that this is your home?” he said, indicating the sheets of paper before him. Darcy looked at the paper.
“Pemberley, yes that is my home. Although I have been stateside for several years now. My steward and my housekeeper run Pemberley in my absence. It is open to the public but it is much larger than this; we could not live here and have it open,” he said.
The committee members were clearly delighted that a true, blue-blooded aristocrat from an ancient and noble line was interested in purchasing their property. The deal was quickly concluded and the purchase was approved.
“Mr. Darcy, if I may ask, why do you want to buy this place? You already have an estate and you could have any mansion in San Francisco without any of the maintenance headaches.”
Darcy looked around him and shrugged. He could picture himself here with Elizabeth and their children, god he was feeling giddy with the idea of her as his wife, and a couple of dogs, celebrating Christmas with Georgie and Fletcher, Bingley and Jane. It would allow Elizabeth to stay close to her family; he wouldn’t be dragging her to England to live in a big, cold house. He didn’t feel homesick anymore.
“It feels like home,” he said simply. Elizabeth squeezed his hand and smiled.
 





Chapter 37
“Lord, look at this place!” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed as the car rounded the bend and the lake, with Pemberley standing proudly behind, came into view. Elizabeth smiled and took Darcy’s hand. She turned to look at her parents.
“This is where it all began; this is where we fell in love,” she said. She glanced at Darcy and saw him smile.
“But Lizzy, that was a year ago! You didn’t even introduce us until Thanksgiving!” her mother exclaimed. Elizabeth shrugged.
“We had a rough patch but we came to an understanding,” she grinned. Darcy laughed.
“Fanny, don’t you remember meeting me last April? At the concert in the park?” Darcy said looking into the rearview mirror.
“Well, we weren’t dating then, though,” Elizabeth said. He looked at her.
“We still aren’t dating, love. We’ve never dated. We just decided to be madly in love and jumped in with both feet,” he reminded her. She laughed.
“I knew I’d met him before! Tom, you are a devil!” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed, swatting her husband. Mr. Bennet laughed and tried futilely to defend himself. Instead, he grabbed her and kissed her. Darcy, meanwhile, was kissing the inside of Elizabeth’s wrist and pulling her close to him.
Mrs. Reynolds greeted Darcy and Elizabeth with effusive hugs and kisses and asked Elizabeth how her head was. She met the Bennet’s warmly and advised everyone that Georgiana was already in residence. The house was fully staffed now that wedding guests were expected for the next two weeks. A servant took their bags upstairs. Darcy whispered to Elizabeth,
“I’ve asked Mrs. R. to put us in separate rooms until our wedding night.”
She looked at him in surprise.
“Shouldn’t you have consulted me in this? I like sleeping with you.”
“Yes, but I’m a traditionalist; I’m saving myself for marriage.”
She laughed at him and hugged him. “OK, we’ll see if we can manage for the next 10 days.”
He smiled and kissed the top of her head; this was going to be difficult.
Lydia, Kitty, and Mary had opted to stay in Darcy’s suite at the Ritz in London. Jane and Bingley would be joining them at Pemberley later in the week. Georgiana was already there, as were the Fitzwilliam’s. Dinner that night was a lively affair and Georgiana entertained everyone afterwards at the piano.
Darcy walked Elizabeth to her room at the end of the evening and kissed her chastely at her door.
“Oh, come on, can’t you do better than that?” she said, putting her arms around his neck and pulling him close for a kiss. He obliged, grinning, but pulled away after a moment.
“No, Lizzy, I’m serious.”
“At least come in and tuck me in,” she pouted. He laughed but let himself be led in. She began to undress and he turned away from her. She jumped into bed and pulled the blankets up around her neck.
“All ready,” she said. He turned back to her and smiled at her as she pulled the blanket up to her nose.
He bent down and kissed her forehead.
“Oh, no you don’t,” she laughed, and grabbed him, pulling him onto the bed. He laughed and lay down beside her, his arm draped around her waist.
“Lizzy, I really want to do this. I want to wait until our wedding night, to make it special.”
“Will, our wedding night will be special no matter what,” she said softly.
“I know, but...” he trailed off. “For me, anticipation very much adds to the reward,” he said with a mischievous grin. She laughed.
“You are a masochist!” she laughed. “And a sadist,” she then pouted. He laughed. She turned on her side to face him and became serious.
“I wish you would have told me. I wasn’t prepared for it. I feel like I need to say goodbye.” He looked at her curiously.
“Really?” he said. She nodded.
“Yes. I love having you beside me every night. Maybe you could just stay for tonight, then we can start abstaining tomorrow?” she asked. She looked longingly into his eyes and he stirred. He looked around the room and then back to her.
“OK, you talked me into it,” he sighed. She laughed and began to unbutton his shirt. Moments later he was with her under the blankets, holding her familiar form, his fingers tracing curves and dips so well known to him. They made love and he held her afterward. True to his word, the next morning he was back in his own room and he did not seduce her again until their own wedding night. His self-control was admirable.

***

“Well, Lizzy, you have outlived all my expectations for you,” Mrs. Bennet said lightly as she sat with Jane, Bingley, Mr. Bennet, and Elizabeth in the cathedral for Georgiana’s wedding. Mrs. Bennet looked striking in her large brim organza hat and blue dress. Jane was in green, with a pillbox perched atop her head. Elizabeth was in yellow with a feathered fascinator in her upswept hair. Darcy had helped them out of the car and to their seats then disappeared.
“Really?” Elizabeth laughed. “I must say I’ve outlived my own expectations,” she agreed.
“Will is a very fine man. He certainly comes from a good family. Such a pity about his parents, I would have liked to have met them,” Mrs. Bennet said slightly wistfully. Elizabeth said nothing but squeezed her mother’s hand and studied the wedding program.
Georgiana’s wedding was a sumptuous affair. Her cathedral-length train trailed elegantly behind her and she looked as composed as royalty. Her six flower girls were charming, as were the little boys dressed in knickers. Her bridesmaids were elegant girls; Elizabeth knew none of them. Darcy gave her away again, this time with much more dignified composure. He seemed, in fact, almost relaxed.
Georgiana had prevailed upon Fletcher not to cut off all his hair and instead he had trimmed it and wore it in a discreet ponytail tucked into his collar. Elizabeth was glad to see that Georgiana would not have to wait for him to grow it back out.
After the ceremony, they returned to the Ritz for the reception. Kitty, Lydia, and Mary, who had by now been joined by Lou and Denny, snuck down and crashed the reception, well, not exactly; they called Elizabeth at the door and she sent Darcy to let them in.
Mrs. Bennet was delighted that Elizabeth’s relationship with Darcy was throwing her younger girls into the paths of other rich men. But she was well content with the matches that Jane and Elizabeth had made. She was on her best behavior and did Elizabeth proud.

Elizabeth and Darcy tiredly drove back to Pemberley with Mr. and Mrs. Bennet and they retired almost immediately. Elizabeth was soundly asleep when Darcy entered her room and lay on the bed beside her. He put his arm around her and sniffed her hair. She did not wake but turned into his chest and put her arm around him. He was gone in the morning.

***

“Are you going to live here?” Lou asked as he lay on Elizabeth’s bed.
She shook her head. Elizabeth knew that Darcy’s connection to Pemberley was deep and while he was content in California, Pemberley would always be his true home. He had seemed morose lately and finally he had confessed that he felt as if he were abandoning his heritage by committing to live in California. Elizabeth had suggested that they spend every summer at Pemberley, to which he had agreed happily. She had a notion that once they had school-aged children, they could move to Pemberley permanently. It would pain her to leave her family, but she would cross that bridge when she came to it. Until then, they were to stay in Meryton.
Lou gave her a sly grin.
“So you’re getting married tomorrow. Has your mama told you what to expect on your wedding night?” he asked.
Elizabeth laughed and shook her head. “Young ladies are not supposed to know such things. Could you tell me, Auntie Lou?”
“Well, it is your duty as a wife, but it will be a terrible experience. He will take out his lollydoodle and insult you with it. You must just close your eyes and lie still, it will be over soon.” Lou demonstrated by flopping onto his back beside her, stiff as a board, eyes closed, fists clenched and jaw set in grim determination. “Just remember, if you are lucky, you will bear him ten sons within the first two years. Then you won’t ever have to do it again.” He opened one eye and looked at her.
“That’s exactly what I did the first time I ever did it!” she laughed, reminding him that he had been her first.
“Hey!” he exclaimed indignantly.
Elizabeth laughed and lay down beside him. “I wish you could have been my bridesmaid,” she said.
“Don’t be ridiculous, you know I look dreadful in green,” he replied, propping his head up with her pillows.
She slipped an arm around his waist. They lay together in silence for a few moments.
“Promise me this will never change,” she said quietly.
“I rather think Darcy would object to my sleeping over,” he laughed quietly, wrapping a lock of her hair around his forefinger.
“You know what I mean,” she said, pinching him gently.
Lou was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I can’t promise that it won’t ever change, Lizzy. People grow and change, and take different paths in life. We have always been best friends but now Darcy is your best friend and that’s the way it should be. But I can promise you that I’ll always be there for you and I’ll always love you. And that’s the way it should be, too.”
She laid her head on Lou’s chest and listened to his steady heartbeat. He had been her rock for fifteen years; had he not been gay, and had she not met Darcy, they would likely have married. Her parents loved Lou and he fought with her sisters as often as she did. He was a brother to her, the brother her parents had never given her.
But this chapter was ending; another would begin tomorrow. She could not imagine any ending to the story that did not include growing old with Darcy.
“Of all this you’re going to be mistress,” Lou said pensively. “You’ll have a lot of money, great cars, fabulous clothes...” he trailed off.
“You don’t really think any of that matters to me, do you?” she said.
“No. But I couldn’t have parted with you for anyone less worthy,” he said quietly.

***

On the morning of their wedding, Elizabeth Bennet was not a wreck. She was not nervous. She ate a hearty breakfast and did not feel queasy. In fact, so content was she that she felt as if she were fulfilling her destiny.
Jane buttoned her into her Monique Lhuillier Chantilly lace halter sheath. She shrugged into the dress coat that was to be worn within the chapel and fitted the floor-length veil on her head. She held a bouquet of wildflowers casually in her hand.
“Oh, Elizabeth, you look so lovely,” Jane breathed. Elizabeth smiled in the mirror at Jane. “How can you be so relaxed?”
“What could possibly go wrong? All that matters is that we’re married at the end of it all,” Elizabeth laughed. Jane laughed and Mrs. Bennet entered.
“Will has already gone to the chapel, so it’s safe to come out,” she said. She stopped short when she saw Elizabeth and smiled.
“Oh, Lizzy,” was all she said. She dabbed a corner of her eye with a handkerchief. Elizabeth laughed. Really, all this fuss is ridiculous, she thought. It’s just a dress! But what a lovely dress it was.
She made her way to the chapel and shared a quiet moment with her father before they went in.
“My little Lizzy,” he said quietly. He blinked back tears and hugged her gingerly so as not to crush her dress. For the first time all day, she felt a little lump in her throat.
“Don’t you dare cry, your mother will kill me if you ruin your makeup,” Mr. Bennet said, wagging his finger at her. At that, she laughed.
Darcy stood patiently at the front of the church. She was late but he didn’t care. She would get there. He felt as if his entire life had been leading up to this one single event; he had never been so sure of anything before. He would be making it up as he went along for everything after, but this - this was meant to be.
Bingley shifted slightly uncomfortably next to him, then there was the signal. It began. Georgiana and Mrs. Bennet were escorted in. Jane served as the sole bridesmaid and Bingley as best man. Darcy saw the doors at the end of the aisle open and light filtered around the two figures in the doorway. They stepped in and the door closed and his heart stopped.
Never before had she been so lovely. It wasn’t the dress or the veil or her makeup. It was the happiness that showed on her face, that crackled from her fingertips.
She smiled at him and held his gaze until she met him.
He took her hand gently from her father’s.
“You’re late,” he whispered.
She smiled her mischievous smile and whispered, “Get used to it.”
They turned their attention to the brief ceremony and recited their vows. They had not written their own vows, preferring the simple traditional words of the Anglican Church over anything else they could express more eloquently.
“With this Ring I thee wed, with my Body I thee worship, and with all my worldly Goods I thee endow; In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen."
The ceremony was over quickly and they were proclaimed man and wife; he took her in his arms and kissed her ardently to the applause of the guests. They held hands as they left the chapel, stopping outside for another kiss.
They were ushered back to the main house by the coordinator but they had eyes only for each other. Once inside, they were to wait until she fetched them to be announced in the ballroom. At once Elizabeth put her arms around Darcy’s neck and kissed him for a third time.
“At last,” he sighed into her neck. He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, pressing his forehead to hers.
“I love you, Mrs. Darcy,” he whispered. She grinned and kissed him again. They parted and she shed her coat, hanging it in the closet. She took off her veil, revealing her hair loosely bound in jeweled strands, mimicking a Greek hairstyle. He fingered her hair gently so as not to disturb it but she didn’t care.
“Husband, I’d like another kiss,” she smiled quietly. He put his arms around her and obliged willingly. They were thus engaged when the coordinator returned for them. She heartlessly parted them and with cruel laughter demanded they tend to their guests. Holding hands tightly, they entered the ballroom to an eruption of camera flashes and cheers.
After their assaulted pupils had a moment to recover, they shared a kiss (more flashes) and then took their seats. Dinner was served and toasts were made. Elizabeth and Darcy ignored protocol and started mingling with their close friends and family immediately. Elizabeth was re-introduced to those cousins and aunts and uncles who she met briefly at Georgiana’s wedding.
Their first dance was to John Denver’s ‘Annie’s Song,’ which Darcy sang quietly to her while they danced a simple waltz.
Elizabeth danced with her father, who seemed to have a perpetual tear in his eye. Darcy danced with Georgiana, Mrs. Reynolds, and Mrs. Bennet, to her delight. They cut the cake and fed each other morsels without doing anything embarrassing except that Darcy kissed away a bit of icing, which was not really embarrassing at all, from her mouth. She tossed Jane’s bouquet, preferring to keep her own. Darcy obliged the many requests and removed her garter in a rather chaste manner, except that his hand did give her knee a secret, sensual touch as it drifted by.
He held her hand, ran his thumb over her wedding band and twisted his own on his finger. He kissed her when the guests demanded it and again when they did not. At exactly nine o’clock, the coordinator advised them that they could retire if they wished; the party itself was not expected to end for several more hours, especially in light of the fact that many of the guests were actually staying in the house.
As soon as they were permitted by the coordinator, they took their leave. But rather than being allowed the dignified exit of a limousine, they were followed by many of the guests to the hallway and the other wing, where their bedroom was. The guests laughed and sent off noisemakers and made ribald jokes. Darcy laughed and when he reached the staircase, he swept Elizabeth up into his arms and carried her upstairs. The crowd followed, cheering and laughing.
Darcy opened the bedroom door and carried her in, kicking it closed behind him. He kissed her and set her on her feet. She returned his kisses and a moment later broke off. The laughter and cheers outside the door had not diminished.
“How long will they stay out there?” she asked.
“Until we give them something,” he replied. He pulled off his jacket and she loosened his tie. She opened the door, put her arm out and dropped the tie on the floor. That was met by a raft of cheers and hoots and she closed the door. He shook his head at her.
“That won’t do at all,” he smirked. He kissed her again and let his hands roam over her body, pulling the delicate fabric of her dress up to her hips. He knelt and rolled down one of her stockings, then shook it out. He opened the door and tossed it out to the anxious crowd. There was a burst of cheers and laughter and the crowd triumphantly carried their trophies back to the ballroom. He smiled at her.
“British tradition?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.
“I have no idea,” he answered, laughing. “It’s done in my family, though.”
He looked at her and felt his chest tighten. He remembered the first time he made love with her, in this very room. He felt that eagerness again, the anticipation of the beginning of something wonderful. With a little laugh, he caught her up in his arms and kissed her.
With some relish, she disposed of his waistcoat and shirt. Then she stepped away from him with a mischievous glint in her eye. She walked to the dresser and removed her earrings, watching him behind her in the mirror. He followed her with a small smile on his lips.
“Mrs. Darcy, are you teasing me?” he asked as he placed his hands on her shoulders. Their eyes met in the mirror and she laughed.
“I seem to recall that anticipation was part of the reward, Mr. Darcy,” she replied pertly.
“That assumes that one will at some point actually receive the reward,” he laughed softly into her neck. “Otherwise it’s quite frustrating.” She answered with her own soft laugh and let her cheek brush against his head. He let his hands slide down her arms and then put his arms around her waist.
“Rest assured, Mr. Darcy, you shall have your reward for all your efforts,” she murmured.
“Mrs. Darcy,” he whispered into her ear. He looked up and grinned at her in the mirror. “I quite like the sound of that,” he said. He assumed a serious look and said, “Mr. So-and-so, may I introduce you to my wife Elizabeth Darcy.”
“That sounds lovely,” she sighed contentedly, rubbing her cheek to his. He kissed her cheek and then let his lips linger in the hollow beneath her ear. She closed her eyes and savored the smell of him so close to her. Moss. Leather. They were strong, dependable, masculine smells that brought her both excitement and contentment.
He moved his fingertips from her hands up to her shoulders and brushed along the straps of her gown. He swept her hair aside and kissed one bare shoulder. He trailed lingering kisses from her shoulder to the curve of her neck and he smiled at the memory of the seductive power of those curls at the nape of her neck. Now and forever he could pay them the attention they deserved. He kissed her skin, letting his tongue slide lightly over the warm, smooth area of her neck.
With shaking fingers, he unzipped her dress. He watched her in the mirror as she let one strap fall from her shoulder, exposing the smooth flesh just below her collarbones. How he wanted to kiss the hollow there. His fingers slipped the other strap over her shoulder and, with just a slight push, the dress puddled about her feet. She stood before him wearing lacy white panties and just one stocking. He ran his fingers over her collarbones, pressed the warm skin with his palms and then cupped her breasts in his hands. He studied their form in the mirror, each round orb perfectly matched to his hands. He gently ran his palm under the curve beneath, then put his hands over her breasts, allowing her nipples to peek between his fingers.
Elizabeth watched as he undressed her, as he explored her skin with his lips and hands. She felt the prickly hair of his chest scratching lightly against her back and shoulders as his arms were around her. She smiled when he caught her breasts in his hands and leaned her head back into his neck.
She turned in his arms to face him, winding her arms around his neck and pulling his head down to meet her lips. They kissed tenderly at first but Darcy could not resist the temptation of opening his eyes and looking in the mirror. He saw his hands on her bare back, her pale skin contrasted against his tanned arms. His pulse quickened as he watched his fingers trace the curve of her bottom, his fingertips pressing into that soft flesh.
“Lizzy,” he whispered hoarsely, trembling with love, anticipation, and satisfaction all at once. She tucked her fingers into the waistband of his pants, unfastened them, and pushed them down. She sneaked her hands around his waist and let her fingers explore his firm rear. Each then removed the underpants of the other.
At last they stood naked (but for her one stocking) before each other for the first time as husband and wife. She picked up her bouquet and began to pull flowers from it and place them in her hair. He took over and released her hair from its loose binding. When he was satisfied, he took the remainder of the bouquet and pulled off petals, sprinkling them on the bed sheets.
Elizabeth began to remove her stocking when Darcy stopped her.
“No, leave it. It’s sexy,” he said, smiling. She returned his grin and pulled the stocking back in place.
They knelt on the bed facing each other. She held up her hands and he pressed his palms against hers, lacing their fingers together. He kissed her, parting her lips with his, plumbing her mouth with his tongue, an exploration which never lost its pleasure in repetition. He leaned over her, easing her backward. With a little laugh she caught herself on her hands and, looking behind her, scooted back. She pressed her back against the post of the 4-poster bed. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and lifted her arms, grasping the post over her head. Then she looked at him invitingly. Darcy leaned back and enjoyed the view of his wife stretched and displayed before him. Why had they never used the post before?
While she was displayed thus, he indulged in an exploration of her body. He suckled her breasts, kissed and nipped her thighs, explored her folds with his fingers and tongue, while she braced herself against the post. He returned to kiss her, putting his arms around her and the post. She settled herself on his lap and, with great enjoyment, he pushed himself into her.
“My god, Lizzy, you’re so beautiful,” he half-laughed, half murmured in her ear as he pushed into her, pulling against the post as he did. They moved in synchronized rhythm for a few moments, before he pulled away from her. While the post was intriguing, their upright position was not allowing him the closeness he wanted. He wrapped his arms around her and fell backwards, pulling her on top of him with a laugh. When he looked up at her, his laughter was cut short by his complete loss of breath.
He had never seen anything so beautiful; if he died at this moment he would be a happy man. She sat over him, naked, hair down, flowers framing her face, looking like some kind of nymph. Her smile was seductive, amused, and tender all at the same time. She pressed her soft body against his and slid onto his erection.
Elizabeth looked down at her husband as she sat atop him. She began a slow slide along his length and put her hands under his hips to pull him closer to her. Darcy tipped his head back and closed his eyes, a smile on his lips. She rode him for a short time, listening to the soft moans that came from his throat when she changed pace or kissed his neck. When she sensed that his ascent was too quick, she pulled away from him.
He opened his eyes reluctantly but eager to continue their activities. She knelt before him once again, that single stocking enticing him to no end. He gently and playfully pushed her onto her belly and set about kissing her. He paid special attention to kissing her rear, letting his tongue explore the joint of cheek and leg where only before his fingers had roamed. He ardently admired her bottom, was seduced by her rear cleavage as it emerged from her low back, curves rising like low rolling hills.
“You have the most perfect ass,” he said as he kissed her cheek, then licked it with the flat of his tongue. She laughed and looked at him over her shoulder.
“It’s been called many things, but never perfect,” she replied. He shook his head and pushed himself onto her back.
“But has anyone else ever known it as well as I have?” he smiled. He lay over top of her and pushed his leg between hers. “Has anyone ever known your body as well as I have?” he asked her huskily, nuzzling her neck.
“No,” she answered in a whisper. “Nobody has ever known me as well as you. Not even myself.”
He rolled her to her back and engulfed her in a deep, passionate kiss. He was done with play and exploration. He wanted to bind her to him in soul and spirit forever. She shared his fervent kisses and twisted her legs in his. He enjoyed the sensuality of her hips rising to meet his. He kissed her eyelids, her cheeks, her nose, and her lips. Her ankles rested inside his calves and his hand rested on the lace top of her stocking, caressing and gripping her thigh.
“Elizabeth.” Her name bubbled from his lips unbidden, pushed out by the sheer amount of joy in his chest; there was no room left for air. She smiled under his vocal caress and tightened her arms around him.
“Yes, Will, I’m your Lizzy,” she whispered breathlessly in his ear, perilously close to her own peak. He thrust himself into her with joyous abandon, his breath coming in gasping half-laughs, half-sobs. He let himself go, completely heedless of who might hear. The bed creaked and groaned. She dug her fingers into his low back and arched her torso into his.
She cried out as she cascaded over the edge of orgasm, her mind too preoccupied with pleasure to formulate any actual words. All he heard was her sharp intake of breath and then an exclamation that sounded like “OH!” and then she was pulsing around him, writhing beneath him, inviting him to join in her pleasure.
He clung on for a few seconds more before reaching his own climax. When he did, he found it in a shuddering, crashing paroxysm of pleasure buried deeply inside her, flowers crushed as his fingers tightly gripped her hair.
“Lizzy!” he exclaimed loudly. He had never before been so compelled to express his pleasure vocally, to let her hear how much pleasure she brought him. Upon reflection later, he supposed it had to do with the sheer, shout-at-the-top-of-your-lungs, lunatic joy he was feeling. But at the moment, he really was beyond coherent thought.

***

Having slept very little on their wedding night, Darcy and Elizabeth slept in the next morning. It was 9 o’clock before either of them even stirred and another hour before they rose. Mrs. Reynolds had ventured to attempt to rouse them but retreated upon hearing the unmistakable and unguarded sounds of lovemaking when she approached their door.
Elizabeth lay back against the pillows, smiling in cat-like satisfaction. Darcy leaned against the post at the foot of the bed, a similar expression softening his features as he faced her. She gently placed her foot against his chest and he stroked her ankle absently.
“You will wear me out, woman,” he said softly. She chuckled quietly and pulled one of the scattered flowers from under her hip. She perched the withered, broken thing jauntily behind her ear.
“You’re a very chatty lover, you know. You go two days without saying anything and as soon as we start, you’re making speeches. It’s quite amazing,” she teased him. He smiled.
“Perhaps I have an oral fixation,” he suggested. She laughed and he stroked a hand over her calf. She agreed that indeed he had an oral fixation but as it was a very pleasurable obsession, in which he had just indulged, she forgave it.
“We really should get up, we have guests,” she said without making any move to get out of bed.
“Yes. You first,” he replied with a languid smile. They looked at each other for a few more moments and then both laughed. “We’re hopeless,” he grinned.
“We do have to catch a flight this afternoon,” she said. “Are you ever going to tell me where we’re going?”
“It’s a surprise. I’ll tell you that it’s a four hour flight. I’m sure you’ll figure it out when we get to the airport. Have you packed a bathing suit?” he smiled.
At the sound of a rap at the door, they both hastily put pillows over their bodies.
“Yes?” Darcy called, annoyed.
“Get the hell out of bed, you two!” came Richard’s voice. Elizabeth grinned while Darcy scowled. “It’s not like you’ve never done it before!” Richard continued.
“I hope you slept well,” Darcy called and smirked.
“Damn good of you to put me right below your room!” he called through the door. “I understand that you are very charming, Lizzy. You have some fine assets that my cousin admires. I believe I could recite them, if you like. Where shall I start? With her fine eyes? Or her lovely...”
“Enough! We’re on our way,” Elizabeth laughed. Satisfied with his taunting, Richard left. He enjoyed giving Darcy a hard time; it was one of his favorite pastimes. But in truth, he’d heard very little of their activities, having spent the night in Caroline’s room down the hall.
Reluctantly, Darcy and Elizabeth rose and dressed to meet their guests for the wedding brunch. While Darcy was normally fastidious about his grooming, his languid mood this morning overcame him. He did not shave. He pulled on a t-shirt and jeans and was content to appear barefoot. Elizabeth ran a careless brush through her hair, aiming mostly to get all the flower petals out. She slipped into a pair of jeans and put on Darcy’s suit shirt from the previous day, tucking it halfway into her jeans and rolling up the sleeves. They shared a final lingering embrace before they exited their room.
They entered the dining room, Darcy’s hand resting possessively on Elizabeth’s shoulder, thumb stroking the back of her neck. Most of their guests laughed, either privately or outright, at the completely besotted expression on Darcy’s face. They were forgiven their rudeness in oversleeping and they circulated through the room together, hugging and greeting their guests.
Try as he would to maintain his dignity, Darcy was unable to stop touching her. He held her hand or let his hand rest on her waist as they walked about the room. When they sat at their table, he put his hand on her leg. He brushed her hand when passing the butter dish. Finally, he stopped trying to suppress his desire; he put his hand on the back of her neck and pulled her to him for a lingering kiss. She smiled under his lips and there was a little murmur of “awww”s in the room, and one snort from Richard.
“Thank you,” he whispered against her lips, smiling.
“For what?” she asked.
“Everything.”
 





Chapter 38
Elizabeth stepped onto the deck of the yacht with a sense of wonderment. She had been surprised indeed to learn that the first five days of their honeymoon were to be spent sailing in the Greek islands aboard the Star Gazer, a fifty-foot yacht owned by Thanos Latsis, a close friend of Darcy’s. They were greeted warmly by Thanos and his wife, who introduced them to the crew. Both Darcy and Elizabeth experienced a little shiver when she was introduced as “Mrs. Darcy.” Thanos winked and grinned then, with warm hugs and a gift of champagne, he left them. They waved as the ship pulled out from dock into the sinking sun.
Darcy stood by the railing with his arm around Elizabeth, watching the mainland grow smaller as they sailed away. She nestled her head into his shoulder and he stroked her arm. The sun cast a golden glow on them, warming them despite the wind.
“Do you remember my telling you about an uncle who runs around his estate in nothing but trainers?” Darcy said into her ear. She smiled and nodded. “That’s Thanos. He’s not technically an uncle but he was very close to my father. I was sorry that he couldn’t make it to our wedding.” He paused for a moment.
“My father would have loved you,” he said quietly. “And I think you would have liked him.”
“Tell me about him,” she said, snuggling into his arm.
“Ah, my father was a complex man,” Darcy laughed quietly. “He was conflicted. He was a proud aristocrat but also had a strong work ethic. He couldn’t stand the idea of having so much money and not earning it or putting it to good use. He wouldn’t hear of me not having a profession, even though financially I would never need to work. Luckily I shared his work ethic or we would never have gotten along. As it was, we got on admirably. I respected him a great deal, even when I was thumbing my nose at him by racing. And I think he was secretly proud of me for it. He taught me a great deal about being responsible and protecting those I love.”
“How did he meet your mother?” she asked, encouraging him to tell her more about his family.
“They met on a bus in San Francisco, believe it or not. He was on business there and she was studying music and she was always in the same spot on the bus when he got on. They would look at each other and nod or smile and then after a few stops he would get off and she would go on to wherever she was going. He spent the whole summer looking at her but never spoke to her. Then one day, he stayed on beyond his stop and got off at hers. And he was in love before he knew it.” He looked down at her and smiled. “It seems to run in the family.”
“It’s a very romantic story,” she smiled.
“It quickly got very ugly as his family did not approve of her. She was American, for starters, and wasn’t rich either. She had no notable connections, nothing to recommend her to an aristocratic family. But my father was quite a bit older when he met her and he knew what he wanted. It was the only time in his life that he completely disregarded everything his family said and did what he wanted to do. He married her after knowing her for only six months. He was forty-seven and she was twenty-three. I came pretty quickly after,” he laughed.
“And they lived happily ever after?” she smiled.
“Well, not exactly. There was quite an age difference and my mother was very young.” He took a deep breath. “And a lot of eyebrows were raised when little blonde-haired, blue-eyed Georgiana was born to her brunette, green-eyed parents a full eleven years after I was.” He bit his lip contemplatively. “My father loved them both as much as ever but I think he always harbored a doubt. I don’t know the truth of it and I don’t want to.”
Elizabeth said nothing, shocked by this revelation. Darcy continued.
“In any event, if she was unfaithful, I never saw any sign of it. My parents were always loving and completely in love with Georgiana. She was such a pretty little baby; I adored her. I would bring her flowers and frogs, things like that. My mother would accept all my gifts enthusiastically but she must have tossed them out the window as soon as I was gone,” he laughed. “My father carried her around and kissed and coddled her. My mother’s death devastated him but Georgiana still made my father smile.” He paused and looked back to Elizabeth. “Yes, I think he would have liked you very much. He loved a pretty woman with a lively mind.” He kissed the top of her head and hugged her more tightly to him.
“I think your father sounds very much like you,” she said, turning to face him. “Quiet, reserved, knows what he wants, generous to a fault and, one would assume, very dashing. I should think I would have liked him very much.” She smiled and kissed him. Then she said, “I’m very sorry that you lost both your parents. I can’t imagine what it must be like. And I know it’s no substitute but my parents like you very much and they’ve taken Bingley in as their own. I’m sure they will do the same with you.”
Darcy laughed softly and kissed her forehead. “Yes, I’m looking forward to getting to know your parents better. It will be good to feel like a part of a family again.”
A bell rang announcing dinner and Darcy took her hand and led her to the dining area, where a candle-lit table had been prepared. The chef appeared briefly to ensure that everything was satisfactory and they thanked him gratefully for such excellent fare. After dinner, the captain attended them briefly to go over the itinerary for the next five days.
They retired early and resumed their marital activities with enthusiasm.

***

The next day, the boat anchored in a secluded bay and they lounged on deck in their bathing suits.
“The crew of this ship seems to be invisible,” Elizabeth commented. Darcy laughed.
“Thanos has a very discreet crew. As you know, he enjoys being nude. He also enjoys the company of women who are not his wife. His crew has learned to be blind, deaf, and mute. They are handsomely paid and he is satisfied.” Elizabeth laughed and privately mused whether she could convince Darcy to go naked.
The temperature did not drop with the sun; even at night the air was hot. They stayed on deck as evening drew on. Elizabeth looked up and saw a million glittering stars.
“Do you see that star?” she said, raising her arm to point. Darcy positioned himself behind her so that he could follow the line of her arm and then nodded. “That’s the star Deneb, which is a bright blue supergiant. If you look just there, you will see three fainter stars. This is the constellation Cygnus, the Swan. It flies southward into the summer Milky Way. The head of the swan is called Albireo, which is actually two stars.” He followed the line of her finger as she pointed out the shape of the swan.
“The swan is flying into Aquila, the celestial eagle. See the triangle formed by those stars? The center, the brightest one, is Altair. In Greek mythology, Aquila was a servant to Zeus. He held his thunderbolts and ran his errands.”
Darcy pointed and said, “What is that?”
“That is Cassiopeia. See how it makes a “W”? It’s a circumpolar constellation, which means it is visible year round in the northern hemisphere. Cassiopeia was the wife of King Cepheus. She was very beautiful but she was also vain. She bragged that she and her daughter, Andromeda, were more beautiful than the sea nymphs, the Nereids. Poseidon punished her by sending the monster Cetus to ravage Cepheus’ land. Being loving parents, King Cepheus and Cassiopeia sacrificed Andromeda to Cetus to save their kingdom. But just as she was about to be killed in a particularly gruesome manner, Andromeda was rescued by Perseus.”
She pointed out a few other constellations and points of interest to him.
“Did you learn all of this in astronomy club?” he asked, amused.
“Actually, I started the astronomy club. My dad and I have always been interested in the stars. In case you didn’t know, I was kind of a daddy’s girl. We were always very close. Every time we went camping we would take the telescope. One of the games we would play was that we would pick a constellation and I would have to learn all the mythology behind it.”
“What was your favorite one?” he asked, glad that she was sharing this passion with him.
“Orion,” she said without hesitation. “But you can only see Orion in the winter, so it’s not visible now.”
“What is the myth behind Orion?” he prompted.
“Well, once upon a time, there was a poor shepherd named Hyrieus, who was a kind man who wanted nothing more than a son. One day he was visited by three strangers. He had no real food to give them, so he slaughtered his only animal, a bull. But as it turned out, the three strangers were Zeus, Hermes, and Poseidon in disguise. They were so pleased by his generosity that they granted his one wish - to have a son. They told him to bury the hide of the bull and to pee on it. Nine months later, a baby boy showed up. Hyrieus named him Orion, and he grew into a strong, handsome hunter.”
“So that’s where babies come from? Silly me, I’ve been going about it all wrong,” he mused. She laughed and continued.
“Orion was hired by King Oenopion to kill some monsters that were terrorizing his land. Orion succeeded and bragged that he was going to kill all of the wild animals on earth. Well, this didn’t make Gaia, the earth goddess, too happy so she sent a gigantic scorpion after Orion. Orion’s weapons were no good against the scorpion’s scales and he couldn’t fend off the stinger, so he was stung to death. They were both then set in the sky as constellations. The scorpion, Scorpio, appears to be chasing Orion through the sky.”
“Didn’t the ancient Egyptians build the pyramids to honor Orion?” he asked. She nodded.
“In Orion’s belt, the two large stars are aligned but the third, smaller star is slightly off the diagonal. The pyramids are aligned with the same setup; two large pyramids aligned with a smaller one slightly off the diagonal. Many other Egyptian pyramids seem to correspond with other stars,” she said. “The Egyptians were very connected with the heavens. They believed that the sun god Ra assumed the form of the pharaoh to impregnate the queen to produce the next divine king.”
“Does everything come back to sex with you, Lizzy?” he teased.
She laughed softly and leaned back into his warm arms. They sat together in silence for some time, listening to the water lap against the sides of the boat.
“Let’s go for a swim,” he said huskily into her ear. “A naked swim.”
She laughed and shook her head.
“Why not?” he asked. “The crew won’t care.”
“It’s not the naked part, it’s the swimming. I don’t know how to swim,” she smiled. He pulled away from her in order to look at her face.
“Really? You don’t know how to swim?” he asked, surprised. She shook her head. “Are you afraid of the water? Am I torturing you by making you spend five days on a boat surrounded by water?” he asked, concerned. She laughed.
“No, I just don’t know how to swim. I never learned. I don’t like it when I can’t touch bottom.”
“Will you come in with me if I hold onto you?” he asked. She hesitated and he whispered, “Please?” in her ear. She smiled and nodded. Delighted, he stood and promptly dropped his trunks. He grinned at her and turned to the side of the boat. She heard him slip into the water with a quiet plop. She peered over the edge and saw him emerge from the water. He flicked his hair back and beckoned her to join him.
With great trepidation, she turned and descended the ladder. At the bottom, she stopped.
“Come on, I’m right here,” he said gently behind her. She shook her head.
“I’m scared,” she laughed weakly, glancing over her shoulder at him.
“Elizabeth, I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Come on in.” He put one hand on her ankle to let her know that he was there. “Put your foot in the water and let yourself down.” She obeyed his command and found herself floating in the water with Darcy’s arm around her waist. “Let go of the ladder,” he laughed gently in her ear.
“Easy for you to say, Aquaman,” she said shakily. He kissed her neck.
“Then I have you at my mercy,” he said and grabbed her breast with his free hand.
“Hey!” she laughed, letting go of the ladder to swat his hands. He pushed off the boat with his feet and pulled her out into the open water. He ducked below the surface and slithered around until he was in front of her, then surfaced. He shook his hair as her arms latched around his neck.
“That’s not so bad, is it?” he smiled. A moment passed and she did not loosen her grip on him. “You can stop choking me now.” She reluctantly loosened her arms a bit.
He enjoyed the soothing sensation of buoyancy and weightlessness as the waves swelled and dipped. The moonlight rippled on the surface, giving her skin a silvery glow. He coaxed her arms from his neck and held her hands while he pulled her through the water. He gently instructed her to kick, or to stroke, and soon she was swimming on her own.
“You are a quick learner,” he grinned. She smiled at him and took his hands, lacing her fingers through his.
“No, it’s just impossible to be scared when I’m with you,” she replied softly. He pulled her back toward the boat and floated behind her as she grasped the ladder. Suddenly, she turned back to him and put her arms around his neck. He grasped the ladder with his hands.
“I just remembered your ulterior motive in this swim,” she said as she wrapped her legs around his waist. He laughed softly.
“You aren’t naked,” he observed.
“Easily remedied,” she said. He nodded and with one hand untied the back of her top; she grabbed it before it floated away and tossed it on deck. He put one hand on her thigh as it gripped his hips and fingered the tie of her bikini bottom. She looked expectantly at him and he obliged by pulling the string. A moment later, the bottoms joined their mate on deck.
They floated in the water, their nakedness obscured from view. But his hand found her breast and his thumb stroked across her nipple while she kissed him. Her fingertips traced his collarbone and, as she cupped his neck with one hand, she deepened her kiss by opening her mouth and stroking her tongue across his lips. His mouth opened beneath hers and he took her lip gently between his teeth. He exhaled a sigh of pleasure when she pushed her tongue into his mouth. She pressed her torso tight against his, tensing all her muscles to be as close to him as possible. His arm trembled as he held onto the ladder, fighting the instinct to wrap both arms around her tightly. She felt his arousal pressing against her.
“Lizzy,” he said quietly. “You are a terrible tease.” She laughed softly.
“This was your idea,” she reminded him between kisses. “I’m not sure it’s even possible to make love like this.”
“Let’s not try, I can’t promise not to let go,” he said. He smacked her bottom lightly and she turned and climbed up the ladder. He smiled appreciatively as he watched her graceful form pull up the ladder, water cascading and trickling down in silvery rivulets. A moment later he joined her on deck. She was reclining seductively on a towel, smiling at him invitingly. He joined her on the towel and resumed his kisses.
“I’ve always wanted to do this,” she smiled under his lips.
“In case you’ve forgotten, we’ve done this on a number of occasions,” he laughed against her jaw line.
“I mean make love under the night sky,” she replied. “There’s something perfect about the eternity of the stars.”
Darcy paused in his kisses and looked into her eyes. He stroked a wisp of wet hair from her cheek with the back of his hand; she felt his wedding band graze her skin.
“Let them look down and envy this perfect moment,” he said softly.
She held his gaze and felt her chest constricting with the symphony of emotions she felt for him: love, admiration, respect, devotion, protection. She let out a little laugh as she felt her throat close, tears threatening to spring to her eyes.
“I love you, Fitzwilliam Darcy,” she said. She managed to push back the threatening tears, and squeezed her arms more tightly around him.
“And I love you, Elizabeth Darcy,” he replied, returning her hug. He was silent for a moment, letting her compose herself, kissing her cheeks. Then he glanced up at the sky and said with a mischievous grin,
“Shall we show those horny gods how it’s done?” Elizabeth laughed and nodded, pulling his lips down to hers, and gave him a deep kiss.
Their grinning kisses were soon replaced by smoldering, passionate ones. She ran her hands over his damp back, feeling the smooth skin over taut flexing muscles. She had always loved his long frame, the line of his torso as it tapered from broad shoulders to slender hips. So many times he had made her shiver with delight with his body. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back, exposing her throat to his seeking lips.
Darcy was intoxicated by her; the way her skin felt under his fingertips, the suppleness of her body beneath his, the way she still, after all this time, smelled like pears to him. He felt her stroke one hand down his back, the other tousling his wet hair. He heard himself telling her that he loved her; she was right, he was a chatty lover. From the earliest days of their relationship, when he made love with her she brought all of his emotions to the surface and everything that he wanted to tell her came bubbling forth. He was often rocked by the intensity of his feelings for her.
Their bodies joined and each felt the sensual frisson of their intimate connection. They moved together slowly, gently giving and receiving pleasure from each other. She whispered his name and he nodded, understanding what she wanted without more. His hand rested on her thigh as it pulled along his side, her foot trailing along his leg. He slid his hand along her leg, feeling her ankle beneath his fingers, the weight of his wedding band reminding him that he was hers forever.
Elizabeth plunged both of her hands into his hair, twining her fingers into his short waves. She sought his kisses again, hot and sensual as their lovemaking. He was so much taller than her, it was sometimes difficult to kiss while they were making love, but he would arch his body to meet her lips when she demanded it, as she did now. With his hips pressed firmly into hers, subtly stroking her from within, both hands supporting his weight, and with his shoulders hunched to capture her kisses, he brought her to completion and swallowed her gasps of ecstatic relief even as he expelled his own.
As their climaxes descended, he lowered himself to her and shifted until he could kiss her unimpeded. As so often happened, their powerful feelings after climax caused them to linger in deep, tender kisses, punctuated by warm and gentle endearments. They nuzzled their heads together and he could feel her eyelashes flutter on his cheeks. I will love her forever, he thought. The stars are not the only things that are eternal.
 





Chapter 39
“Mr. Darcy, there is an urgent transmission for you,” the captain said after clearing his throat and alerting them to his presence. They had taken to enjoying naked sunbathing and each was becoming a lovely golden brown all over. Darcy pulled his hand from Elizabeth’s thigh and tossed a towel over her then sat up and pulled on his swim trunks.
“From whom?” he asked. Of course nobody would dare interrupt them on their honeymoon unless it was an emergency; the question was, was it his family or hers?
“Mr. Fitzwilliam,” the captain answered. Darcy nodded and went to the cabin and picked up the receiver.
“Richard?” he asked, concerned.
“Will, I’m so sorry to interrupt you, this won’t take five minutes. Caroline and I have eloped. We’re in Naples right now. We want to see you when you reach Italy to have lunch.”
Darcy laughed.
“Congratulations! Of course. I’ll call your cell once we settle in. How long will you be there?”
“Just another week. When will you arrive?”
“Day after tomorrow. I’ll call you then.”
“Great!”
“And Richard?”
“Yes?”
“Don’t call me again unless someone is dead.”
Richard laughed and they rang off. He returned to Elizabeth, doffed his shorts and lay down on his stomach on his deck towel.
“You won’t believe it. Richard and Caroline have eloped,” he mumbled sleepily.
Elizabeth laughed.
“Good grief, marriage is contagious,” she said.
He nodded and placed one hand lovingly on her breast and fell asleep with a smile on his face.

***

They arrived at the Amalfi Coast of Italy two days later. Darcy was sated by the total seclusion the yacht had offered; he no longer felt the need to be completely isolated. He called Richard as soon as they were off the boat to find out where he and Caroline were staying. Much to Elizabeth’s amusement, Darcy wanted to have dinner with them that very night.
“What happened to ‘don’t call me unless someone is dead’?” she laughed.
He grinned. “You may not realize it but Richard and I are like brothers.”
“Oh, I realize it. Competitive brothers,” she replied archly.
He nodded. “Get a few drinks into me tonight and maybe I’ll reveal some of our sordid past,” he winked.
They checked into their villa and met their amiable hosts, who were thrilled to have a newlywed couple to pamper. They were given the best room with a view of the ocean and a private terrace. A basket of fruit, chocolates, and champagne was delivered shortly after their arrival. They unpacked their things and freshened up. The heat made it intolerable to wear anything but the lightest of clothes; Elizabeth slipped into a gauzy white skirt and tank top while Darcy put on a tan linen suit and white shirt.
They met Caroline and Richard just hours later at a small café. Richard and Darcy shook hands while Caroline and Elizabeth hugged. Caroline looked radiant; her face was softer, her smile truer, and her laugh lighter. Richard appeared just as happy; he couldn’t stop smiling and had a rather smitten look on his face.
Caroline had always thought Richard somewhat of a shallow playboy, someone who it would be fun to have a fling with. And he was fun; he liked to party, was a little on the hedonistic side. She had reconnected with him after Christmas one night and he had invited her out for a nightcap that lasted four hours. He’d taken her home and chastely kissed her cheek then called her the next day. She found that while he was a partier, he had a surprising sensitive core. She discovered that he wasn’t a playboy: his affection, however fleeting, was genuine.
Despite her better judgment, she found herself liking him more. He always admired her outfits but then he asked about them; what kind of fabric was it, was it inspired by Eastern designs, was the dye environmentally friendly? They had traveled to some of the same places and enjoyed sharing their individual memories. She learned that he was a bit of a bohemian. They smoked hash naked on Moroccan pillows in her den, listening to Egyptian music. He admired her tattoo, knew the meaning of it without her explanation. He showed her his own and explained the meaning of it to her.
It was during one of these smoke-filled evenings that their friendship had advanced into something more, to the liking of both. For his part, Richard had always known that Caroline was more than she presented to the world. He refused to believe that anyone who had a tattoo symbolizing serenity on her lower back, drawn on by a tribesman in the Amazon, was shallow. She was good at disguising it but she was a kindred spirit. He had slipped past her exterior with little effort and liked what he found.
Elizabeth found the whole development of Caroline’s romance with Richard shocking and yet, somehow, perfect. They had both seemed somewhat adrift, as if searching for a spiritual anchor. Both seemed to have found that anchor in the most unlikely place and yet it worked. She was very happy for them both.
They settled at their table and shared an excellent bottle of wine before their dinner arrived. Conversation drifted toward childhood memories and stories of Richard and Darcy’s exploits. Elizabeth was somewhat surprised to find how close Richard and Darcy actually were. As boys they had spent summers together swimming and riding horses in both California and at Pemberley. During their teen years they had covered for each other when getting into trouble, either with their parents or with their girlfriends. As adults, they had looked after each other’s best interests and their bond was only strengthened by their joint guardianship of Georgiana.
Richard was sipping a glass of wine and smiling wistfully as Darcy recounted one particular summer in California.
“That was the summer we lost our virginity with those twins,” Richard grinned.
Darcy laughed and blushed. “Please, Richard, you’re mistaken. I saved myself for my wife,” he laughed.
“That’s not what Caroline says,” Richard said somewhat pensively. There was an awkward silence as everyone remembered that Caroline and Darcy had been lovers, if indifferent ones.
“Richard tells me you’re quite the performer,” Caroline said to Elizabeth, hoping to distill the awkwardness but only deepening it as everyone remembered Elizabeth’s ‘Hot Stuff’ number.
“Elizabeth took dance lessons as a child,” Darcy offered and everyone was relieved to turn the conversation. “She wanted to be a ballerina.”
“Really? So did I!” Caroline said, smiling. “I got too tall but I always loved to dance.”
“Isn’t it the most wonderful form of expression?” Elizabeth exclaimed. Elizabeth and Caroline put their heads together and shared a conversation about their love for dance, while Richard and Darcy looked at each other somewhat warily.
Richard could not help but wonder at the relationship Darcy had with Caroline and what the inevitable comparisons would be. She had assured him that Darcy was nothing compared to him but what could one really expect given the situation? It seemed that despite their closeness, Richard would always hold a frisson of resentment against Darcy. He tried to put it out of his mind and enjoy the remainder of the evening.
Meanwhile, Darcy could not forget that Elizabeth had danced for Richard. For him and Caroline, sex was just sex, but for him and Elizabeth, well, dancing was something more. Emotions were involved when she danced, whether she admitted it or not. She had only danced for him at his request, but he had witnessed her performance for Richard and the spontaneity with which it had been done. It made him irrationally jealous.
After dinner, the two couples agreed to a stroll on the beach before returning to their hotels and respective honeymoons. Initially, Elizabeth took Darcy’s arm and strolled by his side. He carried her shoes and she squelched the sand between her toes. She sensed that he had taken some melancholic turn during the evening but was not sure of the source.
Caroline had perceived the same turn in Richard. She turned to Elizabeth and Darcy, who were walking behind them, and said,
“Eliza, won’t you take a stroll with me? It’s so refreshing.” She held out her hand to Elizabeth, who took it with a mix of reluctance and relief. The ladies left Richard and Darcy and set about a brisk pace to put some distance between them.
“It seems that the gentlemen still have some issues to work out between them,” Caroline said quietly as she tucked her arm into Elizabeth’s elbow.
“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked, hazarding a glance behind them.
“Well, Richard is terribly insecure about Darcy’s prowess in the bedroom and if I’m not mistaken, Darcy hates the fact that you once performed for Richard. Every time Richard brings it up, Darcy’s face goes all cold and you know Richard; he brings it up at every opportunity.”
Elizabeth let out a short laugh. “I confess I have some insecurities about your relationship with Darcy as well but I’m doing my best to put it behind me.”
“You have nothing to worry about, Lizzy. He was never interested in me. We slept together a handful of times and while he was good, he never let himself be completely free with me. I always wanted to tap into that inner passion he has but he would never open it up. I suspect that you have witnessed the full brunt of his passion. With Richard, there’s no holding back. He’s never been anything but completely open with me, as Darcy never was. You shouldn’t give it another thought any more than I give your little performance for Richard any thought.”
Elizabeth smiled and squeezed Caroline’s arm. On impulse, she removed her hand from Caroline’s arm and instead took her hand. With a laugh, she did a little pirouette under Caroline’s arm. Caroline laughed and took Elizabeth’s other hand. For a few moments, they laughed and playfully danced on the beach, performing a graceful and impromptu duet.
Richard walked next to Darcy and watched their wives walk before them. The women were talking quietly, Caroline’s head bowed low to speak to the shorter Elizabeth.
“We have two very extraordinary women,” Richard mused.
Darcy nodded. He sensed that he needed to clear the air with Richard but wasn’t sure how to approach it. If he said Caroline meant nothing to him, would Richard be offended? He contemplated in silence what to say, until he was interrupted by Richard.
“Did she ever call your name out?” Richard asked, looking straight ahead.
Darcy followed his cue and refused to look at Richard, instead looking intently at the air three feet in front of him.
“No.”
“Did she ever rake her nails down your back?”
“Never.”
“Did she ever tell you that she loved you?”
“No.”
Richard seemed to relax a little. He looked over at Darcy and gave a little smile.
Possessed by some heretofore unknown need to tease Richard, Darcy asked with a curious tone, “Did she ever make you dress like a space cowboy?”
Richard looked at Darcy with shock and concern, then saw the smile playing about Darcy’s lips.
“Really, Darcy, don’t you know that you can’t tease a man about the woman he loves?” he laughed. Darcy laughed with him, and they looked at the women before them, who were now engaged in a graceful dance in the moonlight, their silvery forms darting at the edge of the water.
“They really are extraordinary, aren’t they?” Darcy sighed.

***

When they returned to their villa, Darcy and Elizabeth wandered onto the terrace, reluctant to end the evening so soon. Darcy found a bottle of wine and two glasses while Elizabeth plugged in her iPod to give them some music. They sat on the terrace for some time, sipping wine in silence and looking up at the stars. Darcy stretched out his legs while Elizabeth tucked hers under her skirt and curled into his arm.
“Richard and Caroline seem very happy,” she commented softly.
“Yes, they do. Strange pairing, isn’t it? But it seems right. They complement each other very well.”
“Imagine, you could have ended up with her,” Elizabeth teased lightly.
“Never. It never would have happened. We were meant to be. Don’t you know that by now?” he replied earnestly and tipped her chin up. She smiled at him and he dipped his head to kiss her. She melted into his arms while his thumb stroked the side of her jaw line. After several minutes of kissing, Elizabeth pulled away from him.
“I have a wedding present for you,” she said, standing. She pulled him to his feet and made him stand in the center of the terrace.
“I created this for you. It’s never been shown to anyone else and it never will,” she said as she walked away from him. She stood at the edge of the terrace and, to Darcy’s utter amazement, began to dance for him. It was not a seductive dance; she did not engage him to participate. He watched as she stretched her arms in a graceful arc above her head, swept them to her sides, and stretched her legs, standing on the balls of her bare feet.
To the strains of Apocalyptica’s “Nothing Else Matters,” Elizabeth paid tribute to the man she loved. The first gentle movement of music she interpreted as the tentative beginnings of love, with practiced graceful strokes and swings, beautifully executed with care.
The next movement was the passionate declaration of love, which was expressed with wide twirls and dips, culminating in her leaping into his arms, one leg wrapped around his waist. He wrapped his arms around her, surprised, but let her go as she slid down his body at the crescendo’s end.
Elizabeth completed the final movement, that of surrendering to love, with graceful moves tinged with passion and longing. Though less precise than the first movement of the performance, this movement was more expressive and emotional. She ended by walking gracefully toward him, draping her arms around his neck and resting her cheek against his chest.
His heart was thumping wildly in his chest; he was touched beyond all measure of expression other than the way that his body was trembling and his ardent desire to wrap his arms around her and weep. Rather than sweep her into a passionate kiss, he stood still with his arms around her. He let the significance of what she had just done sink in and let the emotion seep into his pores until he was saturated with her love for him.
After a moment, she looked up at him. He was pulled in to those velvety brown eyes that he loved so much, until nothing else mattered, nothing else existed but her. With the tentativeness of a new lover, he kissed her. He heard her exhale against his lips, felt the moist warmth of her breath as it mixed with his own. It was another indication of how they were now one person, one being, forever commingled in body, mind, and spirit.
Wordlessly, he picked her up and carried her back into their suite. Their fingers trembled as they removed each other’s clothing. His fingertips played over her skin and he felt the hairs on her arms rise in when he whispered against her lips, “Elizabeth, I love you.”
They sunk naked to the bed and he laid his head on her chest. He felt her arms curl around his head as he kissed her collarbone and moved down to her breasts. He was cradled within her arms and legs as a mother holds a child, safe and secure within her embrace.
Yet her love was not maternal; it was the amorous love of a new wife, eager and supple. She arched within his arms as if continuing her dance into another movement: consummation of love. Her legs curved gracefully against his body, limber muscles tensing and relaxing beneath his touch. Her arms curled and twisted around his own, holding him tightly to her.
She explored his skin with her lips and tongue, tasting the salt of his sweat. Her nose was filled with the earthy, mossy scent of his skin and hair. She brushed her fingertips over his taut back muscles and stroked his puckered nipples with her cheek before kissing them.
With her tongue rasping over his nipples, Darcy emitted a groaning whimper. He pressed his hands into the flesh of her backside and pulled her onto him. She sat atop him and began a glissade over his length, using long, slow strokes and pushing herself onto him until he was fully buried within her. Each expelled soft moans as they kissed, tongues touching and retreating.
He rolled her over to her back and knelt, hooking his elbows under her knees. She lay before him, arms stretched over her head, breasts tipped up with each breath, legs draped over his arms, unmistakable desire on her face. He tore his eyes away from hers to watch himself enter her then returned his gaze to watch her face as he thrust into her.
She had closed her eyes but now she opened them and held his gaze steadily. He saw her face twitch with pleasure each time he pushed into her, watched as her brows knitted and her lips parted with increasing arousal. As much as he loved to watch her, he wanted nothing more than to share that arousal with her. He dropped her knees and lowered himself to his elbows, pressing his chest against hers.
With his hands twined in her hair, their mouths joined, her legs wrapped around his hips and her ankles pulling on his calves, they made poignant and fervent love late into the night. It was not until dawn that they fell into a deep sleep: the sleep of the truly sated, contented, and loved.

***

“Judge Darcy, we are requesting that discovery be closed and the matter set for trial,” Mr. Wong said as they stood before him.
They had spent 10 luxurious days basking in the sun of the Amalfi coast, then another 10 days hiking and exploring medieval castles in the Loire Valley. It was their first day back at work after their honeymoon and both were looking healthy, happy and tan.
“Miss Bennet, do you have any objection to closing discovery?” he asked her as he looked over the statement before him. She paused.
“Yes, we have an evaluation scheduled of which Mr. Wong had notice before he requested this hearing.”
Darcy turned his attention to Mr. Wong.
“Mr. Wong?”
“Your honor, the evaluation was scheduled after opposing counsel was advised of our intent to request a hearing, so they were on notice. There’s a due diligence issue in that they did not timely schedule their evaluation before.”
Darcy returned his attention to Elizabeth.
“Miss Bennet?”
“That is true but it should also be noted that defendants were advised of a change in the plaintiff’s medical condition just before they were advised of the intent to request a hearing; they are trying to close discovery in an attempt to prevent our rebuttal of that status.”
“While that’s true, Your Honor, defendants are failing to recognize that the insurance carrier was aware of this change in status two months ago,” Mr. Wong replied.
Darcy looked again to Elizabeth for her rebuttal.
“Miss Bennet?”
“Yes, the carrier was advised and unfortunately we were unable to schedule the evaluation as the physician was on vacation.”
Darcy nodded and looked down at the papers before him.
“What I am going to do, Mr. Wong and Miss Bennet, is to close discovery with the exception that the plaintiff should attend the evaluation and the physician should issue his report. I will leave it to the trial judge whether to admit the report into evidence.”
Judge Darcy set about writing his orders on the appearance sheet.
“Your Honor, are you feeling well?” Elizabeth asked as he filled out the sheet. The courtroom was rife with giggles and snickers.
“Quite well, Miss Bennet. I’ve just come off a very relaxing holiday,” he smiled, not looking up.
She continued.
“You seem to have forgotten my name. You’ve called me Miss Bennet no less than five times in the last five minutes. I am now Mrs. Darcy,” she reminded him. The courtroom burst into more snickers and giggles. Darcy looked up at her mischievous eyes. He blushed, but could not suppress his grin.
“So you are, Mrs. Darcy. My apologies and my congratulations. I hope your new husband has the stamina to withstand your merciless teasing,” he smiled.
“Would you like to offer him your sympathy?” she replied pertly. He looked at her warmly.
“No, I daresay your husband is a very lucky man.”
 





Chapter 40 - Epilogue
Darcy lifted his head from the pillow and propped it on his palm. He sighed contentedly and looked down at the warm body sleeping next to him. He watched her sleep for a few moments then, unable to resist, he brushed a dark brown curl from her forehead. Sleepy eyelids fluttered open and soft, brown eyes focused on him.
“Good morning, sweet pea,” he said gently. A smile spread across her face.
“What are you smiling at?” he laughed softly.
“I don’t think she’s smiling, I think she has gas,” said the other person in his bed.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Lizzy, she’s smiling at her daddy, who she thinks is the most handsome man in the whole world. Aren’t you, Emma?” he said, not looking up. Emma gurgled and waved a hand at him.
Finally Darcy looked up at Elizabeth, who was watching them with a soft smile on her face.
“Aren’t you getting up soon?” he asked her.
“Soon,” she replied but did not move. She held his gaze for a few moments longer.
“Ahhh... I think she’s hungry,” he said as he uncurled the tiny fingers now clenching his chest hair, pursed little lips straining toward his nipple. “I’m sorry, little one, but that tap is dry,” he laughed.
Elizabeth unbuttoned her nightshirt and curled Emma into her arms; Emma found her nipple and fed hungrily.
Darcy lay back in bed. The last six weeks had been pure, unadulterated bliss. He had not thought it possible to be happier than he had been on his wedding day; in fact, the three years since that day had relaxed into comfortable happiness, relieving him from that lurching giddiness he had felt then with Elizabeth.
But that was before Emma. He had not thought it possible to cram any more love into his heart but somehow he had. The first moment he held her six weeks ago, red and squalling, angry at being born, the world had stopped. Nothing had existed but him and this hopelessly fragile, helpless, writhing ball of curly hair and strong lungs. How he had managed not to dissolve into joyful, hysterical tears he will never know.
They didn’t normally bring her to bed with them but sometimes he couldn’t help himself. If she fussed, he wanted to hold her. Even if she didn’t fuss, he wanted to hold her. A few hours ago he had heard her stir in her crib and he instantly woke and brought her to bed.
Elizabeth had returned to work two weeks ago but Darcy was perfectly content to be a stay-at-home dad. He had joined deBourgh and Associates after their honeymoon on a part-time basis, determined to avoid the grind of billable hours and long weekends at work. Catherine had not exactly been overjoyed but she was genuinely fond of Darcy and, after they had made their peace, she was glad simply to have him on board.
Now he was making himself even less available. He agreed to work from home on cases that were not pressing, refused to take any trials and offered to fill in occasionally for judges who were out sick. Even with these restrictions, Catherine kept him on. He supposed he had much to be grateful for; he was beginning to have a real affection for the old battle axe.
So he stayed home with Emma and worked when he felt like it; he fully realized now the privilege of his wealth. They had a housekeeper to cook and clean and, if she wanted to, Elizabeth could stay home. But she preferred to work. Darcy was generally opposed to daycare if it wasn’t absolutely necessary; so, he became a stay-at-home dad. And he loved it.
The revolting contents of her diaper how could something so foul come from the purest substance on earth? he wondered, did not deter him. He was sure he could win a contest on changing her onesie in record time. His favorite sound was the cooing little voice that she seemed to save just for when he held her.
He smiled as he looked up at the ceiling. There was no doubt he was going to be a very indulgent father. He could imagine playing Barbie’s with her, teaching her to ride a bicycle and how to swim. He was sure she would want dance lessons, so he would be taking her to class and carrying her little gym bag for her. Maybe she would want to play soccer too, so he’d have to work that into her schedule. Then there were the piano lessons, of course. How he would work horseback riding in as well, he wasn’t sure. He spent the next ten minutes planning out her entire extracurricular career through middle school.
He looked over at Elizabeth, who was looking down at Emma. They looked like some modern day Madonna and child; her loose hair fell in ringlets around her shoulders, her nightshirt open to reveal her now very ample bosom, the child suckling quietly in her arms. Just then, Elizabeth raised her eyes to him. They held their gaze for a moment over the head of their baby, communicating a private moment of pure and unadorned love.
After a few moments, she put Emma in the crib and returned to Darcy in the bed. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. He had thought her the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen while she was pregnant. The Neanderthal man in him grunted that she was having his baby, but the gentleman in him found her rosy cheeks and bright eyes irresistible. Their lovemaking during pregnancy had been as vigorous, and sometimes more frequent, than before.
And now, with her curves still full and round, she was soft and warm and maternal and sexy. He didn’t care that she felt fat and bloated; in his eyes, she had never been lovelier.
“Do you think we could try to make love?” he asked. It had been, after all, more than six weeks since he’d made love with her.
“I don’t know...” she said hesitantly.
“Will it hurt?” he asked.
“I don’t think so, if you’re not a maniac, but... I feel so ugly,” she answered.
He laughed. “Ugly? What are you talking about? Don’t you know that I’ve never found you sexier than you are right now?” he answered gently.
“Really?” she asked almost shyly. He nodded. To prove his point, he cupped one of her full breasts with his hand and stroked it delicately.
“Really,” he murmured intently.
“Well then...” she smiled, putting her arms around his neck.
He was careful with her, conscious of her sensitive body and made slow, deliciously gentle love with her. He whispered the beauty of her full breasts and hips in her ear, kissed her softly on her arms and back, kissed her rear and her inner thighs, tasted the milk from her breast when he suckled it lightly. He entered her slowly and stroked her unhurriedly until she found her pleasure, then carefully took his own while kissing her tenderly. They cradled each other in their arms and whispered quiet assertions of love to each other. He let his fingers stroke her arm absently lying in contented silence beside her.
“Not even that time in the billiards room at Pemberley?” she asked drowsily. “I wasn’t sexier to you even then?”
“Well, that’s not really a fair question,” he replied sleepily. “You were dancing. Let’s say that if you were to dance for me now in leather pants, and then let me fuck you on a pool table, then that would rank at number one on my list of sexiest Lizzy moments ever,” he grinned lazily. She laughed into his chest and tightened her arms around him.
“I’ll see what I can work out,” she promised.

***

“Hello?” Darcy answered the phone a little breathlessly. He had just been dancing with Emma in his arms, making her laugh. He wasn’t really sure who was having more fun.
“Will, we need you at the courthouse. Two judges are out and it’s crazy here. Can you come down?” Elizabeth said over the phone.
“I can’t, who would take Emma?” he said, cradling the phone between his ear and shoulder and shifting Emma to his other shoulder.
“What about Mrs. Hill?” she asked, referring to their housekeeper.
“She’s off visiting her mother.”
“Georgie?”
“In rehearsals.”
“Caroline?”
“Elizabeth!” he said sternly.
She sighed. He was right; Caroline would likely put the diaper on Emma’s head.
“Bring her with you. We’ll figure something out. I’m sure Catherine would like to see her,” she said finally.
“Alright, I’ll get there as soon as I can,” he grumbled. It wasn’t that he minded going in to work; it was that they were interrupting his playtime with Emma. He smiled ruefully to himself. He had not expected himself to enjoy being a father quite so much.
Twenty minutes later Darcy pulled into the courthouse parking lot, glancing briefly in the rearview mirror to see whether Emma was awake. He eased her from the car seat and into the BabyBjorn strapped to his chest. He preferred to carry her close to him rather than in the car seat; he loved feeling her against his chest. So he carried her with him and pulled the car seat out so that she would have a place to lie when he couldn’t hold her.
“Is that my niece?!” came Catherine’s voice when he entered the office. She had taken to calling herself “Aunt Cat” much to Darcy’s amusement. He supposed she had given up on Anne ever getting married and had decided to make herself Darcy’s surrogate parent. He didn’t really mind; she had certainly softened up a bit since Emma came along.
Darcy smiled while Catherine cooed over the baby, taking her from him and walking her around the office. Darcy entered his own office and found his robe.
“Catherine, do you want to keep her or should I take her down with me?” he asked as he put on the robe. Catherine made a few faces at Emma and then looked over at Darcy.
“I can’t keep her, I’m due for trial across town in 20 minutes,” she answered. Darcy nodded. He would take her down with him; he knew the secretaries would swoon over her and he felt confident that she would come to no harm with both he and Elizabeth within shouting distance.
He took her again into the BabyBjorn and picked up the car seat then went downstairs to the judges’ chambers. His former secretary grinned as soon as she saw him and instantly jumped up to see the baby.
“Oooohhh, she’s so beautiful!!!” she exclaimed. Darcy smiled proudly. Yes, she is, he thought. She takes after her mother. Soon he was surrounded by a gaggle of secretaries, court reporters and attorneys.
“Does anyone know where my wife is?” he grinned.
“She’s in trial before Judge Clayton,” someone answered. He nodded. He decided to keep Emma with him. The majority of his duties today would be taking hearings off calendar or approving settlements; nothing would require his full attention. Besides, he couldn’t stand to be away from Emma when she was this adorable.
He entered the courtroom and placed Emma on the desk before him, settling her comfortably into her car seat. He accepted with great enjoyment the compliments given to him on the beauty of his baby and how well-behaved she was for being so young. He shared “new father” stories with another attorney, comparing diaper techniques and stroller reviews.
When she began to fuss, he took a recess and poked his head into Judge Claytons’ courtroom.
“Judge Clayton, please excuse me. Mrs. Darcy, you’re needed for a few minutes,” he said quietly. Judge Clayton looked at him curiously, then Darcy showed her the car seat and she smiled.
“I believe we can take a brief recess,” Judge Clayton said.
“Thank you, Your Honor,” Elizabeth said and followed Darcy to his chambers, where she took Emma into her arms and unbuttoned her blouse to feed her. Darcy watched with amused affection as Elizabeth sat in the leather executive chair behind the desk, one breast hanging out with Emma attached to it.
“You know, if you’d have done this three year ago, we’d have been fired,” he mused.
“Done what?” she asked.
“Sat in my chair with your boob hanging out.”
She laughed.
“Well, now that we’re married it’s not quite so scandalous,” she replied, smiling. He bent and kissed her warmly on the top of her head.
As was their custom, when Emma finished feeding Elizabeth gave her to Darcy, who patted her back to burp her. He sat in the chair with a towel draped over his shoulder, rubbing Emma’s back. She gave a satisfied burp; he laughed and wiped her mouth.
“I’ve been replaced in your affection by a girl who drools and pees her pants,” Elizabeth teased as she watched them.
He raised his eyes to her. “I’m afraid so,” he replied, smiling. “But she is especially charming in her own way.”
Elizabeth put her hand on the back of his neck and caressed it gently.
“Can it possibly get any better than this?” she asked quietly. He tipped his head up to her.
“Only if you kiss me,” he invited. She obliged, lowering her head to meet his lips. They shared a warm, loving kiss. His love for her had never waned; time had taken the edge off of it, but it was still solid as the earth he stood on. He couldn’t imagine ever being without her or Emma.
Just then, Emma let out another little burp. Darcy sighed as spit-up pooled on his robe. Elizabeth laughed.
“You don’t know what I suffer,” he said, assuming a martyred expression.
“Your misfortunes have been great indeed. Your life is full of such woe and drama, it deserves a memoir,” she teased.
“What would you call it?” he asked, smiling.
She laughed. “What else? The Trials of the Honorable F. Darcy.”

The End
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