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Chapter 9 

The Kindness of Strangers 

 

Elinor had tossed and turned all night, and dark circles hung below her eyes. A knock 

sounded at her door. 

“Come in,” she called. 

“Mr. Cummings is here to see you, miss,” Agnes, the lady’s maid, said. 

“Tell him I’ll be right down,” Elinor said. She slumped in front of the mirror, trying in 

vain to make herself look respectable. Having arrived from Pittsburgh the day before, she 

dreaded this meeting with William. Maybe he wouldn’t bring up the substance of their last 

conversation, and she wouldn’t have to worry about her problem until later. 

William came to his feet when she entered the room. His energetic smile turned into a 

frown. “Are you unwell?” he asked. 

“No,” Elinor said. “I just had a rather long night. Probably overly fatigued by the 

journey.” 

He took her arm and led her to the sofa. “Sit down,” he said in genuine concern. “Truly, 

you do look exhausted.” 

Elinor was exhausted. She’d been lecturing and torturing herself non-stop for a week—

ever since they attended the opera. How could she have let this happen? Could she summon the 

strength to tell William the truth? 

“I want to thank you for the book,” he said. “I’ve almost read half of it already.” He sat 

down beside her and continued, obviously wanting to discuss the novel. “I couldn’t believe it 

when he was arrested on his wedding. All his wonderful plans gone to smash.” 
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Elinor’s stomach clenched, and she lowered her gaze to the floor. Why did he have to 

speak of plans or marriage—even if it was part of the book’s plot? She was about to dash all his 

hopes for a life with her. Unable to sit any longer, she jumped up and began pacing the floor in 

front of the fireplace. 

He glanced up at her, and, from the expression of dread on his face, Elinor could tell he 

suspected what she was about to say. 

“William, I don’t know how to tell you this, but…” Elinor was having trouble articulating 

her feelings. “Do you remember our last conversation before I left for Pittsburgh?” 

“Yes,” he said. “I didn’t mean to rush you.” 

“I know, and I appreciate that.” Elinor hated herself at this moment. “I can’t tell you how 

much your friendship has meant to me the past couple of months.” 

“But…” he said, slumping back on the sofa. 

“But, though I love you dearly as a friend, it is simply not enough. I don’t think I could 

ever love you as a wife should love her husband.” 

He leaned forward, clasping his hands, staring at the floor. 

“It would be wrong of me to ask you to continue courting me.” 

“Was it something I did or said?” he asked. 

“No. Not at all. I know that you will make some lucky woman very happy—just not me.” 

He sat in silence for a few moments. Elinor’s anxiety increased. How could she possibly 

make him understand? Had she just made a huge mistake? Was she destroying any hope of 

marriage with a decent man? 

“Please forgive me,” she said. “Maybe I have an impossible vision of what a marriage 

should be. I don’t know.” 
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When he finally spoke, his voice shook with emotion. “When you first had your mother 

invite me to dinner, I could hardly believe my luck. That you would want to associate with me 

was hard to fathom.” He ran his fingers through his hair, mussing it up. “Now I know that I was 

right to be reticent. You are too good for the likes of me.” 

“Please don’t place me on a pedestal,” Elinor cried. “You are the kindest and best man 

I’ve ever met. I just don’t believe that I can give you the happiness you deserve.” 

He looked her in the eye for the first time since their conversation began. “I can’t deny 

that I find this news devastating.” 

“Oh William, forgive me,” Elinor pleaded. “I feel as though I don’t deserve to ever be 

happy again.” 

William, now pale, rubbed his hands nervously together. “Well, I feel you’ve been 

desiring my absence for quite some time. I’ll just excuse myself.” 

Tears ran freely down Elinor’s cheeks. “Please accept my fervent wishes for your future 

happiness.” 

Clearly devastated, he turned and bowed to her before leaving the room. When she heard 

the front door close, she fled to her room and knelt beside her bed, sobbing, her tears wetting her 

satin bedspread. 

“Oh God,” she prayed, “help him find happiness and bless him for his goodness. Please 

help him forgive me. Help me forgive myself. Help us both find our way.” 
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