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      It had not taken much to convince her aunt and uncle to extend their stay in the country, and multiple invitations from Pemberley were fast becoming the focus of their stay.

      Mrs. Gardiner was enjoying her time in the country more than Mr. Gardiner had anticipated, and Elizabeth Bennet enjoyed their light-hearted banter over the breakfast table at the Lambton Inn.

      “You may go back to London if you like, Mr. Gardiner, but I believe Lizzy and I shall be staying on here in the country,” Mrs. Gardiner said with a smile. She stirred a cup of tea meaningfully but kept it just out of her husband’s reach.

      Mr. Gardiner sighed and set down his newspaper. “I am sorry that I must return to London, but to see you this contented, I would not argue with you for the highest price in the world.”

      “As I had hoped,” Elizabeth’s aunt replied as she pushed the cup of tea toward her spouse. Elizabeth smiled into her own tea cup, sitting with her beloved aunt and uncle reminded her of how a marriage should be. Though her own parents seemed to enjoy only brief moments such as these, Elizabeth cherished them as a sign that true love could exist in many forms. “Lizzy I do hope you will agree, for if you do not, I shall be sad to see your return to London with your uncle.”

      Elizabeth laughed lightly and set down her tea cup. “Of course I will stay with you, Aunt. I would not abandon you in the countryside. You might never return, and I daresay my uncle will never forgive me if that should happen.”

      “Very correct, Lizzy, very correct,” Mr. Gardiner chuckled as he opened his paper once more.  

      Mrs. Gardiner’s eyes sparkled as she pulled a letter from beneath her plate and handed it to Elizabeth. “This letter arrived this morning,” she said as Elizabeth opened it carefully. The seal had already been broken, but she did not recognize the delicate handwriting.

      Elizabeth read the words on the fine paper and her eyes widened. “A salon?”

      “A wonderful invitation,” Mrs. Gardiner said brightly. “Georgiana Darcy has been most generous to include us in such an event.”

      Elizabeth’s mouth was dry and she did her best to smile at her aunt. “Indeed,” she replied. It was, of course, a wonderful invitation as her aunt had said, however, Elizabeth’s hand shook slightly as she reached for her tea. Her memories of those stolen moments at the pianoforte with Mr. Darcy were burned into her mind and into her flesh, and she had spent countless hours over the last weeks trying to deny everything she was feeling, but it was impossible.

      The longer she stayed in Lambton, the longer she stayed near Pemberley, the more she thought of him. She had narrowly avoided invitations to supper, her uncle’s frequent trips to fish in Pemberley’s lake, and Mrs. Gardiner’s requests for her to come and walk in Pemberley’s gardens. Her excuses had been growing thinner and thinner, this was an invitation she could not avoid, and a knot twisted in her stomach at the thought of seeing Pemberley, and Mr. Darcy, again.      

      “Well, Lizzy?” Mrs. Gardiner’s voice broke through Elizabeth’s daze and she blinked quickly to clear her thoughts. “How shall we reply to this invitation?”

      Elizabeth smiled and set the invitation down upon the table. “Of course we will attend,” she replied. “Miss Darcy has been so kind to us, although I confess that I cannot believe she would be so eager to hear me at the pianoforte.”

      “Lizzy, you are always so critical of your skills,” Mrs. Gardiner scolded her gently. “And you do not have to play if you do not wish to. A salon is not simply an opportunity to peacock about with the latest sonata or a crisp piece of savage poetry from the new world.”

      Elizabeth smothered a laugh behind her hand as her uncle chuckled warmly. “Is it not, my dear?” he said with a smile. “The last salon you attended seemed full to the brim with exotic wildfowl.”

      Mrs. Gardiner rapped her husband’s arm with her fan as she laughed. “Hush, Mr. Gardiner, you would not know a sonnet from a limerick if it struck you aside the head.”

      “Now, madam, I must protest,” Elizabeth’s uncle spluttered. “I will have you know that I can appreciate a fine turn of phrase as well as any gentleman!”

      Mrs. Gardiner winked at her niece and sipped at her tea as she enjoyed her husband’s mock outrage. “Mr. Gardiner believes that he is quite astute, Lizzy,” she said with a smile, “however I am ashamed to say that he would be more inclined to recite a legal letter than any scrap of poetry.”

      Mr. Gardiner grumbled into his paper, but Elizabeth could see the smile upon his face and her heart lightened just a little.

      Elizabeth’s aunt stirred her tea thoughtfully before pointing her spoon at her niece. “Now, Mr. Darcy,” she said, “I daresay, would be a gentleman for poetry, do you not agree, Lizzy?”

      Elizabeth felt her cheeks warming at the mention of the master of Pemberley. Mrs. Gardiner regarded her carefully and Elizabeth found herself floundering for the words she needed to agree with her aunt. Mr. Darcy did seem like the sort of gentleman who enjoyed poetry and the words of the greatest minds of history. Marcus Aurelius, perhaps. Or the Greek historians, surely not the flippant romantic poetry that her sisters preferred.

      “Mr. Darcy strikes me as the sort of gentleman who reads poetry in private,” Mrs. Gardiner prodded. “Perhaps Lord Byron, or Scott…”

      “Gentleman’s words, to be sure,” Mr. Gardiner said from behind his paper.

      Elizabeth did her best not to squirm under her aunt’s scrutiny. “I must agree with you,” she said finally. “Mr. Darcy strikes me as the sort of man who is very private with his emotions, and as the enjoyment of poetry is an emotional pursuit, I must assume that if he does indulge that it is done away from prying eyes.”

      “We shall have to enquire at the salon,” Mrs. Gardiner said. Her eyes twinkled merrily and Elizabeth felt the hot blush creep even further up her neck.

      “Surely, he will not be in attendance,” Elizabeth said in surprise. “I cannot imagine that he would wish to be present for such an event.”

      “Lizzy is quite right, my dear,” Mr. Gardiner said as he folded his newspaper. “I am going to Pemberley this afternoon, and I will tell him so, myself.”

      “To Pemberley?” Elizabeth asked, “whatever for?”

      “For fishing, of course,” Mr. Gardiner replied good-naturedly. “If I am to return to dreary old London, I shall do it with the sound of birdsong in my ears and the memory of a fish tugging at my line.”

      Mrs. Gardiner patted her husband’s arm and smiled indulgently in his direction. “I am, as always, grateful that your pursuits take you into the outdoors as opposed to the card tables at the Birmingham Club,” she said.

      “Yes, yes,” Mr. Gardiner harrumphed as he rose from his chair and retrieved his hat from the bench next to their table.

      He bent to kiss his wife upon the cheek she offered him and nodded to his niece. “I shall ride out for Pemberley, and be away to London by nightfall. I shall write as soon as I have a spare moment to breathe,” he said.

      “I will await all the news from home eagerly,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “But not too eagerly. You may tell Mrs. Moody that I plan to stay away from London for as long as possible.”

      “She will be desolate,” Elizabeth’s uncle replied.

      Mrs. Gardiner shook her head and sighed dramatically. “Poor woman, she will not know what to do with Mr. Gardiner while I am away.”

      “Save your pity for me,” Mr. Gardiner grumbled. He placed his hat upon his head and adjusted his waistcoat. “Shall I carry your good wishes to Mr. Darcy, Lizzy?” he asked brightly.

      Elizabeth opened and closed her mouth, unsure of what to say, was it entirely proper? But her uncle had asked… did she dare—

      “Yes, please, husband. Both of our good wishes, and our reply to Miss Darcy’s invitation.” She held out the slim notecard and Mr. Gardiner took it from her hand and placed it in his pocket with a jovial smile upon his face.

      “As you say, my dear.”

      “Safe travels,” Elizabeth and her aunt called out as he left the breakfast room. They watched through the window as he mounted the grey mare brought around by the Lambton Inn’s stable boy and cantered off down the road toward Pemberley.    

      Mrs. Gardiner sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Lizzy,” she said kindly. “Now, that your uncle is gone, will you tell me what is wrong?”

      Elizabeth shifted in her chair and looked down at her tea. “I am sure I do not know what you are talking about,” she said softly.

      “Elizabeth Marie Bennet,” Mrs. Gardiner said sharply. “I always knew that there was something wrong with my own children, and I know very well when there is something wrong with my favorite niece.” Elizabeth looked up from her tea and into Mrs. Gardiner’s eyes. Her smile was kind and Elizabeth felt the knot in her stomach loosen just a little.

      “It is nothing,” she said as calmly as she could. Mrs. Gardiner arched an eyebrow and Elizabeth sighed.

      “Lizzy,” she said seriously.

      “It is nothing,” Elizabeth repeated and forced a smile onto her face. “When will the salon be held?” Anything to change the topic of their conversation. She would not be able to avoid this invitation, and Elizabeth had no doubt that Miss Georgiana Darcy would have many questions as to why she had been absent from so many suppers and walks in the Pemberley gardens.

      Mrs. Gardiner’s expression told Elizabeth that her aunt did not believe her excuses. Elizabeth’s fingers twisted together in her lap and she hoped that there would be no more questions about Mr. Darcy, or her thoughts. “In three days time,” she said finally. “Do you have a suitable gown in your things?”

      Elizabeth thought carefully for a moment and then nodded. “I do, it will require some new ribbons, but if they can be acquired in Lambton I shall have no reason to fret.”   

      “We shall see to it today,” Mrs. Gardiner said with a smile, “and I daresay I shall require a new fan if this warm weather is to continue into September.” She plucked Mr. Gardiner’s discarded newspaper and began to read.

      “An excellent plan,” Elizabeth replied grateful that her aunt’s attention was focused elsewhere. She rose from the table and smoothed down her dress. “I will fetch my bonnet and we will walk together.”

      “Lovely,” Mrs. Gardiner said without looking up from the newspaper. “I will be ready when you return.”

      Elizabeth smiled briefly and left the breakfast room without another word. Each step she took to her room felt as though it were taking her farther and farther away from where she wanted to be. Her mind and heart was split in two. She wanted to be at home in Longbourn with Jane and her sisters, but she also wanted to be here… at Pemberley with Georgiana and Mr. Darcy. She retrieved her bonnet with trembling fingers and looked into the tarnished mirror as she pulled it down over her dark curls and secured the ribbon beneath her chin.

      As she regarded herself in the mirror she found herself wondering what she would look like dressed in the gown that she had always imagined herself wearing. It would be pale green, the same shade as the stones in the wall around the lavender plants in Longbourn’s
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