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      Every time Elizabeth Bennet visited her aunt and uncle she was reminded of the fact that she should make an effort to come to London more often. Mrs. Gardiner was always happy to see her, and somehow always managed to plan events and outings that made Elizabeth’s stay all the more enjoyable.

      This visit was no exception, and Elizabeth had been waiting in anticipation for a dinner party that her aunt had spoken of daily since her arrival in London.

      The days seemed to fly by, and Elizabeth’s anticipation of the event grew. On the day of the party, her aunt fairly floated around the house. “It will be a wonderful evening, Lizzy,” Mrs. Gardiner exclaimed over tea.

      “I have no doubt,” Elizabeth replied. “But you must promise me that I will not be called upon to sing or play.”

      Mrs. Gardiner laughed lightly and patted her niece’s hand. “I can promise you precisely that. If you do not wish to perform, you will not have to.”

      Elizabeth relaxed slightly. Her confidence in her accomplishments was not as it should have been, but she could not bring herself to concentrate upon her pianoforte playing. Mary dominated much of the time at Longbourn’s ancient pianoforte, and she could not bring herself to chase her younger sister away from the only escape that she had from daily life.

      “Have you decided upon what you will wear this evening?” Mrs. Gardiner asked.

      “I have. I was gifted a new gown for my birthday, and I have not yet had the opportunity to wear it. Jane was kind enough to help me with the embroidery and I am very pleased with the result.”

      “Wonderful. The event will not be formal by any means, but I must warn you that there will be several guests of some consequence in attendance.”

      Elizabeth set down her teacup and looked at her aunt in surprise. “You did not tell me that earlier…”

      “No, and, indeed, it matters very little,” Mrs. Gardiner assured her.

      “Are you certain?”

      “Of course,” Mrs. Gardiner said with a smile. Elizabeth should have been reassured by her aunt’s assertion, but as she dressed for the evening, she was not certain that she was content.

      Elizabeth was not innocent of the fact that society in Hertfordshire was very different to society in London; she only hoped that she would be able to meet the unspoken expectation of her attendance. She had no doubt that her aunt would try to introduce her to several of her friends—she had made several mentions of certain friends with sons of a marriageable age.

      Her mother was a notorious matchmaker, but she had not expected her aunt to be as eager for such a pursuit.

      “Lady Carmichael will be very pleased to meet you,” Mrs. Gardiner said as the carriage rolled over the cobbled streets. “I know she will find your conversation most entertaining.”

      “I do hope so,” Elizabeth replied. The closer they drew to their destination, the more nervous Elizabeth became, and as the carriage lurched to a halt and the door was opened, she feared that her nerves would overtake her entirely.

      She followed her aunt out of the carriage and up the steps to the brightly painted front door of a house that she could not imagine ever belonging to anyone her aunt would be acquainted with.

      “How did you come to know Lady Carmichael?” she asked in a hushed tone.

      “I know her very well,” Mrs. Gardiner said brightly. “She is the daughter of one of Mr. Gardiner’s business associates. She was very fortunate to marry well, and has become a darling of London society.”

      The door opened and Elizabeth took a deep breath as Mrs. Gardiner stepped across the threshold and into the house.

      Though her gown was new, and her hair had been carefully dressed and pinned, Elizabeth immediately felt as though she were completely underdressed for the occasion. Mrs. Gardiner seemed not to notice, and she entered the house with the confidence of someone who had been in such a situation many times. Elizabeth wished desperately that she had asked more questions about this dinner party, but it was too late for such things now.

      She straightened her shoulders and tried to find some of the confidence she had felt before leaving Gracechurch Street.

      The butler led them down a corridor and Elizabeth could hear voices in almost every room. “I believe there will be card playing, some music, and then supper,” Mrs. Gardner said brightly.

      Lydia would have asked if there would be dancing, but Elizabeth was too distracted to ask.  

      They were led to a parlor where Mrs. Gardiner’s entrance was greeted with shouts of delight from their hostess. Lady Carmichael was tall and willowy, with mounds of pale blond hair that had been looped into an intricate style that was festooned with brilliantly dyed feathers and ropes of pearls. Once again, Elizabeth felt her smile falter as she tried to stop herself from looking down at her pale grey dress with its plain adornments.

      “I am so pleased that you are here,” Lady Carmichael cried as she reached for Mrs. Gardiner’s hands. “And you have brought your niece, as you promised you would!” Lady Carmichael turned her brilliant smile upon Elizabeth. “I am very happy, indeed, that you should be here, Miss Bennet.”

      Elizabeth curtseyed and murmured her gratitude for the invitation.

      “Please, come and sit, we are playing at piquet, and I am simply terrible. Miss Bennet are you more adept at this game? I am in desperate need of an ally at the table.”

      Elizabeth smiled and found herself suddenly at ease in the other woman’s company. She was not as aloof and unwelcoming as Elizabeth had worried she would be—but she should have known that her aunt would not have made a friend of someone who would not be delightful company.

      “I shall do my best,” Elizabeth said. “Though my skills at piquet are not what they should be, I would be happy to assist you.”

      Lady Carmichael clapped her hands and looped her arm through Elizabeth’s as she led her to a card table. Mrs. Gardiner smiled happily and left Elizabeth in the care of her friend while she stepped away to greet another acquaintance.

      Seated at her ladyship’s side, Elizabeth gave the other woman the best instruction she could and Lady Carmichael celebrated each of her small successes with a little shriek of happiness and a squeeze of Elizabeth’s arm. “You are very good at this, Miss Bennet,” she exclaimed on more than one occasion.

      Hand after hand of cards was dealt and Elizabeth did her best to keep pace with the conversation. Wine replaced tea, and Elizabeth took care to keep her consumption minimal, but it was difficult to avoid when her glass was kept filled.

      Lady Carmichael leaned closer and tilted her chin at the door. “Lizzy, I must introduce you to a dear friend… although I would imagine that he is quite disgruntled at having to attend an event such as this.”

      Elizabeth looked up toward the door and her eyes widened as a gentleman with dark hair and even darker eyes stepped into the parlor. He was unsmiling, but Elizabeth detected a hint of mischief in his demeanor. “Why should he be so discontented to be here, of all places?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Mr. Darcy believes that the only society to be valued is his own,” Lady Carmichael said loudly enough that the gentleman could surely hear her. “And he has a great deal of trouble leaving his estate in Derbyshire.”

      Elizabeth masked her smile behind her wine glass as Mr. Darcy approached the table. She knew that Lady Carmichael was teasing the gentleman, but he seemed unaffected by her efforts at levity.

      “Is that not correct, Mr. Darcy,” she said brightly as she looked up at him.

      The gentleman smiled briefly and took a sip from his glass of whiskey. “It is, indeed, correct, I am often reluctant to leave Pemberley as you well know. But I could not refuse an invitation from you.”

      Lady Carmichael’s smile was flirtatious, but not overtly so and Elizabeth marveled at the ease with which she gave her performance. “Indeed, that is precisely why I sent it,” she said confidently. “And now you are here, and I have won.”

      “A victory, indeed.” Mr. Darcy inclined his head and looked around the room. “You have gathered quite a collection of society here this evening,” he said casually.

      “I have,” her ladyship confirmed. “But you must meet Miss Elizabeth Bennet, she is the niece of a dear friend and has recently arrived from a country estate very like your own I should think.”

      The gentleman bowed shortly and Elizabeth felt her cheeks warming as he looked at her. His eyes were full of appraisal and she could not look away. She blamed the wine for the heat in her cheeks, but the tightness in her chest was entirely due to the way he was looking at her.

       “Indeed, and where is that?”

      “Hertfordshire,” Elizabeth blurted out. “A few hours west of London by carriage. Though I would not expect that Longbourn would be anything to your estate...”

      Mr. Darcy nodded and Elizabeth wondered if she should have said something else—something more charming. Something that should have sparked more conversation, but it was too late to do so. There was no chance to make a second impression and her cheeks grew hotter.

      Beside her, Lady Carmichael laughed at something someone else had said and she turned back to the table. “Oh, Lizzy, whatever did you say, Mr. Darcy looks positively bored…”

      “I—”

      “Do not trouble yourself, my lady, it was not Miss Bennet’s fault. I am simply distracted,” Mr. Darcy said briskly. “If you will excuse me.”

      Another hand of piquet was dealt and Elizabeth tried to focus on the cards as the gentleman moved away from the table. Lady Carmichael pouted prettily for a moment and then turned her own attention to the cards she swept up off the table.

      “Another dismal hand,” she sighed. “Do not worry, Lizzy, you will have another chance to win Mr. Darcy’s attention. I am determined to see him smile by the end of the evening, and I believe you are the one to make such a rare occurrence a reality.”

      Her hostess smiled happily and set down a card with more smugness than was entirely warranted, and Elizabeth wished she could feel just as confident. She was not certain why Lady Carmichael was so determined to push her toward Mr. Darcy, but she found that she was intrigued by the gentleman. She knew that Mrs. Gardiner would want her to be introduced to other guests at the party, but the night was young, and there would be time for that later.

      But the remainder of the evening had passed in a blur, supper was wonderful, and the young ladies who were called up to play the pianoforte and sing for the guests were daunting in their accomplishment. But it was not until there was a call for dancing that Elizabeth began to feel the weight of the evening.

      She had been introduced to several ladies of her aunt’s acquaintance, and more of Lady Carmichael’s friends. As she had suspected, several of them had sons of marriageable age, and Elizabeth did what she could to be cordial and charming during her conversations—the usual questions flew around her: How old were her sisters? Did she play the pianoforte or sing? What about her mother’s family? Where was their family placed in Hertfordshire society? Did they have a house in London?

      When she was finally able to break away from the onslaught of well-meaning inquiry, Elizabeth took refuge in the corridor just outside the drawing room.

      Her head spun with questions
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