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The slight lilt of her accent 
and the awkward phrasing of 
the question put Wickham 
in mind of a far more erotic 
offer. She sounded as kitten-
ish as a Bond girl . . . perhaps 
she could keep him warm 
in frosty ‘Winter-peg’. He 
decided to flirt back a little. 

“You make a tempting offer.”
“I like to think I do,” she 

replied with a smile in her 
voice.

Before they got too sugges-
tive, Wickham got down to 
business. “Could you e-mail 
the offer tonight? I’d like to 
weigh the pros and cons. I 
hadn’t really thought about 
leaving Ottawa, but, as you 
mentioned, a broken heart makes you do crazy things.”

“You poor man. You will have your offer within the hour. 
You can come here as soon as you wish. My assistant can book 
a flight for you and arrange for your complete move.”

“You are definitely a take-charge woman. I look forward to 
working under you.” Wickham was so psyched for the move 
he didn’t even notice his own double-entendre.

“I look forward to that as well,” Evena agreed. “I also look 
forward to seeing you in person. Until then, goodbye.”

A half-hour later, Wickham opened his e-mail at home 
and couldn’t believe his luck. He went from being jobless, 
in debt and at the mercy of a couple of loan sharks, to being 
hired for the same pay in a much cheaper city, by a woman 
who seemed to worship him from afar . . . and if she was hot, 
who knows what could happen? She had a voice meant for 
a 1-900 line.

Two nights later, Wickham was on a flight to Winnipeg, 
eager to escape Ottawa, ready for what awaited him. If he 
hadn’t been so desperate, he may have done a bit more home-
work, but there wasn’t time. There hadn’t been any other 
offers either.

He should have realized he had run out of luck.
Waiting for him in Winnipeg was Evena Fedeev, 1976 

Olympic silver medalist in shot put. She was built like a line-
backer and had no qualms about making sexual advances 
on her male employees. George Wickham was about to live 
through a custom-tailored version of poetic justice.

k

Lizzy held a sobbing Lydia in her arms. Ten minutes be-
fore, she’d opened the door to the overwrought teenager, 
and now she was at a loss as to what to do beyond patting 

her back and stroking her hair. In between then and now, 
she heard a convoluted story about how Lydia had been vi-
ciously dumped by George Wickham. Wickham bandied 
about choice words like ‘stupid slut,’ ‘cry baby,’ ‘airhead,’ 
and ‘clueless cu—’. Lydia had convulsed into a desperate sob 
before giving that last expression, but it didn’t take a rocket 
scientist to figure out what Wickham had said.

The dilemma facing Lizzy was how to deal with her young-
er sister, knowing she blatantly broke whatever rules and 
punishment had been laid down by her parents. She had 
again snuck behind their back to see and pleasure a man 
nearly twice her age. She lied to them repeatedly and didn’t 
seem at all fazed by his failure to repay her parents’ money.

Yet the seventeen-year-old in her arms was wracked with 
grief and humiliation. She had just been mercilessly degraded 
by a man she only wanted to impress and please. Had she 
not suffered enough?

Lizzy proceeded with what she thought was the best first 
step—counselling a broken heart.

“Lydia, George took advantage of your youthful eagerness. 
He’s manipulative; he lied to you, and you kept giving him 
the benefit of the doubt. He lured you with his looks and 
charms and the kind of excitement you haven’t yet experi-
enced, but it was never for you. He was using you. He has 
a dangerous sexual lifestyle and preys on young girls who 
don’t know any better.”

Lydia sat up and wiped her eyes. She actually listened to 
Lizzy’s explanation. “Who else did he do this to?”

“Remember how Darcy mentioned the other young woman 
the night of the casino?”

Lydia nodded in recognition and Lizzy continued. “Well, 
George did the same to her as he did to you. He seduced her, 
took her money and humiliated her. She even ended up with 
a disease. So far you’ve managed to escape that but I think 
you should see a doctor again. You may not be so lucky this 
time. You see, he’s also been involved with prostitutes and 
drugs. It’s better for you to be away from him. He might 
appear respectable but he’s definitely not.”

Lydia wiped her eyes again and sniffed loudly. There was 
still a trace of defensiveness when she heard someone else 
slam George. “How does Darcy know all of this? Were he 
and George friends?”

Lizzy answered carefully. “No, but the young wom-
an . . . was a close friend of Darcy’s family, and Darcy helped 
her after her bad experience with George.”

“So that’s why George thought Darcy ratted on him.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, when George asked his new boss who told him 

about me, Mr. Forster wouldn’t say, but he did say it made 
him suspicious enough to personally come to Ottawa to see 
George. Then George asked if it was Darcy.” Lydia blew her 
nose into a tissue.

“And?” Lizzy urged with little attempt at patience.
“He said something about George being a good investiga-

tive reporter in another life, whatever that means.”
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Darcy told Wickham’s boss? When? How did he know him? 
Did I mention something to him about Wickham’s job? What 
exactly did he tell him? All of these questions needed answers, 
but for now she had to quickly put that matter aside. She 
needed to deal with Lydia and what to do next.

Stalling, Lizzy got her sister a Coke from the fridge while 
gauging Lydia’s mood. Th e girl was distraught but still, she’d 
defi ed her parents’ orders—to her own detriment. Placing the 
glass of pop on the coff ee table, Lizzy spoke up. “We have 
to tell Mom and Dad.”

“But—”
Lizzy lifted her hand to stop Lydia. “I’ll tell them over the 

phone. You can stay here tonight. I’ll let them know how 
awful you feel, how badly you’ve been treated and how sorry 
you are for disobeying them.” Lizzy stopped to put emphasis 
on that last point. “I’m letting them know why you’re here 
but you need to make your apologies in person. I can’t change 
what they decide to do after that, but if you’d like to temper 
their reaction, you can tell them you got a job to pay back 
the money George swindled out of you.”

“But I don’t—”
Again, Lizzy’s hand shot up. “Darcy has been kind enough 

to off er you a job in his mailroom. However, he’s going to 
make sure your paycheques go to Dad.”

Lydia’s face brightened as Lizzy explained the job off er, 
but changed to an indignant grimace when the method of 
payment was mentioned.

“Th at’s not fair.” Lydia crossed her arms and shifted in her 
seat like a three-year-old.

“It absolutely is!” Lizzy 
cried back just as indig-
nantly. She’d had enough 
of Lydia’s self-centered 
childish attitude. “You 
gave George Wickham 
eighteen thousand dollars 
of someone else’s money and he’s 
not paying it back. You are responsible, 
and up until now have shown no remorse. You de-
cided to sleep with a man twice your age and lie to everyone 
about it. Your age is no excuse. You should know right from 
wrong, Lydia! Not only that, you need to learn the value of 
the dollar and see what it’s like to have money you’ve earned 
taken away from you. If you take this job and agree to the 
conditions, I think Mom and Dad may be more lenient. If 
you don’t, I don’t know what they’ll do with you.”

Lydia knew Lizzy was right and she saw no other way out. 
Wickham had lied to her and she had fallen for it all. She 
had thought she was so streetwise, sneaking around with an 
older man. She had thought they really loved each other, but 
in the end, she saw she’d been fooling herself. She just hoped 
the job at Darcy’s Publishing might lead to meeting a guy 
who truly liked her and could really pay his own way . . . and 
hers too for a change. She made a quiet apology to Lizzy, 
genuinely thanked her for the off er of work and made her 

seat like a three-year-old.
“It absolutely is!” Lizzy 

cried back just as indig-
nantly. She’d had enough 

gave George Wickham 
eighteen thousand dollars 

 and he’s 
 are responsible, 

way to Jane’s room to cry into a pillow while Lizzy called 
their parents with this latest drama.

Lizzy explained things to her parents but couldn’t help but 
lash out at them as well. Th ey had done very little to stop 
Lydia from running around behind their backs. Th ey had 
given her such liberties compared to Jane and herself, even 
though Lydia’s personality and marks at school hadn’t war-
ranted such freedom. She reiterated her feelings of responsi-
bility in introducing Lydia to Wickham, but she was quick 
to add something like this was bound to happen because her 
wild spirits had never been checked.

Her parents didn’t dispute Lizzy’s assertions. Th ey were 
truly shocked at how void of morals Lydia seemed to be. She 
had no sense of shame or guilt, and their lack of guidance 
was even more apparent to them.

After fi nishing the call, Lizzy was left with privacy for her 
own thoughts. What she couldn’t erase from her mind for the 
rest of the night was the knowledge of Darcy’s fateful interfer-
ence. If he hadn’t told that Forster man, he would have been 
none the wiser about Lydia, and Wickham would have been 
sitting pretty in Toronto with his glamourous career. Darcy 
hadn’t even told her he’d done anything! He could have used 
it to convince Lizzy of his compassion towards her and her 
family—to show that even though he didn’t feel responsible 
for not speaking up about Wickham, at least he was willing 
to seek justice on Lydia’s behalf.

He could be so damn noble even when stubbornly stand-
ing his ground. Why hadn’t he told her . . . and why had 
he pulled away the other night? He always seemed like he 
was fi ghting to keep their relationship going while she had 
her doubts. He also seemed to be progressing since they’d 
resolved things, making steps toward being more relaxed 
with her. So why the mixed signals?

Lizzy mulled over as many details as possible and fi nally 
came back to her thoughts after Darcy had left her with 
that searing goodbye kiss. It was now her move. She needed 
to prove to him that even if she had been hurt, she could 
overcome it and not dwell on the past. She loved him and 
never wanted to lose him. She knew he understood the or-
deal her family had experienced and she knew he respected 
her—whether he had taken care of Wickham because he 
loved her or as a parting gift, she wasn’t sure.

If he had doubts about her, she would prove them wrong. 
If his kiss had been a question, she would answer it with a 
resounding ‘YES’. She was now more certain of what she 
needed to do, and she knew exactly how to show him.
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Chapter Twenty-two

W ith twinkling white lights, garland and 
wreaths of evergreen, crimson velvet bows 
and a dusting of snow on the rooftop and 
hedges, Netherfield stood for the world like 

the front of a Christmas card come to life. As was apparent 
by the decorations, the owner enjoyed celebrating the holi-
days. Netherfield was as lovingly wrapped as a present under 
the tree. It stood out from the understated offerings of the 
nouveau riche neighbours so fearful of making a fashion faux-
pas on their exterior that they’d hired consultants to create 
their ‘unique look’. The result? Most houses looked exactly 
the same. Netherfield most assuredly was not understated, 
but only Ebenezer Scrooge would dare criticize a home in 
such a festive state.

The cheerfulness of the outside packaging was mirrored 
indoors, but none of it outshone the bright smile of Charles 
Bingley. He was throwing another party—a task that seemed 
to be his true vocation—but this time it was to celebrate his 
engagement to the most glorious being of the female species. 
That it happened to fall four days before Christmas only 
added to the merriment.

Charles stood with his Jane, welcoming guests and 
graciously accepting each wish for his future happiness. 
Champagne was flowing, the band was in full swing, and it 
was practically impossible for anyone to be ill at ease.

But for one person.
Lizzy stood at a distance from Charles and her sister, but 

still in the foyer of the home, paying strict attention to the 
door. She repeatedly and nervously stroked her neck, wonder-
ing if she’d made the right decision. How would he react? 
Would he understand her meaning? Would he be as ready to 
truly put their differences behind them as she was?

She spotted him as he and Georgie removed their over-
coats. Her lips curved into a tight ‘O’ as she admired how 
dashing he looked in his tuxedo. Would she ever tire of seeing 
him that way? She hoped she had the chance to answer that 
question in about sixty years or so.

Lizzy smiled as Georgie took her brother’s arm. She looked 
stunning, yet again, but this time she had chosen everything 
herself. The look on Georgie’s face spoke of confidence and 
comfort. It was incredible to think of the transformation 
that must have taken place in the past two and a half years. 
Darcy’s pride in his sister was not the least bit surprising.

Lizzy dipped out of Darcy’s possible line of sight momen-
tarily to allow him to greet Charles and Jane without distrac-
tion. She then stood at the entrance to the parlour—a room 
with bittersweet memories for the two of them.

Darcy’s eyes rested on her, first with the pleasure of spot-
ting the person for whom he’d been searching, and then 
with perplexity. Lizzy’s hand immediately shot to her neck. 

With Darcy temporarily rooted in place, Georgie turned to 
see what was up. As subtly as possible, she yanked him to-
ward Lizzy.

Lizzy knew Darcy was not staring at her unsurpassable 
beauty. She looked attractive in a fitted velvet sapphire par-
ty dress, but she was not attempting to be the belle of the 
ball . . . nor could she when Jane was present and radiating joy. 
No, the usually unflappable Fitzwilliam Darcy had surprise 
openly displayed on his face for something other than Lizzy’s 
physical attributes. Again, Lizzy questioned her decision.

Georgie opened the conversation, and they all took their 
turns politely commenting on each other’s appearance and 
the festive Netherfield decorations. Darcy managed to be 
cordial, but it was obvious he was distracted. As much as 
Georgie desperately wanted to be part of Lizzy and Darcy’s 
tête-a-tête, she knew very well nothing of substance would 
be discussed in her presence. Besides, she hoped to get the 
whole story once whatever problems led them to this mo-
ment were resolved.

Giving up her attempts at social small talk, Georgie looked 
around and was fortunate in spotting Richard—the perfect 
excuse to tactfully exit the scene.

Though Darcy had managed the perfunctory words of 
admiration of Lizzy’s appearance, the look of astonishment 
had never left his face. Lizzy gave her daring answer before 
the question ever passed Darcy’s lips. “I decided I wasn’t mak-
ing enough of an effort to get us on the right track—I’ve sort 
of been coasting, I think.” She paused, raised her eyebrow, 
shrugged her shoulders lightly, and fingered the diamond 
necklace. “So I thought wearing extravagant jewels seemed 
like a good sacrifice for the cause, don’t you think?”

The dry remark was actually a good defense—a line behind 
which she hid her fear he would not be pleased.

“Well then . . . I should probably come up with something 
equally as charitable to the cause myself.” Darcy glanced 
above his head and Lizzy followed his gaze to a sizeable 
bunch of fresh mistletoe.

Neither hesitated with their approach, though they were 
both unhurried. Lizzy stared at his lips until she closed her 
eyes in anticipation. This was the kiss with which she wanted 
to answer his question. It wasn’t lusty or overtly passionate; 
it was tender, open and reciprocal. Slow and delectable, but 
full of meaning; the kind of kiss that makes broken-hearted 
lovers forget their sadness and allows them to open up to a 
renewed faith in the other, mixed with the tingling excite-
ment of a future of certain, uncomplicated love.

Lizzy’s insides fluttered like butterfly wings. The touch of 
his lips was light and endearing; she felt his love and forgive-
ness. Her heart swelled with such an intense sensation that it 
suddenly caused her overwhelming happiness to morph into 
ill-timed bashfulness. She had so much bottled-up emotion 
to release, so much relief and joy, and so large a desire to 
physically show her need for him, that it embarrassed her.

When they broke away from each other, Lizzy’s eyes re-
mained closed and didn’t open until she looked down shyly, 
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trying to keep her emotions from overwhelming her. She had 
no wish to collapse into a blubbering mess of relief in front 
of so many people. She felt herself blushing and was angry. 
She bit her lip at the silliness of it all.

Determined to overcome her girlish reaction, she looked 
up to see what she expected would be an amused Darcy. He 
did not meet her expectations.

His face was clearly full of emotion but one she could 
only describe as sadness; he somehow seemed disappointed. 
She stared at him for a few moments, her face showing her 
confusion, but he offered no explanation. His look shocked 
her; but, instead of questioning it, she suddenly felt embar-
rassed again, this time for her assumptions. Doubt swallowed 
whatever daring confidence was left in her after such a heart-
wrenching stare. Perhaps all she felt with the kiss were her 
own emotions. Perhaps she had misjudged everything, from 
his kiss the other night to his reaction to the necklace now. 
The look stabbed at her, and she didn’t have the guts to ques-
tion it. They had been through so much; she felt she knew 
Darcy well enough to judge what he was saying. Insecure as 
she felt, she needed to get away.

With self-assurance in her voice she did not feel, she told 
Darcy she needed to speak to her mother and walked away, 
looking straight ahead at a light fixture in the Netherfield 
ballroom. She didn’t notice when she passed a curious 
Georgie nor anyone else until she located her mother, asked 
an obligatory question and headed for the stairs at the other 
end of the ballroom. She didn’t want to use the main foyer 
staircase; she didn’t want Darcy to see her run to her room 
to hide.

Walking down the deserted second floor hallway, Lizzy 
tried to make sense of Darcy’s face. She could only think 
of one possible explanation: the kiss the other night was a 
test, not for her, but for him. He kissed her firmly to see if 
he could still feel his old emotions, if he could still love her. 
But from tonight’s despondent face, it looked as if he had his 
answer. He couldn’t forgive her for not accepting his opinion 
as the right one; he had given it a chance, given much effort, 
but he couldn’t get past it. The frightful part of it all for her 
was she had finally gotten past her stubbornness and was 
back to being in love with a man who seemingly didn’t love 
her enough.

Before returning to her room to avoid the party as long as 
possible, she peeked over the first floor balcony, strategically 
hidden in the shadows so as to see but not be seen. She looked 
down to see Darcy near where she’d left him. He was now 
in an earnest conversation with Georgie. She smiled at the 
two, so different but so good for the other. They were a tiny 
family with a special bond.

Her eyes trailed away from them, scanning the foyer and 
into the large entryway of the ballroom. There she spotted 
Lydia and her father. Because this was a family event, Lydia 
had been permitted to attend—Lizzy believed it was to keep 
an eye on her as much as anything else. However, it was 
obvious Lydia was truly suffering. Having Wickham cruelly 

show his low opinion of her had tamed her; she was subdued 
and uninterested in the festivities around her.

What was more fascinating than Lydia not enjoying a 
party was the actual interaction between her and her father. 
Lizzy watched as her father seemed uncharacteristically gentle 
toward her sister. He was trying to cheer her up, softly lift-
ing her chin up to look at him while he smiled as all fathers 
should smile upon all daughters. It filled Lizzy with a sense 
of relief—perhaps this fiasco could improve their relationship, 
or at least bring them to a closer understanding of each other. 
As Thomas Bennet brushed his youngest’s hair with his hand, 
Lizzy turned her attention back to Georgie and Darcy. It was 
at that moment Darcy’s actions seemed to mirror her father’s. 
The tender look and touch was uncanny.

Lizzy’s eyes darted back and forth between the two pairs 
a few more times as a rising anxiety welled inside her.

Her own private epiphany came four days before 
Christmas.

Lizzy finally understood—the disconnect in Darcy’s ex-
planation was gone, and she felt incredibly stupid, heartless 
and ashamed. She may have believed she understood his 
perspective, but she had not. When he said ‘put yourself 
in my shoes’ she’d only put herself in the same situation, 
pretending it was Lydia. She would have told Darcy, but 
she was simply Lydia’s sister, not her mother-figure, not her 
guardian or protector.

She looked to Lydia and Mr. Bennet again. If someone 
mentioned Wickham’s name in front of her father tomorrow, 
he’d act as if he’d never heard of him. He would protect his 
daughter’s reputation even if it meant keeping information 
from people he otherwise trusted, and Lydia was nowhere 
as innocent as Georgie. It wasn’t that Lizzy wouldn’t want 
to protect Lydia’s reputation, but the scope of protection a 
sister deems necessary is far different than that of a father—
or surrogate father.

I, who have prided myself on good judgment, my ability to 
listen, my diplomacy! I was so blind!

Whether right or wrong, Darcy pushed the sphere of pro-
tection around Georgie to as wide a berth as possible. No 
doubt, it had been extremely difficult for him to admit he 
even knew about Wickham at all to her, not to mention talk-
ing to Wickham’s boss, Forster. It must have killed him! It 
all seemed so clear to her now. Maybe she wouldn’t do the 
same thing for Lydia, but would she do the same thing if she 
had her own daughter?

She wanted to run down the stairs and shout, “I under-
stand!” She wanted to pull him into the parlour and apologize 
for not seeing his side, but when she looked down to Georgie 
and Darcy again, they were gone, and the past fifteen min-
utes came flooding back into her brain.

It might be too late, even if I explain now. He may never be 
able to deal with my obstinacy. He probably thinks I wore the 
diamonds to taunt him. Clutching the second floor balustrade, 
Lizzy allowed those defeatist thoughts to repeat themselves 
for about a minute, but she had never been one to dwell on 
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the negative, and she formed her resolution to rectify the 
damage, or at least to let him know she now appreciated his 
reasoning. She would locate Darcy and speak to him.

Ten minutes later, she deduced he was in the parlour with 
Georgie. She was waiting impatiently when her mother 
caught her eye. Dutifully, Lizzy joined Mrs. Bennet and 
an elderly couple. The man had been a diplomatic attaché 
years ago and wanted to talk shop—his shop. He was bound 
and determined to reminisce about the good ol’ days in 
the Department of Foreign Affairs, and fortunately Fanny 
Bennet had been kind enough to locate an ear who actually 
understood the jargon.

Lizzy was bored stiff but could not find a polite way to 
extricate herself. Halfway through the conversation, she no-
ticed Darcy and Georgie emerge from the parlour but quickly 
had to turn back to the elderly gentleman as he’d asked her a 
direct question. She caught Darcy’s eye at one point, where-
upon she drew a deep breath and gave him a pathetic moue 
hoping he might save her, but he seemed not to notice.

Charlotte must have observed her predicament, and thank-
fully approached her with an alarmed look, somewhat force-
fully insisting Lizzy be excused for an urgent matter.

Out of earshot, Lizzy spoke. “Thanks for saving me, Char. 
I was about to drown in bureaucratic gobbledygook. But I 
have to go—”

“You can’t go!” Charlotte interrupted with bulging eyes. 
“I’ve been trying to hunt you down since I arrived. I need to 
speak to you alone.”

Darcy had taken the chance to approach Lizzy now that 
she seemed free. He touched her arm. “Elizabeth, I’d like to 
speak to you. If you’ll excuse us, Charlotte.”

She looked at Darcy’s stern face as he took her by the 
elbow, and then to Charlotte. Even though Lizzy suspected 
Darcy was about to end their relationship, she still desperately 
wanted to speak with him, but her friend had an expression 
fraught with anxiety. She gave a rather pathetic look of her 
own when asking, “Charlotte, is this urgent?”

Charlotte gave Darcy a nasty glare. She wanted Lizzy’s 
time first. “It is quite urgent. I’m sure Darcy won’t mind 
waiting.”

Lizzy had never seen Charlotte so demanding of her pres-
ence. Whether it was loyalty to her long-time friend, or fear of 
the man she loved telling her it was over, she felt Charlotte’s 
request had priority. Giving Darcy an apologetic look, she 
asked, “Can we talk later? Charlotte was technically here 
first.”

With a curt nod, Darcy turned on his heel, decidedly dis-
pleased with being dismissed.

“This better be good,” an exasperated Lizzy muttered as 
Charlotte led her down the hallway to Charles’s library.

“It’s about Richard and me.” Charlotte guided Lizzy 
through the doorway and locked it once they were inside.

Lizzy was upset at being delayed. First, Darcy disappeared, 
then she’d been stuck with an old, boring man, now she 
needed to deal with a crisis in Charlotte’s world. Life didn’t 

seem fair. She fidgeted and paced the room while listen-
ing as patiently as possible to Charlotte’s plight. It seemed 
Richard had made her an offer. He had been promoted to 
High Commissioner; however, it was for New Zealand and it 
started in four months. He wanted Charlotte to join him, but 
the word marriage never crossed his lips. Charlotte wanted 
some sort of commitment. She had friends, family and a 
secure career in her life. Love without commitment wasn’t 
enough for her.

Lizzy was not a bad friend, in fact, she could be counted 
upon in the most dire situations, but tonight . . . tonight she 
inwardly cursed herself for being a trustworthy confidante. 
She was stuck with Charlotte whether she wanted to be or 
not. It wasn’t in her to do the selfish thing and leave. She 
resignedly sat down next to her friend, took a deep breath, 
put her arm around her, and tried her damndest to forget 
about her current situation with Darcy and her desperate 
need to apologize, hoping a delay wouldn’t ruin her attempts 
to salvage the most important relationship of her life.

Fifteen minutes later, she emerged from Charles’s library to 
the worried face of Richard—yet another person to contend 
with before being able to get to Darcy. Richard seemed to be 
in the way at the most inconvenient times! However, know-
ing Charlotte’s state behind the door, she calmly chatted 
with Richard, and advised him to speak with Charlotte in 
more detail about his move to New Zealand. While speak-
ing to him, she caught Darcy’s eye and discreetly gave him 
a frustrated face, indicating she was trying to break free. 
Again, he appeared not to notice as he walked out of her 
sight rather quickly.

Lizzy’s insides were now frazzled and it wasn’t even nine 
o’clock. All she wanted was to locate Darcy and get him 
alone. It felt like she had been torn in a dozen different di-
rections since they had kissed under the mistletoe and none 
were toward her preferred destination. When she walked into 
the ballroom, she was relieved to see him standing next to 
Charles and Jane. His returning stare was rather serious and 
her heart jumped to her throat. She was certain she looked 
terrified, which was only natural as she feared their conversa-
tion, but hadn’t wanted to delay it. He suddenly turned away 
from her, briefly spoke with Charles and Jane, then walked 
away—but not toward Lizzy. She stopped, bewildered and 
a bit scared by his behaviour.

She followed him with her eyes as he unbelievably took 
the stage. The band had just finished a song and he stood in 
front of the microphone looking stiff and serious—nothing 
unusual to most of those in attendance. What is he doing 
up there?

“Ladies and gentlemen.” His deep, authoritative voice 
brought everyone to attention quickly. He then seemed to 
relax a bit. “As best man for Charles’s upcoming nuptials, I 
felt it my duty to say a few words this evening. Those who 
know me understand that any time I’m in front of a micro-
phone, it is indeed a duty.” He paused for a few knowing 
laughs and nods.
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“I’ve known Charles for a long time. He is trustworthy, 
easy-going and eager to please, as you can all tell by the 
number of parties he throws. However, being the more con-
templative one in our friendship, I’ve always worried Charles 
would not find someone worthy. I can hear Charles now—
oh, ye of little faith—and he would be right. Charles knew 
his fate from the moment he met Jane. My worrying was 
for naught. Jane Bennet is more than worthy. She is kind, 
forgiving and intelligent, not to mention beautiful. I raise 
my glass to both of you. May you always be as happy and as 
in love as you are at this moment.”

Darcy paused to sip from his glass as did everyone else. 
After a raucous round of applause, he placed the glass aside 
and returned to the microphone, a move that surprised Lizzy 
and the rest of the room.

“As Charles and Jane have already given me permission, I 
have one more announcement.” He cleared his throat be-
fore continuing. “I was wise enough to follow Charles’s lead 
awhile back, and for the past few months have also had the 
good fortune of a Bennet sister by my side. However, I’ve 
made a mistake.” Darcy paused uncomfortably as he was 
unaccustomed to making an admission of this magnitude 
in front of so many people. He wasn’t hesitating because he 
didn’t want to continue, but because he needed to choose 
his words carefully. The pause was ill-timed but Darcy had 
no idea, he was so lost in thought.

Elizabeth’s blood ran cold. He called her a mistake! He 
couldn’t possibly be attempting to dump her in front of 
all and sundry, could he? She had never been one to feel 
weak in stressful situations, but she had to admit she was 
mighty woozy. Luckily, Charles approached her side and 
she gripped his arm to steady herself. Her forever-pleasant 
future brother-in-law seemed confused by her terror-strick-
en face. As Darcy continued with his speech, she barely 
comprehended it for a moment, so frozen by his words 
and actions.

“I have hurt Elizabeth. I wanted to tell her: I was wrong 
and I’m sorry. I believe it’s worth saying this publicly rather 
than privately. I hope it will show my sincerity and she will 
forgive me.”

Darcy paused again to look Lizzy straight in the eye for 
a response, but she was still trying to digest the moment: 
the flip-flopping of her mind from believing he was about 
to end their relationship publicly to the even more shocking 
revelation he was actually apologizing publicly.

Darcy shifted uncomfortably, becoming increasingly ner-
vous from her silence even if it had only been mere seconds. 
He was not a man who wanted to be onstage, let alone wait-
ing for an answer that may not be what he wanted. Knowing 
she was also a relatively private person with her personal 
feelings, he had considered the possibility Lizzy would not 
be moved. He had to resort to a Plan B to, at least, get her 
to end the public moment and go somewhere private to talk. 
She had just been so difficult to cordon off this evening; he 
wanted to truly gain her attention.

With more confidence than he actually felt, he steamed 
ahead with a devilishly convincing smile worthy of Anthony 
Robbins. “Ladies and gentlemen, since Elizabeth is not quite 
convinced, desperate times call for desperate measures. The 
lady in question once had me perform to strangers. I believe 
it’s time to do so again to show the depth of my apology.” 
Darcy turned away for a moment to talk with the band. With 
a cocked head and an apologetic look he continued, “Kevin, 
our band leader, has suggested Ain’t Too Proud to Beg as an 
appropriate song for me—unless Elizabeth realizes the folly 
of me singing in front of these nice people.”

Darcy’s gamble paid off instantly. With the threat of a 
vocal performance—of Motown, no less—her senses were 
tweaked and she rushed to the stage. She spoke to him in as 
quiet a voice as possible, but her discretion was negated by 
her inability to control her hand movements which urged 
him forward. “Wait! You crazy man, of course I forgive you. 
Now get down!”

Satisfied with his achievement, a smiling Darcy suddenly 
became at ease with the crowd and needed to make one last 
comment to his bemused public. “The lady has forgiven me; 
but, more importantly, she has spared you all. Enjoy your 
evening.”

Darcy jumped off the stage and into the waiting, shaking 
arms of Lizzy. She looked ghostly white, but she was smiling 
and clutching him ferociously tight. Charles had followed 
her when she rushed to the stage, and with more presence 
of mind than she knew she had, she asked, “Charles, please 
go up there and distract everyone from us . . . somehow.” The 
last word had a definite note of desperation.

Charles nodded, but before taking the stage, he couldn’t 
resist teasing his friend. “Now I understand the need for the 
cufflinks tonight. I thought they’d been retired!”

Lizzy gave Darcy a quizzical look, but he just shook his 
head and murmured, “Later.”

Charles was more than effective in distracting the crowd, 
thanks to, surprisingly enough, the convenient contribution 
of Caroline. At her earlier insistence, he had already planned 
a surprise draw for the lucky guests—a personally designed 
ensemble by his talented sister. Lizzy and Darcy’s moment 
was quickly forgotten by all but a few interested parties. They 
whisked themselves upstairs to Lizzy’s bedroom.

With the door shut, Lizzy turned to face Darcy, but not 
with a beaming smile or a welcoming embrace. She was still 
baffled by his out-of-character public demonstration; and, in 
turmoil over wanting to apologize to him, her temperament 
was erratic and more than a little frayed around the edges. 
She blurted out exactly what was on her mind. “I thought 
you were going to leave me!”

Darcy’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Where did you 
get that idea?”

“You’ve been avoiding me since we kissed! I thought you 
were convinced I wasn’t worth loving.” Lizzy began to pace 
around the room, nervous energy coursing through her body 
as she tried to work out what was going on. She wasn’t doing 
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it in an orderly way and hadn’t realized how her reaction 
could be hurting Darcy.

With these accusations, Darcy’s composure cracked a bit. 
He had just professed his regrets in front of a room full of 
people. He had humbled himself in an unprecedented man-
ner and she had not yet acknowledged it. “Me? Avoiding 
you? You were the one avoiding me. Why would I need to 
go onstage otherwise?”

Lizzy was still frustrated by her inability to break free from 
all the unwanted interruptions that evening. It had been 
like an undertow that kept sucking her away from Darcy, 
and now that she was free, she didn’t know where to start. 
She pressed her hands to her temples before continuing, try-
ing to calm her mind and slow her breathing, but couldn’t 
contain her voice from rising several notes and becoming 
unsteady. “All I’ve been trying to do all night is talk to you, 
but . . . but . . . no one would let me.”

Darcy noticed the hopelessness in her voice and it dawned 
on him she was having difficulty processing everything. He 
would have reached for her but she was on the other side of 
the room, still pacing. His own tone softened but he made 
sure he got his point across. “That’s not the way it seemed 
to me.”

Lizzy walked back from across the room and answered 
him. The highs and lows she had felt through the evening 
had taken their toll. She was trembling. “Looks can be de-
ceiving. And then you go onstage and start talking about 
me and saying it was a mistake.” She paused to take a deep 
breath to stifle a crack in her voice. “I was terrified . . . and 
then . . . and then . . . you apologized.”

She now stood directly before Darcy and he could see 
from the light in her eyes that her own words seemed to 
click like a switch in her mind. Before he could speak, she 
roughly pulled his head down, forcing his lips to hers, and 
delivered a raw, hungry kiss. He responded almost instantly, 
and she wound her arms around him as greedily as a drown-
ing woman to a life preserver.

To be in his arms again, knowing that things were going 
to work out was nearly too much for Lizzy. The details of the 
evening had yet to add up coherently to her, but she knew 
from his words onstage and her own personal thoughts of 
regret, that everything would work out. She knew they had 
much to discuss; she knew she had yet to offer her apology, 
but the taste of his lips, the feel of his hair between her fingers 
and his skin under her stroking thumb was all she wanted to 
think about, to absorb, to appreciate. He wanted to be there 
with her, he wanted to kiss her and he wanted her in his life. 
That’s all that mattered.

Darcy had, at first, been shocked by Lizzy’s sudden, fierce 
onslaught, but it quickly relieved him, and from there, logical 
feelings were abandoned. He wrapped his arms around her 
waist and plunged deeply into reciprocating her advances. 
Though she was a bit scattered in her thoughts, she seemed 
to have come to her senses. Having her kiss him with such 
fire after her last words, reassured him of her willingness to 

forgive him. He could tell by the sheer determination of the 
kiss that things would be resolved, and with that he could 
enjoy the unfettered bliss of feeling her against him again.

Initially heavy with ardor, their embrace finally slowed to 
a simmer, the two not only finding passion but also comfort 
in the other’s arms. They tempered the other’s worries by 
responding so convincingly.

Gaining some control over her bodily impulses, Lizzy 
pulled away slightly, her eyelids weighted down by a love-
drunk potion coursing through her blood. “Mmm . . . thank 
you. I needed that. I’m much calmer now.”

“Calmer? That did anything but calm me.” Darcy smiled 
and was about to repeat Lizzy’s earlier action, but Lizzy 
pulled away before he had the chance.

“Keep your pants on, Mr. Darcy; we have a lot to talk 
about,” Lizzy spoke playfully, but softly, over her shoulder as 
she walked away from him. She couldn’t resist teasing him 
after such a comment, even if she had a lot of explaining to 
do. She retrieved a desk chair and placed it to face the foot 
of the bed. She motioned for Darcy to sit while she hopped 
on the edge of the bed so they could speak face to face.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right, we do have a lot to discuss,” 
Darcy answered grudgingly, sitting down.

Placing her hands on her knees and widening her eyes, 
Lizzy began. “May I explain myself? Because the fact is, I 
was trying to talk to you all night to apologize to you. I never 
expected you to go up there and apologize to me!”

“What do you have to apologize for?”
Lizzy smacked her hands over her eyes, then slid them 

down her face, looking heavenward. “Oh God, what don’t I 
have to apologize for?”

She first explained her feelings about Darcy’s domineer-
ing kiss two nights prior, feeling he was questioning her 
constancy and her ability to move forward. She also thanked 
him for his interference with Lydia, explaining what had hap-
pened at Wickham’s office, and how his influence finally ex-
posed Wickham to Lydia and his employer. Knowing Darcy 
had done that had also shamed her into realizing she hadn’t 
been fair. That was why she wore the diamonds, to show no 
matter how difficult she’d been, she was as committed as he 
was to working things out and for them to be a permanent 
relationship.

Darcy sheepishly explained himself. “I wish I deserved 
such a judgment. Forster is an old colleague of mine, and in-
forming him was my way of trying to, at least, get Wickham 
exposed to his employers. It’s a shame Lydia had to experience 
such an ordeal. As for when I kissed you Thursday night, I 
was actually angry—angry at myself for not being able to 
let go of my wounded ego. I kissed you hard in the hopes 
of forgetting it all. I hadn’t been able to truly move on since 
our argument, as I’ve never had my opinion dismissed. I’m 
not used to that, you know. You don’t know how unique 
you are, Elizabeth, to contradict me. I was also angry at you 
because, after all our disagreements, you seemed to be able 
to move on so easily.”
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“Easily? You’ve got to be kidding!”
She then added that because of the thought she hadn’t 

worked hard enough on the relationship, she sensed he had 
made a decision to leave her after they’d kissed under the 
mistletoe.

“Where did you get that idea?”
“The look on your face; it said it all. You seemed disap-

pointed and sad, as if the kiss should have meant more to 
you and didn’t.”

“I looked that way because I was watching your reaction! 
You looked positively uncomfortable; and, because you were 
wearing the diamonds, I thought it meant you had decided 
to forget your convictions and acquiesce to me. I thought I 
had broken your spirit, and you were trying to be someone 
you’re not. When you walked away, I believed I’d either 
turned the Elizabeth I loved into someone submissive and 
you were trying to deal with it, or you would eventually 
return and tell me it was over. Either way, your look caused 
me great pain.”

“That wasn’t why I looked that way at all! I was just so 
flustered. I know it’s silly, but you know me. I was so elated 
by the kiss and the thought of things to come, that I was 
positively giddy inside, and because of that I got shy and 
embarrassed at my reaction.”

“That’s it? You had one of your bashful moments and you 
were embarrassed?” Darcy let out a rueful chuckle. “We’re 
both guilty of making assumptions, aren’t we?”

Lizzy nodded and smiled. “Yes. Here I thought we had 
really improved at communication since the beginning of 
our relationship; now, I think that’s something we’ll still 
have to work on.”

Lizzy continued on, explaining her revelation earlier in 
the evening while watching him with Georgie, and Lydia 
with her father.

While he tried to interrupt throughout her talk, she gently 
but firmly asserted herself. “I’ll let you explain why you feel 
you need to apologize when I’m finished.”

Finally she summed up, “I’m apologizing because I was 
wrong. I was stubborn and blind to your perspective even if I 
said I wasn’t. When I came here tonight, I was determined to 
show you it didn’t matter to me if you didn’t understand me, 
but the truth is, I wasn’t trying hard enough to understand 
you. I finally clued in, and it’s liberating and embarrassing 
all at the same time. I had this sick feeling in my gut most 
of the night because I had been so unfair—and to you, of 
all people! I thought I was a better person than that. I wasn’t 
objective enough to see things the way you did. I hope you 
can forgive me.”

It was on the tip of Darcy’s tongue to tell Lizzy there was 
no need to ask forgiveness, but he realized that would not be 
the right answer. If he was ready to respect her for standing 
up for her opinion, he should also respect her reasoning as 
to why she felt she had behaved badly. He just wanted his 
chance to explain as well. “I have no reason not to forgive 
you. What you’ve described was exactly the way I interpreted 

things until tonight—until I spoke about it with Georgie. 
You see, I never told her we were arguing. I never gave her 
details about the whole situation—just that we found George 
and Lydia together.”

“You didn’t?”
“I have never confided in Georgie or anyone regarding my 

love life, Elizabeth. I wasn’t going to start at this point . . . but 
perhaps I should have.”

Lizzy shrugged her shoulders. She wasn’t about to chastise 
him. She was just happy she’d finally purged herself of the 
guilt she was feeling all night, though she still felt Darcy was 
too easy on her for wanting to apologize as well. However, 
she gave him the green light to explain.

Even with her lingering feelings of shame, had she been 
able to eavesdrop on his conversation an hour and a half 
earlier, she would have been amused at Georgie’s thorough 
tongue-lashing.

k

One and a half hours earlier—

When Georgie saw the look on Lizzy’s face as she walked 
away from Darcy after what appeared to be a true lover’s kiss, 
she was confused; and when Lizzy breezed past her without a 
look or acknowledgment, she was worried. She immediately 
approached Darcy.

“What’s going on with you and Lizzy?”
A noticeably troubled Darcy shook his head, furrowed 

his brow and tried to act oblivious. “I’m not certain. But it 
doesn’t concern you at the moment.”

“Yes, it does. It’s my fault.”
“Your fault? Why would you think that?” Darcy was in-

credulous.
“I was the one who gave her the necklace. She told me you 

had a disagreement and felt if she wore the diamonds, you’d 
get her meaning and everything would work out right. Was 
she lying to me or was she just wrong?” Georgie’s face was 
fraught with distress.

She liked Lizzy, but she never wanted to hurt her brother.
“Oh, I definitely got her meaning and it wasn’t wrong of 

her, but it’s not the kind of message I want.”
“William, I’m confused. What’s wrong with you two? You 

never said anything to me, but somehow I feel like I’m in the 
middle of something I know nothing about.”

If only Georgie knew the significance of her words, Darcy 
thought. He looked at his sister while lightly brushing her 
cheek. She was so eager to help Lizzy and him; he decided to 
tell her everything he’d neglected to explain for the past few 
weeks. She deserved to know, considering who was involved. 
He had a sneaking suspicion they might have a difference of 
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opinion, but he wasn’t sure why. He led her into the parlour 
and locked the door.

As Georgie sat down, Darcy remained standing to tell 
his tale. “I misled you when I told you about Elizabeth and 
me seeing Wickham with Lydia. I didn’t tell you that both 
Elizabeth and Lydia had a previous acquaintance with him, 
and I was aware of it.”

“So Lizzy knew George’s history? What does this have to 
do with why you two are having trouble?”

“She didn’t know his history. I didn’t tell Elizabeth about 
you and George; I simply warned her that he was not to be 
trusted.”

“You what? Why wouldn’t you tell her?” Georgie quickly 
got to her feet and stood before Darcy. “I certainly tell every 
woman who will listen what kind of sleaze that man is.”

Darcy wasn’t sure he heard correctly. “You tell people 
about you and Wickham?”

“Well, no. I tell them George had an STD and had un-
protected sex with a young girl who had no clue. If people 
push, I tell them the girl was a close friend of mine. I don’t 
want any girl to ever be stupid enough to fall for him. People 
understand when I don’t want to give names.”

Darcy was defensive. She had asked him to remain mum 
about their connection. “But you made me promise never 
to utter a word about you and Wickham. I never felt I could 
say anything.”

“When did I do that?” Georgie looked completely baffled.
“When we began therapy together.”
“At the beginning of therapy? I was a wreck then. Surely 

you could have figured out by the end of therapy I had a 
healthier attitude,” Georgie paused for a moment and added 
with a scrunched up face, “ . . . and a streak of vengeance.”

“I knew you had a healthier grasp of everything, but then, 
you never mentioned the situation to me outside of therapy 
so I thought you didn’t want me to bring it up.”

“I figured you didn’t want me to bring it up. You’re the one 
who always moves on so quickly and maturely from these 
things. I suspected you . . . you were still embarrassed about 
the whole situation for me and wanted to forget it. I would 
have loved to talk to you more about it. I just wasn’t strong 
enough to bring it up in conversation.”

Darcy reached out and took Georgie’s hands. She was 
right—he wanted it to be a distant memory and he assumed 
she did as well. He admitted, “I was embarrassed, but it was 
because I felt I’d failed you.”

“But in therapy you said—”
“Yes, I know what I said, but . . . it’s not easy to forgive 

yourself.”
“Tell me about it,” Georgie sighed.
He felt awful hearing about her feelings two years too late 

and was ashamed of his own. As badly as he had always felt 
for Georgie, as much as he tried to improve her confidence, 
underneath, he hadn’t wanted to discuss Wickham, but he 
hated she had sensed it. “I never wanted you to feel uncom-
fortable talking to me about Wickham.”

“I wish you had said that then.” There was a ring of bitter-
ness in that statement and Georgie held her breath. It was the 
biggest criticism she had ever levelled on her brother, who, as 
far as she was concerned, was next to flawless.

“I’m sorry I didn’t,” was his reply, bowing his head and 
feeling utterly guilty.

“Did my brother just apologize?” Georgie’s voice held a 
tinge of sarcastic shock. She knew he felt bad, but the quick-
est way to relieve the tension was to tease him. She had 
learned that from Lizzy.

“Yes, I did. I hear it’s a good idea to try it every once in a 
while.” He quirked his lips in a slanted, hangdog smile.

“You’re right, it is.” She smiled back.
Darcy couldn’t help but be serious again. “I haven’t told 

you everything. Let me finish, all right?”
He told her the whole story, ending with, “Because I didn’t 

tell Elizabeth about Wickham’s past until the night we saw 
them at the casino, she was quite upset with me. I tried to 
explain my reasoning—I tried to tell her to put herself in my 
shoes. I wanted to protect you and keep a promise, and she 
says she would have told me if the situation were reversed.”

“And you don’t believe her.”
“Yes, I do now, but we’re not the same people. We’ve had 

a hard time grasping the other’s point of view.”
“So you’d expect Lizzy to act the same way as you if situa-

tions were reversed?” Georgie had a pensive brow, confused 
by her brother’s logic.

“Yes.”
“And you would understand.”
“Of course.”
“Bullshit,” Georgie stated to Darcy’s utter shock.
“Excuse me?”
“I said ‘bullshit’. Say Lydia met George first and got an 

STD. Lizzy knows about it.” Georgie paused for a moment, 
thinking through the situation. “Now let’s say you have 
business dealings with George, and all Lizzy says is he 
isn’t to be trusted. Okay . . . fine, so far. You take Lizzy’s 
word but she doesn’t go into detail. Then you happen to 
introduce me to him and you’re called away for a phone 
call with Lizzy, and you tell her George and I are talking—
maybe Mrs. R. is in the room. Lizzy doesn’t say anything 
again except that you shouldn’t trust him, and then never 
brings up the subject again. You then find out I had been 
seeing him behind your back after you had introduced him 
to me. Do I think you’d be angry at Lizzy for not saying 
more to you? I’d bet my trust fund on it, Mr. Protective 
Big Brother.”

Georgie’s scenario struck Darcy like a speeding car against 
a brick wall. He uncharacteristically flopped down on the 
chair behind him. His little sister had just set a scene that 
made perfect sense. She knew him well and was bang on 
with her assessment of whether he’d be angry or not. He’d 
never thought of it from that perspective.

He felt like a clueless, unfeeling ogre. He had stood firm 
against Lizzy’s attempts to explain her point of view. He never 
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truly endeavoured to reverse positions; he had just expected 
her to do it. He had felt like the injured party.

k

Now, sitting in front of Lizzy, repeating the contents of 
the conversation, Darcy couldn’t help but bow his head in 
shame. “My sister has more common sense than I do. So after 
I praised and thanked her profusely for her logic, I knew I 
had to apologize to you, but I thought you were avoiding me. 
At that point, I couldn’t blame you. After adding up all your 
reasoning for being upset, I thought you’d come to your senses 
and were ready to leave me. I felt you deserved an apology 
worthy of the misdeeds, particularly because of our past dis-
cussions about my lack of apologies. Public humiliation was 
the best bet, so I went onstage . . . and you know the rest.”

“Fitzwilliam Darcy, you are being much too hard on your-
self.”

Darcy shook his head at Lizzy’s attempt to soothe him. 
“No. My absolute certainty in my own view was unpardon-
able; I suppose it was based on a lifetime of always believing 
I was right; others never told me any different. They allowed 
me, even encouraged me to be selfish and conceited.”

He stroked the tops of her hands while he spoke. “I was 
telling you how wrong and stubborn you were, telling you 
to think logically, telling you to get over it and come back 
to me. Why you didn’t just walk away, I don’t know. I hope 
my apology was a start. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to 
completely make amends.”

Such an admission, an outpouring of blame, was almost 
too much for Lizzy to handle. She was the one who was selfish 
and ashamed. She now clasped his hands and swallowed the 
lump in her throat. She was having a hard time accepting 
his profusions; she felt guilty listening to him when she was 
the one to blame. He was about to speak again when she 
softly placed her fingers to his lips and let out a small sigh. 
She felt the best option was to attempt to lighten his mood. 

“For someone who hardly ever apologizes, you certainly are 
thorough when the mood hits you.”

She stopped to smile at him and he returned the gesture 
half-heartedly. He was still beating himself up, that much 
was obvious, so she continued. “I must say my apology to 
you pales in comparison. In fact, I feel like doing it again 
with more adjectives and melodrama. I feel like a heel for 
not verbally abusing myself enough.”

“Lizzy,” Darcy admonished, “don’t tease me. This isn’t 
easy.”

“Okay, I’ll be serious for one minute.” She paused for a 
contrived glance at her watch, but then her face grew sombre. 

“I have accepted your apologies even though I don’t find them 
necessary anymore. We’ve both moved beyond that point. 
I think it’s absolutely wonderful we’ve both seen the light, 
though I think I should have been faster in seeing your side. 

We’ve gone from a place where we had to forgive each other 
when the other wasn’t sorry to both being sorry and neither 
wanting apologies. We continue to be stubborn. I can’t help 
but see the silliness in our behaviour.”

Darcy’s face brightened into a genuine smile. Keeping 
hold of her hands and moving his chair closer, he said, “You 
definitely have a way with words, you know.”

“That’s why they pay me the big bucks,” Lizzy laughed, feel-
ing Darcy’s tension wane. She leaned toward him and kissed 
him lovingly. Pulling back, her face grew pensive. Her hands 
rose and grasped his face gently. She admired it intently—
every line and crease, its tone and strength, its warmth and 
smoothness. Her examination was unabashed, free of the 
discomfort that had been haunting them for weeks.

Darcy enjoyed her silent perusal; it was a pleasure to see 
her unfettered by conflict, simply enjoying looking at him. 
After giving her a few moments, however, he questioned, 
“So, what now?”

Lizzy stood, guiding him to his feet as well. “Now, I have 
to go back on my word. I need to be serious again.”

Getting a slight nod from Darcy, Lizzy breathed deeply. 
“During the whole of our argument, one thing remained 
constant; every time I thought of the future, were it an invita-
tion to an event, a weekend where I’d have to work overtime, 
or some sort of odd change to my schedule—every time, I 
thought about you, and if it would be okay with you. I won-
dered if you’d be free for a party or upset about me working 
long hours.

“Even though I was angry and confused about us, the first 
thing that popped into my head about the future was you. 
You were always there, even if the present felt awful . . . and, 
you know, I tried to dismiss it—tried to plan things without 
assuming you’d be there—and it felt terrible. It didn’t fit.

“Fitzwilliam, I not only love you, I need you in my life. My 
feelings will never change; my need will never go away.”

Darcy bowed his head until he was touching hers. “Thank 
you. I’m glad you told me. I had been living with the possibil-
ity of you never really feeling that way. To know you never 
stopped thinking of me—of us, throughout everything, it 
means the world to me. I feel very much the same. I love you. 
I never want to think about a life without you.”

And with his last words, Darcy slowly lowered his lips to 
hers. Everything was resolved. Both knew the other’s heart 
was theirs to hold forever—no second-guessing of what they 
were expressing to each other.

Slowly drifting apart, Lizzy kept her eyes closed, savouring 
the taste of him on her lips. Darcy was the first to speak.

“We should probably head back down.”
Lizzy’s eyes popped open questioningly. Her brow creased. 

“Do we have to? It’s not exactly what I expected out of this 
moment. We are in my bedroom . . . ” Saying these words, 
Lizzy’s libido kicked in, and her seductive instincts revved 
up. Her hands drifted from his chest, down his torso and 
wound round his waist as she nuzzled into his body. “I think 
we’d accomplish way more up here.”
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As tempting as she was—and Lizzy was always tempting 
to Darcy—he grasped her hands before she tried any fur-
ther persuasions. “People will wonder where we are. It’s still 
relatively early; and Georgie expects me to drive home with 
her. I can’t just leave her alone to figure out her brother is 
upstairs getting it on with you.”

“You’re such a spoil sport,” Lizzy pouted. Darcy was never 
so happy to see that fat lower lip; it hadn’t been around for 
ages. He grinned broadly at her genuine playfulness.

“I am,” he admitted. “But maybe you could come home 
with us later?”

Lizzy shrugged her shoulders and glanced up at the ceiling, 
feigning disinterest. “We’ll see.”

“You’re such a bad actress.” Darcy tugged her hand, lead-
ing her to the door.

“Once upon a time, I believe you thought I was far too 
convincing an actress.”

Just before opening the door, he brought her to him once 
more for an intimate kiss. “I believe I did, but that was 
only when I first knew you. It has been quite some time 
since I’ve considered you one of the most genuine women of 
my acquaintance. Sometimes first impressions are horribly 
wrong.”

Chapter Twenty-three

Curious eyes noticed Lizzy and Darcy’s glowing faces 
upon their return to the festivities, several people 
glanced subtly at the re-emergence of the earlier 
dramatic couple, but much of the crowd was in full 

party mode. Whatever observations were made, were made 
discreetly.

The couple’s eyes, however, never strayed from each other. 
For the next half hour, their world was a bubble; their bod-
ies remained in contact and the rest of the party seemed as 
blurry as a car scene backdrop to a 1940s movie.

In their current state of euphoria, Lizzy managed to get 
Darcy on the floor for an actual Triple Swing, a vast leap 
from his “slow-songs-only” rule. They had no intention of 
leaving the other’s side for the night, the next week, the rest 
of their lives. Side-by-side as often as possible, Darcy’s pre-
ferred position would be Lizzy to the left of him . . .  in his 
bed, naked, often. Could Lizzy read his mind, she wouldn’t 
be opposed to such a suggestion.

With steely determination, Charlotte eventually caught 
Lizzy’s notice, and even then Lizzy inwardly debated the 
pros and cons of briefly separating from Darcy to speak with 
her. From Charlotte’s eager face, Lizzy could see her friend 
wasn’t about to give up.

“Fitzwilliam?” Lizzy’s eyes were full of guilt but the effect 
was wasted. Darcy’s eyes remained closed as they danced, 
shutting out any unnecessary distractions. “You know earlier 
this evening when I had to talk to Charlotte?”

“Mm-mm.”
“It really was important.”
“That’s good to know.”
“I think she needs me again.”
Those six words catapulted him back to reality. He glanced 

sternly at Charlotte and then back to Lizzy. “I didn’t intend 
to share you for the rest of the night.”

“I know, and I’m sure this won’t take long. I don’t want 
to leave your side either . . . ” She looked up to him pitifully 
trying to show commiseration. To brighten his mood, she 
sweetly added, “ . . . ever.”

“Ever?”
“You betcha.” She stood on her tiptoes and gave him a quick 

peck. Her perky expression made him shake his head. “You 
and me forever, Fitzwilliam, I’m sure of it.”

Delighted by her words, he nodded and released her, a 
smug expression on his face. “When you put it that way, 
I suppose I can let you loose for a few minutes. I’ll find 
something to occupy myself.” He paused for a moment and 
his eyes brightened. “In fact, I believe Charles gave me a 
couple of errands tonight that I’ve neglected. Maybe I’ll do 
them now. Take your time. It seems we have our whole life 
ahead of us.”
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They kissed a little longer than usual in the presence of 
others, but it couldn’t be helped. Their insides were far too 
mushy to care about quashing public displays of affection. 
The fever would pass and their heady reunion sentiments 
would subside; they’d become rational human beings again 
and they’d get back to being their normal private selves when 
they calmed down . . . in about a year or so.

Darcy went down the hall towards the back of the house 
while Charlotte led Lizzy to Charles’s office again. First, she 
insisted Lizzy give her the scoop on the whole “apology or ka-
raoke” threat Darcy gave onstage, and then when Lizzy tired 
of being teased, Charlotte relented and told her Richard’s 
crisis resolution.

He still hadn’t offered marriage. He explained he didn’t 
really believe it necessary; his commitment didn’t change 
because of a piece of paper. He didn’t need it sanctioned by 
anyone other than themselves.

“Lizzy, you know me. I’m not the romantic type that can 
just give up my life here for the chance of happiness on the 
other side of the world. He said the only way he would con-
sider marriage was if he was worth me taking that risk.”

“Sounds like you had some tough negotiations.”
“We did. I explained to him if I quit my job and went off 

with him and things didn’t work out, I’d be stuck in New 
Zealand, probably jobless. He saw my point, so we eventu-
ally made a deal.”

“Which is?”
“I’m going to ask for a leave of absence and we’ll see where 

we are in year. Richard said if marriage is still what I need 
and want, he’ll consider it more seriously then, but he’s not 
ready to do it at this point.”

“Do you think he’ll change his mind in a year?”
“I don’t know, but at least I know that if he doesn’t, I’m 

not stuck, and if he does, going with him will have been 
worth it.”

“A practical solution.” Lizzy paused, considering her words. 
“As much as I like Richard, I hope you’re not setting yourself 
up for disappointment. The longer you’re with him, the more 
committed you’ ll feel. If things don’t work out, it’ll take 
longer to recover. But, if you don’t take the chance, you may 
always regret it.”

“I know the pitfalls. I think a year’s reasonable,” Charlotte 
answered with her usual steady voice.

This was a daring decision for Charlotte. Lizzy was happy 
to see her friend take a risk—her whole life had been care-
fully planned—but at the same time she worried about her 
getting hurt. Richard’s position didn’t seem all that flexible, 
but perhaps she was jumping to conclusions. Charlotte had 
made up her mind, and knowing her friend, she had mea-
sured the risks.

Lizzy wondered what she’d do in a similar situation. 
Jumping into marriage so quickly wasn’t exactly reasonable, 
so she could see Richard’s point of view. They’d only been 
together a few months. Hadn’t she felt that way with Darcy? 
But if Darcy was relocating due to his job, what would she 

do? She didn’t really need to wonder. She knew she’d go any-
where for him and would be willing to take the risk without 
flinching. However, she also knew Darcy would never force 
her to make the kind of decision Charlotte now faced.

With little to add, Lizzy subtly urged Charlotte to go back 
to Richard. What a night to deal with her friend’s needs! 
Whereas earlier she was desperate to see Darcy for depress-
ing reasons, now she was starving for the touch of his skin 
and his loving whispers. She had not wanted to be separated 
for this long.

Hurrying back to the ballroom, she meticulously scanned 
the crowd only to be disappointed. Darcy had not returned 
from whatever task he had set out on. She felt ridiculous 
for feeling lonely, but she hadn’t yet settled down from the 
highs and lows of the night, and without Darcy near, her 
body tensed like a live wire.

Eventually, she glanced down the hall where she had last 
seen him. There he stood, near the French doors leading out 
to the patio where they had first kissed last summer. Catching 
her eye, Darcy nodded his head slightly, indicating to her 
to join him. She was there in a flash. She noticed their coats 
slung over the back of a nearby club chair. Confused, she 
looked up to see Darcy’s hopeful eyes as he asked, “I thought 
we could . . . maybe, go for a walk.”

Lizzy was so surprised by the request to go out in the cold 
she didn’t notice how his speech faltered slightly. She paused 
to think about it. Sensing her hesitation, Darcy explained, 

“I just want to be alone with you, and it’s not too chilly. I 
thought it might be nice.”

Bemused, Lizzy shrugged her shoulders and smiled in-
dulgently. They bundled up and Darcy guided her out to 
the patio, the location of their auspicious beginning as a 
couple.

He had been right. The night was crisp and still rather 
than cold, and while the garden path and patio were swept 
free of snow, the garden itself was dressed with a light coat 
of white, and Christmas lights twinkled on the house and 
trees throughout the backyard.

Lizzy suddenly appreciated Darcy’s spontaneity. It was 
refreshing to be outside with him in the brisk night and she 
couldn’t help but make a beeline to a certain spot on the 
patio. “I believe you were standing right here when I saved 
you.” She stood a little taller as she pointed to the spot before 
her, her face puckish from the memory.

Darcy joined her at his mark, taking her hands and grin-
ning back. “I believe you’re right. You did save me.” Bending 
down, he kissed her lightly. “Thank you.”

“You sure weren’t thanking me that night. I believe you 
were angry at being put in such a situation.”

“Foolish, wasn’t I? Why didn’t we just admit we were gon-
ers? Things would have been much simpler.”

“I wouldn’t want to have missed any of it.”
“Come on—”
“No, seriously. I mean just what happened between us, of 

course. As awful as our bumpy spots have been, I think they 
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taught us both a lot about ourselves. I don’t think I’ll ever be 
so stubborn again. I thought I knew myself better. I thought 
I was more open-minded, and now I know I truly had a lot 
to learn. Sometimes there are several reasonable ways to read 
a situation. Mine is not necessarily a better viewpoint, just 
different. That’s valuable.”

“Forever putting a positive spin on things, my dearest little 
diplomat—think of the past only as a learning experience.” 
His lips formed a mischievous, slanted smile.

A dark curl dropped onto his forehead, distracting 
Lizzy slightly, somehow teasing her more than his words. 

“Something like that,” she murmured as she rose on her toes 
to give Darcy a lingering kiss, entwining the curl in her 
fingers and gingerly putting it back in place.

Though he reciprocated the kiss, Darcy withdrew faster 
than she would have liked. Now that things were resolved, 
Lizzy was allowing her passion to flare; it warmed her insides 
on the wintry night.

Her longing, though, was temporarily stalled as Darcy 
took her hand and led her down the steps of the patio. For 
the time being, she would have to settle for an evening stroll. 
Darcy’s mind was obviously more chaste than hers. What 
a switch!

As they curved around a high cedar hedge at the entrance 
of the garden, Lizzy abruptly stopped, taking in a sharp, 
chilled breath of night air. The dusting of snow on the ev-
ergreens, the glitter of lights from the house and trees, the 
music softly echoing in the background all made for a highly 
romanticized moment, but beyond all that, the path itself was 
lined on either side with what appeared to be dozens, maybe 
even hundreds, of tiny, delicate tea lights. The candles would 
be hard pressed to stay lit on any other winter’s night, but 
the stillness of the evening allowed them to burn without 
threat of blowing out.

Scanning the walkway, Lizzy shook her head in amaze-
ment. “How could Charles predict someone would—” Lizzy 
stopped and looked up at Darcy’s face. “This wasn’t done by 
Charles, was it? This was your errand.”

With a hint of a smile, Darcy shrugged, hooked Lizzy’s 
arm in his and continued walking.

“You are a mushy, romantic fool, you know?” Lizzy glanced 
up with a perfectly delighted glint in her eyes.

“Something wrong with that?”
“It wasn’t a complaint. Very much the opposite! I’m begin-

ning to think I’m spoiled rotten to have you in my life.” Lizzy 
felt she just might burst with their renewed happiness.

“Only beginning to think it?” Darcy smirked and nudged 
her gently.

Lizzy’s mirth overflowed in giggles, but before she could 
make any kind of retort, she was again left speechless by the 
latest sight before her eyes. Darcy had led her around another 
hedge to an open air gazebo along the path. Not only was the 
circumference edged with more tea lights, but hundreds of 
them were perfectly spread across the snow-dusted grounds 
surrounding the gazebo. The effect was fairy-tale like, and 

Lizzy’s eyes unwittingly filled with tears with the knowledge 
Darcy had planned this all for her, the same night when she’d 
worried she had lost him forever.

Choking down a lump in her throat, she asked in a whisper, 
“How did you manage all of this? It’s beautiful—more than 
that, really. Magical.”

“I admit, I had a great deal of help from Charles’s staff 
and a fortuitous surplus of tea lights sitting in the kitchen 
pantry.”

Lizzy walked around the gazebo in awe, hardly hearing 
how he explained the wonder before her eyes. She couldn’t 
resist twirling around like a child, her long swing coat flaring 
out around her. With mystified eyes, she asked, “But why? 
Why go through all this effort?”

Again, Darcy simply shrugged, a slight smile on his face 
and was about to speak when something caught his attention 
to the left. “Oh.” His voice seemed disappointed.

“It’s not quite perfect, though. It looks like we missed light-
ing a tea light or two over there.” He nodded in the direction 
of the unlit candles and watched as Lizzy quickly took action, 
venturing over to remedy the problem.

“Oh, we can fix that.” She bent down and reached out to 
light one candle with another, but her arm froze in place after 
getting a good look at why there wasn’t much light—but 
somehow, plenty of sparkle. She turned to Darcy, her lips 
parted in astonishment, her eyes questioning.

Darcy took over, reaching for the item in the tiny candle 
holder and grasping it in his hand. He then helped Lizzy to 
her feet.

“I’ve been saving my third wish for my genie for quite 
awhile. I’d like to use it now.”

Lizzy’s eyes widened further. They had only just resolved 
their differences . . . he wasn’t really going to— But he had a 
ring in his hand and this whole candlelit walk . . .  It was just 
so unexpected . . . and surreal. She felt like she was watching 
the scene unfold rather than being an actual part of it.

Darcy took off her gloves and started talking. In her shock, 
she almost didn’t notice, feeling two steps behind and trying 
to catch up. “I know what you’re thinking. It’s too soon. You’re 
wondering if I’ve learned anything. Believe me, I have. But 
tonight, you said something that crushed any hesitation: when 
you thought of your future, I was always there. It wouldn’t 
feel right otherwise. I feel the same. I can’t imagine a future 
without you. I so love and admire you, Elizabeth.” He paused 
as he gently fell to one knee. His adoring eyes never strayed 
from hers, and his face was as earnest and hopeful as she’d 
ever seen. “May I have the honour of being your husband?”

He was right, of course; her thoughts were exactly what 
he mentioned. His proposal was too soon and she did won-
der if he’d learned anything through the course of their 
relationship about taking things slow or even at a regular 
pace, but above all these mental deliberations, her heart, her 
soul . . . her gut pleaded with her to say yes. Only her mind 
was wavering. Shocked and pensive, she took a little too much 
time for Darcy’s liking.
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“Lizzy, if the thought of this being too fast is stopping you, 
please know our engagement can be as long as you choose. 
We’ll be a step closer to marriage, but the final step will be 
your decision.” He paused, and still Lizzy had a slight look 
of confusion on her face. For the first time, he doubted the 
decision to ask her so soon. “Am I being too presumptuous? 
I thought we—”

“Yes. Yes! YES!” Lizzy cut him off, wrapped her arms 
soundly around his neck and kissed him hard on the lips. 
Pulling back, she held his face in her hands. She looked 
down at the man on bended knee with bright, shining eyes. 

“Would you give a girl a chance to get a word in edgewise? 
Sheesh! You’re such a chatterbox tonight!” She winked be-
fore continuing. “It is too soon, you are too pushy and you 
bet we’ll wait until we take that last step, but Fitzwilliam 
Darcy, I don’t care! You’re absolutely right. I cannot think 
of my life without you in it. I wouldn’t be happy otherwise, 
and there’s no honour in the world I’ d rather have than to 
be your wife!”

Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears as she urged Darcy to 
stand, and then barreled into him with an even fiercer hug. 
Snuggling into his chest, she gripped him tightly proclaiming, 

“I love you, oh, how I love you, Fitzwilliam.”
The happiness which this reply produced was such as he 

had probably never felt before; and Darcy murmured recipro-
cal words as he brushed his face against her sweet-smelling 
curls.

When they finally parted, Lizzy wiped her now-flowing 
tears with the back of her hands and Darcy handed her a 
handkerchief for her sniffles. Blowing her nose, her puffy eyes 
showed how mortified she was. “Do I know how to take the 
glamour out of the moment, or what? I’m such a wuss.”

Darcy grinned; a man so violently in love could see no 
fault in her reaction. “You’re emotional. I wouldn’t have it 
any other way.”

“You can’t say anything wrong tonight,” Lizzy sniffed again 
but was determined to pull herself together. Stuffing the bor-
rowed handkerchief in her pocket, she exhaled deeply and 
lifted her chin high. “There now, I’m better.”

She followed up her resolve with a dazzling grin and a 
determined flourish of her arm, sticking out her left hand, 
her fingers tickling the air, overtly hinting something was 
missing.

Darcy willingly obliged her hungry ring finger, the de-
lighted smile not having left his face since she’d uttered the 
first ‘yes’. Every word she spoke thrilled him, every action 
delighted him. She was perfect. Before he had a chance to 
express himself, a girlishly excited Lizzy piped up, “Besides, 
I had to say ‘yes’. You went and used up your last wish . . . a 
wish a genie like me couldn’t refuse.”

Sweeping her to him, Darcy quieted her silly mood with 
a decidedly sobering kiss. It was reminiscent of two nights 
prior when he had been so potent she’d felt branded. Yet 
this time, she wasn’t overwhelmed, in fact her response fed 
upon the powerful kiss from this powerful man, giving her 

strength to counter with her own passion. He pulled her in 
and she pulled him back. There was no one-upsmanship; 
they willingly fell under the other’s spell.

By the time they finished, Lizzy’s giggles had been smoth-
ered, replaced by a sensation far less trivial and far stronger, 
one that had been put on ice for several weeks and had been 
bursting her seams since they’d been in the upstairs bedroom. 
She gazed at Darcy through heavy eyelids. Every astounding 
act and gesture he’d displayed throughout the course of the 
evening had converged inside her to re-ignite a smouldering 
urge that no longer needed to be repressed.

“Fitzzzzzwilliam? I think it’s time to tell your sister you 
won’t be joining her on the journey home this evening.” There 
was no denying the commanding tone of Lizzy’s voice. There 
would be no more dilly-dallying.

Darcy nodded, amused and aroused by her determination. 
She had used that tone of voice on occasion, but never for 
such a titillating reason. He would never suspend her pleasure, 
particularly when she said his name that way. Besides, he 
had desperately wanted to stay upstairs with her earlier, but 
instead, had decided to propose. Excruciating as it had been 
to deny that earlier request, he had been certain it would be 
worth it. He was right.

Leading him up the path toward the house, a question 
shifted her resolution to immediately drag him upstairs. She 
stopped abruptly, her brow creased, glancing down at the 
ring on her finger. “How did you know you’d need this ring 
tonight? You couldn’t have guessed what would happen in 
a million years!”

Darcy looked down to his shoes with a quirky smile and 
then faced his beloved Lizzy. If this was the woman with 
whom he would spend the rest of his life, he might as well 
tell her the truth. “That was my mother’s ring. It’s been in my 
pocket whenever we’ve been together since the night you and 
Georgie attended Caroline’s shop opening. I didn’t intend to 
use it right away; it was just there if the right moment came 
along. Then, when we fought, I kept it to assure myself I 
would use it someday. I didn’t want our disagreement to take 
away my hope for the future. Carrying it around seems to 
have paid off, hasn’t it?” He grinned broadly, bringing her 
bejewelled hand to his lips.

“I was right! You are a mushy, romantic fool.”
“More like superstitious,” he said, adjusting his cuffs un-

consciously. Lizzy, attuned to his every move, spotted the 
motion. It reminded her of Charles’s comment earlier in 
the evening.

“So are you finally going to explain the real power of those 
cufflinks? I remember you being entirely too flustered about 
leaving them downstairs at Pemberley the night of the poker 
match.”

Darcy was caught slightly off guard by Lizzy’s sharp eyes. 
Though the timing was horrific, he thought it best to tell the 
whole truth even though it could put a dent in the shining 
armour in which she had dressed him that night. This was 
a special moment in their lives and he didn’t want to tarnish 
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the memory. However, he knew deflecting questions from her 
in the past had only amounted to trouble. As they reached the 
patio, he admitted it all; from his father’s explanation—sober 
and under the influence—to his own success while wearing 
them, but still, he emphasized it was Charles who had coined 
the phrase “Get Lucky” cufflinks. Obviously, the name fit.

He braced himself for one of her biting comments. She 
had been expressionless throughout his whole story. She 
would now sit on her feminist high horse and tell him how 
juvenile he and Charles were. She really didn’t have to say 
a word—hearing himself explain it aloud made him sound 
like a hormonal, pubescent boy.

Lizzy turned and reached for the French doors, never 
showing her face or speaking a word after he’d told his tale. 
His worry increased and he braced himself. Opening one 
door, she glanced over her shoulder, her eyebrows raised in 
what looked like a sure castigation. Darcy prepared to face 
the firing squad that was Lizzy’s mouth. She cleared her 
throat imperiously and Darcy took a deep breath.

“I assure you, tonight those cufflinks will live up to their 
‘Get Lucky’ moniker.”

She sashayed back into the party as Darcy was left to smile 
in relief and delight that this woman, this Lizzy, would be 
his bride.

k

After hanging up their coats, Lizzy and Darcy separated 
to give their goodbyes to their respective sisters. Lizzy was 
aware Darcy would despise any conversation with Georgie 
in which his sister could deduce anything sexual, so she left 
him to handle it alone; besides, if they divided tasks, it would 
get them in her bedroom faster.

She quickly spotted Jane and gave her a brief summary of 
events. Jane knew things had been tense between the couple 
for the past few weeks, but Lizzy’s details had been sketchy. 
Darcy apologizing on-stage certainly tipped off the whole 
party that all had not been paradise between the two. News 
of their reunion delighted Jane, but Lizzy saved the big news 
for another day. This was Jane’s night—learning of another 
engagement could wait ’til the morrow. Lizzy made her way 
to the Darcys, who were still chatting.

“I’m so happy you two have truly patched things up. Wil-
liam was just filling me in.” Georgie grasped Lizzy’s hands 
affectionately.

Lizzy held her breath at first, worried Georgie would feel 
the ring that hadn’t been there earlier, then calmed down 
enough to realize it was too little a detail for anyone to catch, 
particularly because the diamond was turned into her palm. 

“I heard you championed me a bit.”
“Heck yes! If you’d only told me what was going on from 

the beginning . . . ” Georgie didn’t need to finish her sentence 
for them to understand.

“It’s resolved now, though. That’s all that matters.” Lizzy 
tactfully avoided any rehashing of the episode and sighed 
inwardly. As right as she had felt about her view of things, her 
opinion had changed; to let Georgie chastise Darcy would 
serve no purpose.

Emotional growth notwithstanding, Lizzy had corporal 
needs that weren’t being fulfilled while chit-chatting with ‘the 
sister’. She had ants in her pants and they wanted her to go 
marching upstairs, two by two if necessary, and to stop only 
to shut the door after Darcy was safely inside. So as to ensure 
no delay, she turned to her fiancé. “Ready, Fitzwilliam?”

Darcy’s widened eyes gave her an indication things had not 
progressed to where she wanted them. His stuttering answer 
confirmed it. “Well, I . . . can you wait a—”

“You didn’t tell her you were leaving yet?”
“I was getting to it.”
Darcy looked suspiciously defensive. Georgie didn’t think 

she’d ever seen him that flustered.
“Getting to it?” Lizzy’s hands now sat squarely at her hips. 

Yes, she was blissfully happy about being engaged and hav-
ing a mutual understanding of the minds, blah, blah, blah, 
but more importantly, she was horny. “I gave you plenty of 
time.”

“Lizzy.” Darcy’s scowled dramatically and his voice was 
a deep hush.

Georgie burst into giggles. “You two are acting like an 
old married couple. Are you telling me you want to go home 
since you’ve kissed and made up?”

Lizzy turned to Georgie with a delighted grin at her use of 
words. “Not exactly. Since my things are all here, I convinced 
Darcy to stay tonight. It’s easier for me. So, we’re turning in 
now. I’m sure Quinn will see you home safely.”

“Whatever happened to your subtle diplomatic language, 
darling?” Darcy asked, hamming up the debate for his sister’s 
benefit, and also to distract her from what Lizzy was getting 
at. He needn’t have bothered as Georgie was distracted by 
someone beyond Darcy’s shoulder

“We’re amongst family.” Lizzy winked at Darcy out of 
Georgie’s view, but so as to not raise suspicion, she quickly 
added, “But since I’ve done your dirty work, I think it’s safe 
to say goodnight now?”

Hearing the word ‘goodnight’, Georgie realized she hadn’t 
been paying attention. She tried to recover and absently an-
swered, “Mmm? Oh, you’re leaving? That’s fine, uh, have a 
good night.”

Listening to her rushed parting words, Lizzy followed 
Georgie’s line of vision to the object of her distraction. Her 
mouth curled into a knowing grin, and before Darcy caught 
on to Georgie’s young, handsome preoccupation, Lizzy 
grasped his hand and tugged him away, hoping he’d assume 
her quick getaway was for their sake and not Georgie’s—not 
that his train of thought would be on the wrong track.

At the stairs, one more obstacle lay in their wake. Caroline 
sauntered unstably into the main hallway, an empty mar-
tini glass balanced precariously between her thumb and 
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middle finger. Seeing the couple soured her countenance, 
and her fingers gripped the glass much tighter than neces-
sary, testing its strength. Her spitefulness could no longer 
be suppressed.

“Darcy . . . I must say that was quite the performance you 
gave for your little Elizabeth. Perhaps you two deserve each 
other after all. An apology in front of the entire room? Where 
is your pride?”

Lizzy was about to speak up but wisely bit her tongue. 
It would be fruitless for her to lash out in Darcy’s defense 
against a woman who had no respect for her.

For years, Caroline had masked any smidgeon of ill-will 
she had felt for Darcy, always deferring to his tastes, always 
forgiving him any slight, always eager to be his sycophant 
despite its being the last thing he’d ever want. To actually 
have her question and even insult him was a refreshing 
change for Darcy. That didn’t mean he would allow it to 
go unchallenged.

“The type of pride I gave up by being onstage was worth 
losing—far easier to give up than Elizabeth would be. She 
deserved that apology. Perhaps someday you’ll understand.”

“Hmmph,” Caroline replied skeptically, sipping the non-
existent remnants of her martini, trying desperately to look 
unimpressed. “The Darcy I knew would never have done 
such a thing.”

“You’re right, but then, the Darcy you knew was never in 
love. Excuse us, we’re calling it an evening.”

The full impact of the honest put-down jabbed Caroline 
square in the stomach as she watched the couple turn and 
walk upstairs. Lizzy briefly whispered in Darcy’s ear when 
they reached the landing, whereupon Darcy chuckled and 
replied, and then kissed her softly on the cheek. They faded 
into the darkness of the upstairs hallway and Caroline could 
only feel the truth—Darcy may have answered her snarky 
questions, but she was easily forgotten by both when they 
turned away.

k

“I hope you noticed. It took a lot to keep my mouth shut 
back there.” Lizzy squeezed Darcy’s hand on the landing as 
they were walking away from the woman who had tried her 
best to spoil a perfect evening. While she was lightly joking, 
Darcy still respected the truth behind it.

“Of course I noticed. You are a fortress of restraint.” He 
winked, waggled his eyebrows and kissed her cheek. “A fabu-
lously curvaceous fortress, I might add.”

Even though it was a silly little come-on, Lizzy’s blood 
tingled; she was hell-bent on doing things her way tonight. 
She turned to him with a haughty moue as she opened the 
door. “We’ve returned to the scene of the crime.”

Darcy’s brow crinkled at the quip. “What do you mean 
crime? We worked things out in this room, quite amicably.” 

He smiled and pulled Lizzy close as he shut the door be-
hind.

Before he got a secure grip, Lizzy pulled away and swept 
her arms dramatically until they crossed against her chest. 

“This is where I was most brutally pulled away from a loving 
moment, back to a party where I had no desire to return.” 
A little huff came out of her mouth before she added, “All I 
wanted was to take you to bed.”

“While I appreciate the thought, was it really such a 
crime?” Darcy played along, confident he had the upper 
hand. “Had I not taken you downstairs again, you wouldn’t 
be engaged.”

Lizzy puckered her lips in thought for a moment and shook 
her head. “Hmmph. The end doesn’t justify the means.”

She sauntered away from him with an exaggerated sway 
to her hips and grabbed the chair Darcy had used earlier. 
Placing its back against the foot of the bed, she then brought 
him to stand in front of it and removed his black tie, explain-
ing, “So, I’m going to dole out a suitable punishment for 
the crime . . . ” She threw the tie on their bed and his jacket 
quickly followed. “ . . . as I see fit.”

With a concentrated silence, she started on the buttons 
of his shirt. The only sounds were the swish of fabric and 
the thumping beat of the band’s dance music downstairs; 
her brisk pace seemed in time with the music. Darcy tried 
to match her movements, but she brushed his hands aside. 
Soon, she had stripped an amused Darcy down to his boxer 
briefs and sat him in the chair.

“Efficient tonight, aren’t you, Miss Bennet?”
Lizzy re-crossed her arms and defiantly lifted her chin. 

“Crime doesn’t pay. Your sentence will be swift and unfor-
giving.”

“I’m ready to face the consequences.” Darcy’s comment 
wasn’t so much brave as blasé.

There was no way Lizzy would allow him to be blasé. She 
straddled Darcy’s lap, giving him a deliberate, lingering kiss, 
subtly shifting her hips and balancing the pressure of her 
thighs against him. Her body’s touch was feather-light, teas-
ing in its synchronous proximity and distance.

The teasing was short-lived; Darcy wasn’t as indifferent as 
he let on and didn’t wait for Lizzy to make the next move. 
Clutching the soft curves of her bottom, he drew her to his 
body and ground her against him to prove a slow seduction 
was unnecessary.

Through gropes and kisses, Lizzy couldn’t help her giggles. 
Touching her nose to his, she rolled her eyes. “Patience will 
never be your strong suit.”

“Mm-mm,” Darcy mumbled before dipping into the hol-
low of her neck.

However, Lizzy was not to be derailed. To his disappoint-
ment and surprise, she stood up, and began to unbutton her 
dress, stopping just below her chest, leaving a lovely, but 
ultimately unsatisfying, view for her audience. Lifting a leg 
beside him, she balanced her d’Orsay pump on the footboard 
of the bed. Gravity slipped her dress up her thigh revealing 



209

the top of a stocking, held in place by a garter, screaming 
to be unsnapped.

Darcy slowly and reverently pressed his cheek and hand to 
either side of her calf and caressed her leg upwards. His teeth 
nipped at the garter but didn’t stop long as he was interested 
in nuzzling in a more desirable locale.

A little taken aback, a determined Lizzy backed away again. 
She didn’t want him to seduce her. She wanted to thrill him, 
with proper foreplay to boot. She placed a high heel on one 
of his knees before he lunged at her. “Stay.”

That brief command was followed by another. “Lift.”
Removing her leg, she reached for the elastic band of his 

boxers and he obeyed, but not without clutching the sides 
of her chest and plunging his tongue into her exposed cleav-
age.

Though his action sliced razor sharp pangs of excitement 
down her body, Lizzy broke free and casually tossed aside his 
boxers. She then lowered her mouth to his erection, licking 
him teasingly, glancing up momentarily to catch the mix of 
bliss and strain on his face. She then rose, swaying her hips to 
the music, and deftly unbuttoned the rest of her dress, letting 
it fall to the floor. Darcy had a front row view exhibiting one 
of man’s greatest sexual fantasies. Her corset, stockings and 
barely-there panties sculpted Lizzy’s body into a provocative 
work of art, and Darcy eyed the details like a true connoisseur 
with the masterpiece of his dreams.

But this was performance art at its finest, so the barely-
there panties were soon no longer there, and reality out-
stripped the fantasy a hundredfold. Lizzy slowly brought her 
hands to her breasts, cupping and stroking them sensuously 
through the lace of her bra, her nipples tightening through 
her own touch and Darcy’s penetrating stare. She was taut 
and needy, watching him watch her. She could tell by the 
stare he was ravenous, a caged animal who could see and 
smell his prey. His cage, however, was her simple request 
that he stay still, a request he had respected despite her tan-
talizing actions. She loved and wanted him for it all the 
more. Her own eyes blazed right back as she continued her 
enticement, one hand daring to slip down her body to rest 
between her legs.

Darcy’s body visibly twitched as his eyes followed her hand. 
He licked his lips and drew a sharp breath; his hands gripped 
the chair as he tried to comply with Lizzy’s wish for him to 
stay in place. It was getting rather difficult, excruciatingly so. 
Here was his Lizzy at her boldest, her raw sexuality driving 
him wild, a Lizzy who would not have dared act this way 
two months prior, but now . . . now with him, she was open, 
trusting . . . and naughty. Watching her this way was too 
much, but before he could react, she was above him, her legs 
spread at his lap, her cleavage in his face and her hands braced 
on his shoulders. She swiftly sank down onto him.

While Darcy was physically prepared for her sudden del-
uge—he had been at attention for several minutes—based on 
her lead-up, his mind had expected a slower approach. The 
effect could have been a catastrophe. He had barely touched 

her; foreplay hadn’t really been initiated except by Lizzy to 
provoke him. To be inside her so suddenly, after watching 
her strip and touch herself, was a shock to his system. And 
lord, she was so slick, so ready with no real assistance from 
him! That alone had him crazed. He composed himself with 
an incredible amount of self-discipline, but the battle was 
almost futile as she was already writhing atop him, her moans 
echoing in his ear, her body pulsing against his. For her and 
only her, he conquered his body’s desire before taking an 
equal part in their encounter.

While Lizzy’s intention was to fulfill his every sexual whim, 
somewhere along the way she had become oblivious to all 
but her desires. Feeling his sweat and bare skin against hers 
again, and having him inside her so completely, she wasn’t 
quite attuned to the subtleties of Darcy’s mental state. While 
what was happening physically was cast permanently into 
her memory, deeper thoughts were scarce and her surround-
ings and the party below were forgotten. Her own physical 
reactions monopolized her body and mind.

Rocking against him, she had even forgotten he could now 
explore her body. She was reminded most pleasantly when 
she felt his hands slide off her shoulders and over her chest, 
lowering the cups of her corset bra. She arched her back in 
response. Instinctively, his hand was at her back for support, 
and without hesitation, he engulfed an aroused nipple into 
his mouth, sucking deeply. It was exactly what she had craved 
and she let out a groan of approval as she stretched backwards, 
relishing every single millimetre of their connection.

Completely carried away with her own satisfaction, her 
feet made their way to the footboard for support, her arms 
wrapped around his shoulders and her hands clutched his 
back urgently, holding her in place as her hips gyrated. The 
thin soles of her heels were precariously pressed against wood-
en slats, and had she been in a less aroused state, she would 
have worried about damage to either her shoes or the bed. 
However, her mind and reflexes were smothered in the steam 
of sex, and responsible body positions were not a priority.

Lizzy had planned to prolong their lovemaking to give 
Darcy ultimate satisfaction. She had wanted their experience 
to steadily mount until they peaked in the blissful simulta-
neousness of a newly engaged couple. However, while she 
rode him hard and fast, while she felt his lips everywhere and 
while she watched beads of perspiration form on his forehead, 
her excitement spiked much quicker than expected. Still, she 
could have held out a little longer had Darcy not leaned 
into her ear and whispered something surprisingly . . . shock-
ingly . . . dirty.

Mercy, that sent her spiralling out of control. Such a com-
ment may have been unexpected, but certainly not unwel-
come. Sexy sentiments swirled in her ear, and she seemed to 
lose all aural capabilities but for his dark, rough words. Eyes 
closed, she slammed against him with increased vigour, and 
the pulsing rush of her blood joined the inner riot, drowning 
out everything else. All was overtaken by the white heat of her 
orgasm, echoing through her body and superseding all other 
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sounds like the crescendo of some bombastic symphony. Had 
anyone asked, she could almost swear she heard the cracking 
of thunder to match the lightning bolt inside her.

In the midst of one of the best damn orgasms of her life, 
she was suddenly on her back on the floor with Darcy on 
top, thrusting hard. At least he had the decency to cushion 
her landing with his arm. She was still reeling; aftershocks 
humming through her body, but she wasn’t one to let him 
just ‘finish up’. Feeling him catch up took over and Lizzy’s 
hips rose as he bore down; she clenched tighter as she felt 
him draw closer. It wasn’t long before she heard, and felt, and 
watched, a final, groan—no, closer to a growl.

Soon, they were breathing at a measured pace, trying to re-
gain the ability to speak coherently. Darcy lay on top of Lizzy 
lightly, having learned from their first time together, and his 
breath was tickling her ear. She laughed lightly, moved away 
and opened her eyes. Her eyes popped when she saw what 
was left in their wake.

“We broke the chair!” Lizzy’s face was as shocked as her 
exclamation. “So that was the noise!”

Darcy, on the other hand, chuckled. “You’re just realizing 
this are you?”

Lizzy covered her face with her hands and cringed. Peeking 
between her fingers, she admitted quietly, “You’re not going 
to believe this, but I thought the sound of the chair cracking 
was actually a part of my orgasm. I had no clue we broke it.”

While Lizzy slid her hands down her face and rolled her 
eyes at her own dramatic imagery, Darcy let out a rare, deep 
belly-laugh “I didn’t know orgasms made their own sounds. 
I’ll listen for it next time . . . but my darling Lizzy, I must 
correct one thing. We didn’t break the chair, you did. I was 
just along for the ride,” he paused and smirked, “and I got 
us both off just in time.”

Lizzy waggled her eyebrows. “You certainly did.”
Her mood turned on a dime, however. She grew serious, 

averted her eyes and proceeded a wee bit hesitantly. “I . . . I 
guess I was a bit frantic.”

“Frantic?” Darcy wasn’t going to let another bout of bash-
fulness stop him from teasing her. “You were more like a 
rogue wave overtaking forty feet of solid rock!”

“Forty feet of solid rock? My, don’t we think a lot of our 
equipment.”

“No, no, my dear, you are not going to shift the spotlight 
onto my . . . ego. You broke the chair; you’re going to have 
to admit you’re a wild, wanton woman.”

Lizzy’s face pursed defensively. “It’s you who made me that 
way. It’s not every day a girl gets that whispered in her ear!”

Darcy would not budge. “You were well on your way to 
wantonness before those words ever passed my lips.”

“You’re . . . absolutely right. But it helped!” Lizzy smiled 
sheepishly. “I have a confession to make.” She glanced down, 
and looked as shy as possible for a woman post-coitus. “I 
came upstairs with a slow seduction in mind. Your bedroom 
methods always make me melt, but the truth is, you smile in 
my direction across a crowded room and my panties drop of 

their own volition. You don’t need to wow me every time we 
close the bedroom door. I thought I’d take a turn at wear-
ing you down for a change. The speed at which we resolved 
things shows how much control I have when it comes to you. 
I wanted to be slower; I wanted it to last longer, but I just 
couldn’t. You see what you do to me?”

Such an admission brought a broad, hot-shot grin to the 
man looking down at her. He soaked up her words like a 
sponge and his body shook with a quiet laugh. “If I’d only 
known, I would have let you do all the work a long time 
ago.”

“Don’t even joke about that! It’s too late, anyway. You’ve 
spoiled me with your expertise.” Lizzy glanced down, 

“ . . . and your forty feet of solid rock.”
Darcy countered with a kiss that kept getting interrupted 

by giggles and smiles. When he spoke again, he lifted his torso 
and gave Lizzy’s body the once-over. “I must say, I quite en-
joyed your version of seduction. You certainly planned well.”

Lizzy feigned ignorance, batting her eyelashes. “Whatever 
do you mean?”

“Do you usually wear such unmentionables to family 
functions? If so, I want to go to more of them. Panties over 
your garters, no less. Such easy access.” He paused to lightly 
brush away a wisp of hair that had fallen over her cheek. 

“Or perhaps you were more confident about me than you 
admitted?”

“Not confident, just determined . . . and prepared. Don’t I 
always come prepared?”

Darcy nodded in approval. “You do, indeed. Have I men-
tioned I’m a lucky man?”

“Well, relatively lucky man, I really didn’t want to be the 
one to . . . achieve satisfaction first. I wanted to draw things 
out a bit, make it a bit more memorable for our first time as 
an engaged couple.” Lizzy’s face showed chagrin at what she 
saw as a slight failure.

Darcy momentarily thought about stretching out her guilt, 
but decided it would be ungentlemanly—given the circum-
stances. However, he did begin his reply with a deliberately 
somber voice. “Here’s an opportunity to show where we see 
things differently, yet I’m sure we’ll move on faster with this 
disagreement than with the last.

“You think you’ve failed me in some way by not prolong-
ing things. Now here’s my version. We haven’t had sex for 
weeks. You take me to your room, you strip and tease just 
long enough—two seconds more, Lizzy, and you would have 
been on your back on the floor from the start. You’re my little 
fetish come to life in your stockings and heels. But before 
I can get to you, you’re on me so hard you break the chair! 
If we were fast, it was only because we were both ready and 
you were damn sexy and . . . a little bit kinky.” He smiled at 
the memory. “I’m a man! Does that sound like disappointing 
sex for a man?”

Squeezing her eyes and lips, Lizzy had withheld her laugh-
ter until Darcy had finished. “I’m an idiot,” she managed to 
choke out between giggles.
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“No, you’re a mushy, romantic fool, somewhat like that 
guy who proposed to you. We have plenty of time tonight 
to take things a little slower. I’m just happy we had great 
make-up sex.” Darcy smirked and nodded his head, as if 
agreeing with himself.

“Yes, yes, we did.” She smiled but then shifted a little. 
Having been on the floor for this entire conversation, Lizzy 
was ready to be vertical again, but ever the polite house guest, 
she wanted to avoid creating any other damage. “Hmm . . . we 
should roll over onto the hardwood rather than just getting 
up off this rug.”

“Why?”
Lizzy couldn’t believe Darcy was that dense. She hadn’t 

thought she needed to spell it out for him. “I just don’t want 
to leave any of . . . us . . . on the carpet.”

Darcy obliged, rolling them so that his back was on the 
cold hardwood floor. Her mind still back on the rug, Lizzy 
promptly forgot how uncomfortable the floor was and kept 
talking. “I mean, it would be embarrassing if they found 
something like that.”

Now Darcy was confounded by her. “Lizzy, you just broke 
Charles’s chair. Don’t you think they’ll figure out what’s 
been going on?”

Lizzy opened her mouth to speak, shut it, then opened 
it again before anything came out. “They wouldn’t . . . I 
mean . . . it’s not obvious how the chair cracked,” she sput-
tered indignantly. “There are any number of ways it could 
have ended up like that.”

She rose to her feet and thought for a moment, adjusting 
the bra of her corset to cover her exposed breasts, rather 
pointless considering she had no panties on. Darcy remained 
on the floor, amused by his fiancée’s attitude and taking 
considerable pleasure in the unique view.

“We could . . . we could . . . tell them you sat on it too hard.” 
Her eyes were expectant of his agreement.

“I am not taking responsibility for your aggressive nature,” 
Darcy insisted, folding his arms behind his head and watch-
ing her eager look deflate. Her practical but demure attitude 
amused him and the view was still appealing, so extending 
the conversation was to his advantage.

“Fine. We could say I sat on the chair too hard,” Lizzy 
huffed, walking over to the en suite bathroom to freshen 
up.

While Darcy enjoyed watching her derriere wiggle as she 
walked away, her departure finally got him to his feet. She 
needed to be told the hard reality even if it upset her sensibili-
ties. “Lizzy, I’m staying the night with you. Charles is aware 
we’ve had some problems. He saw my apology tonight, and 
he’s already remarked on the cufflinks. Tomorrow, when I 
leave, I’ll be wearing the same clothes I arrived in. He also 
knows our relationship is rather combustible at times. He’ll 
know what went on.”

After a minute of silence but for running water, Lizzy 
returned and put her hands to her hips completely forget-
ting her get-up. While the woman before him stood in a 

corset, stockings, high heels, diamonds and no panties, her 
face was all business. She closed her eyes, brooding about 
her ideas being shot down, and when they re-opened, her 
expression had switched from business woman to a teenage 
girl caught red-handed. “You’re right. He’s going to know 
and so is Jane. This is so embarrassing, and I’ll have to buy 
him a new chair!”

“I’m just glad we’re here and not at my place after all.” 
Darcy licked his lips, ready for more reconciliation.

Lizzy was oblivious to his train of thought. She was 
all about the chair. “What do you mean? If we’d been at 
Pemberley, no one would be the wiser.”

“But then it would have been one of my chairs.” He grinned 
and began to swagger towards her, a torrid look in his eyes, 
watching his barely dressed fiancée in thoughtful contem-
plation.

“Oh, you.” She bit her lower lip and hardly glanced at 
him, a million miles away pondering how she was going to 
apologize to Charles.

It was all too much for Darcy to take seriously. With a 
slightly wicked chuckle, he suddenly swooped in, picked 
her up and tumbled onto the bed with her underneath. 
Distracted and a little obtuse, Lizzy felt completely blind-
sided. “Wh-what are you doing?”

“If the chair is already broken, the jig is up. I just thought 
we’d try and do the same thing to the bed.”

Given the options, Lizzy took little time to come round to 
his way of thinking. They gave their best efforts to replicate 
the splintering occurrence throughout the night and early 
morning, much to their mutual satisfaction.
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Chapter Twenty-four

 D espite the diligence of the two occupants, 
Charles Bingley’s guestroom bed suffered no 
lasting damage. It certainly received a hearty 
work-out but proved to be of sturdier construc-

tion than the Chippendale desk chair.
Darcy was somewhat disappointed with this result—Lizzy 

somewhat relieved. She braced herself, expecting sly remarks 
from Charles or Jane during the following days. Surprisingly, 
nary a word was uttered about broken antique chairs but for 
Lizzy’s own note of apology to Charles, assuring him a replace-
ment would be ordered. Charles told them both replacement 
wasn’t necessary, but Darcy insisted they would take care of it.

By Christmas Day, Lizzy was confident any reference to 
the event would be passé. Decadent presents were newer, 
brighter topics of conversation as were New Year’s Eve plans. 
The chair proved a distant memory to a thankful Lizzy.

Boxing Day brought a fresh, new worry. The Bennets—all 
of them—were landing at Pemberley for the first time. Darcy 
had arranged for a family dinner to thank Mrs. Bennet for 
her hospitality over Christmas Eve and Day. She really had 
outdone herself, and Darcy liked to give credit when due. 
Fanny Bennet nearly burst at the seams when she rushed 
through the over-sized oak doors of Pemberley. Admirably, 
she kept from pumping her fists and running a victory lap 
when she gazed upon what was soon to be the home of her 
own flesh and blood.

Lizzy watched her mother’s beady eyes dart about as she 
appraised the entry hall and peeked glimpses of other rooms 
through open doorways. While mortified, she correctly de-
duced no one else was scrutinizing Mrs. Bennet so carefully. 
She knew full well her mother would be expecting a tour of 
every intimate nook and private cranny.

True to Lizzy’s suspicions, before Darcy had even man-
aged to offer everyone refreshments in the Drawing Room, 
Mrs. Bennet tried her best at subtlety. “From the little I’ve 
seen so far, your home is lovely, Darcy.” She looked at him 
in expectation but then thought better of it. She wasn’t yet 
at ease with her future son-in-law—and suspected she never 
would be—so she turned to his much younger sister, figur-
ing she was more amenable. “Georgie, you must miss being 
away from such a grand family home.” She then scanned the 
room and even craned her neck a little to glance through a 
doorway out of the room.

Having spent the past two days in Mrs. Bennet’s company 
and having had a conversation or two with Lizzy about her 
dear mother, Fanny’s hints were crystal clear to Georgie, who 
was also certain Darcy would never lead a tour of his home, 
particularly not for the lady in question. However, to the 
delight of Mrs. Bennet, Georgie enjoyed showing people her 
home and suggested she lead her around a few rooms.

Funnily enough, they remained close even upon their 
return. An odd couple to be sure, but Georgie seemed to 
genuinely enjoy Mrs. Bennet’s antics—then again, Georgie 
wasn’t aware she was meeting Lizzy’s mother at possibly the 
happiest and most relaxed moment of her life. Her two eldest 
daughters had hit the marriage jackpot, which would likely 
lead to a better class of men for her remaining daughters. No 
need for her and her husband to tighten their purse strings for 
their senior years; they could now plan a bustling retirement 
life full of travel, good food and entertainment.

She had not yet begun to worry about possible delays in 
weddings or troubles in paradise, as the engagements were 
fresh and the couples too much in love. She, quite literally, 
luxuriated in the moment—her mood, jovial and engaging. 
This wasn’t a Boxing Day dinner at the Longs’ or Lucases’; 
she was with Georgiana Darcy, and as such, she tried to 
maintain a sense of dignity in her conversation.

What Georgie encountered was a lively, cheerful woman 
who enjoyed laughing and loved to chat. In fact, she could 
see much of where Lizzy got her happy nature. Mrs. Bennet 
wasn’t the least bit intimidating and managed to have a moth-
erly quality that was quite endearing. Georgie’s heart was 
soft enough to want to steal a little bit of that away for the 
evening, particularly because of the memories the holiday 
season stirred.

Across the room, Lizzy was amused by the pairing. Her 
mother’s aura of inspection had disappeared—she wasn’t 
scoping out the carved details of the fireplace or the signature 
on a prominently displayed painting—she was animated as 
she talked to Georgie, but still polite. Lizzy was pleasantly 
surprised and perhaps a tad proud of her mother’s newfound 
level of propriety. She turned away to give her full attention 
to her dashing fiancé.

“LIZZY!” Fanny Bennet’s perplexed voice stopped all con-
versation in the room. “Since when have you developed such 
a fondness for antique chairs?”

Her daughter nearly choked while sipping on her wine. 
“Wha-what?”

Eyes as fearful as a deer’s in headlights, Lizzy wasn’t even 
sure what her mother had asked except for something about 
‘fondness’ and ‘antique chairs’. How could her mother have 
found out? Her eyes flickered toward Georgie in understand-
ing, and then up to Darcy with an I TOLD YOU SO glare.

“Antique chairs,” Mrs. Bennet continued. “A Chippendale. 
Georgie told me Darcy gave you another Christmas gift after 
leaving our place last night. She said you told her you have 
some sort of fascination with them. I had no idea. Is this 
something new?”

Mrs. Bennet seemed affronted her daughter had kept this 
new love affair with chairs a secret from her but not from 
Georgie. In the meantime, Lizzy recognized a snort from 
behind her—a Charles Bingley snort—and she swore she 
heard a ‘shush’ from Jane. She was ready to sink into the floor, 
but she knew her mother would not let a subject like this rest. 
Fanny needed some kind of answer, so with as much dignity 



213

as she could muster, Lizzy repeated the story she had given 
to Georgie the night prior.

“I-I became interested in antique chairs when I started 
spending more time at Pemberley. Some people admire vases, 
I noticed the chairs. Darcy was so kind,” she gave him a 
hatchet slice of a glance, “as to notice my interest.”

Mrs. Bennet turned to Darcy and continued her inter-
rogation. “Why didn’t you give it to her with all the other 
gifts?”

Darcy didn’t miss a beat. “The chair was too large for 
me to bring to your home without tipping off Elizabeth. I 
only took possession of it on Christmas Eve. It just wasn’t 
practical.”

Mrs. Bennet looked perturbed. “Well, where is it? I’d like 
to see it.”

“You can’t!” Lizzy blurted without thinking.
“What do you mean, I can’t?”
Lizzy’s skin was already pink but her next admission gave 

her a hue close to a cooked lobster. “It’s in Darcy’s private 
suite.”

“What’s it doing there?” Mrs. Bennet had retired her polite 
Drawing Room voice and returned to her usual shrill pitch, 
bringing a neighbourhood dog or two to attention.

Darcy decided to give Lizzy some breathing room. “That’s 
where it looks best.”

“Why would you want to hide it there? No one will see it!” 
Mrs. Bennet couldn’t understand Lizzy hiding her new gift 
away. Why wouldn’t she show it off to everyone? Of course, 
a chair wasn’t exactly like a diamond or sapphire on the gift 
meter, but it was antique.

“Perhaps it’ll be used most in Darcy’s suite,” Charles piped 
in, delighted by the conversation. With that comment, Jane 
lost out on her attempt to scold him, and instead choked 
down a giggle.

Lizzy wanted the matter closed. She hoped the kitchen 
was ready with dinner. She had intended for it to be served 
in about a quarter hour, but there was no eloquent way to 
work out of this discussion. “Mom, I love my gift but I’ll 
show you some other time. It’s not really convenient for me 
to get it right now especially since dinner is ready. Why don’t 
we go to the dining room?”

Lizzy grabbed hold of Darcy’s suit jacket, keeping him 
behind to say her piece. “You see! I told you it was a risky 
little gift, and here I thought you were a private person!”

“I never intended for Georgie to walk in on us when I was 
giving it to you. There was no harm done tonight, though.”

“No harm?” Lizzy’s face was incredulous. “To you, maybe 
not, but I was dying of embarrassment. Did you hear Charles? 
And Mom kept going on and on.”

“No one is the wiser. Charles and Jane already knew, and if 
we can’t trust them to keep a secret, who can we trust? Your 
mother and my sister still see your interest as purely innocent 
and the others weren’t really paying attention.”

“You hardly helped me at all.”
“I did a bit, but you were doing fine on your own.”

“You . . . YOU! You enjoyed all this! You liked to see me 
squirm! How did you know I wouldn’t tell them the gift was 
more of a joke than any interest on my part?”

“I knew perfectly well you’d never say a word. You’re a 
discreet woman. Besides, how would you explain what I was 
doing without admitting it was all about you breaking a chair 
during sex? Oh, and I do like to see you squirm. What do 
you think I bought the chair for?”

Darcy walked ahead of her and paused at the dining 
room entrance, his hand outstretched to guide her inside 
first. She looked up at his smug grin and dancing eyes and 
really wanted to be angry, really and truly . . . but it wasn’t 
in her power. She shook her head and laughed.

She remembered how she’d once described him to 
Charlotte as a ‘stuffed shirt’. Trying to imagine him months 
ago being amused by such a private joke that skirted so close 
to the public line would have been impossible. While she 
didn’t like being the bug caught under the magnifying glass, 
he had ensured she’d only been singed enough to blush. He 
knew how to tease, and she knew it had been her influence. 
It looked good on him.

k

Under the glow of constant adoration from Darcy, it took 
just over a week for Lizzy to set a date for their wedding. 
After a delightful New Year’s Eve kiss, she suggested they 
marry a year to the day they got engaged. It was a proper 
length of time for an engagement and also far enough away 
from Jane and Charles’s June wedding to ensure no breach of 
etiquette. Lizzy’s vision was slightly clouded by the romantic 
nature of Darcy’s proposal on a perfect winter’s night—she 
envisioned the same for her wedding night, including, per-
haps, an outdoor evening ceremony. The reality of an Ottawa 
winter had not yet entered Lizzy’s picture-perfect fantasies. 
The likelihood of a repeat weather performance was highly 
suspect, but Lizzy had set her heart on that date, and Darcy 
promptly agreed.

Whether it was sooner than Darcy imagined or a far longer 
wait, Lizzy could never tell. He had offered no opinion either 
way, just joy in her decision. When Lizzy expressed her girl-
hood dream of a formal, relatively large wedding celebration, 
Darcy agreed again, which surprised her a little. However, 
after speaking with Mrs. Reynolds regarding engagement 
party plans, she learned most Darcy weddings had been 
grand affairs and his agreement made sense.

With her experience organizing official functions with 
strict rules of protocol, planning her own wedding into such 
a prominent family should have been a snap, but work func-
tions had never been hindered by the colossal and constant 
interference of Mrs. Frances Bennet.

Lizzy had incorrectly assumed Fanny would remain fo-
cussed on Jane’s wedding; she thought she’d have months to 
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prepare before her dear mother provided assistance. At that 
point, help could easily be dismissed since the work would 
be done. Her mother proved craftier. Now that Lizzy was 
marrying the Mr. Darcy, Jane’s wedding was second-fiddle.

Thankfully, Lizzy and Darcy’s engagement party was at his 
home so Fanny couldn’t sink her elbows into that endeavour, 
but the wedding reception was to be held at the Château 
Laurier Hotel. Fanny had soon made several visits to the 
wedding coordinator as well as the director of catering and 
the executive chef. She was pestering Lizzy to make a decision 
on her gown and expected to attend consultations with the 
designer. She had already made numerous style suggestions 
in order to hide Lizzy’s figure flaws and she had flatly told 
Lizzy to lose a few pounds. The latest demand was that they 
hire the florist of her choice, since she was an expert gardener 
and knew best. Fanny’s attempts to control every minute 
detail were driving Lizzy batty.

It wasn’t that Lizzy let her mother walk all over her, quite 
the opposite. She fought her every step of the way, but it was 
of no use. She wanted to have fun planning her wedding 
but she didn’t want to lose her mother, so her diplomatic 
training was stretched to its breaking point. She tried, she 
really did try to keep her mother under control and remain 
her happy-go-lucky self, but to no avail.

She did succeed in keeping her mother’s badgering away 
from Darcy as long as possible, even after Jane had urged 
her to open up to him. She wanted to shield him from some-
thing to which he was unaccustomed. She had dealt with 
her mother’s interference all her life; no need to submit the 
man she loved to it. However, one Friday evening in early 
March, as she and Darcy cuddled in front of their bedroom 
fireplace, Lizzy finally allowed some of her frustrations to 
leak out, controlling the release as tightly as a pin prick in 
a balloon.

She may have been too controlled. While Darcy was sym-
pathetic, he offered no practical solutions. He admitted he’d 
never had to deal with a controlling family member and if 
he had, he probably would have ended the relationship after 
such behaviour. He would simply give an ultimatum and 
adhere to it. He understood that wouldn’t be possible with 
Lizzy and her mother, but she could put her foot down in an 
attempt to end her mother’s controlling behaviour.

Darcy didn’t seem to understand Lizzy had put her foot 
down, several times, and her mother pointedly side-stepped 
it and went behind her back. Short of having her deemed 
persona non grata at the Château Laurier, Lizzy didn’t know 
how she could stop her. She bit her tongue. She felt she’d 
shared enough for Darcy to recognize her predicament and 
he reacted enough to show he didn’t really want to get in-
volved as a third party in their argument. The only part that 
confused her was this was his wedding, too.

She continued to relay all these stresses to Jane regularly.
“Lizzy, I really feel for you. Mom seems to trust my judg-

ment a lot more than yours, which is ridiculous.”
“Mom’s ridiculous.” Lizzy crossed her arms in frustration.

Jane chuckled softly. “You sound like a teenager.”
“She’s treating me like a child! Darcy doesn’t really want 

to get involved. He figures it’s a mother/daughter power 
struggle.”

“Well, it is.”
“But it shouldn’t be! Our wedding is not hers to run, it’s 

mine and Darcy’s. I’m at my wit’s end, I’m breaking out, I’m 
getting headaches and I have given her ultimatums, but she’s 
unrepentant. You already know how seriously I would con-
sider eloping if Darcy offered. I don’t want this to completely 
ruin my relationship with Mom; I can’t kick her out of my 
life. I do love her and I will manage, but she’s making what 
should be a happy experience into a pain in the ass.”

Jane sighed in sympathy, nodding to acknowledge her sis-
ter’s frustrations, and then her face brightened. “Why don’t 
you and I go for a weekend at the Château Montebello? 
We’ll charge it to the boys as our bill for organizing the 
weddings,” Jane giggled. “We’ll relax, take a break from our 
planning—how about the weekend before your engagement 
party? Would that be awkward or helpful?”

“Helpful! The engagement party planning has been a 
breeze. Mom wouldn’t dare interfere at Pemberley. There’s 
really nothing more to do but show up. So the weekend 
before? A spa weekend? Perfect!”

It did wonders. Lizzy reiterated her frustrations for the first 
hour or so, and Jane, once again, calmly listened to them 
all. The complaints slowly faded, however, while the women 
luxuriated in mud baths, massages, facials and manicures. 
The only downer for Lizzy was that Darcy would be away 
for the entire week once she returned—she’d even miss his 
departure from Ottawa as he decided to leave early Sunday 
afternoon to meet a business acquaintance in New York for 
a hockey game.

He had told her of his week away rather suddenly, only 
the Thursday before but insisted she keep her weekend plans 
intact. This could be seen as considerate, but the bride-to-
be had felt a little neglected as of late. He rarely mentioned 
the wedding plans and never brought up the subject of her 
mother after their one conversation. His work schedule had 
elevated a notch or two, and he seemed like a ghost who ar-
rived in her bed late at night, only to disappear rather quickly 
in the morning.

She hadn’t voiced any of these feelings; she knew there 
would always be hectic times in both of their professions. 
While she felt her job was important, in the big scheme of 
things Darcy’s responsibilities were significantly heavier, and 
relevant to a greater number of people. It was something they 
would have to manage as a married couple, and she saw this 
as a taste of her future reality. She was being a lovesick fiancée 
who wanted all of her lover’s time; so as the weekend with 
Jane progressed, she let the matter melt away as quickly as 
an ice cube in a steam room.

While in New York and later Toronto, Darcy seemed to 
sense Lizzy’s feelings and was diligent in contacting her, 
not to mention ensuring a gorgeous arrangement of mixed 
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spring flowers greeted her when she entered their bedroom at 
home—she finally felt it was their bedroom and their home. 
The gestures went a long way in calming Lizzy’s romantic 
soul.

He assured her he always had his cell phone nearby should 
she need to call; she only needed to do that once. She called 
his usual Toronto hotel on a Wednesday afternoon to order 
his favourite bottle of wine along with a cheese plate for his 
room. She was informed he had no reservation so she called 
his cell, worried she’d gotten something mixed up. He had 
neglected to inform her he’d been dissatisfied with the hotel’s 
service the last two times he’d been there and had decided to 
try another. Lizzy was relieved, but again, a bit disappointed 
he hadn’t mentioned it. She wondered if it was silly to feel so 
slighted by such insignificant details.

Halfway through her work day on Friday before the en-
gagement party, she mentally noted Darcy was back in town. 
An hour passed before she got a call.

“I’m back!”
Hearing his voice and knowing he was calling from his 

office rather than some hotel room made Lizzy’s heart go 
pitter-patter.

“It’s been hell, you know.”
“I really didn’t want it to be like this, but it couldn’t be 

changed.”
“I know, duty calls, but do you think you can sneak out a little 

early?” Lizzy lowered her voice to a seductive whisper. “Maybe 
for a nooner?” She giggled at her own lurid suggestion.

The voice on the other end didn’t have the same playful 
intonation. “I can’t. I still have some important details to 
finish up here. I won’t be home early.”

Lizzy could swear she heard some tension in his voice. 
He’s probably tired of all this work and is anxious to get home, 
and here I am, teasing him. She tried to keep it relaxed. “I 
understand. We’ll make up for lost time this weekend. I’ll 
let you go so you can get things done.”

“Thank you. You’re one in a million.”
“Only a million?”
“Shame on me, undervaluing you . . . a billion . . . no six 

billion.”
“That’s better.”
Though the call ended playfully, Lizzy sat at her desk with 

a big ball of angst in her stomach and the start of a stress 
headache. The ball sat there festering, threatening to bubble 
over as she relived the past few weeks in her mind. She’d 
been disappointed in his lack of response on her mother is-
sues, he’d been insanely busy to the point it felt like he was 
avoiding her, and now, he couldn’t see her any earlier than 
normal, despite their having been apart for a week!

Stop! she argued with herself. I purposely toned down my 
mother’s interference and how much it bothered me and he’s a 
busy man who owns a large, successful company.

Her mind’s competing sides felt like a tennis match, taking 
turns to smack the ball churning in her stomach. She wanted 
to be reasonable, but she missed him.

Before the threatening headache truly latched on, she de-
cided to take charge. Within a half-hour, she was at Pemberley, 
intent on seducing her man upon his arrival home. She knew 
she had to talk to him, but another possibility for his slight 
withdrawal may have had to do with her own negligence. 
With all the stresses she’d been facing, she probably hadn’t 
been an engaging partner either. She would show him how 
attentive she could be, mending the error of her ways in a 
seamlessly sensual manner.

Should it be the genie costume or should I wait for him on the 
bed with nothing but the tie I snagged from him the night of the 
auction? This important decision put a much-needed smile 
on her face and she truly began to relax. She had decided on 
the genie costume when she was interrupted by a flustered 
Mrs. Reynolds rushing towards her.

“What are you doing here?” the housekeeper asked blunt-
ly.

“I’ve been living here for a couple of months. Haven’t you 
noticed?” Lizzy replied with a joking smile, having eschewed 
her worries as she looked forward to the evening.

“Mr. Darcy isn’t home yet. You’re supposed to be working.” 
Mrs. Reynolds voice seemed agitated—unlike the usually 
unflappable woman; perhaps tomorrow’s engagement party 
was worrying her.

“I’m just home early. I thought I’d get a few things ready 
for Darcy’s homecoming,” she added unnecessarily, feeling 
like a student who had to explain herself for cutting class.

“I see.” Mrs. Reynolds eyes looked to one side as if calcu-
lating an idea. Lizzy made a move toward the stairs and the 
housekeeper spoke up hastily. “Since you’re here, would you 
mind going over everything for the party tomorrow night? 
You can come in the kitchen.”

Lizzy gave her a quizzical glance. “Have any new problems 
come up?”

“Well—uh, no.”
“We’ve already gone over everything twice this week. I 

thought we agreed we were fine.”
“It doesn’t hurt to review—and, uh, I have a few questions.” 

Mrs. Reynolds motioned towards the kitchen in expectation 
of Lizzy’s acquiescence, but Lizzy was in no mood to review 
menus, seating arrangements or music selections.

“Mrs. Reynolds, I hate to do this to you, but I’m going to 
have to pass. I’m not feeling my best today and have been 
quite stressed lately. I just want a hot shower and maybe 
even a nap before Fitzwilliam gets home. I will gladly review 
everything tomorrow morning.”

Lizzy turned and took the first stair, but surprisingly heard 
Mrs. Reynolds continuing their conversation. “Why don’t 
you come to the kitchen for a nice cup of tisane, maybe some 
cookies? That might help.”

Lizzy turned, bemused. “Is there something the matter? Is 
there some reason you don’t want me to be alone?”

“Of course not, there’s nothing the matter,” Mrs. Reynolds 
looked worried and a little sad. “I just thought you might 
like some tea.”
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“No, thank you,” was Lizzy’s brief reply, shocked by the 
housekeeper’s insistence.

“Are you sure?” Mrs. Reynolds pressed on. “You don’t have 
to come to the kitchen. I can bring it up to your desk. I 
brought your mail there this morning, and there seemed 
to be some personal correspondence. I thought you’d like 
to know.”

Lizzy had always treated Darcy’s housekeeper with the 
respect she deserved. She had been in the Darcy household 
since just before Darcy’s birth and was practically a member 
of the family. Lizzy had bowed to her wisdom on many an 
occasion and trusted her judgment implicitly. However, at 
the moment Lizzy had finally calmed herself, Mrs. Reynolds’s 
questions had unnerved her yet again. She knew there must 
be more to the housekeeper’s behaviour than met the eye, 
and while Mrs. Reynolds now looked contrite, Lizzy was 
not in a mood to discuss anything.

Lizzy lifted her chin and had her first—what she would in 
future years disdainfully call—Mistress of Pemberley moment, 
staring directly into Darcy’s housekeeper’s eyes and answer-
ing definitively, “Thank you, no. I’m going to my room. I’d 
like to be alone. That will be all.”

She turned on her heels and walked upstairs knowing she 
had just treated Mrs. Reynolds like a servant, something she 
had sworn she would never do, but the woman was unknow-
ingly agitating the ball of worries inside of her. She needed 
some peace; she needed time to herself; she needed Darcy’s 
sauna.

Walking through the ante-room, she did not stop to peak 
at the ‘personal’ mail; she made a beeline for the double 
doors of the bedroom, already having removed her blazer 
and beginning to unbutton her blouse.

After taking one step inside, she saw them.
Two large, matching black suitcases stood guard in front 

of the bed.
She knew they weren’t from Darcy’s trip; he always took a 

garment bag and a carry-on. Absently, she dropped her blazer 
on the floor as she stared at them suspiciously. These were 
new, curious entities—entities whispering coldly that some-
thing wasn’t right, and her body chilled in response. Folding 
her arms to her chest, she warily circled the suitcases as if they 
would jump out and bite her if she were not careful.

With a cautious hand, she pushed one enough to know it 
was packed. Sliding her hand over the frame to the zipper, she 
gingerly pulled, opening it enough for her hand to slip inside. 
She pulled out a man’s short sleeve linen shirt. Opening it a 
little more, she pulled out a pair of sandals, Darcy’s size. She 
then laid the suitcase flat and opened it wide. Men’s vacation 
apparel. Darcy’s vacation apparel for a warm climate.

He had never said a word.
Dread oozed over her from head to toe. Robotically, she 

opened the second suitcase, this time lying it flat and unzip-
ping it completely, violently swinging it to reveal an unknown 
woman’s clothing. One item in particular stood out—a rather 
skimpy, hot pink bikini. The dread that had covered her like 

a dirty film now swallowed her up and numbed her body. 
She stood for a few moments looking at the clothes in both 
suitcases, and when things started to add up in her mind, 
she began to hyperventilate.

Her mind worked fast. He had kept a hands-off attitude 
about her mother’s involvement in their wedding and hadn’t 
given her as much support as she had hoped, almost as if 
distracted with other things on his mind. For two weeks, he 
had been working late, telling her it was that time of the year, 
but encouraging her to be away for the weekend when they 
would have had time to be alone before he went away. When 
was the last time they’d made love? Far too long.

And then he went away.
Lizzy had only ever called his cell phone, so how would 

she know exactly where . . .  Except that when she did call his 
hotel in Toronto, he hadn’t been there. He said he’d checked 
in elsewhere but hadn’t bothered to name the place. Where 
had he been?

Still breathing heavily and swallowing hard, Lizzy now 
sat on the bed for support. She closed her eyes to go over the 
facts backwards and forwards and two fat tears slid down her 
cheek. She was unaware her eyes had welled up, though not 
surprised when she felt the wetness on her face.

And Mrs. Reynolds! She was trying to keep me from coming 
up to the room! She knows!

The sickening ball in her stomach had returned and was 
bulging up to her throat. She momentarily feared she would 
vomit, but took deep breaths to rid herself of the nausea. She 
stood up and walked around the suitcases, eyeing the proof 
of his betrayal. She moved on from his behaviour in the past 
few weeks to the question of why.

Why bother proposing? Why bother planning a wedding? Why 
bother having me move in? Why bother at all? Why not just 
dump me? Why? Why? Why?

She let out a sob as she sat on the bed again, her fists prac-
tically punching her forehead as if to mirror the ache inside 
her. The ball in her stomach was transforming into fury at 
the thought of being so badly used. She wanted to rip off 
the duvet cover, tear the room apart, and scream at the top 
of her lungs, but just as her emotions spiked and threatened 
to morph into actions, the ‘why’ questions hit the left side of 
her brain. That side knew questions deserved answers.

Why would Fitzwilliam Darcy wait until the day before 
his engagement party to run off with another woman? Cold 
feet? Nervous jitters? Not likely. The logical answer was he 
would not. He was a private man who avoided scandal. How 
would it look if they cancelled the party the day before or 
even the day of, as Lizzy wasn’t even supposed to have seen 
this luggage?

He was also a sensible man who had always been careful 
with the friends and companions he kept. He would not 
woo and propose to Lizzy if he didn’t mean it. And most 
importantly—Lizzy muddled through the fog of her initial 
anger with Darcy to chastise herself—he had been nothing 
short of incredible throughout most of their relationship. A 
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rocky start, yes; some misunderstandings, maybe; but up 
until the last week and a half, Lizzy had harboured not a 
doubt in her mind that the man who had proposed to her 
was more than ready to be with her for the long haul.

Looking at the luggage before her, part of her still couldn’t 
shake the negative feelings. She not only wanted to rip the 
room to shreds, but to do the same to him, to holler and rant 
about what a disappointment he was, to tell him he had done 
a fine job of slicing her heart up into tiny chewable pieces and 
that she may never recover. But the logical part that loved 
and trusted him with good reason—his integrity and hon-
our were unparalleled—knew she had to grow up. The tears 
still slid over the curve of her cheeks, but they were slowing 
down. She would wait before judging. She would listen to 
his explanation and learn his side before attacking. She had 
learned that much from their disagreement in December.

She sat on the edge of the bed, anger abating but terror 
rising. Her love was the trifecta—heart, soul and mind. If 
someone had told her early last summer she could love so 
completely, so, so . . . sacrificially, she would have balked. She 
was too strong, too sure, too happy in a single life—not 
that she was against love, she just never expected to be so 
immersed in the kind of love that she had thought pointed 
to weakness. She once insisted to Darcy she needed him to 
be a little weaker in order to know he loved her enough, and 
she was now faced with the danger of such a love on her part. 
If he was leaving, if he was having an affair, what would she 
do when she confronted him? She was terrified because she 
didn’t know.

The self-respecting woman she thought she was began 
to falter—she could envisage herself collapsing at his feet, 
begging him to reconsider, as easily as she could see herself 
slapping him in the face and walking away. It wasn’t because 
she was weak, it was because she loved him too much, had 
opened herself up to him. He had been just as open and 
loving. If he had a bout of cold feet, perhaps nothing had 
happened yet, and they could work at building more trust.

No, no, there’s a logical explanation, she chastised herself 
again, and the cycle of possibilities restarted like a merry-
go-round.

She had no clue how long she’d been sitting alone when 
Darcy walked in. It had taken a moment for Lizzy to notice 
he had arrived. His footsteps hadn’t been soft, but she was 
focussed on internal musings.

In the moment before she saw him, the view before Darcy 
broke his heart. Somehow, Lizzy seemed smaller, her legs 
curled up against her chest, her hands clasped tightly around 
them, as she almost imperceptibly rocked back and forth. 
Her face was ghostly but for the mascara-streaks across her 
face. He also noticed her rather short, repetitive breaths and 
was very confused.

His first thought was she’d figured it out, and he’d gone 
too far. He had made the wrong decision and already regret-
ted it. Perhaps Jane had misunderstood the level of Lizzy’s 
unease. He quickly stopped himself from jumping to conclu-

sions. His first task was to calm her, somehow make things 
better. Walking over to face her, he touched her shoulder 
lightly. “Lizzy, what’s wrong?”

Lizzy struggled to compose herself upon realizing his pres-
ence. She took deep breaths, each time attempting to speak, 
but having to swallow the lump in her throat to stop a chok-
ing cry from escaping rather than words.

Finally, she clenched her fists and forced her voice to stay 
calm, each word over-enunciated in a struggle to keep steady. 

“I don’t want to judge too hastily. I’m trying not to overreact 
to what I see right now. It’s obviously not working,” she 
paused, swallowed again, and wiped away the tear stains. 
Turning to look at the packed bags she expounded. “I would 
like you to explain why there are suitcases with your clothes 
and someone else’s in our bedroom. I can’t imagine a logical 
reason but I’m trusting you have one. I’m scared to death 
you don’t, because I’m not sure what I’m going to do if my 
first instincts are proven right.”

With her last words, her voice quivered, proving her talk 
of fear was truthful. Darcy’s eyebrows furrowed looking 
from Lizzy to the suitcases and back. Shaking his head, he 
couldn’t help a shocked half-gasp, half-laugh. Lizzy noticed 
and opened her mouth in indignation but Darcy spoke. “Your 
first instinct is wrong, very wrong, incredibly wrong.”

Slipping off the bed, Lizzy’s body virtually collapsed into 
his. She had started crying again; Darcy could feel her shake 
in his arms, but she was in his arms; that had to be a good 
sign. He remained silent while Lizzy’s tremours subsided. 
Finally, she stepped back and gazed earnestly up into his 
expectant eyes. Her body still felt fragile but her words were 
calm, and her eyes, her beautiful glistening eyes, were also 
filled with warmth and relief.

“I believe you because I love you and know your character. 
That’s what I’ve been clinging to. However, I would really 
like a bit of elaboration.”

“You haven’t looked around the rest of the room, have 
you?” Darcy asked seriously. Lizzy shook her head but her 
gaze didn’t waiver. She wanted him to speak first before he 
started asking questions of her.

“Lizzy, you haven’t been happy for more than a month, 
maybe longer. Don’t think I didn’t notice. Early on, every 
time I asked you about wedding plans, you said everything 
was fine, you knew exactly what you wanted, yet as time went 
on you seemed stressed. When I asked after different areas of 
your life, you kept telling me all was well, it was almost your 
mantra. But you were getting paler, you seemed to be having 
a lot of headaches and you looked like you’d lost weight. By 
the time you got around to telling me, I’d already figured it 
out and spoken to Jane. She told me you didn’t want to worry 
me. She said you thought I wanted a big wedding!”

“You agreed to it when I asked!”
“I’d have agreed to anything to marry you, didn’t you real-

ize? I could give a damn about the size of the wedding—I 
just want us married. Then Jane said you swore you wanted 
to elope, that your dreams of a big wedding had changed 
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but you felt you owed it to me to have a wedding suitable 
to my family name. I took matters into my own hands. I 
didn’t think three or four weeks would affect you this much. 
I messed up. The simple truth is, if you’re ready and will-
ing, those clothes are for you, and a chartered flight will be 
ready for us in three hours at the airport. Jane, Charles and 
Georgie will join us on the flight and tomorrow we can be 
married in the garden behind my vacation home in Turks 
and Caicos.”

Lizzy let out a small breath of wonder. “Really?” She 
looked to the suitcases and back to Darcy letting out an 
almost imperceptible, “Wow.”

He hid his smile at her expression and let the offer sink in. 
He’d learned it often took a bit longer for her to absorb the 
big picture in her heightened emotional states. She smiled 
at him slightly, got on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek deli-
cately, then stepped away and again glanced at the suitcases 
and back to him. “But those aren’t my clothes?” she asked 
rather than stated.

Darcy chuckled under his breath—she needed details to 
clear her mind. “How would I be able to keep the secret if 
your clothes were missing? Jane and I decided it was best to 
get you new things.”

“Oh. Okay.”
Lizzy still seemed lost in the haze of non-comprehension 

and it suddenly occurred to Darcy he should really discover 
how she’d come to her conclusion, not just for her sake, but 
for his own. “Lizzy, how could you have believed I would 
desert you for another woman on the eve of our engagement 
party? Did simply seeing a suitcase with strange women’s 
clothes break your faith in me?”

“No! There’s been so much more than that lately!” Lizzy 
protested and then blushed at how it sounded. “I mean, I . . . I 
interpreted some of your actions badly. You probably have 
perfectly valid reasons for everything, but, but I’ve been feel-
ing a little neglected in certain ways.”

“Neglected? How do you mean? I told you I was busy at 
work but I’ve tried to compensate by letting you know I’m 
always thinking of you. Didn’t I do that?”

“Yes,” she sighed and hoped the rest of her explanation 
didn’t sound as pitiful as she now thought it was. “But I 
had hoped for more support with my mother. I knew you 
didn’t want to get involved, so I’d kept my struggles from 
you, which was hard. Then you kept coming home so late 
and then we’ve been apart for a week; it just seemed like 
you didn’t want to touch me. Flowers and phone calls are 
delightful and I understood, but everything started to add 
up—well, I thought they did anyway.”

“You know, you’re right. That part of my plan was a little 
weak.”

“Plan?”
Darcy nodded. “I thought you might like the wedding 

night to be special, but there was no way to tell you I wanted 
to stop making love. You think you’re jumping to conclu-
sions now! Imagine if I had said, ‘No sex for the next few weeks, 

Lizzy’. Your radar would have been spinning out of control! 
I purposely avoided you, I didn’t have to work late or leave 
early, I didn’t have to go to New York, but I knew it would 
be too hard to resist you if we were together.”

“Fitzwilliam, you have the best reasons!” Lizzy hugged him 
tightly, joy replacing any sense of dread. “I overreact way too 
much. I need to grow up.”

Darcy shook his head. Hearing her say all these concerns 
out loud had cut at his heart. He felt he’d really messed up. 

“I know you’re an emotionally intense woman. I should have 
known better by now. I’m sorry I put you through any of this. 
It doesn’t seem to have been a well thought out surprise.”

Lizzy winced. She needed to give him the whole story even 
if it made him feel worse. No holding back. “You know, all 
that might have been okay; I may have shrugged it all off, 
had I not had a couple of other suspicious incidents.”

Darcy drew in his breath in surprise. “What else have I 
done?” he asked, genuinely interested.

“Not exactly you, but,” she paused, looking at the suitcases. 
“After you left New York, were you even in Toronto?”

“How did you—?”
“Because of the phone call I made to your usual hotel. You 

didn’t tell me you weren’t staying there and then you had 
never told me you had been unsatisfied with their service. I 
felt a bit left out.”

Darcy nodded in comprehension. “I stayed with Jane and 
Charles for a couple of days.”

“Then, when I arrived home today after you said you 
couldn’t skip out early to see me, Mrs. Reynolds tried to 
stop me from coming upstairs. It was so unlike her and 
it made me uncomfortable. I have to admit, I wasn’t very 
nice to her. By the time I found the suitcases, coupled with 
everything else, I was sure there was something fishy about 
the whole thing.”

“My poor Lizzy.” Darcy took her into his arms. “But poor 
Mrs. Reynolds, too. She phoned me immediately after you 
came upstairs; that’s why I was here so fast. She was dis-
traught. She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t like this idea 
and figured I was being high-handed in surprising you with 
an elopement, even though I told her I was sure it was what 
you wanted it. Now I think she may have been right.”

“Oh, no, I was serious when I told Jane I wanted to elope.”
“But look how much grief I’ve caused you by trying to 

surprise you. Instead of it being a relief, it was an incredibly 
stressful situation.”

“Fitzwilliam, don’t blame yourself too much. I should have 
spoken up more. I kept arguing with myself about your be-
haviour instead of discussing it with you—coming up with 
logical explanations and then doubting them.”

“Haven’t we talked about this time and again? If you have 
issues, we need to talk them through together. I never want to 
see you look as frightened as when I walked in this door.”

“That’s what I was, you know, frightened.” Lizzy looked away 
from him as she recalled her emotions. “As angry as you’d 
think I would be if you were having an affair, by the time you 
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saw me, that wasn’t standing out as my first concern. I was 
frightened of losing you. I don’t know how I’d face that.”

“You’ll never lose me,” Darcy stroked her cheek softly, try-
ing to brush away her anxiety with his loving touch. “But I 
understand your fear. I have it too. Good God, will we ever 
learn? We’ve been doing so well and now, here we go again, 
keeping quiet. I should have just suggested an elopement 
instead of trying to be the grand romantic.”

“Please, please, no! Never stop being romantic! I love it! 
What woman doesn’t? As awful as you think I looked, as sad 
as I was with the situation here, did you notice I asked you 
to explain rather than accusing you of anything? I waited to 
hear your side before judging?” Lizzy stepped back, nodding 
to herself with satisfaction, a little mirth finally escaping from 
her. “Aren’t you proud of me? I’m being a mature adult wait-
ing to hear your side of the story, and open-minded enough 
to realize you could have a logical explanation.”

Darcy smiled in amusement and relief. While still not 
comfortable with how he flubbed up a perfectly romantic 
plan, Lizzy seemed to be bouncing back rather quickly, her 
own brand of good humour returning. “Lizzy, you were being 
a mature adult, but you were still hurt and scared. I don’t 
like that, you know.”

“In light of your explanations, though, I know I can get 
over it quickly. I feel rather silly now, in fact. You need to 
believe me,” she pleaded before giving him a soft kiss on his 
lips. “Besides, I have a whole new vacation wardrobe! Though 
I don’t think I’d be caught dead in that bikini. Jane obviously 
wasn’t involved in that purchase.”

“I think it’s perfect for you.”
“Men. Of course you do.”
“So . . . does that mean?” Lizzy looked clueless, so Darcy 

elaborated. “You never mentioned whether you’d actually 
like to get married tomorrow.”

Startled, Lizzy at first only answered, “Oh, I didn’t?”
“Lizzy . . . an answer please.”
“What about my work? My passport?”
“Do you think I would have planned all this without 

getting your vacation days arranged and your documents 
ready?”

“What about the party tomorrow night? All the guests?”
“It’s being handled.”
“Well, aren’t you Mr. Efficient.”
“Elizabeth . . . ”
That voice indicated he had reached his teasing threshold. 

Lizzy gladly relieved his suffering and casually answered, “Of 
course I’ll get married tomorrow, Fitzwilliam. I can’t wait 
any longer to have sex with you.”

Sweeping her off her feet, Darcy planted the first lusty 
kiss they’d had in weeks. She didn’t even have time to catch 
her breath before his tongue darted between her lips and his 
arms roamed her most sensitive, feminine curves. Lizzy was 
starved for these touches and Darcy force-fed them to her. 
It was heaven. Finally, their lips parted, only for Darcy to 
move to the pulse point of her neck.

“I—I sup . . . pose . . . have to . . . to—oh!—stop?” she man-
aged meekly. “Need . . . to . . . keep . . . special?”

With one last sweep of his hands down her body, Darcy’s 
lips returned to hers for a final go, but he wasn’t grumbling. 
This had been his plan, after all. They were about to fly off 
into the night with three other people. By this time tomorrow, 
they’d be married and, with any luck, consummating the 
union. Tomorrow wasn’t very far away in the grand scheme 
of things.

Darcy’s reverie was broken by a sudden shrieking excla-
mation by Lizzy, who had broken free of his embrace and 
was now frantically searching through the suitcase. “What 
about a DRESS?”

k

Pemberley hadn’t seen such a celebration in years. Upon 
entering the grounds, no one could deny this party was se-
riously festive. Every light, every decoration, every flower 
seemed to have been individually selected for perfection. 
However there was no sign of fussiness. Even in festivity, 
Pemberley had the Darcy air of taste and understatement that 
made the guests at once feel cheerful and exceptional.

But there was one smidgeon of a detail out of place—the 
absence of the guests of honour.

Richard had the duty of greeting all the invitees at the 
entrance. Each guest asked the same question, each was given 
the same answer, “Darcy and Lizzy apologize for their late-
ness. They have been unavoidably detained. They’ll make 
their appearance a little later. Please enter the Ballroom and 
enjoy yourself.”

While whispers and tut-tuts followed, most of the guests 
were content after consuming a glass or two of champagne 
and some hot hors-d’oeuvres. The orchestra was fantastic 
and being at any Pemberley function was a treat in and of 
itself. Some guests came to the conclusion the pair would 
make some kind of dramatic entrance. Perhaps a duet on 
stage?

Mrs. Bennet was beside herself. She knew if she’d been 
in charge of the party, this sort of blunder would never have 
happened. Rather than go with the flow, she began to worry 
the couple had argued, that Lizzy had gotten too pert, that 
dreams of her daughter being a Darcy were about to be shat-
tered. She tried to calm herself by thinking of Jane marrying 
Charles, but realized they were also absent and another panic 
attack ensued. Her husband had to escort her to a private 
room as she began to feel faint.

Only one other guest reacted with such emotional curios-
ity. Henry Crawford had invited Caroline as his date—or 
more accurately, Caroline had wormed an invitation out of 
him based on their intimate Hallowe’en night. Little did 
she know that Henry had to finagle an invite via Richard as 
Darcy had been discovering the true nature of the man.
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She stood with champagne in hand and scenarios playing 
in her mind, calculating the possibilities of a break-up, an 
accident or some other calamity that would remove Lizzy 
from the picture. She tried not to get her hopes up, but Darcy 
liked order, and Caroline was certain being late for his own 
party had not happened with his blessing.

When the majority of the guests had entered the Ballroom, 
Richard continued his role as de facto host. He went to the 
stage, silenced the band, and moved to the microphone. He 
stared at a room full of silent, expectant guests and gave 
a quirky smile. He was enjoying this moment—nothing 
better than being part of something that would amaze 
the whole room. “Ladies and gentleman, may I have your 
attention. As I mentioned, Darcy and Lizzy have an an-
nouncement to make. They will explain why they’ve been 
detained.”

He walked over to the sound system and clicked on a 
laptop. Just as Mr. and Mrs. Bennet re-entered the Ballroom, 
the paused faces of Darcy and Lizzy were staring down at 
them, larger than life, on a huge screen. The room murmured 
in confusion. They’re not here? They left a video? What was 
going on?

Before people could get too animated, Richard clicked 
play and Darcy spoke. “Good evening to you all. As Richard 
has no doubt told you, we regret we haven’t shown our faces 
until now. Logistically, it was impossible for us to make it to 
the party tonight. To be honest, it would be wrong to allow 
you to continue celebrating our engagement, as we are no 
longer engaged.”

He paused and looked at Lizzy with a guilty smile. She 
returned the look. Gasps of disbelief and confusion erupted 
in the Ballroom. Mrs. Bennet had reached for her husband 
for support while people quieted to listen to Darcy’s expla-
nation.

Caroline held her breath. She would not react. Lizzy was 
alive and in Darcy’s presence; she wouldn’t dare hope. She 
needed to hear the whole story.

With a mischievous smirk, Lizzy got to deliver their punch-
line: “We’re no longer engaged because we got married this 
afternoon.”

The earlier gasps now seemed more like whispers. The 
room practically exploded with shocked comments.

With a million-watt grin, Darcy tried to face the camera 
but kept glancing over at his beautiful bride while he spoke. 

“We’re at my winter retreat in the Caribbean. Jane, Charles 
and Georgie were here to witness and share the moment as 
they were instrumental in my plans to surprise the woman 
I love with the wedding. I understand Charles has prepared 
a video of the ceremony for you. We hope you share our joy 
and continue on with the celebrations. Thank you for com-
ing tonight; please party to your heart’s content!” A jovial 
Darcy lifted a champagne flute to the crowd as he leaned 
over to kiss his bride.

The video cut to just before the ceremony where Darcy 
waited with a judge on a beautifully landscaped lawn, pristine 

white sand and turquoise waters visible in the background. He 
looked slightly anxious. His expression drastically changed, 
however, when he spotted Lizzy coming down the garden 
path. The camera panned to show Lizzy as happy as Darcy as 
she walked to meet him wearing a flowing gown that seemed 
perfectly made for her and the seaside ceremony.

Caroline hadn’t released her breath since before Darcy 
stated he was no longer engaged. Upon viewing the resplen-
dent bride, she exhaled violently with a shriek that caused 
everyone to turn from the video. Luckily for Caroline, her 
face looked more shocked than disgusted or disappointed.

Months ago the dress had been sold—in fact, the day after 
her glamourous shop opening. Naturally, she had not gone 
into the shop that day seeing as she’d partied the night before. 
She was told a polite young man had paid for the Barrington 
dress in cash. He’d evaded any direct questions and did not 
reveal for whom he was buying it. The saleslady had deduced 
it must have been Mrs. Barrington’s young lover. Caroline 
agreed and had quickly forgotten about it. All that mattered 
was they had recouped their losses for the creation. Now she 
knew the owner, but couldn’t believe she had to face this 
news in front of a crowd of eager onlookers who, she felt, 
wanted nothing more than to see her crumble.

As Lizzy reached Darcy on-screen, Caroline wanted to 
drown her sorrows in something stronger than champagne, 
but knew that wouldn’t help her out of this moment. She 
may have been shallow and selfish, but she wasn’t stupid 
and she had learned from her mistakes. Her reaction could 
turn into a huge embarrassment if she didn’t spin it prop-
erly. She needed a valid excuse, and thinking quickly, she 
realized she could turn it to her advantage, indeed she must 
turn it to her advantage. Lizzy looked exquisite in the dress, 
everyone could see that. With steely resolve, she morphed 
her face into a look of pleasant shock and spoke as loudly 
as decorum would permit. “Why, I had no idea dear Lizzy 
would wear my very own design to become Mrs. Darcy! 
Imagine, I, Caroline Bingley, created the new Mrs. Darcy’s 
wedding gown!”

Her insides gnarled and twisted in disgust but there was 
nothing else to be done. She had to grab her piece of the 
Darcy mystique and cling to it through Lizzy’s apparel. 
Publicity for her designs beat out public humiliation any 
day. Caroline’s moment in the spotlight ended with outward 
satisfaction, and the rest of the room returned to viewing the 
clip of the ceremony, skeptical of Caroline’s joy at being the 
designer and not the bride.

Mrs. Bennet didn’t know what to think. She had dreamed 
of being mother of the bride at the Darcy wedding. She had 
wanted to bask in the awe of her friends as she stood in a 
designer gown, crowing about how wonderfully successful 
her daughters had become and taking credit for it as much 
as possible. Now, while Jane’s wedding was still available for 
such posturing, the jewel of her crown would be missing.

There was a plus side. Lizzy was married. She was already 
legally bound to Darcy. There was no chance the wedding 
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would be cancelled or postponed. Fanny was at Pemberley 
and there was no hostess for this shindig . . . and she was, at 
that very moment, the mother of the bride. All those whom 
she’d have crowed to at the wedding in December were with 
her now, and if she’d heard correctly, Darcy had planned this 
elopement; he couldn’t wait to marry her daughter. She gath-
ered herself and began to accept congratulations. Caroline 
and Mrs. Bennet may not have shared many qualities, but 
they certainly knew how to salvage their pride, at least in 
their own eyes.

k

“I’m guessing, and I sincerely hope, that Jane had as little to 
do with the lingerie in this closet as she had with the bikini 
in my suitcase?” Lizzy called out from inside Darcy’s walk-in 
closet at his Turks and Caicos villa.

“How can you tell?” Darcy answered with a smile in his 
voice, waiting for his bride in their bedroom, the sound of 
waves floating in from the open patio doors and the curtains 
swaying with the soft trade winds. Life could not be better, 
or wouldn’t be better once Lizzy joined him on the bed.

“Fitzwilliam! For one, there’s a patent leather spandex con-
coction in here!” She walked out and proceeded to spin slowly, 
modelling what he had left as her wedding night ensemble. 

“And this isn’t exactly what I’d imagine a blushing bride to 
wear.”

“No?” Darcy asked rather dreamily, perusing the figure 
before him. To him she was perfection in a red lace chemise, 
fitted to her body, with matching stockings and garters, natu-
rally. “Good thing you’re not a blushing bride.”

After Lizzy shot him a look of mock indignation, he added 
half-seriously, “You don’t feel uncomfortable, do you?”

She grabbed one of the bedposts and pressed one leg 
against her makeshift stripper pole, proceeding to swing 
herself wildly onto the sheets, landing firmly on her back. 
She gave Darcy an up-close view of his non-blushing bride.

“No, actually, it makes me feel sexier.” She laughed wick-
edly.

Darcy wasted no time rediscovering his new wife’s lips 
and curves; his hands flitted down her body swiftly. He 
had missed her; he had longed for her in the past few weeks, 
but all was forgotten in the midst of her for the night and 
forever.

He tried not to rush but Lizzy wasn’t helping, her hands 
as busy as his, her mouth as greedy. When he pulled back 
to look at her face, to advise her she’d best be a little less 
persuasive if she wanted an extended first-time-as-man-and-
wife lovemaking experience, she stared hotly back at his eyes, 
panting for air. Shaking her head, she urgently whispered, 

“Don’t slow down.”
Clothes were stripped, skin was stroked, and words were 

few and far between. Husband and wife were well acquainted 

with the other’s preferences, and their month-long abstinence 
had taken its toll. Frantic, wild and demanding on both sides, 
they dove into each other, gorging on the taste of their lover 
to satiate their appetites.

It wasn’t pretty, it wasn’t sweet, and it definitely wasn’t 
slow; better to describe it as impassioned, sweaty and slightly 
violent. Darcy bruised his elbow when it slammed against 
the headboard; Lizzy almost stopped twice due to muscle 
cramps in her leg. When they finally lay beside each other, 
their marriage consummated in an overzealous fashion, they 
hadn’t much to say. Ironically, they almost looked ashamed, 
as if it were blasphemous to be lustful on their matrimonial 
bed.

Eventually, Lizzy saw reason as her breathing slowed. She 
glanced over at him and in all seriousness said, “It had to 
be done.”

“I’m not complaining.”
“It had just been too long.”
“We’re only human.”
“I can’t lie; I was horny. Is that wrong on your wedding 

night?” Lizzy asked herself as much as Darcy.
He leaned his head back against the headboard and laughed. 

“If you can’t be horny tonight, when else can you be? Don’t 
feel guilty. Pre-conceived notions of what wedding night 
lovemaking should be are preposterous. We’re adults and we 
enjoyed ourselves. You did enjoy yourself, didn’t you?”

“Immensely,” Lizzy smiled and stretched like a cat. Darcy, 
once again, had calmed her absurd worries. “I’m a bit warped 
in my thinking sometimes, aren’t I?”

“I like warped.” He winked at her as he moved toward her. 
“It makes you more maneuverable.”

“Always back to sexual positions. Does your mind ever veer 
far from the topic?”

“What do you mean veer from the topic. We were talking 
about sex.”

Lizzy collapsed in a fit of giggles. She had a feeling she 
would always love their after-sex conversations almost as 
much as the act itself.

Darcy watched her for a moment, gratified he could hu-
mour her so, but then gently brought her to him and kissed 
her forehead lightly. “You know, we’ve got the rest of the 
night to take it slow.”

She sighed, nuzzling into his welcoming embrace. 
“Somehow, I don’t think we’ll ever manage to take it slow.”

k

Darcy woke in the middle of the night when Lizzy slipped 
from his grasp and turned onto her side. She was sleeping 
soundly and he wasn’t surprised—the last day or two had 
been hectic. Who was he kidding? When he thought about 
how stressed she’d been, he knew this was probably her first 
relaxed sleep in an age. He didn’t want to disturb her—well, 
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he did, but he also wanted to be a gentleman—so he slid out 
of bed and stepped out to the balcony.

He inhaled the warm, tropical breeze and watched as the 
moon’s silver shine reflected on the rippling waves of the 
ocean lapping against the shore. The water was the only 
sound at that time of night—so rhythmic and peaceful it 
made Darcy realize he also was as relaxed as he’d ever been, 
but for the excitement of being married to the love of his 
life.

Taking in the entire balcony, he noticed a bottle of cham-
pagne, no longer on ice, but still chilled in the water that 
remained. He read a small note beside it and smiled. Charles 
had assumed Lizzy would insist on seeing the view before 
anything. Instead, she rushed into the closet to check out 
the lingerie. It’s best to keep certain personality traits about 
your wife private. She already gave away enough with the chair 
incident.

He turned back to watch the ocean, contemplating life 
deeply, as only one who wakes in the middle of the night 
can, when he heard a voice from behind, a voice with a dis-
tinct note of merriment. “My own Sweet Fitzzzzzzzwilliam, 
there you are! I’ve been looking all over for you.” Two arms 
wrapped around his torso.

Darcy turned and eased his arms around her shoulders in 
return. He let her continue with her recognizable side of this 
conversation, though he was still distracted by how perfectly 
the chemise clung to her 
body. “You know, a wife 
could get jealous when 
her man is out here with a 
bottle of champagne and 
two glasses. Fortunately, 
I trust you implicitly.”

Lizzy nodded to one of 
the glasses. “Are you go-
ing to introduce me?”

He saw the twinkle in 
her eyes and was highly 
amused and impressed 
with her memory, not 
that he could forget the 
first time they’d met.

“Of course, Elizabeth. 
This is Dom Perignon, 
a personal gift from 
Charles.”

“A personal gift? Oh, 
but I won’t be jealous. 
Charles would never hit 
on you.”

Both laughed at their 
silliness and the memo-
ries they invoked. Darcy 
poured the champagne, 
and after clinking their 

glasses, Lizzy sipped and looked at the panorama before her, 
shaking her head. “You know, if I wrote a book about us, no 
one would believe I wasn’t a gold digger.”

“What do you mean? You were none too pleased with me 
that first night. I’d even say after our kiss you were turned 
off.”

“It could be seen as playing hard to get for a man who has 
everything. I was a challenge—doesn’t that make me look 
smart?”

“I’d say you played hard-to-get rather well. Too well. Many 
times,” Darcy gave an admonishing glance. “If you had been 
a gold digger, you were taking an awfully big gamble.”

“You’ve already seen my poker-playing, Fitzwilliam; you 
know I’ve always fancied myself a big gambler.” She smiled, 
looking up from under her lashes like the coquette she was 
describing.

Darcy laughed. “Is this where you reveal to me you mar-
ried me for my money? You outwitted me so much you got 
me to rush a surprise wedding?”

“That’s it. It was all an elaborate ruse. I’m an evil master-
mind in sexy red lingerie.”

Darcy lifted his hand to his chin in contemplation. “I like 
the sound of that, although the black patent leather spandex 
number might be a more suitable outfit.”

He started to walk toward the door and Lizzy gulped 
her champagne in shock, certain he was off to fetch the 

outfit, when, to her re-
lief, he reached for the 
champagne again. “May 
I propose a toast?”

Lizzy flew her free 
hand in the air magnan-
imously. “By all means, 
celebrate my genius.”

Topping up her cham-
pagne, he happily pro-
claimed, “To crashing 
parties, faking relation-
ships and taking things 
too fast.”

“I sense a theme. We 
do like to rush things.”

“I’m a man of action. 
I think you’re a woman 
who reacts well to this, 
evil mastermind that 
you are.”

“Prove it.”
“If you’ll just step this 

way, madam, I’ll gladly 
prove it for the rest of 
our lives.”

k




