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      “Are they still at the petting corner?” Charlotte asked.

      “I think so.” Elizabeth led her from the Darcy’s private residence to Pemberley’s public portrait gallery, surprising a few guests who were standing near the door when it opened. She gave them a smile and waved to one of the docents before walking to the windows. “There they are; they’re heading back now.”

      Three-year-old Mary Lucas sat on Darcy’s shoulders, her hands tugging on his hair, while Darcy held a firm grip on her legs. Even at so great a distance, Elizabeth saw that Mary chattered away and Darcy was smiling and nodding in agreement.

      “Are your ovaries screaming?” Charlotte murmured.

      Elizabeth watched at the adorable scene with a smile. When Mary covered Darcy’s eyes, he swung her down and chased after her as they entered the house. “Maybe a little. They’ll be here any minute; did you want to see the portrait?”

      Elizabeth led them to the newest painting in Pemberley’s collection. Darcy insisted they continue the tradition that the owners’ portrait be painted and she had to admit their picture turned out well. It hung next to Georgiana’s painting of her family, and Elizabeth liked the idea of the Darcy siblings always being near to each other.

      After Charlotte admired it, they were on their way to meet Darcy and Mary when she stopped in front of another painting that had been moved to an out-of-the-way, under-lit corner.

      “Who is this Fitzwilliam Darcy?” she asked, peering at the placard. “It says it was painted in 1806.”

      “That’s the brother who leased Pemberley to his sister and her descendants for two-hundred years.”

      “So your Darcy is his great-whatever grandson?”

      “Yup.” Elizabeth shifted her feet, not looking at it. Darcy told her once that whenever she looked at his nineteenth-century portrait, she smiled the same way she smiled whenever she looked at their wedding photos.

      “Why would he have done that?” Charlotte mused. “Why would a man in his position, with all that wealth and influence, give up Pemberley?”

      “He married a Canadian who wanted to live abroad. His descendants returned to England eventually, but not to Pemberley. We know more about Georgiana Willers’s life and family than Fitzwilliam’s ancestors.” The story felt more like the truth every time she told it.

      “It looks a lot like Darcy!” Charlotte stepped closer. “I’ve seen him in the Regency-era clothes you wear for events. They could be the same person.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      Before Charlotte could answer, a gleeful little girl let go of Darcy’s hand and hurtled down the gallery to tell her mother about the baby animals, and Elizabeth was grateful for the distraction.
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      Darcy shrugged when no one was watching. “Which industry publication or blogger is this one?”

      “Oh, I can’t remember.” Elizabeth pulled out her phone to check her calendar. “Museum and Heritage Advisor. They want to feature us in their newsletter.”

      “I thought they came last week?”

      “No, that was the Costume Journal…hmm, Fashion and—I don’t know; it was someone else. Are you resentful that your historic house and fashion galleries are so successful that everyone wants to know about Pemberley?”

      “I don’t resent the interest, but I don’t understand why I must be present.” He knew the publicity was necessary for Pemberley, however much he disliked the attention personally. “You are the one who does the interviews, you are the one who is charming and informative. All I can speak on is museum management and the history of the house.”

      The interviewer and her photographer returned, and Elizabeth answered several more questions, and then led them through the ballroom to discuss the pieces on display. Darcy took the first moment to slip away to speak to their fashion archivist, who was hovering on the other side of the room in fearful agony that the interviewer was gesticulating too wildly to be close to the mannequins.

      “What else needs to be done to add Elizabeth’s wedding gown to the collection?”

      The archivist dragged her eyes from the gowns to answer, slowly releasing some of her tension as he distracted her. He did not worry about being popular with the staff; he did not set about being liked. Maybe that was the secret of his success, if Elizabeth’s opinion on the matter was correct. Respect, then liking, and then loyalty came as he earned them. Even though he occasionally felt out of his time, everyone employed by him spoke well of him.

      “Mr. Darcy, your wife told us about Georgiana Willers’ and Catherine Willers-Darcy’s legacy,” the interviewer called, and he rejoined them. “What can you tell us about how your family came to resume ownership of Pemberley? What do you know about your ancestor who originally owned the house?”

      “I’m sure Mrs. Darcy has told you about the lease, my inheritance, and our work to open the house to the public.”

      “Yes, but tell us about your background and your thoughts on assuming control of a building with this sort of history. It must have been a responsibility you were totally unprepared for. Many others might have just sold Pemberley.”

      There was not a single comment that he could respond to. “I can’t imagine your readers would be interested in any of that.”

      “On the contrary; it’s the human element that helps to make historic homes like this feel relatable enough for people to visit.”

      “The clothes and Mrs. Darcy’s charming and lively personality are enough to make anyone want to visit.”

      “It’s been hinted that the inheritance might have been something of a surprise.” When he did not speak, the interviewer tried again. “Tell me a little about what it was like to find out Pemberley was yours. How did you learn about Pemberley’s history?”

      He could not allow himself to be led on by persistent questions and a look of genuine interest. “I couldn’t possibly be of any great interest to anyone else, save perhaps my wife. I would bore other people by prosing on about myself.”

      Elizabeth was suddenly by his side. “You said you wanted more photographs of us. Mr. Darcy isn’t a fan of having his picture taken, but maybe we can convince him. Why don’t we view the textile conservation space and then take pictures outside?”

      She phrased this in the form of a question, but she walked away and had spoken so assertively that it left no one in any doubt that the questions were over.
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      “Do you think we’ll be recognized?” Darcy whispered.

      “No, I don’t interview all the new employees anymore. She won’t recognize us, until she gets to the portrait gallery anyway.”

      “This feels rather deceitful.”

      “And what year were you really born in, again?” Elizabeth said, laughing. “You wanted to know exactly how things were explained if Pemberley had formal tours, and if it was accurate and interesting. Now that we can afford to hire tour guides for both the house and the fashion exhibit, this is the best way.”

      “The director says he expects that with the number of visitors increasing so steadily, there may be a need for four house tours a day, in addition to the fashion ones.”

      They were in the back of a group of visitors who were about to be taken on the first walk-through of the day. They were to begin outside of Pemberley, near the reception building where the guests had purchased tickets, and then move through the main rooms of the house. Elizabeth was looking forward to it, so long as Darcy repressed the compulsion to correct any errors.

      After a cheerful welcome, and a brief history of the house and Pemberley’s 1720s renovation to its Georgian style, their guide walked them around the perimeter and described the building’s beige-colored ashlar.

      “Pemberley is unlike many other homes constructed around that time in that there is no attic floor, so its great Corinthian orders reach from the ground all the way to the entablature, surmounted by a balustrade,” she said, pointing as she walked.

      “Architecture is so confusing,” Elizabeth muttered.

      Darcy gave her a sideways glance. “After three years you still have not learnt about the architecture of your own home?”

      They were hushed by a woman with a scowl, and Darcy bowed in apology, earning him a swat on the arm from Elizabeth.

      “The main fronts are the north formal entrance, where we will later enter the home,” the guide went on, “and the east garden front. As you can see above me, the center of the east front is marked by a pediment with the Darcy coat of arms. As we make our way back toward the north front, you can see that it’s not rusticated. Its main feature is the pedimented doorway.”

      “Maybe we should have the guides explain these architecture terms?” Elizabeth whispered. She was completely confused.

      “I have no trouble following along, dearest.” Darcy gave her a smug smile.

      “Yeah, well, can you remember the differences between Catherine Willers-Darcy’s ‘New Look’ dress and her flapper dress?” Rather than answer, Darcy made a show of returning his attention back to the guide, who had moved the group closer to one of the ground floor windows.

      He wouldn’t know a drop waist from an empire waist.

      “The window cases have the broken architrave and large keystones. Notice the preservation of the original sash-barring in almost all the windows.”

      They continued in this vein before being ushered into the house and pausing in the entrance hall, where the guide told them they would soon see beautiful oak ornamental panels in the dining room, Adam fireplaces in both marble and Blue John, and the mahogany staircase. The guests took in their first view of Pemberley’s interior with wide eyes and murmurs of amazement. Darcy gave her another self-satisfied smile.

      “Before we go farther into the house,” the guide went on, “I want to direct your attention to the ceiling. There are lavish interiors throughout Pemberley, but the stucco work on the entrance hall ceiling is unrivaled. It is truly an exemplary example of Baroque excesses in Italian plasterwork of that period.”

      The group followed their guide, but Darcy stopped and turned to Elizabeth. “My entrance hall has Baroque excesses?” He looked sick with horror. “Excesses?”

      Elizabeth tried not to laugh. “I think it’s a compliment. Baroque is the ornate style, right? Or is that Rococo?”

      “What would she say about Chatsworth if my house has Baroque excesses! Has she seen Stoneleigh Abbey’s saloon? Pemberley has nothing so excessive as that. She could potentially mislead thousands of visitors a year with this mistaken talk of excesses.”

      “Come on, Fitzwilliam, your brilliant new tour guide is talking about fluted Corinthian columns. I’d hate for you to miss it.”
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      Darcy’s spirits were in such a state of satisfaction whilst riding. Pemberley at long last had a respectable yard and specialized in hacking out capable riders. It was nothing to what he once had, but it aided him in befriending people who enjoyed horses.

      I can drive a car better than Frank will ever ride a horse. Learning to drive had come to him easily enough once he ceased trying to stop by bracing his foot on the gas pedal and pulling back on the wheel while saying “whoa.”

      He walked his horse the rest of the way to the stables, passing the garage. His wife had a fondness for the convertible, and although he appreciated its style, he did not understand the irony of British culture that allowed for a love of the convertible despite the rainy weather.

      He had two hours before he needed to drive into Bakewell to pick up Elizabeth, and he went to his study to read his sister’s diaries. Nothing significant had changed in response to the three times he and Elizabeth sent letters through Nine Ladies. They revealed little but were informative enough to reassure his sister that they were well. After reading a few entries, Darcy returned to his true purpose and spent the next hour engrossed in his project.

      “Here you are.”

      Darcy dropped his iPad and pushed it to the side to cover his notes as Elizabeth came near. “I thought I was to pick you up later?”

      Elizabeth glanced at his desk. “We finished early, and Gwen brought me home. She wanted to talk to the director anyway about the project management position to restore the plasterwork.”

      “Can we finally lure Gwen away from Haddon? We’ll stay on schedule and perhaps even on budget if—Elizabeth!”

      She snatched his iPad. He rose to take it back, but she turned and clutched it close to her. “I knew you were up to something!” She scrutinized it, then looked at him with a quizzical expression. “Why are you looking up marriage records from the 1880s?”

      “It is no matter.”

      Elizabeth gave him a long look. She set aside the iPad and picked up one of the sheets off his desk. He didn’t try to stop her. He could refrain from speaking of a subject, but was incapable of lying to his wife. “You’ve been doing genealogy research?” she asked.

      Darcy sat with a sigh. “Fitzwilliam and Reynolds left me letters tucked in the pages of Georgiana’s diaries, and she kept me apprised on our family, but she didn’t know all of my friends. I don’t know what happened to them, and I knew nothing about Fitzwilliam’s branch of the family after my sister’s death.”

      Elizabeth sat on his lap and read his notes. “This is the Bingley family. Bingley married in 1813?”

      “Yes, and I think I met his wife before they married when I was in London in the year twelve. I was settling my affairs in town and said goodbye to Bingley. He brought me to a ball at the Crown and Anchor and introduced an ‘angel’ to me, a pretty woman who smiled too much.”

      Elizabeth laughed quietly. “Only you would think that’s a fault. I see Miss Bingley got over you and found someone to make miserable for the rest of his days.”

      Darcy rolled his eyes. “Undoubtedly.”

      “I’m glad Bingley found someone to love and that he wasn’t stuck supporting his sister. Was Colonel Fitzwilliam the first person you researched?” Elizabeth tucked her head under his chin, and Darcy wrapped his arms around her.

      “The third; wishing to get the worst over with, I first learnt what became of Mr. Wickham. He joined the East Norfolk Militia after the incident at Ramsgate, and they were involved in the Norman Cross depot.”

      “A train station?”

      “A prisoner-of-war camp. The Norfolk Militia transported prisoners from Yarmouth to the camp, and later operated it. Mr. Wickham died there. The French prisoners’ primary occupation was gambling their provisions, and knowing what I do of Mr. Wickham’s proclivities, I feel certain he was involved. Conditions were good there, all things considered, however Mr. Wickham was buried in the typhus cemetery before the peace in 1814.”

      “Good riddance. Learn anything about Mrs. Younge?”

      “She kept lodgings in Edward Street in London even before I left, but I learned nothing of her after that. As far as I could tell, she never bought or sold property, never married nor had children.”

      “Selfish people often find themselves alone. I’d rather hear about your cousin.”

      This was a more cheerful topic. “From Georgiana and from his letters, I learned Fitzwilliam inherited Rosings when our cousin died. He married a wealthy woman when he was nearly forty and had two daughters that he took great joy in spoiling. He and his family often visited the family at Pemberley. Rosings’s future owners became more impoverished over the generations, and it was demolished in the early twentieth century.”

      “But his descendants are still in England?”

      He nodded. “I would never contact anyone. I couldn’t say ‘I knew your great-great-great-grandfather as a young man.’”

      Elizabeth was silent for a long while. “I never could bring myself to learn what happened to you after you left,” she said softly. “It hurt too much—but I would be tempted to find out all I could about my friends and family if I were in your place.” Elizabeth looked closely at him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’ve been here four years, dearest Elizabeth. I didn’t want you to think I regretted my choice. I have more reasons to look forward rather than look back,” he said firmly.

      “Don’t feel guilty for being curious.”

      “I was afraid you might fear that I wished for the life I left behind.”

      She pressed her palm to his cheek and gave him a tender kiss. “You gave up everything you ever knew and everyone you ever loved to come here. Sometimes I’m still amazed by it. You made an impossible choice.”

      “It was impossible to do anything but love you,” he said, not wanting her to doubt him. “I simply had to find a way for my sister and Pemberley to thrive so I could leave without remorse. However curious I am, I would never go back. I love you.”

      “I love you too. Besides, if you did leave, I’d follow you. Then I’d kidnap you and drag you into Nine Ladies on the solstice. I did it before; I can do it again.”
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