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      It was a brisk fall day when, much to the surprise of the residents of Longbourn, a sudden storm began to shake the walls of the estate with a fury they had not anticipated. There had been no warning of the change of weather; the sky had been blue and the air pleasant since Elizabeth and Jane had taken their morning walk. Mr. Bennet stoked the fire in the sitting room and examined the scene outside with a curious expression.

      “I suppose it is quite fortuitous after all, mama, that our daughters did not go to town as they had planned. This is quite a storm.”

      Mrs. Bennet looked up from her needlework and pointed a finger at her husband in protest. “Had they gone to town, perhaps they should have found themselves in the company of the regiment, who might have offered them shelter. I do not see the good fortune in their decision to stay home today, Mr. Bennet.”

      Mr. Bennet listened to Mrs. Bennet’s continued opinions on the subject until at last, his daughters offered him a blessed reprieve from his wife’s unceasing complaints by entering the sitting room. The eldest Bennet girls had been gone for hours, though neither Mr. nor Mrs. Bennet had known where they were. The Bennets had little cause to worry, however, as only Lydia and Kitty were known to make trouble, and both had been fluttering around the house all morning. Elizabeth was wet to the bone from the rain, while Jane and Lydia seemed to have been in the house when the storm arrive. Mrs. Bennet was aghast.

      “Lizzy!” cried Mrs. Bennet. “You look a mess! Go change from those wet clothes at once. I dare say, you must have remained in the yard long after the rain began.”

      “Yes, Elizabeth, you might catch a violent cold. In this case, your mother is right; it would do you well to change,” said Mr. Bennet.

      Elizabeth followed the advice of her parents and retreated to the solitude of her chamber, where Mrs. Hill had set out a selection of dry dresses. Unknown to her family, even her dear sister Jane, Lizzy had left Longbourn again after their walk with the intention of going to Meryton. The merchant at the book store had told her of the arrival of a new book and she had hoped to purchase it that day in short order, without the accompaniment of her sisters, who would have delayed her return home with a visit to the regiment. She wished to spend the rest of the afternoon reading under her favorite tree and hoped to slip away without interruption.

      Yet, she had hardly made it more than a few steps away from Longbourn when the storm set upon Meryton with a sudden wildness. Elizabeth had been forced to run back home in a most vulgar fashion, mud and rain splashing all over her skirts. If any of their neighbors had witnessed such a display, her mother would never be able to live with the shame. Lizzy changed with haste, still chilled from the cold of the rain, then rushed back to the sitting room where her family remained. She stood in front of the fire and warmed her hands, much to her mother’s dismay.

      “Elizabeth, really. Do not stand in front of the fire. You will burn the hem of your dress,” Mrs. Bennet said with a disapproving shake of her head. Elizabeth did as her mother asked though as soon as she stepped away from the warmth of the fire she felt a chill all the way down to her bones once again.

      Lydia and Kitty, who had been thus far distracted by a scheme to walk to town as soon as the rains subsided, at once became aware of Lizzy’s presence. Lydia examined her sister with a suspicious eye.

      “Where were you today when the storm began, Elizabeth? Jane returned from your walk long before the rain, but we did not see you for some time after. Were you in town, trying to steal an officer for yourself?”

      Mr. Bennet made his reproach clear when he looked up from his book and directed a sharp glare at his youngest daughter. “Be sensible, Lydia. Were any of my daughters to creep away with the intention of visiting the military regiment without their father’s permission, Lizzy would be the least likely culprit, would she not, Mrs. Bennet?”

      “I do believe that honor belongs to Mary, Mr. Bennet.”

      Mary, who had thus far been silent, at last looked up from the piano at the mention of her name. “What honor, mama?” Mrs. Bennet pursed her lips and returned to her needlework as Mary once again lost herself in her music books.

      As the storm continued to rage outside, the Bennets stayed huddled together in the sitting room with the hope that it might end at any moment. Instead, it continued well into the afternoon, until the youngest Bennet daughters began to complain of being confined in their house with no hope of reprieve.

      “When will it end, papa?” Lydia cried, holding her hand to her forehead in a most dramatic fashion. “I will faint dead away of melancholy if I must remain in the house for a moment longer.”

      Lydia’s excitement was interrupted by a sudden knock on the door, which startled the whole household. Mr. Bennet looked up at his wife in utter surprise.

      “Who could possibly be visiting Longbourn in the middle of a storm?”

      Mrs. Hill appeared a moment later to answer the door, though all of the Bennet girls followed behind her, anxious to see who their unexpected visitor was. Their housekeeper was the first to see Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy standing on Longbourn’s front walk. He was wet through his clothes and his hair was dripping with drops of rain. He appeared as if he had been out in the storm since it first began and in spite of their most unpleasant introduction at the Meryton assembly, Elizabeth found she was unable to look away from him. Her cheeks grew warm from the embarrassment she felt, and she turned her eyes down to the floor.

      Mr. Bennet rose to his feet with haste and hurried to the entry, avoiding his daughters as he made his way through the lot of them.

      “Mr. Darcy… Whatever are you doing out in this abominable weather? Please! Come inside at once!”

      Mrs. Hill bustled away to fetch a blanket for Mr. Darcy as Mr. Bennet ushered the gentleman to the fireplace. There visible distress on Mrs. Bennet’s face as Darcy sat in her chair in his wet clothing, but she would never say a word to him about it, for fear of offending a man such as Darcy in her home. The housekeeper returned but a moment later and handed the blanket to him.

      “I will make you a cup of tea at once, sir. And I shall fetch Mr. Bennet’s valet to find you some dry clothing before you take ill,” Mrs. Hill said before dashing back from the room. Darcy shivered even as he sat in front of the fire and Elizabeth averted her eyes when she noticed the way in which his shirt clung to his chest. The younger Bennet girls made no such effort, drawing the angry glare of their father.

      “Lydia, Kitty, go to the library at once,” Mr. Bennet said.

      “But father,” Lydia protested.

      “At once,” Mr. Bennet responded, making his position clear. Lydia and Kitty argued no further and left the room slowly, casting mournful glances over their shoulders as they departed. Once the room was free of children who were only able to behave in a silly manner around Darcy, Mr. Bennet renewed his inquiry.

      “Mr. Darcy, I must once again ask what it was that brought you out in such a terrible storm. Surely, there was no errand of such great importance that it was worth risking your life?”

      Mrs. Hill entered the room with a tray of tea, which Mr. Darcy accepted gratefully. Once he had finished a cup, he felt prepared to speak once again.

      “I received correspondence from London that my presence was required there at once. I took the carriage from Netherfield, but when the storm appeared, it washed out the streets and the carriage wheels became stuck in the mud. The riders went back to get another carriage but then storm only got worse, and I believed if I remained where I was, I might never be seen again.”

      Mrs. Bennet clapped her hand to her face. “Oh, Mr. Darcy! How frightening!”

      “Indeed, it was, madam. Rather than continue to risk my life, I walked toward the light I saw from your home. It was quite a long way and accounts for my untidy appearance. I hope you might forgive my intrusion and the mess I have left as a result.”

      Elizabeth listened as her parents continued to assure Darcy that he was welcome at Longbourn. They discussed the storm and the distress is was causing, and indeed, that all worried Lizzy greatly, but she could not stop her mind from drifting to thoughts of the way Darcy had appeared when he arrived at their door. She rebuked herself for considering such things, and yet she could think of nothing else, even when Jane touched her arm and surprised her.

      “Elizabeth, where is your mind? Papa was talking to you.”

      Lizzy turned her eyes back toward her father with haste. “I am sorry, papa. I was watching the rain and became distracted. What did you ask me?”

      “I did not ask you anything, Lizzy. I merely pointed out to Mr. Darcy that you had also found yourself caught in the hands of this terrible storm earlier today. And then I said we still did not know what it was that took you out in the rain.”

      Elizabeth set her hands in her lap and smiled at her father. “I did not say, papa. I was only out for a walk, nothing more.”

      Their conversation was put to a stop when Mr. Bennet’s valet appeared in the doorway.

      “Mr. Darcy, I have set out a selection of dry clothing for you in the guest room. If you accompany me, I would be happy to assist you.”

      Darcy declined the offer. “If you could simply show me to the room, I can dress without assistance. And Mr. Bennet, I shall return your clothes as soon as I have gone back to Netherfield and had them washed.”

      “Think nothing of it, Mr. Darcy.”

      Once Darcy had followed the valet up to the bed chambers, Mrs. Bennet turned to her husband with an angry glare. “Mr. Bennet, we are in no position to be giving away your clothes to a well-to-do gentleman such as Mr. Darcy. You must insist that he return your clothing when goes back to Netherfield!”

      Elizabeth listened to her parents argue over the possibility that Mr. Bennet might lose a most important, by Mrs. Bennet’s estimation, article of clothing, until she thought she might go mad.

      “Papa, might I be excused for a moment?”

      Her mother and father turned to her in surprise, as she rarely tended to engage in outbursts of emotion. Jane appeared just as confused as Mr. and Mrs. Bennet and turned to her sister in concern.

      “Lizzy, what is wrong? You have been acting so strange. Is there something I can do for you? Did all of that rain make you ill?”

      Detecting an opportunity to escape the confusion and noise of the sitting room, Elizabeth held her hand to her forehead. “Perhaps I am a bit ill. It might do me well to go to bed and sleep for a while. Is that all right, papa?”

      Her father waved her away. “Of course, dear. Go rest. If you do not wish to join us for dinner tonight, we
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