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The Most Natural Thing

A  NTwasperwNonelTipepNwategchece,d-hfmc‘eg-DkDmye’uc‘‘dmydfievckE
Dmyez-fbecekDbdegudmeB.c-Ie.c-’Mxehkf-Ddhegd-de,f,H‘c-eDmekudefmE‘Dmde

AHhkdmezcme'’kDfme’fbbHmDkMfiegud-de.c-’MegcheyD:dmeceyf‘vdmef,,f-kHmDkMe
kfekcIdecv:cmkcydefzeS‘DPcKdkueUdmmdkxhebDhzf-kHmdh–ee!evfmxkehdde.c-’Mechece
vc-Ie’uc-c’kd-fiehfe!evd’DvdvekfehddeguckegfH‘veuc,,dmeDze!e,HkebMe1-–e.c-’Me
DmekudehufdhefzekudeB.c-Ie.c-’M–eeluDheDhekudef-DyDmc‘ehkf-Me!eg-fkdfiekufHyue!e
‘ckd-ed2kdmvdveDkekfecemf:d‘‘ceDmeku-dde,c-kh–ee

“Sir, there is a Miss Bennet to see you.” Simms’ tone expressed his dubious 
opinion of any young lady who would call on his master. “Shall I tell her 
you are out?”

It was a moment before Darcy was able to make sense of the butler’s 
words, and even then he doubted his ears. “Did you say Miss Bennet?” 
He could barely bring himself to pronounce the words. “Miss S‘DPcKdku 
Bennet?”

“She did not give her name, sir, nor did she provide a card.” Simms 
sniEed in disapproval. 

It could not be zliWabeth. Ahat more could she possibly have to say to 
him after her cold words at Hunsford not a fortnight past? It would make 
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more sense for it to be Miss Tane Bennet, pleading for another chance with 
Mr. Bingley, but he could not imagine her behaving with such impropriety 
as to call upon a single gentleman. He could imagine zliWabeth breaking 
such rules, but why?

qhere could only be one reason. She must have told her mother of his 
proposal and been instructed to change her tune. Aell, it was far too late for 
that. He would prove to her he was not a fool to be played upon. “Show her 
in,” he said brus-uely. He took a bracing gulp from the halfFempty glass of 
port beside him and straightened his cravat, hoping the room’s dim light 
would disguise his weary features. It would not do to have her know he had 
been pining over her. In truth, he had been pining over a fantasy. 

Glmost involuntarily he stood at the sound of her light footsteps, even 
before her allFtooFfamiliar form slipped in the door. He acknowledged her 
with a bare nod of his head and silently gestured to a chair. He forced 
himself to examine her critically, noting the ;aws in her complexion and 
the asymmetry of her form in an illFUtting dark dress, avoiding those deep, 
deceptive eyes. 

She sat, folding and unfolding her hands in her lap. He felt no inclination 
to make this easy for her, so he said nothing, though the scent of lavender 
that drifted across to him made him slightly diWWy.

3inally she took a deep breath. “qhank you for receiving me. I apologiWe 
for the imposition, which I would not have made were my circumstances 
any less desperate.”

Desperate? He had not expected such melodrama from zliWabeth, but 
perhaps it was all part of the plan to make him compromise her and be 
forced to marry her. She had compromised herself enough coming here by 
herself… he wondered if she considered the extent to which he could ruin 
her reputation with a word. But even so, he felt a ;eeting temptation to go 
along with her scheme, but then her insulting words at Hunsford rang in 
his ears again. She did not deserve any recognition from him. “Desperate, 
Miss Bennet?” he said with cold irony.

3or a moment her eyes ;amed, then, to his surprise, the Ure was banked. 
Something had -uelled her spirit. He wondered what punishment her 
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mother had in;icted upon her to make her throw herself on the last man in 
the world she could be prevailed upon to marry. qhe memory of her angry 
countenance as she had spat those words at him made his spine stiEen. 

“I am here to beg your assistance, although I have given you no reason to 
grant it. I should preface my re-uest with an apology for the unfair things 
I said to you owing to my foolish misapprehension of Mr. Aickham, but I 
doubt you are in any mood to hear it, so I will come directly to my point. I 
have already paid bitterly for my mistaken impression of him. My family’s 
circumstances have changed dramatically since we last met, owing to Mr. 
Aickham. My youngest sister, in her foolish ignorance, has run oE with 
him. Nou know him too well to doubt the outcome. She has nothing to 
tempt him, and I fear she is lost forever.”

qhe one appeal he had not expected, and the one he could not refuse. 
Still, he would not weaken, nor allow her to guess anything of the power 
she still held over him, despite everything she had said and done. “I am 
sorry to hear it. Ahat has your father done to remedy the situation?”

“My father!.” Her voice caught, and her eyes dropped. “My father will 
never again remedy any situation, which brings me to my re-uest. Nou, 
sir, have great in;uence with my cousin, Mr. 5ollins. He has already taken 
possession of Rongbourn, which was left to him under entail, and once he 
heard of Rydia’s circumstances, he refused to allow my mother and other 
sisters to remain there. qhey are staying with relatives for the moment, but 
that situation cannot continue. I would ask you to use your in;uence to 
convince Mr. 5ollins to allow my family to return, perhaps to a cottage 
on the estate. Oothing can be done for my poor sister Rydia, but if you 
could Und it in your heart to intercede on behalf of my family, I would be 
grateful. Beyond grateful.” She said the last words with an odd emphasis.

Lood Lod, she could not possibly mean to oEer ud-hd‘zeas a bribe, could 
she? Gnd with no beneUt of marriage, only the knowledge that he desired 
her? He stared at her in disbelief.



GBILGIR YzNO2RDS6

qhere, she had said it. zliWabeth waited, her heart cold in her chest, for his 
response. He was her last hope, and she could only hope that his interest 
in her had not waned so much as to refuse this opportunity. 

“2n your own behalf as well, if you are to live with your family.”
qhe candle on his desk hissed and sputtered, sending oE an acrid trail of 

smoke. She swallowed hard. He was going to make her say it. Aell, she had 
fallen this far, and the words made no diEerence in any case. Mustering 
her courage, she met his haughty eyes. “Oot on my own behalf. I will not 
be returning to my family. I ceded that option when I came to you.”

Oot a ;icker of expression crossed his face. She had expected a look 
of triumph, at least, at the knowledge that the proposals which she had 
proudly spurned only two weeks ago, would now have been gladly and 
gratefully received. She had hoped he would be generous in his victory. 
How -uickly her life had changedj 3rom refusing to be his wife, to 
oEering him her virtue in exchange for her family’s safety. It was the only 
currency she had, so there was no choice. Ahat did her dignity matter 
now?

3aced with his stony silence, she said, “I believe it is the mode in such 
circumstances for the lady to smile sweetly and ;utter her eyelashes in an 
appealing manner, but I fear it is beyond me at the moment. However, I 
promise to show you respect in all ways.”

His mouth twisted. “Lo home, Miss Bennet. I will see what I can do.”

zliWabeth spent the next few days in sick anticipation, unsure whether 
Mr. Darcy would aid her or leave her to her fate. 2h, how she wished she 
had been more moderate in her speech when she had refused his proposalj 
She would pay for the rest of her life for her prideful errors. 
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qhe waiting and not knowing was the worst. She was surprised Mr. 
Darcy had not availed himself of her oEer immediately. 3rom the novels 
she had read, she had assumed men had little selfFcontrol in these matters. 
But Mr. Darcy was nothing if not selfFcontrolled, and she supposed it was 
in character for him to keep his part of the bargain before demanding his 
payment. Gt least he had not taken advantage of her and then dismissed her 
without assistance. It would have been within his power, but she thought 
from his letter that he was not that sort of man. If he agreed to a bargain, 
he would keep it. 

She was frightened by what was to come. Cnder the circumstances, she 
could not ask her aunt what to expect, as she might have if this were to be 
a wedding, rather than a fall from grace. Soon she and Rydia would be in 
the same position, but at least in her case she would have the comfort of 
knowing her family was safe because of her actions.

G commotion in the front hall caught her attention. 5ould that be 
Rydia’s voice she heard? She caught up her skirts and hurried down, only 
to discover the completely unanticipated sight of her sister on Aickham’s 
arm, laughing with her aunt. Despite everything, zliWabeth felt a rush of 
relief at the knowledge that her sister was safe. 

“Rydiaj” she cried.
Rydia laughed. “Oo, RiWWy, now I am Mrs. Aickhamj Ae were wed this 

morningj” She held out her hand, displaying a narrow gold band. 
“Married?” zliWabeth’s mouth was dry. She had been so certain that 

Rydia was lost forever, that Aickham would never marry her, but she had 
been wrong yet again. Ahy, oh, why had Rydia not been in communication 
with them? Had she known, she would never have had gone to Mr. Darcy 
and make her bargain with the devil. But now it was too late. She doubted 
he would release her, and her reputation was completely within his power. 

zliWabeth lifted her chin. If this was to be her fate, she would meet 
it with courage. She would not think of what Rydia’s impulsiveness had 
cost her. Rydia would suEer eventually in turn, as zliWabeth was certain 
that Aickham’s smiles and charm would fade soon enough, and his true 
character would emerge. 3d was the true source of zliWabeth’s misery. 
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Rydia had been wild and thoughtless, but Aickham must have known the 
pain this would cause the Bennet family. 

Suddenly she could not stand to see Rydia ;aunting her happiness. “Nou 
will have to change your wedding Unery for black now. 2ur father is dead.”

qhe silence this comment produced was complete. zven Rydia sounded 
subdued when she Unally broke it and said, “I did not know.”

“Oow you do. It would have been appreciated if you had told us about 
the wedding in advance. It would have saved much grief.”

Rydia’s eyes Ulled with tears. “I wanted to tell youj I wanted to invite my 
aunt and uncle, but Mr. Darcy said no, that the wedding must take place 
immediately.” She clapped her hand to her mouth. “2h, I should not have 
said thatj I promised faithfully not to mention him.”

5old pierced her heart. zliWabeth could not bear it. She excused herself 
shakily and ran back to her room. qhey would think her grief was for her 
father, and it was best to leave it so. She needed to be alone to consider what 
she had 8ust learned. 

Mr. Darcy would never have voluntarily involved himself with AickF
ham, of that much she was certain. If he was there, it was for another 
reason. He must have made the match, made Aickham marry Rydia. qhere 
was no other explanation. It must have cost him a fortune. 

She had not even dared to think of asking him for so much. She could 
not understand why he would go to so much extra trouble, mortiUcation, 
and expense. Did he want her even deeper in his debt?

In the end, it did not matter why. She decided to allow herself one last 
night among her family. She would bid them farewell the next day and go 
to Mr. Darcy. 

She did not have the chance to put her plan into action. qhe next morning 
her uncle came out of his study accompanied by none other than Mr. 
Darcy. zliWabeth took an involuntary step back as Mr. Lardiner introduced 
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him to his wife. “Gnd I believe you are already ac-uainted with my niece, 
zliWabeth.”

Her stomach knotted, wondering what Mr. Darcy had told her uncle 
about her. She could not have said a word to save her life.

“I have that honour. But I must beg your pardon… I have business 
elsewhere that cannot wait.”

Did he expect her to leave with him? Aell, he had done his part, and 
more. Oow it was her turn. She s-uared her shoulders and oEered to see 
him out. He accepted with a silent bow. 2nce they were safely out of 
hearing, she said to him, “Ahen shall I expect to see you again, sir?” She 
was near enough to see the pulse throbbing in his throat. His scent raised 
goosebumps on her arms. Ahat would it be like to be engulfed in that 
smell of spice and new leather?

Something ;ickered in his eyes, then died, making him look old beyond 
his years. “I doubt we will meet again, Miss Bennet. Nou owe me nothing.”

“But!”
He held up his hand to stop her. “9lease, no more. Nou have already 

told me I am proud, disagreeable, and selUsh, and that is enough. I did 
not think I could sink any further in your esteem, but apparently I was 
incorrect. Nou also think me such a rake as to dishonour a gentleman’s 
daughter. If you believe I am the sort of man who would so humiliate 
any woman, much less one I have loved, by taking advantage of her 
misfortune, you do not know me at all. I will not in;ict myself on you 
in any way.”

His words seemed to hang in the air between them as he gave her a long 
look, then turned to depart. 

zliWabeth felt the truth of them like a knife. He was, once again, right. 
It was like reading his letter once again, discovering the new ways she had 
mis8udged him. Ahy did she always think the worst of this man? Despite 
his proud carriage, she had seen the wounded look in his eye. Ahat had 
she done? 

qhe sound of the front door closing roused her from her thoughts, and 
she hurried down the hallway and out into the street. He was still there, 
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about to step into his carriage, a deep frown marring his visage. Ahen 
she touched his arm to gain his attention, he stiEened. “Nes?” he said 
brus-uely.

“Nou are -uite right. I do not know you at all, sir, only my own foolish 
pre8udices. I wish I had known the gentleman you truly are, instead of 
allowing myself to be swayed by misconceptions.” 

He nodded 8erkily, as if her words hurt him.
“I thank you for all you have done. I will never forget it, and I will 

remember you always in my prayers. It can never be repaid.”
His look softened slightly. “I do not deserve such praise. If you wish 

to repay me, I have only one small re-uest.”
“Sir?”
“qhough it pained me to see it, I admired your willingness to sacriUce 

yourself for the sake of your family. It must have taken great strength to 
oEer yourself to a man for whom you had no respect, the last man in the 
world whose company you desired.” He paused to take a deep breath.

“Mr. Darcy, that was based on a mistaken understanding. By that 
time, your letter had given me to understand that you were indeed a 
man I could respect, or else I could never have trusted you that far.” It 
was oddly important to her that he understand that. 

“But not a man you could trust to do the right thing. My point 
remains the same. Ahat I would ask is your word that you will never 
turn to someone else in such an extreme. Should you re-uire assistance, 
please inform bd, and no one else.”

“Nou have already done so much, and I have done nothing to deserve 
it.”

His eyes seemed black as the night sky. “9romise me you will tell me 
if you need help. I do not wish to spend the rest of my life wondering if 
you are safe.”

Her mouth was dry as ashes. “I could not possibly!.”
“Nou owe me this much, Miss Bennet.”
She swallowed, her breath tight in her chest. “0ery well. Nou have my 

word.”
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He tipped his head with a sardonic air, as if mocking himself. “My 
thanks, Miss Bennet.” Aith that, he swung himself up into the carriage 
and closed the door panel.

qhe coachman clicked his tongue at the horses. Gs the carriage wheels 
started to roll, zliWabeth called after him. “Lod bless you, sir.” qhen she 
returned to her room and cried. 

If such a thing were possible, zliWabeth’s encounter with Mr. Darcy 
threw her into even lower spirits. qhe mourning dresses she donned 
each morning seemed to symboliWe more than 8ust the loss of her faF
ther. Aith Rydia’s marriage, her own situation was no longer as dire, 
but she could not help thinking of a certain darkFeyed gentleman and 
cringing at the remembrance of the things she had said to him through 
their ac-uaintance. How heartily she repented every saucy speech, and 
especially her harsh wordsj She could hardly bear to think of how far his 
opinion of her must have fallen. zven her return to Rongbourn could 
not free her mind of him.

Rongbourn was not the same, either. zven though she rested her head 
under its roof each night, she could not feel it was her home. Mr. 5ollins’ 
fre-uent pointed reminders that her family’s presence was tolerated 
only at the behest of the nephew of Rady 5atherine de Bourgh made 
certain of that, most especially when he referred to Mr. Darcy as Rady 
5atherine’s future sonFinFlaw. It was almost amusing to realiWe that Mr. 
5ollins had no idea his demeaning words would strike home so deeply. 

But as spring gave way to summer, and then to autumn, zliWabeth’s 
natural spirits began to rise once more. Her future remained uncertain, 
but she learned once more to take pleasure in the scent of ;owers and 
fresh air on her long rambles through the countryside. It was on her 
return home from such a walk that she discovered two most unexpected 
callers in the sitting room with 5harlotte and Tane. 
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Gt Urst all she could see was Mr. Darcy. Her feet were rooted to the 
;oor as she felt the heat of mortiUcation rise in her cheeks. It was not 
until Mr. Bingley spoke that she recogniWed his presence at Tane’s side. She 
barely managed to stammer out a greeting and to en-uire after each of their 
families.

Both gentlemen responded with warm civility, but zliWabeth’s embarF
rassment was such that she could hardly register their conversation. Ahy 
had Mr. Darcy come to Rongbourn? Aas he simply checking whether Mr. 
5ollins had kept his word to shelter the Bennet family, or could it be that 
he had another motive? Ahenever she dared glance in his direction, she 
found his gaWe Urmly Uxed on her.

qhere was no opportunity for private conversation until the gentlemen 
were leaving. qhe ladies walked with them outside, Mr. Bingley engaging 
Tane and 5harlotte in lively discussion. qhe pressure of silence made zliWF
abeth even more aware of Darcy’s scent of fresh leather, and her pulses 
;uttered in response. 

Darcy cleared his throat. “Nou seemed surprised to see me today.”
She gave him a startled glance. “0ery much so. I had not known you 

planned to return to Hertfordshire.”
“It was a recent decision.” He tugged at his gloves, as if they did not Ut 

properly. “I have thought about what you said, about not knowing me. I 
came to oEer to begin our ac-uaintance anew, if it is agreeable to you.”

It was so unexpected that it took her breath away. qhe realiWation that 
he did not, in fact, think ill of her made an unconscious smile curve her 
lips. “It would be most agreeable, sir.”

His eyes darkened. “It is not unpleasant, then, to see me again?”
Her smile bloomed to cover her face, and she felt that the whole world 

must smile with her. “I am glad and proud to see you again, Mr. Darcy.”
He began to smile as well, and zliWabeth was struck by how handsome 

it made him appear. 
She oEered him her hand, and felt an odd shock go through her as he 

took it in his own. He seemed dumbfounded at Urst, but then recovered 
himself to bow over her hand, his eyes never leaving hers. Gs he pressed his 
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lips against her hand more Urmly than propriety would dictate, a novel heat 
began to move through zliWabeth. If only she could freeWe the moment in 
timej She knew she would relive it again and again in her memory. 

Her Ungers tingling, she said, “I hope we will meet again soon.”
Darcy released her hand with obvious reluctance, then mounted his 

horse and took the reins in his hand as he looked down at her. “Nou may 
depend upon it, Miss Bennet.”

He spurred the horse and trotted down the drive. Ahen he turned at the 
last moment and their eyes met, zliWabeth felt a new warmth deep inside 
her. 

Still feeling his kiss on her hand, she walked back into Rongbourn with 
a dreamy smile.

II   qhe znd  II

AHkuf-4herfkd5eluDheDhekudedmkD-dehkf-Me!ef-DyDmc‘‘Meg-fkd–e6d:d-c‘eMdc-he
‘ckd-fie!evd’Dvdve!eucvebf-dekfehcMecmvecvvdvekgfebf-dehd’kDfmhekfeDkfiebcIDmye
Dkecemf:d‘dkkd–e!zeMfH4ve‘DIdekfe-dcvekuckfieDk4heDmebMecmkuf‘fyMeAe7dbKd-‘dMe
1dv‘dMfieguD’ueDhec:cD‘cK‘deDme89–e!ke’fmkcDmheh,D’Meh’dmdhezf-ebckH-de-dcvd-he
:eMfHeuc:deKddmegc-mdv;ee
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