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          Elizabeth’s Folly

        

        Chapter One

      

    

    
      
        “But how little of permanent happiness could belong to a couple who were only brought together because their passions were stronger than their virtue...”

      

      

      Elizabeth could scarcely believe the letter that she held in her hand. Lydia… disappeared from under Colonel Forster’s watchful eye and gone from Brighton? It was almost too much to bear. Too much indeed.

      She sat heavily in the rough wooden chair and covered her face with her hands, but the tears would not stop coming. However, anger and frustration spurred her misery, nothing more.

      “Thoughtless, Lydia! How selfish you are!” Elizabeth muttered the words and tried to gain control over her emotions. Her cheeks burned with anger and her hands shook as she unfolded Jane’s letter to read it once more. There it was in her sister’s graceful hand, Lydia, gone from Brighton and in the company of Mr. Wickham.

      The scoundrel. She had known it from the start, and she cursed herself for ever having sympathized with his lies. He had played her for a fool. Moreover, while he had been garnering Elizabeth’s support, he had been courting Lydia… Lydia! The shame of it. The scandal. Lydia was a foolish girl, that much was true, but surely she could not have put aside all of her better judgment and everything she had been taught for the sake of this man.

      Angry tears coursed down her hot cheeks and Elizabeth could not help but feel helpless. Even though she knew that it was wrong to give in to the guilt that washed over her, she still wondered if there was something she could have done, more attention she could have paid to Lydia’s manners… something that could have prevented this disaster. If nothing else, Lydia was as headstrong as Elizabeth herself was, and if she had been a sillier young woman, she might have fallen into the same trap as Lydia now found herself in. Worst of all, Lydia probably did not feel as though she had done anything wrong.

      Elizabeth let out a furiously frustrated groan. Lydia was most likely glorying in a very clever game, and enjoying the thought that her sisters would be overcome with jealousy at the grand adventure she was having. No doubt Kitty would be suitably jealous, but all Elizabeth could think of was the scandal that now say upon their family.

      To think that all and sundry would know the details of Lydia’s flight from Brighton, and that not only had she gone unchaperoned but that her youngest sister’s passions were stronger than her virtue… the chance that such a stigma would be passed on to the rest of the unmarried Bennet daughters was almost too much to be borne.

      She read Jane’s letters once more, feeling furious tears prick at her eyelashes once more as her eyes found the words she dreaded… that it was not yet known if Lydia and Mr. Wickham were married. She slammed the letters down onto the rough table before her. She had to tell Mrs. Gardiner, and she must go back to Longbourn at once. Elizabeth wiped at her face, trying to remove the evidence of her tears and then gathered up the letters. She must find her aunt and uncle at once. They would know what to do.

      

      She found Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner at luncheon, seated comfortably in front of a small fire with cups of cider before them. Mrs. Gardiner saw Elizabeth first and seemed surprised at her niece’s expression.

      “Why, Lizzy! I did not expect to see you for luncheon. I know that we are dining at Pemberley tonight, but you know how your uncle can be when his stomach is empty.” She smiled endearingly at her husband, who patted his broad waist and helped himself to another bite of his sausages. Elizabeth’s smile was strained and she pulled a chair from a nearby table and perched on the edge. She held Jane’s letters tightly in her hands, and a weight settled in her stomach. How was she to break the news? They had been having such a lovely journey…

      “Lizzy, have you had a letter from Longbourn? Is everything quite all right?” Mrs. Gardiner was trying her best to keep things light for Mr. Gardiner’s sake, but she could see that Elizabeth’s eyes were filling with tears that threatened to spill over once more. Elizabeth shook her head and held the letters out towards her aunt. Mrs. Gardiner plucked the crumpled papers from her niece’s shaking hand and unfolded them carefully.

      “I… I do not know how to tell you this, aunt. But it is Lydia.” Elizabeth tried to keep her voice hushed. Their business was not for the others who crowded the inn, but panic edged her words, and she felt that every syllable she uttered echoed in the space.

      “Lydia? Whatever could have happened? She is in Brighton, is she not?” Elizabeth shook her head and wiped at her eyes quickly as her aunt began to scan the letter.

      “I confess I am at a loss as to what to do. I know that I should go back to Longbourn to help Jane and comfort Mama… but I am so angry.” Mrs. Gardiner’s eyes flew wide as she read Jane’s words and her hand covered her mouth to stifle her gasp of shock. Mr. Gardiner set down his fork and held out his hand for the letters, which his wife handed to him without hesitation.

      Mrs. Gardiner took Elizabeth’s hands in hers as Mr. Gardiner read the letters quickly. His brow furrowed with deep thought before he gave the letters back to Elizabeth and wiped his mouth with his napkin.

      “This is the gravest of situations, Lizzy. Make no mistake; I will be assisting your father in seeking Lydia’s immediate marriage to this Mr. Wickham. I must write to Mr. Bennet immediately.” Mr. Gardiner stood and leaned down to kiss his wife on the cheek. “I am sorry, my dear, but we must cut our trip short. You will return to London at once.” Mrs. Gardiner wiped at her own eyes and took a long drink of her cider before handing the cup to Elizabeth, who drained its contents in one gulp.

      “Oh! We must send an urgent message to Pemberley. I suspect we will all be in no mood for polite conversation and gentle company this evening.” Elizabeth’s eyes widened, in the panic over Jane’s letters she had completely forgotten dinner. Whatever would she say to Mr. Darcy? Surely Mr. Gardiner could send the note… say that one of them was taken ill… any excuse but the truth.

      Elizabeth turned the cup in her hands nervously, unable to speak any of the thoughts whirling through her mind. When Mr. Gardiner returned to their table, his face was stern and his brow furrowed.

      “I have sent word to Pemberley that we will not be coming to dinner. I did not say why, only that we had some family matters to attend to. Mr. Darcy will understand, I am sure.” Elizabeth could only nod gratefully, there were no words that could be spoken at this moment to make anything better or soothe the jangled nerves at the table. “I have written to your father, and we will await his advice. I can only imagine how your mother must be faring…” Mrs. Gardiner smiled weakly and her husband reached out to pat her hand gently.

      “Fear not, my dear. We will find Lydia and see her properly married. I swear it.” Mrs. Gardiner’s chin dipped, and Elizabeth saw her aunt’s eyes shining with unshed tears. Selfish, unthinking Lydia. She was the cause of all of this misery, and yet she was blissfully, and willfully, unawares of all the trouble she was causing. Mrs. Bennet was likely locked away in her bedchamber, groaning her misery in the stuffy room to anyone who would listen.

      “We will wait for Mr. Bennet to reply, and then we will decide what to do.” There was nothing more to do. Mrs. Gardiner excused herself to go up to their room and lie down, and Elizabeth was tempted to do the same, but she would write to Jane first and try to offer some comfort. Sleep seemed impossible when worry weighed so heavily on her mind.

      She excused herself from her uncle’s company as well and went back to her own room to write her letters, but once the creamy sheets of paper were set before her, she did not know what to say. The thought of going back to Longbourn to await the assistance of others, or to receive word from Lydia that she was now Mrs. Wickham, was agonizing, and she could not think of a worse fate than having to exist in such a foggy state of uncertainty. If Lydia did not get married to Mr. Wickham, it would be disastrous for them all, that much was clear. The possibility that her youngest sister had already fallen pregnant and would be abandoned by Mr. Wickham also loomed in the back of her mind, but she did not dare give that thought any power. But if it were true… they would never be able to pull themselves out from under the scandal.

      Full of misery and something that seemed more like self-pity with every passing moment, Elizabeth resigned herself to the fact that she would not be able to write a letter that contained any modicum of comfort. Mr. Bennet would give Mr. Gardiner his instruction for how to proceed, and she would either go back to London with her aunt to await word of the wayward pair, or to Longbourn to assist Jane. Either way, she would be helpless in her frustration and worry and there was nothing she could do about it.

      She sat at the rough wooden table staring at the blank paper before her for what seemed like hours. The setting sun and a soft knock at the door of her room was all that roused her from her sorrowful trance.

      “Lizzy, will you come down to supper? Mr. Gardiner has had word from Mr. Darcy, and he has begged our forgiveness for his own sudden absence. He has been called away to London on business and would not have been able to host us for supper.” Mrs. Gardener’s face was pale, and her eyes were red, and Elizabeth wondered if her aunt had gotten any sleep in the last few hours. “Please come down to supper. Mr. Gardiner has ordered us something lovely and warm to comfort our bellies.” Elizabeth smiled, but she was not hungry.

      “I confess that I have no appetite, but I will come down with you. It will do me good to be in your company. Perhaps Mr. Gardiner will have some plans to share with us.” Mrs. Gardiner nodded gently and Elizabeth took her hand and accompanied her down the stairs to where her uncle waited. They ate their supper quietly, and Elizabeth’s mind was far away. Thankfully, her aunt and uncle were also wrapped up in their own thoughts, and no one said a word until the innkeeper’s smiling wife delivered the whiskey pudding to their table.

      “I am expecting a letter from Mr. Bennet in the morning, Lizzy. His reply will determine what course of action I will take, and I would ask your assistance if he replies the way I believe he will.” Elizabeth stopped shredding her pudding with her fork and looked at her uncle in surprise.

      “Of course, uncle, I will help in whatever way I can.” Mr. Gardiner nodded shortly and looked into his cup of beer.

      “Thank you, Lizzy. I know you will be a great help.” He said nothing more, and Elizabeth was left to wonder what it was that he would be asking her to
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