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      Elizabeth Bennet let out an extended sigh of relief as her coach came to a stop in front of her cousin’s London home. Trevor Vernon was a distant cousin on her mother’s side, but his family had always been good company, and he welcomed Elizabeth to his home with open arms. While she did not provide him with every detail of her need for escape, when she wrote and asked if she could visit him, he did not hesitate to invite her to London. Now that she was at the Vernon home, she felt as if she could breathe for the first time in a month or more.

      The noise and bustle on the streets was interrupted by the sound of the coach driver retrieving Elizabeth’s trunks. When he opened the door to assist her as she stepped out, she realized it had been some time since she spoke to anyone. She felt a bit out of practice.

      “Thank you for ensuring my safe travel from Meryton. Will you be my driver for the return home in three days?”

      He tipped his hat and nodded.

      “That I will, miss. Mr. Joseph Daniels, at your service. If you are in need of my driving before the end of your stay, I will be staying at The Village Tavern. It is a coaching inn just up the road. If I do not hear from you before, I will be here at 7am on Monday morning.”

      Elizabeth smiled gratefully as she followed the driver up to Trevor’s door, the man dragging her trunk behind him. She only had to knock on the door once before it flew open, startling them both.

      “Cousin Elizabeth! How wonderful to see you! And is this your intended?”

      She turned and looked at Mr. Daniels, who appeared just as surprised as her.

      “Is he… oh! Goodness, no. This is the coach driver. I am sure he is a lovely man but I fear we did not come to know one another well enough to marry.”

      Mr. Daniels laughed uncomfortably and ran his hand through his hair and under his hat. “My my, I do not think Mrs. Daniels would appreciate such a thing. If that is all you need, Miss Bennet, there is a pint waiting for me at The Village Tavern. Miss, Mr. Vernon.”

      Trevor’s footman fetched Elizabeth’s trunk and took it inside, leaving her to embrace her cousin and follow him into his stunning home. She had not been in the Vernon home since she was a child and it was just as beautiful as she remembered. The foyer featured a magnificent kingwood spiral staircase that spun all the way up to the fourth story. Even as an adult, when Elizabeth looked up to the top floor where a stained glass ceiling sparkled back down on her, she felt dizzy.

      “You and Jane used to spend hours at the base of these stairs, staring up at the glass. It was quite adorable,” Trevor said as he gestured to a series of servants what he wanted them to do next. Elizabeth resisted the urge to sit on the bottom step and watch the sunlight dance through the colored glass. It was always so comforting when she was small.

      “Jane will be disappointed she could not join me, but she and Charles only just had a child. Their daughter, Emily, is only six weeks old.”

      “How wonderful! I will have to send them a note of congratulations. Come, Elizabeth. I wish to hear the details of your engagement to… what is the bloke’s name?”

      Elizabeth flinched at the mention of her pending marriage. It was a subject she was hoping to avoid while she was visiting Trevor, yet she knew it would be the first question posed by any of her family.

      “His name is Robert Wilson and I am afraid that is why I am here. We had a bit of an argument and there is a chance our engagement has been called off. I am not entirely sure where the conversation stands, but I needed to get away from Meryton before mama and papa began to ask me why Robert stopped coming to Longbourn. Do you mind terribly if I use your home to hide from my parents?”

      He laughed heartily as he reached for his coat, surprising Elizabeth.

      “I do not mind at all. In fact, I was meant to visit the home of a family friend this morning, but was delayed. Would you be offended if I left for but a moment, so I may fulfill my promise?”

      Elizabeth crossed her arms and smiled. “A family friend, you say? Does this family friend happen to be a young woman?”

      “Perhaps. Miss Joanna Taylor. We have discussed the possibility of marriage but nothing has been made official as of yet. Let us make an agreement; I will not ask you about your intended if you do not ask me about Miss Taylor. Does that seem fair?”

      With a shake of the hand, they agreed, and Trevor departed out onto the London streets, leaving Elizabeth alone in Vernon House. The staff had already disappeared, and she did not know the city well as she had only been in the company of her parents or her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner…

      How in the world would she entertain herself for three days in London?
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      Elizabeth did not know how long she had been wandering the many rooms of Vernon House when there was a sudden knock on the front door. Before the butler could answer, Elizabeth hurried in front of him, desperate for some sort of interaction with another person. She never expected to become bored quite so quickly without her cousin to keep her company, but it felt as if he had been gone for hours.

      “Miss Bennet,” the butler said as he stumbled backwards after colliding into her. “It is not appropriate for you to be the one to greet company! What would Mr. Vernon say about this?”

      “He would say nothing because we will say nothing. I answer the door at Longbourn all the time.”

      The butler furrowed his brow. “That is a country estate, Miss. We do not allow such informal behavior at Vernon House.”

      “You may have the rest of the afternoon off and I will not tell Trevor.”

      The butler nodded and backed away.

      “Have a lovely day, Miss. Do tell the guest that the master will return this evening.”

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes as she opened the door to discover a young man on the doorstep, holding a sealed envelope. The delivery person examined her with suspicious eyes.

      “I must give this to Mr. Trevor Vernon at once. It is a very important document from his barrister. Can you please find your employer immediately?”

      “I am not… Mr. Vernon is my cousin. If you give me the document I will be sure he receives it when he returns,” she said as she held out her hand. The delivery man, however, ignored her outstretched fingers.

      “I must give it to Mr. Trevor Vernon. Not you. Where is he?”

      She did not know why, but the young man’s petulance was causing her to become deeply frustrated.

      “As I said, he is not here. But he will receive this envelope as soon as he steps through the door, whenever that may be.”

      He took a step back and held the envelope just out of her reach.

      “Mr. Barnes needs this signature by 5pm. If I have not delivered this document to his office by then…”

      Elizabeth reached out and snatched the envelope from his hands. Prior to this moment, she would not have concerned herself with the future of a legal document. Yet, now that this delivery man had made such an ordeal out of the entire affair, she would make it her personal duty to see this item made its way into her cousin’s hands.

      “Young man, I can assure you, my cousin will sign and return your important papers before your barrister packs his satchel for his walk home. How would you like to have the rest of the afternoon off?”

      The young man raised his eyebrow. “Excuse me, Miss?”

      “Do not concern yourself. I will take care of it.”

      Before the man could say anything else, Elizabeth shut the door and hurried in the direction of the butler’s departure. She had to walk down several different hallways for a few minutes, but finally located the man right before he disappeared out a back door and onto the street. When he saw her charging at him, for a moment, he looked as if he might make a run for it. Instead, he sighed and paused in the doorframe.

      “Is there something I can do for you before I go, Miss Bennet? If I depart now, I can get to my sister’s house in time for her afternoon tea… for the first time in years.”

      Elizabeth made a mental note to chastise her cousin later for preventing his staff from spending more time with their families.

      “Then I will not keep you. I only need to know the location of the home of Miss Joanna Taylor. An envelope arrived for Trevor and he needs to open it urgently. He said he was going to Miss Taylor’s home?”

      There was no mistaking the look of bemusement in the butler’s eyes. There was clearly a portion of the story that had been intentionally left out.

      “I do not think you will find the master at Judge Reginald Taylor’s home. He forbade your cousin from seeing his daughter, Miss Joanna, ever again. Master Vernon intended to propose to Miss Joanna in the spring but Judge Taylor would not allow their courtship to continue. If Master Vernon is truly with Miss Taylor, you will not find them at her home.”

      Elizabeth grumbled to herself. Where could Trevor possibly have gone if his intention was to steal away with this girl?

      “I will not keep you any longer after this question. Do you have any idea of where they might go to be alone?”

      The butler looked at his pocket watch and sighed again.

      “There is a chance they have gone to Hyde Park, but I fear it will not be easy to locate them on such a lovely afternoon. The park will be very crowded.”

      Elizabeth tucked the envelope into the belt of her dress and nodded.

      “That is not your concern. Thank you for your help and please, enjoy your tea. You know better than I when it is best to return so I will leave that to you. Wish me luck in my search!”

      He did so before he departed, leaving Elizabeth to find her coat and set out to find Hyde Park on her own.

      Perhaps she should have asked for directions while she still had the company of the butler…
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