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        “Mr. Bingley’s affection for your sister is sincere, but I confess that I have played a part in convincing him that she did not feel the same depth of emotion for him... his sisters, Caroline and Louisa, they assisted me with little encouragement... and for that, I am sorry. Your sister is a charming girl, and I believe that she would have made Charles very happy.”

        “Then what was your reason for pulling them apart?” Elizabeth cried, her anger taking hold.

        “If your sister had no one in the world at her side but you, yourself, I would have encouraged him to follow his heart... but it is your family that keeps them from achieving happiness, not I. How could a gentleman of Mr. Bingley’s status keep company with such... undisciplined figures. To share that society... there is no love so great...”

        “Is there not?” Elizabeth cried. Hot tears forced their way down her cheeks. Angry tears. How could he stand there and insult her family so?

        The nerve. The arrogance.

        “There is,” Mr. Darcy said suddenly. “I fear that against my own better judgment that I have fought against that depth of love. That I have denied and spurned that love for you... but I can do it no longer. I can no longer push aside my ardent love and admiration of you, Elizabeth.”

        

      

      Elizabeth Bennet sat by the window in her aunt’s parlor, watching the rain as it soaked the cobblestone streets and dripped down the windowpanes. Her mind swam with the words Mr. Darcy had spoken to her in the woods near Hunsford

      “I fear that against my own better judgment that I have fought against that depth of love. That I have denied and spurned that love for you... but I can do it no longer. I can no longer push aside my ardent love and admiration of you”

      Elizabeth shook her head and brushed away an errant tear that threatened to slip down her cheek. The arrogance... the nerve. That he had admitted to being acting against his better judgment in falling in love with her. That he loved her against his will... it was unthinkable. How could he suppose that his words would have been anything less than insulting to her? What woman would agree to marry someone who spoke in this way? And yet, she had given in so easily to him. She had moaned and writhed beneath him on the grass like an animal... like a woman possessed.

      No. She must push it from her mind. It would not do to dwell on these things. She would have to face the consequences of her choice... no matter the cost.

      “Now, Lizzie, I do hope that the weather is not the source of your quiet moods,” Mrs. Gardiner entered the parlor with a smile upon her face and a bouquet of fresh flowers that had been set into a pewter jug.

      Elizabeth turned from the rain-spattered window to smile at her aunt. “No, indeed, I enjoy the rain. At Longbourn a good rain is assurance that the gardens will be even more beautiful the next day than they were the last, but here in London it is somewhat more difficult to be optimistic.”

      Mrs. Gardiner smiled warmly. “Indeed it is, Lizzie, and now that you mention it, the rain does make me homesick for my childhood in Derbyshire. Our country home had the most beautiful gardens, and my mother was very proud of her roses...”

      “I have never been to Derbyshire,” said Elizabeth absently, looking out the window once more. Mr. Darcy would be in Derbyshire now, but she did not want to think of him, not after their tryst at Hunsford... she knew that her actions would bring scandal and shame, and the knowledge that there had been no letters to Longbourn from Mr. Darcy meant that the promises he had whispered as their bodies had intertwined were just that... nothing more than words.

      “I have some news for you, Lizzie,” Mrs. Gardiner said, drawing her niece from her introspection once more. “Mr. Gardiner has agreed that we should embark on a tour of the North. I have been very earnest in my requests for such a tour for some time now, but I believe that your presence here has convinced him that I should have my request granted. It will be such an adventure, and I will be able to show you my childhood estate, which would make me very happy.”

      “That is wonderful,” Elizabeth replied, not knowing how she should feel about the proposal. “I shall write to Papa and tell him that I will be very pleased to join you.”

      “Do so at once,” Mrs. Gardiner said, her voice tinged with excitement. “We shall plan to leave in three days time. Oh, Mr. Gardiner will be very pleased to hear that you are amenable to this plan.”

      Elizabeth tried to smile, she loved her aunt, and spending time with her and Mr. Gardiner was a welcome reprieve from traveling back to Longbourn only to have to listen to her mother moaning about the fact that Mr. Bingley and his sisters had departed Netherfield Park. Elizabeth’s heart ached for Jane, but there was still the matter of her own ruin to contend with.

      She remembered the expression upon Colonel Fitzwilliam’s face as they had taken supper together at Rosings Park, and her cheeks flamed at the thought of Mr. Darcy telling his cousin what had passed between them. The shame of it all. The smile he had worn throughout that uncomfortable meal had been one that could only be the result of knowing a great secret... the thought made her blood run cold.

      “Now, Lizzie, we have much to prepare,” Mrs. Gardiner’s excited voice interrupted Elizabeth’s thoughts once more and she pulled away from the window and forced herself to smile.

      “Of course, aunt. I shall go and write to Papa now. I am sure he will not object.”

      “He will not have time!” Mrs. Gardiner laughed. “Hurry now, we shall go to my milliner immediately. I will need a new bonnet for the journey, I think, and you shall have one as well.”

      Elizabeth’s smile and gratitude for her aunt were genuine, and she kissed the other woman’s cheek in thanks before leaving the parlor and taking a seat at the writing desk in the drawing room.

      Elizabeth wrote two letters bound for Longbourn that day, one for her father, telling him that she would be delayed in returning home for another few weeks; and one to Jane to enquire after her wellbeing and whether or not she had heard from Mr. Bingley or his sisters. She had a feeling that Jane’s reply would be melancholy, but her elder sister did not like to dwell on those things that she could not change, and so Elizabeth knew already that the letter would be tempered with hopeful words.

      She only wished that she could give her sister better news, but could not bring herself to tell Jane what Mr. Darcy had said. Not yet. Perhaps she would not. Perhaps she could still convince Mr. Darcy to speak to his friend and remove all of the doubt from Mr. Bingley’s mind... there was still time. There was always time for love.

      Elizabeth held out some faint hope that she would see Caroline Bingley or Mrs. Hurst while she was in London, but the weather had been so terrible that leaving Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner’s house had been out of the question. However, what she would say to those two creatures was beyond Elizabeth’s imagining. They had been intentionally cruel to Jane, and Mr. Darcy had confirmed her suspicions that they had kept Jane from seeing their brother when she was last in London. Cruel and petty things. Perhaps they could be convinced, like Mr. Darcy, to admit their wrongdoing and to release their brother to pursue Jane again... foolish daydreams indeed.

      With the letters to her family complete, Elizabeth wrote one more... to Charlotte Collins. Elizabeth had left Hunsford under a cloud of shame and regret, and she hoped that Charlotte might be able to shed some light on Mr. Darcy’s actions and perhaps even his emotions after she had departed. Did he enquire after her? Had he come to Hunsford again? She wrote carefully, hoping that her letter did not seem overly eager. Charlotte was a serious young woman, and she would no doubt read into Elizabeth’s words more deeply than intended, but Elizabeth was willing to take the risk. There were too many unanswered questions, and Mr. Darcy was the only one who had the answers she sought.

      

      ***

      

      Elizabeth’s journey north with her aunt and uncle began well enough. The weather cleared, allowing them to travel with ease in the carriage that Mr. Gardiner had hired. They toured estates and stayed in quaint inns along the way, and Elizabeth was overwhelmed with the tranquility of the countryside and the grand estates that they visited. Mrs. Gardiner’s childhood home had been an unexpected surprise as well, and Elizabeth’s heart had swelled to see her aunt’s eyes fill with tears at seeing it again.

      “Your uncle proposed to me under that lilac tree, Lizzie, yes, that very one! Do you remember, Mr. Gardiner? My Papa had shouted at you, but it was not until you shouted back that he agreed to your suit.”

      “I remember it very well, my dearest... and I recall that I have never been more afraid of anything in my life than your father with his red face and whiskers.”

      Mrs. Gardiner laughed and slapped playfully at her husband’s arm. Elizabeth could not help but join in their laughter, but she felt a pang in her heart as she wondered whether her own union would be as happy as this one. Her parents quarreled constantly, and she often wondered how much fondness there was between them for her father to torment her mother so.

      “I can no longer push aside my ardent love and admiration of you.”

      But what did Mr. Darcy’s ardent love and admiration look like in the flesh? Would he be kind and solicitous of her feelings and passions? Would he encourage her to increase her accomplishments? Would they be partners in the dealings of the estate, or would he leave her lonely while he tended to his own pursuits? Elizabeth stifled a sigh as she stepped up into the carriage once more and their tour resumed.

      “Lizzie, I have another surprise for you,” Mrs. Gardiner said, looping her arm through her niece’s.

      “Oh, indeed? I have very much enjoyed everything we have seen thus far.”

      “Ah, yes, but this is a very special surprise.”

      “I shall not be able to guess it, aunt,” Elizabeth laughed. “Onward to our surprise!”

      

      The carriage passed through Lambton and Mrs. Gardiner pointed out the inn that they would be staying in that night. “This inn has been on this spot for over a hundred years. My mother used to bring me here for egg pies when I was a child. I am hoping that they still serve them for breakfast,” Mrs. Gardiner said with a happy smile.

      “Is our surprise destination somewhere close by?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Not five miles down the road,” Mr. Gardiner assured her.

      The journey was charming, and Elizabeth found herself more at ease in this part of Kent than she had in any other place on their journey. The woods were wide and cool, and the estates they passed were beautifully maintained. She could see herds of deer on the hillsides, and the sparkling of sunlight on hidden lakes as they drove on.

      At a great copse of elm trees, the driver slowed the horses and turned them down a long, winding road that could only lead to a great house.
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