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      The warmth of the sun always seemed to inspire a greater peace in the gardens at Longbourn, and as Elizabeth walked among the hedgerows, she hoped that reading among the verdure might bring her calm. She was still shivering with rage from the events of the Meryton assembly, and in spite of Jane’s encouragement that she must forget the incident for all their sake; Elizabeth found it nearly impossible to do so. Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy’s insults toward her had been most egregious and there was little chance she would forget them in the near future.

      When her family had spoken of the assembly that morning, she had laughed of her disdain for Mr. Darcy, and her indifference of his approval, let alone his favor. But in truth, she found herself unable to put his words out of her mind. His ridicule repeated in her memory until she believed herself to be going mad. She had hoped that a walk in the garden would calm her nerves, but thus far, all it had done was give her more time to reflect upon her anger. With each step she took, her hurt feelings were renewed, and her memory refreshed of his words.

      “She is tolerable; but not handsome enough to tempt me; and I am in no humor at present to give consequence to young ladies who have been slighted by other men.”

      Her cheeks grew red as his insult echoed through her mind. “That man is despicable!” she said out loud with a sigh as she kicked at the grass beneath her feet.

      When walking provided no relief, she chose instead to fetch one of her favorite books from the library and retreat to the shade of a tree to read. She had expected one of her sisters to prevent her leaving the house or might try to distract her with more nonsense about the assembly. Or she thought perhaps Jane might attempt to join her outside for her walk.

      Instead, she discovered that her family was otherwise engaged with further discussion of Mr. Charles Bingley. Elizabeth knew that Jane had been quite charmed by Hertfordshire’s newest resident and his own glamorous sisters with their London fashions and manners, but she feared that Jane’s further involvement with the Bingley’s would also mean the possibility of continued meetings with Mr. Darcy. She did not believe she could abide such a cruel fate, or a future in which she was exposed to further contempt from the gentleman.

      At last sure she could be alone, Elizabeth took her book and sat beneath a tree farthest from the garden gate. She examined the pages of the volume but found it impossible to keep her attention on the words in front of her. She had read the novel many times before; it was her favorite and she never tired of it. But today, the words melted together into a clouded mess, and she could not focus on the story, or the characters she loved so dearly. If only she could cast Mr. Darcy and his barbed words from her mind.

      Elizabeth had known nothing of Darcy before the assembly, and it had taken no time at all for the people of Meryton to form an opinion on the gentleman. He was rude and cruel, and his pride had seemed to prevent him from so much as speaking to anyone other than Charles Bingley or his sisters for the entirety of the evening.

      Never in her life had Elizabeth been so offended; Mr. Darcy insulted her appearance, her family, her station, and her very being with his dismissal of her. For Jane’s sake, she had done her level best to hold her tongue, but it had been difficult to pretend that Mr. Darcy’s arrogance had not affronted her.

      In truth, Elizabeth could not understand why the man’s comments had affected her so severely. She had been insulted before; her own sister, Lydia, took great pleasure in teasing Elizabeth harshly for her interest in reading rather than searching for a husband, and now that the officers of the militia regiment stationed in Meryton were in town, her teasing had become merciless. But there was something about the harsh manner in which Mr. Darcy spoken of her. She could not put it out of her mind.

      And now, as she sat in the cool shade of Longbourn’s gardens, she could think of little else. It was not long before her confusion turned to fatigue, and in spite of every effort to the contrary, Elizabeth felt herself begin to drift into a deep sleep.
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      Elizabeth woke with a start to discover she was in her father’s library. She had no memory of arriving there from the garden but suspected she must have and simply forgotten. It was the only sensible explanation.

      “Is anyone here?” she called out, surprised at the quiet that seemed to welcome her upon waking. Elizabeth walked throughout the library, the parlour, and even the kitchen, but found no one else at home. Confused at the idea that the entire of her family might go out and leave her at Longbourn without so much as a word, she made her way to the drawing room to sit in front of the fire and debate what she might do next.

      She had only been sitting there a moment when she heard a knock on the front door.

      “Mrs. Hill?” Elizabeth called out. Yet, when there was still no answer, she was forced to rise from her chair and welcome the visitor herself. She walked to the door and opened it with a resigned sigh. However, she found her breath quite stuck in her throat when the door opened to reveal Mr. Darcy standing upon the stoop.

      Elizabeth looked around the gentleman and was surprised to see that no carriage or horse was waiting behind him. How did he arrive here? she pondered as Mr. Darcy waited in silence. When she at last found the will to speak, she smiled at him in spite of her confusion over her current situation and her angry thoughts towards the gentleman standing before her.

      “Mr. Darcy. Have you lost your way while traveling to Meryton? I would be happy to loan you a horse to ride the rest of the way.”

      At first, he continued to say nothing, until Elizabeth began to grow uncomfortable. Then, when at last he spoke, his voice was full of a contrition she never believed he was capable of.

      “Miss Bennet, might I come inside?” he asked.

      Elizabeth knew it was improper to allow the gentleman inside when she was alone, but she also knew that her mother would be aghast should she discover that her daughter had turned away a man with Mr. Darcy’s influence. Thus, Elizabeth gave him a polite nod and permitted him to enter, though she did not intend to give him access to any room other than the drawing room. Darcy followed her there, though once he was seated; she was not sure how to proceed. With Mrs. Hill absent, she had no one to assist her in making tea or gathering any distractions. All Mr. Darcy continued to do was stare at her.

      “Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth said, attempting to maintain her composure in the face of her greatest critic, “I am quite sure my father should be home any moment if you wish to speak to him. I fear our housekeeper has disappeared, but if you would care for some tea…”

      Mr. Darcy held up his hand to prevent her from speaking further. “Tea is not necessary, Miss Elizabeth. And I did not come to Longbourn today to speak to your father.”

      Elizabeth felt her breath catch in her chest. “Then… who did you come here to speak to, sir?”

      His smile was polite and gentle; two qualities she never expected to encounter in a gentleman who had made such a disagreeable first impression. “I came with the intention of seeing you, Miss Bennet. I hope that is acceptable.”

      She nodded, though she had not yet decided if it was proper for her to continue to sit with Mr. Darcy alone in the Bennet’s drawing room. Elizabeth also could not understand why he would be interested in speaking to her at all.

      If his behavior at the assembly was any indication of his true feelings toward her, it hardly seemed likely he should need to discuss anything with her, unless he came to insult her with more vigor. The thought of such an unwarranted attack made her bold in her response.

      “I must say, I am quite surprised to see you here today, sir. And indeed, even more so if your intention is to see me. I would expect, given your reproach of me at the assembly, that you would have little more to say where I am involved.”

      Mr. Darcy leaned forward, a look of seriousness coloring his expression. “Miss Bennet… I think I might have tea after all... if you are still offering.”

      Elizabeth did little to conceal her confusion, but she once again nodded politely in spite of her vexations. She excused herself and made her way to the kitchen to prepare the tea to return to Mr. Darcy. It took her a moment to find the things she needed, but as she gathered the teacups, she found that her mind began to wander. A second later, one of the cups from her mother’s most treasured set slipped from her fingers and fell to the floor.

      “Oh, no!” she cried in terror. “Mama is going to be so upset.”

      “When I am next in London, I am sure I can find a replacement for her. She need never know.”

      Elizabeth jumped in surprise at the sound of Mr. Darcy’s voice and almost knocked the entire tea set onto the floor.

      “Mr. Darcy! I said I would only be a moment. There was no reason for you to come into the kitchen.”

      He took a measured step in Elizabeth’s direction; making her step back as well, then almost stumble into the table in the center of the room. Mr. Darcy reached out to catch her, taking her hands in his and pulling her back to her feet.

      He held on a moment too long and Elizabeth snatched her hands away; she brushed them quickly on the front of her dress as if doing so would erase the memory of the gentleman’s touch.

      “I think it would be best if you return to the drawing room,” Elizabeth said, keeping her eyes cast to the ground. “I shall finish with the tea and join you presently.”

      “If you are convinced I may not assist you,” Darcy answered. His eyes lingered on her in such a way that Elizabeth found herself questioning his intentions.

      And then, he left at last, allowing her to put the last of the items on the tray before joining him once again. Before she left the kitchen, however, she whispered into the empty room, “Where has everyone gone?”

      With a resigned sigh, Elizabeth lifted the tea tray and carried it into the drawing room, where she found Mr. Darcy standing near the fire. She poured the gentleman’s tea, her hands shaking just enough that she feared she might make another mess.

      “Milk?” she asked as she set the teapot down with great care.

      Darcy waved his hand at her. “No, thank you, Miss Bennet.” He crossed to the tray and took up the teacup, his hand brushing against her own as he did so. Elizabeth felt a charge course through her body, but she tried to push it from her mind and turned her attention instead on the anger she felt from the night before as she watched him sit down across from her.

      “Mr. Darcy, now that you have your tea, would it be possible for you to tell
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