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            A Delayed Apology

          

          A Gentleman’s Word ~ Book 1

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful spring day, but Fitzwilliam Darcy did not notice the lightness of the breeze, nor the warmth of the sunlight that poured through the newly leafed trees above his head. He would have preferred to be anywhere but where he was at this moment. He could have been riding his horse over the rolling hills of Pemberley’s estate, or visiting his tenant farmers, or speaking to the gamekeeper about the new pheasants that had just arrived. Instead, he was striding slowly through Hyde Park in the middle of busy London. But, he was here at his aunt’s insistence, and not even he could deny Lady Catherine de Bourgh what she demanded. 

      He had never paid any attention to the Season, and had arrived late as it was, but as Georgiana was coming to an age where it would matter, he had to go through the motions of knowing what to expect. His time in London had only just begun, and already he was tired of it. 

      He hated the long hours of socializing and the pointless tea parties and banquets. They always seemed to drag on with no real progress made. There had to be something more substantial than carriage rides and operas. He longed for something deeper and more stimulating. If he had his own way, he would be far from London and the buzz of the social scene—and dear Georgiana would have to content herself with meeting a prospective husband in some other manner. The problem was, Georgiana would adore all of this frivolity and fuss over nothing.

      Fitzwilliam Darcy understood very well that these events doubled as opportunities for well-bred young ladies to be introduced to well-moneyed gentlemen, but unlike every other gentleman present, he was not in want of a wife. 

      There was a time that he had felt such stirrings, but he had ruined all of that with his arrogant tongue and disastrous proposal. He had deserved every moment of Elizabeth Bennet’s scorn and wrath, and the memory of her heated refusal of his most ill-phrased offer haunted his every step. 

      If he had his own way, he would be far from London and the buzz of the social scene—and dear Georgiana would have to content herself with meeting a prospective husband in some other manner.
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      His mind clouded with frustration and annoyance directed entirely at himself, Fitzwilliam Darcy turned a quick corner and encountered a woman. In essence it was more than an encounter; he nearly knocked her off of her feet. 

       	He felt his neck heat with embarrassment as he tried to regain his bearings and reached to help the woman he had no unceremoniously collided with. “I am so sorry,” he began. “That was completely foolish of me; I was… I was not watching where I was going, and the bushes blocked my view—I am not familiar with this park—” 

      “Oh, dear!” another voice exclaimed and Darcy immediately felt his embarrassment grow as he realized that there was a witness to his inattention. 

      “It’s nothing, really. I’m fine,” the woman replied. Her voice was filled with a hint of clear amusement at his flustered state. 

      He lifted his gaze, finally, to look at her. She wore a plain muslin dress better suited to a walk in the country than a turn about Hyde Park in the middle of the Season. Her dark eyes sparkled with laughter, fine eyes that he had come to admire… 

      Realization dawned in her eyes as quickly as it swept over him. “Miss Bennet,” he spluttered. 

      “Mr. Darcy, whatever are you—”

      “Oh, Mr. Darcy!” the other woman exclaimed. Darcy bowed shortly, he recognized the other woman as well as Elizabeth Bennet’s aunt, Mrs. Gardiner. Their brief visit to Pemberley last August had left an indelible impression upon him and Mr. Gardiner had been a diverting fishing partner. 

      “I must apologize,” he said stiffly, embarrassed not only at how he had come upon them, but also by the fact that he had been distracted by thoughts of the very woman who now stood before him with a strange expression upon her face and that undeniable twinkle in her eye that had first drawn his attention.

      “Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth said finally. “I did not expect to see you about in London, though I should not be surprised.” 

      “Indeed,” he said. “It is not my usual habit to be in London, but I am here on business—”

      “Then we shall not keep you from your business,” Elizabeth said stiffly. Any affinity that might have been built since their meeting at Pemberley last summer had no doubt been forgotten. It was, once more, entirely his fault for not pursuing the feelings that he struggled so mightily against. 

      “Lizzy, do wait,” Mrs. Gardiner said before turning her attention to him. “Mr. Darcy, since you are in London, perhaps you would do us the honor of coming to tea at our house in Gracechurch Street. I know my husband would be very glad to see you—he talks of nothing but the brown trout he caught in Pemberley’s lake last summer.” 

      Mr. Darcy smiled at the unexpected invitation, and noted how Elizabeth Bennet’s expression twisted for only a moment at the thought of his coming to tea. He needed to speak with her. He had to apologize. Perhaps this would be the perfect opportunity to do so. 

      “I would be delighted to attend,” he said warmly and Mrs. Gardiner smiled with delight.

      “Wonderful,” she replied. “We shall expect you in two days time.” 

      “Indeed,” he said. He bowed again as the women moved away down the path, and he caught Elizabeth Bennet’s resentful glare as they turned a corner to walk by the carefully cultivated rose gardens. 

      He breathed a sigh of relief and ran a hand through his unruly dark hair. He had been invited to entirely too many teas and luncheons, but this one was different. It would be a welcome distraction from the haughty indifference and hungry stares of the ladies who attended such events—however, he would have to find a way to turn Elizabeth Bennet’s dark looks into something kinder. He would take indifference over bitterness if he could.

      He had two days to plan his approach. And two days to repair whatever it was that was broken—whatever it was that he had broken.      
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      “Lizzy, do slow down,” Mrs. Gardiner puffed as she struggled to keep pace with her niece. But Elizabeth could not slow her steps, nor the furious beating of her heart. 

      How dare he? He had very nearly knocked her to the ground!

      “I am sorry,” Elizabeth apologized finally. “I am distracted…” 

      “So I can see,” Mrs. Gardiner said with a sly smile. “Would it have anything to do with seeing Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy here in London?” 

      Elizabeth could not hide the blush that crept up her cheeks. “No, indeed,” she lied quietly. Mrs. Gardiner did not look convinced, but she did not remark upon it. 

      “Then you do not mind that I have invited the gentleman to tea? Your uncle will be very pleased to see him.” 

      “I am sure it will be a lovely engagement,” Elizabeth said, but she was already thinking of how she could conspire to be out of the house when he arrived.

      “Do you think he prefers date scones? Or sugared almonds?” Mrs. Gardiner wondered aloud. 

      “I do not think about him at all,” Elizabeth said somewhat more sharply than she intended. Mrs. Gardiner’s eyes narrowed and she threaded her arm through Elizabeth’s. 

      “I believe you have given entirely too much thought to Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy since last we saw him,” Mrs. Gardiner observed merrily. 

      Elizabeth’s eyes widened, but she could not think of the proper words to reply—she could not argue with her aunt, for the other woman was correct in her assumption.   

      “I—” 

      “You do not need to explain anything to me, Lizzy. The gentleman is everything your mother could wish a suitor to be. He is in possession of a fine estate which you have seen for yourself, a good income, a handsome face…” 

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth agreed bitterly.

      “And is this not enough for you?” Mrs. Gardiner asked. “It was very clear to me when we visited Pemberley that Mr. Darcy has some affection for you.”

      “It is a pity he cannot show it properly,” Elizabeth snapped. Mrs. Gardiner pressed her lips together and Elizabeth immediately regretted her anger. It was not her aunt’s fault that the gentleman had ruined their walk. Could she bring herself to explain to her aunt what had happened between them? 

      “Lizzy,” Mrs. Gardiner said gently. “If there is something preventing you from allowing yourself to feel any affection for this gentleman, perhaps you should examine why that might be…” 

      “It is simple,” Elizabeth blurted out. The ducks nearby, startled by her outburst quacked in annoyance and waddled away from the footpath. Mrs. Gardiner laughed softly at their antics, and Elizabeth felt some of her anger soften just a little. She sighed heavily. “I thought it was simple,” she admitted quietly. 

      “Perhaps you will be able to tell me if we walk on a little farther,” Mrs. Gardiner said encouragingly. 

      Elizabeth walked beside her aunt in silence for some minutes, but all at once, everything came pouring out. How he had insulted her upon their first meeting, how rude and arrogant he had been at Netherfield Park, his terrible proposal—and his conspiracy to drive Jane and Mr. Bingley apart. For that she could not forgive him. Almost a year had passed since she had discovered his part in Jane’s cruel heartbreak. If he had bound that wound and turned his friend once more to Hertfordshire, Elizabeth could have forgiven him for everything else—but Mr. Bingley had not appeared at Netherfield Park, and no letters had come for Jane from his sisters… 

      “How could I forgive him for such things?” Elizabeth asked desperately. “A fine estate and ten thousand a year does not a good man make!” 

      “No, indeed,” Mrs. Gardiner said softly. She had listened to all that her niece had to say with no more than a sympathetic smile upon her face. “May I offer some advice?” she asked. 

      “Yes, please,” Elizabeth said miserably. “I am at a loss for words—and now he is to come to tea and I must confess I am dreading the arrival of that day!” 

      “My poor girl,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “If I had known, I would have taken a very different approach. I merely hoped to kindle some of those emotions I observed between you that day at Pemberley.” 

      “So long ago,” Elizabeth said. “I have half-forgotten what it felt like to see him again.”    

      “Quite different than today,” Mrs. Gardiner observed. 

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth agreed with a small laugh. 

      “Have you
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