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      Elizabeth Bennet’s cry as she fell turned into a gasp of embarrassed surprise as she opened her eyes and stared up into the face of her rescuer—Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      The gentleman set her upon her feet and Elizabeth’s cheeks flamed as his hands lingered too long upon her waist. “Miss Bennet? Whatever are—”

      Elizabeth stepped out of his arms as quickly as she was able and did her best to smooth her hair before her eyes met his. “I do apologize,” she said briskly. “You startled me. Good day, Mr. Darcy.”

      “Miss Bennet, please—”

      But Elizabeth did not want to stay to hear what he had to say. She needed to get as far away from him, and from Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst, as quickly as possible. There was nothing he could say to her that would make her knotted stomach untwist, or her desperate heart stop pounding in her chest.

      Seeing his face brought every emotion she had experienced over the last few days rushing back into her mind, but her anger at the news Caroline Bingley had told her was more powerful than anything else she could have been feeling.

      He had used her. He had betrayed her, and his actions could have ruined her. Did he know what risk he had taken with her reputation? Did he even care?

      Elizabeth clenched her fists and marched down the steps and onto Grosvenor Street. She walked as quickly as she could, and hoped that she would be lost in the crowded street and that Mr. Darcy would not dare to follow her. She had made it clear that she did not want to speak to him. At least, she hoped that she had. What reason would he have to speak to her again? No apology he could offer would ease the sting of what she now knew to be true.

      How dare he? Knowing that he was engaged to be married to Anne de Bourgh—if she were not already enraged it would not have been difficult to make her so.   

      Elizabeth stormed furiously down the street, very much aware that her cheeks were red with anger and that she was walking in a most unladylike manner. But for once, she did not care what anyone else thought.

      The walk back to Gracechurch Street went by in a blur and Elizabeth was more than a little surprised that she had been able to return there without incident. The time that had passed was a blur, and she remembered nothing of what had happened since she left Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy standing dumbfounded on the front steps of Mrs. Hurst’s house.

      She unlocked the front door with the key her aunt had given her and did her best not to shut the door as violently as she wanted to as she stomped into the house. She shed her bonnet and gloves angrily as she walked through the foyer and she had only laid her foot upon the bottom stair when her aunt called out, “Lizzy? Lizzy, is that you?”

      Mrs. Gardiner was in the parlor as she had been when Elizabeth left her not more than an hour ago and Elizabeth resisted the urge to ignore her aunt’s summons and run up to the room she had been given on the second floor. Explaining what was wrong was the last thing she wanted to do. With grim determination, Elizabeth walked into the parlor and placed her bonnet and gloves upon a chair before taking a seat opposite her aunt.

      “I did not expect you back so soon,” Mrs. Gardiner exclaimed.

      Elizabeth poured herself a cup of tea and held it in both hands as she contemplated her answer. “I did not expect it, either,” she said with a sigh. “However, it could not be helped.”

      “What happened?”

      Elizabeth did not quite know how to answer, but her aunt’s expression was earnest and concerned, and it would not do to leave her without a reply. “I—”

      Elizabeth’s words were interrupted by the ringing of the brass bell at the front door. Mrs. Gardiner half-rose from her seat in surprise and Elizabeth felt suddenly cold all over.

      “I was not expecting anyone,” Mrs. Gardiner said quietly as Mr. Redgrave could be heard approaching the door. She looked at her niece questioningly, but Elizabeth could only shake her head. The possibility that Mr. Darcy had followed her to Gracechurch Street was almost more than she could bear and her throat tightened as her heart thundered in her chest. She felt ill, feverish, and cold all at once. She did not want to see him, she could not!

      They were both quiet as they listening to Mr. Redgrave speaking to whomever had rung the bell, but Elizabeth could not make out any words, or determine who the voice belonged to.

      The front door closed gently and Mr. Redgrave appeared at the parlor door. His always expressionless face gave nothing away as he stood just beyond the room and spoke to Mrs. Gardiner.

      “Madam, if you will pardon me,” he began, “there is a Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy at the door.”

      Elizabeth’s back straightened immediately and she felt even sicker. He had followed her.

      “Yes, Mr. Redgrave, most irregular. Did he say what he wanted? You know very well that Mr. Gardiner is out for the day.”

      “Indeed, madam,” Mr. Redgrave said airily. “And I told him as much. However, he is here to see Miss Elizabeth…”

      Mrs. Gardiner looked at her niece sharply and Elizabeth pleaded with her aunt silently. “Please, you must send him away,” she said quietly.

      Mrs. Gardiner was obviously curious as to Elizabeth’s request, but she pressed her lips together and rose from her seat. “I will speak to him Mr. Redgrave,” she said firmly. She smoothed down her skirts and patted at her cap briefly before following Mr. Redgrave down the hall toward the front door where Mr. Darcy waited upon the front step.

      Elizabeth crept across the thick carpet and leaned against the wall beside the parlor door. She strained to hear what was being said, but could only hear her aunt’s words.

      “Why, Mr. Darcy, I do apologize but my husband is not in. I will be happy to tell him that you called,” Mrs. Gardiner said conversationally. Elizabeth held her breath and hoped that her aunt would be able to give a passable excuse as to why she was not there. If he had followed her, Mr. Darcy would know that she was, indeed, there. There was a pause and a murmur of a deeper male voice as Mr. Darcy responded.  

       “Oh, no, I do apologize, but you have missed her by only a few moments. I sent my niece out to the market to fetch some flowers for the supper table.”

      Another pause while Mr. Darcy considered Mrs. Gardiner’s words, and Elizabeth pressed her fingers to her lips anxiously. Would he believe it? Or would he demand to be allowed into the house? Surely, not. But if he did… what would happen if she were discovered to be there—caught in a lie…

      “I shall, indeed, tell her that you came by, Mr. Darcy. She will be very sorry to have missed your visit.” Mrs. Gardiner said warmly and Elizabeth released the breath she had been holding in a relieved gust as the sound of the front door closing firmly echoed down the hallway.

      She rushed back to the couch and had only just seated herself and retrieved her tea when her aunt returned to the parlor.

      “My dear, niece,” Mrs. Gardiner said sternly, “you must tell me the meaning of this at once. I do not like subterfuge.”

      Elizabeth set down her tea cup and sighed heavily as she tried to decide what to tell her aunt. “Mr. Darcy… I became acquainted with Mr. Darcy in Hertfordshire some months ago, and he has been nothing but arrogant and rude to me at every opportunity. Why should I wish to see someone who persists in abusing me?”

      Mrs. Gardiner frowned but the expression passed quickly from her face to be replaced by one of sympathetic understanding. “He seemed very sincere in his request to see you, Lizzy,” she said. “Perhaps he means to apologize. He would be a very great fool if he did not realize that he should not have treated you so unkindly.”

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth said faintly.

      “He was very handsome,” Mrs. Gardiner continued. “But what good is a handsome fool,” she concluded with a smile.

      Elizabeth smiled, but could not bring herself to laugh. “He is to be married,” She said suddenly, “to Anne de Bourgh, daughter of Lady Catherine de Bourgh of Rosings Park.”

      “I see,” said Mrs. Gardiner gravely. “Well, then it should be of no consequence to you that he is in town and asking to see you, and in any case, he should not be pursuing your favor at all! I commend you for refusing to see him. If I were in your place I would not see him, either.” She patted Elizabeth’s hand reassuringly and returned to her tea.

      Elizabeth nodded and could only feel grateful for her aunt’s sympathy and support. The passed the rest of the afternoon quietly, and Mrs. Gardiner spoke no more of what had happened, nor did she mention anything to Mr. Gardiner when he returned home that evening. Elizabeth’s worry that Mr. Darcy would return to the house to demand to see her stayed with her through supper, and resurfaced the next morning.

      However, when the carriage arrived to bear her back to Hertfordshire, Elizabeth could not help but feel some regret that she had not spoken to him. There would have been a certain satisfaction in confronting him. But to what end? What would an apology do to mend what had been done?

      Elizabeth bid a tearful goodbye to her aunt and uncle and climbed up into the carriage and her valise was strapped with the luggage of the other travellers for the journey into the country.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      While Elizabeth had been away, a thick blanket of snow had fallen upon Longbourn and while Elizabeth was thrilled with the change in the landscape, the bitter cold would mean that there would be no escape from the house and the company of her sisters.

      Beneath the irritation that she knew would come sooner or later, Elizabeth was happy to be home. She had missed the simple arguments and nonsensical troubles of her younger sisters and she was more than relieved to leave the entanglements of the real world behind. Her mind was overburdened with shame and despair, and while she knew that those feelings would pass, it would take time for her to feel whole again. Whether or not she could forgive Mr. Darcy was another matter entirely, and for now, she was content to keep him far from her thoughts—and her heart.

      Elizabeth was desperate to talk to Jane, and after the excitement of her return had died down and she and her sister were alone in their room with only the crackle of the fire to punctuate their conversation, Elizabeth was finally able to unburden herself.

      There were, of course, several details that she kept to herself. She could not bring herself to speak of what had happened in the vestry before Charlotte’s wedding, or the dream she had had during the carriage ride to London… those were secrets best kept to herself. She was angry enough at herself for allowing her emotions to overpower her, but that would not happen again.

      “I must confess, Lizzy, I am entirely shocked at Mr. Darcy’s behavior!” Jane exclaimed. Her blue eyes were wide and her cheeks were pink with shock. “And even more that Caroline Bingley should take such pleasure in upsetting you.”

      “I am not surprised in the slightest,” Elizabeth said bitterly. “I do believe
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