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      “I must tell you. I believe he often fancied himself a Signior Benedick awaiting the arrival of a Beatrice of his very own.”  

      Georgiana Darcy could not have known what fire she had set in Elizabeth Bennet’s ears… and here she was, held prisoner by her obligations to perform the very piece that had just turned her world upside down. 

      Everything she had ever believed about this most disagreeable gentleman was… it was a façade. An act to keep everyone at arm’s length aside from those he trusted implicitly. She had been wrong to judge him so harshly. Utterly wrong. 

      But he had been wrong to treat her, and most especially Jane, as though they were not worthy of becoming better acquainted with him and his friends. 

      The young woman at the pianoforte finished her piece and stood up from the instrument to curtsey as applause filled the room. Mrs. Gardiner leaned over to murmur something to her niece and Elizabeth was startled from her worries and joined in the applause hastily. 

      “Was that not lovely,” Mrs. Gardiner said softly. 

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth agreed, though she had heard none of the notes that had been played. 

      Georgiana Darcy stood up and thanked the young woman and spoke to her quietly for just a moment before taking her place at the front of the room. 

      “Ladies, I am very pleased to present a new addition to our company.” She gestured gracefully toward Elizabeth, who stood somewhat awkwardly as all eyes in the room turned to her. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet and her aunt, Mrs. Gardiner, have joined us this afternoon from quite a distance away. Miss Bennet makes her home in Hertfordshire, and Mrs. Gardiner in London.” Mrs. Gardiner inclined her head at the introduction and Elizabeth felt her heart begin to race as she realized she would be called upon to perform next. 

      “Miss Bennet has been kind enough to prepare a dramatic reading of a play that is near and dear to my own heart—” Applause broke out as Elizabeth made her way to the front of the room. 

      “Thank you, Miss Darcy,” she said and then turned to the assembled ladies with what she hoped was a confident smile upon her lips. “I shall be performing a piece from Much Ado About Nothing.” There were a few delighted noises from the crowd and Elizabeth felt some of her calm returning. She knew this play very well, and should not have felt so nervous about its performance. “I shall require a volunteer to read the part of Signior Benedick…” 

      Several ladies stood up from their chairs to volunteer and Elizabeth prevailed upon Georgiana’s knowledge of her guests to choose the best person for the role. 

      She chose a young woman with red hair and a pleasant smattering of freckles across her nose and shoulders. “Miss Vondey will be pleased to perform with you,” Georgiana said with a bright smile. 

      The young woman took the folio Elizabeth offered her and opened it to the page that had been marked. 

      Georgiana took her seat and another round of polite applause signalled the start of the performance. 

      “Lady Beatrice, have you wept all this while?” Miss Vondey said loudly. 

      Elizabeth paused, to adjust herself to this very new beginning. Miss Vondey was enthusiastic, to be sure, and she must forget what had happened the last time she spoke these lines. 

      “Yea, and I will weep a while longer,” she replied.

      “I will not desire that,” came the strident riposte. 

      “You have no reason; I do it freely.”

      “Surely I do believe your fair cousin is wronged.” 

      “Ah, how much might the man deserve of me that would right her!” Elizabeth felt the same flare of anger in her chest as she said the words. Could she trust that Mr. Darcy would do what he had promised? 

      Miss Vondey said all of her lines with the same volume of voice, as though she were performing at the Globe, itself. “Is there any way to show such friendship?” 

      “A very even way,” Elizabeth replied, “but no such friend.”

      “May a man do it?” 

      There were a few titters in the audience and Elizabeth’s eyes flickered over the crowd. It was not lost on her that at one time all of these parts would have been played by men… to have them both played by women now seemed almost comical. 

      “It is a man's office,” Elizabeth said loud enough to be heard over the sound,  “but not yours.” 

      “I do love nothing in the world so well as you: is not that strange?” Miss Vondey said the words with brash confidence, and Elizabeth wondered how awkward a Benedick who spoke thusly in real life would be. 

      “As strange as the thing I know not. It were as possible for me to say I loved nothing so well as you…”

      In her mind, Elizabeth was saying these words to someone else, and the rest of the scene passed by without her notice. She said the words, felt the emotions she should have… but when the applause came, she felt empty. 

      She took Miss Vondey’s hand and curtseyed with her to the applauding audience and then took her seat once more as Georgiana Darcy stood up to announce that tea would be served. 

      The noise level in the room rose gradually as the ladies left their seats and talked among themselves about the performances and the items that had been brought for them to admire. 

      Elizabeth walked the room slowly with the folio clutched against her chest and helped herself to a cup of tea and some small biscuits. She could not eat or drink very much, for her stomach was still aflutter with the nerves of her performance, and the memory of speaking those same lines to Mr. Darcy. 

      She was approached by another young woman in a pale lavender dress as she was looking at some drawings that had been arranged prettily near the windows. “Miss Bennet, you were really quite excellent,” she said breathlessly. “And it is ever so brave of you to perform such a piece.” 

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said quietly. 

      The young woman continued to speak about the salon and how nervous she was about her own contribution to the event when Elizabeth saw something outside the window. She was about to excuse herself from the young woman’s one-sided conversation when another woman approached—most likely the girl’s mother—and guided her away without so much as speaking a word to Elizabeth. 

      But Elizabeth was not focused on the woman’s manners. She was focused on the window. She turned slightly to make sure that she was not being watched and then moved closer to the glass so that she could see properly. She was hidden somewhat behind the long damask curtains that framed each window and Elizabeth was grateful for the small buffer between herself and the excitement of the salon. 

      Through the window she could see the group of gentlemen fishing at the lake and in the creek that ran merrily through the estate. Her uncle seemed to be having a grand time, and Elizabeth smiled to see him wading into the sparkling water to help one of his fellows draw in his catch. 

      But at the side of the lake she beheld another gentleman, one that could only be the Signior Benedick to her Beatrice.

      Mr. Darcy stood apart from the group. He wore no hat and had draped his jacket and vest over a low branch on a nearby willow tree. His collar was open in the heat of the sunshine, and he smiled at the antics of the other gentleman, but he was not participating in their merriment and he stole glances up at the house every so often. Toward the very window that Elizabeth stood in.

      She froze as his dark eyes sought her out and her heart pounded in her chest as he smiled up at her and raised a hand in brief greeting. 

      Elizabeth was about to do the same when she heard her name spoken quite near to where she was secreted behind the curtain.

      “Oh yes, Elizabeth is my niece,” Mrs. Gardiner said brightly, “she is but one-and-twenty with no prior engagements or suitors… She is strong willed, but a bright girl who has been well educated.”  

      “I have a mind to introduce my eldest son to her,” said a woman Elizabeth could not see. Her grip on the folio tightened and she looked out the window again, hoping to see Mr. Darcy’s face once more. But as she scanned the gentlemen crowded at the banks she could not see him. 

      “Ladies! Ladies, it is time for our second set of performances,” Georgiana Darcy called out. She clapped her small hands sharply and there was a small commotion as the salon guests moved back into the library and took their seats once more. 

      Elizabeth lingered for only a moment behind the curtain, wondering if she could stay there unnoticed, but guilt gnawed at her and she pushed the curtain aside with a heavy sigh. She walked through the room and back into the library. 

      She paused in the doorway as a young woman in a mint-colored dress stood up to take her turn and then walked quickly toward where her aunt had saved her a seat. 

      She smiled sheepishly at Georgiana Darcy and her aunt who raised an eyebrow as she settled back into her chair. “Where were you?” she said quietly. 

      “I was delayed,” Elizabeth whispered. 

      “Remind me to introduce you to Mrs. Carmichael,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “She is very interested to meet you.” 

      Georgiana Darcy cleared her throat meaningfully and Mrs. Gardiner covered her mouth with her hand. She looked at Elizabeth for her agreement, and though she wanted to say that she was not interested in meeting Mrs. Carmichael or hearing about her eldest son, all she could do was nod. 
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      The salon continued on and after a few performances, Elizabeth was finally able to relax and enjoy herself. She assisted Miss Vondey with her own performance and stood by the pianoforte to turn the pages of her sheet music while Miss Vondey played and sang. Elizabeth could not help but feel that she had neglected the cultivation of her own accomplishments. 

      Her aunt had been correct in one sense in describing her to Mrs. Carmichael. She had been well enough educated, and her conversation and wit were always complimented… but what else did she have to offer a gentleman? 

      Was she enough? 

      The salon drew to a close with Georgiana’s own performance, and Elizabeth’s applause was genuinely emphatic when the final notes were played. Georgiana was, indeed, very skilled at the pianoforte, and at the harp. She was a wonderful singer, and several pieces of her drawing and other artworks were featured in the salon’s collection. She was a delightful girl, and Elizabeth could not imagine having to measure up to her in any way. 

      Though Georgiana Darcy was not a proud or boastful girl, quite the contrary, one could be very suitably accomplished and still feel lacking in her sweet company. 

      “Did you enjoy yourself?” Georgiana asked hopefully as the guests began to move from the library and through the house to the foyer where the gentleman had begun to gather. She wound her arm through Elizabeth’s and they walked together down the corridor toward the grand staircase. 

      “I did,” Elizabeth answered honestly. “Your guests were delightful, and the performances were truly wonderful. I am always humbled to meet so many talented young ladies. Yourself not least among them.” 

      Georgiana blushed prettily at the compliment and Elizabeth was struck again by how modest she was. Any other young woman would have preened and agreed with the compliment. But any other young woman would not have hosted a salon to help display the talents of her friends. 
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