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      They were not engaged, but regardless of that fact, nothing that Lady Catherine deBourgh could say that would change the fact that Mr. Darcy was the only gentleman that Elizabeth Bennet held in her heart. While she did not regret the rejection of his proposal, she wondered if perhaps he had been deterred forever, and it made her heart ache more than she wanted to admit.

      Regardless of the source of Lady Catherine’s information, it did not make the sting of her harsh words any less hurtful. To imply that she was unworthy of Mr. Darcy’s affections based solely on her social position... it was almost too much to bear. How could she be less worthy than Miss Ann deBourgh? She may not be as accomplished, and most assuredly not as socially acceptable to Lady Catherine and her friends, but she was surely more interesting in other ways... Elizabeth tried to recall a conversation she had enjoyed with Miss deBourgh, but she could not. All that came to mind were Lady Catherine’s stern expressions and haughty exclamations.

      Lady Catherine had made her snobbish judgments on Elizabeth’s character and social position within moments of meeting her. The fact that the older woman had been unable to forgive Darcy’s choice, and that she had tried to convince Elizabeth to refuse him.

      “Lizzy! You must explain to me at once who was in that carriage!” Mrs. Bennet’s cry echoed in Elizabeth’s memory. Her mother had been beside herself with embarrassment at her daughter’s behavior, but Elizabeth would not be challenged. It had taken her long enough to admit that her feelings for Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy were in fact a reflection of a deep love of which she had never been acquainted.

      More than her heart cried out for him, and she could not deny it. Nor could she chase away the knowledge that he felt the same. It was true. He had not asked her yet... but when he did, she would say yes. She would.

      But would he ask again?

      The dust stirred up by Lady Catherine’s carriage was just beginning to settle in Longbourn’s courtyard, but Elizabeth’s nerves were still on edge.

      “Mama. I beg you. Cease your questions. My head is aching and I must lie down,” Elizabeth replied, holding a palm to her forehead. Her head was aching, but she did not know precisely why. Mrs. Bennet was sensitive to phantom aches and pains, and the pronouncement of a headache was sure to give Elizabeth the peace and quiet she needed.

      Lady Catherine’s unexpected visit was surely the source of the ache she now felt in her temples, but the ache in her heart was an entirely different problem. If anything, Lady Catherine had done Elizabeth an even greater unkindness by reminding her that Mr. Darcy was indeed not hers, and that they were not engaged.

      Whoever could she have heard that bit of gossip from?

      As she had expected, her mother’s demeanor changed instantly from one of accusatory glances and sharp questions to a more soothing countenance. She led Elizabeth upstairs to her bedroom and helped her into bed.

      “You rest now, Lizzy. You can tell me everything about her Ladyship over supper. I am sure everyone will be eager to hear.” Mrs. Bennet bustled about the room, pulling the curtains closed and fluffing Elizabeth’s pillow.

      “Mama. I should like to go to London to visit my aunt,” Elizabeth said quietly. The thought had come to her suddenly, but as soon as the words passed her lips, she knew that it was what she needed. Life at Longbourn had been so hectic since the news of Lydia’s marriage had reached them that she felt suffocated by all of the emotion that coursed through the house.

      Kitty was prone to outbursts of tears that Elizabeth could not determine were due to self-pity, or anger towards her younger sister... married before any of them. Mrs. Bennet, proud as a peacock over the wedding news was becoming insufferable in her attempts to see the rest of her daughters married as soon as possible, and her incessant plans were the cause of much distress in the household. A few weeks in London would help immensely. At the very least it would give her some time to organize her own thoughts on Mr. Darcy, and come to terms with the fact that she would likely never see him again.

      Jane seemed to have come to her own conclusions about her hopes that Mr. Bingley would renew his affections, and Elizabeth was sad to see her sister looking so downcast. Lydia’s marriage was a blow to all of them, but most of all to the eldest Bennet sisters, although no one seemed to realize it. What did it say about a family with five daughters when only the youngest was able to secure a husband?

      “Of course you may go to London, Lizzy! Mrs. Gardiner is a delight, and she will be very pleased to have you stay. While you rest I will write to her. I am sure she will agree in an instant,” Mrs. Bennet cried.

      Elizabeth grimaced at the noise and leaned her head back on her pillow with a sigh. “Thank you, Mama, that is very kind of you. If she agrees, I will leave in a few days and stay for a fortnight or so.” Yes, perhaps everything would be clearer when she returned.

      Mrs. Bennet left her alone to rest, and Elizabeth lay in the darkened room, wishing that she could sleep, but knowing that it was futile. Lady Catherine’s harsh words played over and over in her mind and her stomach twisted with anger. How could Lady Catherine hate her so? If anything, the older woman’s words had the direct opposite effect on Elizabeth’s thoughts... instead of feeling unworthy, she felt even more that she was indeed deserving of Mr. Darcy’s affections.

      If she had accepted his proposal, ignoring his rudeness, she would even now be planning her wedding... but her strident refusal had dashed those plans.

      If Mrs. Bennet were to be believed, her mother would see her remaining daughters married to officers of the Meryton garrison and moved away to some distant posting, never to see Longbourn or Hertfordshire again.

      That would not do at all.
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      Mrs. Gardiner had of course agreed to Elizabeth’s hasty request to visit, and when the day of her departure arrived, Elizabeth was eager to depart.

      “Now, Lizzy, when I wrote to my sister-in-law, I did make mention that you should be agreeable to the introduction of any worthy young gentlemen of their acquaintance,” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed as she handed her daughter a pair of gloves.

      “Mama! I am most certainly not agreeable to that,” Elizabeth cried, furious with her mother for meddling in such a forward manner. “I am simply looking for a change of scenery... nothing more.”

      “Nonsense, Lizzy, do not be so difficult,” Mrs. Bennet said sternly, a though baffled by her daughter’s unwillingness to be directed in this matter. “Mrs. Gardiner would like very much to see you happily married. I am sure that my brother is acquainted with several unmarried gentlemen who are of a better disposition than that dour and hardheaded Mr. Darcy you are pining over. You would do well to forget all about him.”

      She would do well to forget him... but Elizabeth knew it was impossible. With a furious sigh, she snatched her gloves from her mother’s hand and pulled them on. The carriage that would take her to London pulled into the drive, and Elizabeth turned to kiss Jane on the cheek.

      “Goodbye, Lizzy. I hope you have a relaxing visit with our aunt. I do hope that she has not taken Mama’s request to heart,” Jane said quietly. Mrs. Bennet was distracted with the carriage and directing the footman to take Elizabeth’s valise from where it sat on the stoop.

      “That is my hope as well,” Elizabeth said with a sigh. “Would you like me to pay Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley a visit while I am in London?”

      Jane shook her head sadly, “No, I do not know what may be gained from such a visit. The last word I had from either of them confirmed that their wishes were for Mr. Bingley to be engaged to Miss Darcy... and Miss Bingley was most enthusiastic in sharing that hope with me.”

      Elizabeth embraced her sister tightly and spoke into her ear so that their mother could not hear.

      “Miss Bingley was cruel to say such a thing, and I believe that she meant it to wound you. If I do see them, I will discover the truth for myself.”

      “I can only say that I hope you are right, Lizzy, but I do not know how much hope I have left in my heart,” Jane said, tightening her arms around her sister.

      “Lizzy! Come now, the carriage is ready to leave! Do not delay and longer!” Mrs. Bennet’s shout startled them, and Elizabeth wished for the thousandth time that week that her mother would somehow realize how much her actions vexed her family.

      Elizabeth pulled away from Jane’s embrace, kissed Kitty quickly and walked into the sunlight towards the carriage.

      “If Mrs. Gardiner should bring any gentlemen to meet you, remember your manners and be pleasant to them. You have a very bad habit of declining invitations that would serve you well, and while your Papa believes you to be very witty, I say that you must learn to stay silent more often,” said Mrs. Bennet by way of farewell. She pressed her lips to Elizabeth’s cheek and shooed her into the carriage.

      “Tell your aunt that I miss her terribly!” Mrs. Bennet cried, shaking her handkerchief at the carriage as it pulled away.

      With a gusty sigh, Elizabeth leaned back in her seat and stared at the roof of the carriage. Her mother would never change, that much was certain, and the prospect of being away from Longbourn for even a short length of time was a welcome one.

      “Poor Jane,” she murmured, wondering if she should ignore her sister’s request that she forgo a visit to Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley. What could it hurt? Perhaps she would be able to discover the truth of Mr. Bingley’s supposed engagement. It struck her suddenly that Miss Bingley could be the source of Lady Catherine’s misinformation, for what else did Caroline Bingley enjoy more than sowing the seeds of discord.

      Hateful woman.

      

      The journey to London was not a long one, but all the same, Elizabeth found herself grateful for the time to herself. The cacophony of Longbourn was exhausting, and she never fully appreciated how much it took out of her until she was removed from it. No wonder her father spent so much time locked away in his study. Elizabeth knew that he loved his family, and his wife, but sometimes it was just better to be away.

      Elizabeth realized that she was reading the same passage in her book over and over as her focus wandered from Miss Bingley’s caustic ways to the look on Mr. Darcy’s face when she refused his offer of marriage. Could he understand that what he had said was disagreeable in more ways than she could count? She could never have accepted it. Not without feeling a deep shame for putting aside her family at his demand.

      Never. It would be as unthinkable as accepting Mr. Collins’ offer of marriage. It was one thing to put aside her own happiness for the sake of her family, but entirely another to put her happiness ahead of the wishes of others. Her father would have been heartbroken, and she could not begin to imagine how it would have affected
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