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Chapter One
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Christmas won’t be Christmas without the Gardiners, Elizabeth Bennet thought, as she stared dolefully out into the darkness that surrounded Longbourn. She knew, although she could not see, that the ground would be coated in a blanket of white, the sight of which would ordinarily have filled her heart with joy. That the same dreaded snowfall had kept her aunt and uncle from joining them in Hertfordshire for Christmas, however, was enough to seriously alter her feelings towards it. She shivered and moved away from the window.

“Lizzy!” Mrs Bennet barked from her own cosy corner close to the fire. “Do not linger so long near the window. It is cold, and I dread to think of you developing a chill!”

Lizzy smiled and obediently moved closer to the rest of her family, congregated around the meagre fire in the hearth. She thought it rather more likely that her mother’s concern was for her own wellbeing rather than her daughter’s - for should Lizzy develop a cold, the illness would doubtless work its way through the whole household before long - but she quickly repented of the thought, snatching up a poker and jabbing energetically at the logs as she drew closer to the fire. 

“Hey!” Lydia scuttled back, brushing invisible embers from her skirts. “Be careful!”

“Do not sit so close, then!” Lizzy retorted, folding her feet under her and dropping, unceremoniously, to the ground.

“One has to sit close if one wishes to feel any benefit at all!” Lydia said, with an injured sniff. “I do not see why we must always keep the fire so low. It is freezing, and I honestly wonder whether Papa has any feelings at all.”

“He does!” Mr Bennet’s voice rose from his own chair, some distance across the room. “But he also has at least some notion of cost and, with this perpetual ice-age, procuring fuel is an expense indeed. Let us be prudent, then, and save what we have.”

“I know one thing we could happily use to stoke the flames!” Lydia grinned wickedly and leaned forward, snatching Mary’s book from her hands and holding it perilously close to the fire.

“Lydia!” Mary squealed. “Give that back!”

“Haven’t you read it enough by now?” Lydia asked, scowling at the small book of sermons that was scarcely seen out of her sister’s hands. She pursed her lips, mimicking Mary in a cruel, but unfortunately quite accurate, simper. “Fordyce says...prudence is the very essence of true Christianity. Better to freeze into a block of ice oneself than the risk the extravagance of three, rather than two, logs for the fire!”

Mary scowled, but Lydia had an adoring audience in Kitty, who reached for the book and attempted an equally amusing impression. As was most often the case, she lacked Lydia’s skill, and her cruelty, and Mrs Bennet did not allow her to finish her recitation.

“That’s quite enough, Kitty,” she said, with a frown. “Mary, do not wail. Nothing shall happen to your precious book.”

It was Lizzy who retrieved the volume, slipping it silently back to her sister who, she noticed, was indeed blinking back tears at the thought that poor Fordyce would end up in the flames. She hugged the book to her chest and glared, reprovingly, at Lydia, who merely laughed and inched closer to the fire.

“Well, I think we shall have a very pleasant Christmas!” Jane remarked, ever the peace-maker. Unlike her sisters, who were sprawled in unladylike fashion on the rug, she had commandeered a chair and sat with the delicacy that confirmed her position as the beauty of the Bennet family.

“Yes, very pleasant!” Lizzy grumbled. “With nothing to do and nobody to see. I, for one, can think of at least three Christmases that were better - for we shall have no guests, no Gardiners, no nothing!” 

“No nothing?” Jane teased. “Dear me, Lizzy. You must be in a mood, for your grammar is usually the last thing to slip.”

Lizzy laughed, shaking her head. Her sister always knew what to say to lift her spirits. It ought to have been the other way around that Christmas in particular, for Lizzy knew, better than the rest of her family, how deeply Jane mourned the loss of Mr Bingley. Smiling contritely, she crept closer to her sister, raising up on her knees to drop a penitent kiss on her cheek.

“You are right, as ever, Miss Bennet. I ought not to be so bad-tempered this close to Christmas. I have my sisters, what more can I ask for?”

Mr Bennet cleared his throat pointedly from his corner, and Lizzy turned to grin at him. 

“And my parents, of course. What richness! How could anybody wish for anything more?”

Lydia snorted, determined to disagree.

“Well, I think it is a fallacy to declare oneself content when one is not. Mary, which is worse, to wish for more than one has - that’s avarice, I suppose - or to lie about the fact that one does?” She batted her eyelashes and folded her hands primly in her lap. “What does dear Mr Fordyce have to say on the matter?”

Mary opened her mouth to respond but said nothing, sensing, wisely, that this was a trap and whatever answer she gave would be to invite derision. Instead, she lifted her book to her eyes, and opened it, apparently at random, losing herself in its pages in an instant.

Lydia and Kitty looked at each other for half a moment before dissolving in giggles.

“Very well!” Elizabeth said, feeling an unusual flare of sympathy for her middle sister. Confinement to the house certainly did not seem to suit Lydia, who had become increasingly cruel in her teasing as the day wore on. Lizzy was rarely bothered by such comments, for she laughed them off or treated Lydia to a parrying blow and, skilled in the art of discourse, she was invariably able to outwit her sister and win the match. Mary, though, was not, and Lydia was unkind to continually plague her like this.

“I dare say Mr Fordyce would find only one of us meets with his approval.” She wrapped one of Jane’s hands in both of hers and squeezed. “Perhaps two. What a pity the Bible does not promise us dreadful Heathens salvation through the goodness of our sisters, but our spouses.” She sighed, theatrically. “I guess there is no hope for you and me, Lydia, after all!”

Mrs Bennet tutted, for, although she was not an especially pious woman, she did not entirely approve of Lizzy’s liberal references to heaven and hell, and in so holy a season as Christmas! She cleared her throat and determined to change the subject, seizing upon the first name that floated through her mind.

“I wonder what Mr Darcy has been doing today,” she sniffed. “I hope he and Mr Bingley have been safe in London since the snow came. I imagine life continues quite unchanged in town.” She stared, almost wistfully towards the fire and Lizzy saw a shadow of the young woman she must have been, twirling from dance to dance and at the very centre of society.

“I hope Mr Bingley has dragged him to every single party he can find!” Lizzy declared, with a spiteful smile. She knew there could be little punishment worse for quiet, proud Mr Darcy, who was certainly to blame for the Netherfield party’s sudden evacuation from Hertfordshire. He, surely, had sought to separate Mr Bingley from Jane, seeing, as Lizzy did, how much in love the pair were. It would be just like him, to be so proud as to think he knew best and best for Mr Bingley, did not mean Jane Bennet.

“I wish he had taken me!” Lydia moaned, sinking her head theatrically into her hands. “I shall go mad trapped indoors another day. I wonder if we might venture out of doors tomorrow. Surely the snow cannot possibly get any worse!”

***
[image: image]


FITZWILLIAM DARCY STALKED through the empty rooms at Netherfield Park. They were not empty, of course, for in planning their removal to London, Caroline Bingley had left the majority of the rooms in the house untouched. Therein had lain the problem, of course, for scarcely had they reached London than the realisation was made that Charles’ own valise had been forgotten. He had been of a mind to turn the carriage around immediately and return. Had it not been for Caroline’s histrionics - quick-thinking, she would no doubt have termed it - the whole party would have come clattering back to Hertfordshire just as quickly as they had left it. Instead, they had managed a week, two weeks, three without it, and Caroline swiftly turned her brother’s attention to some new task or sliver of gossip, real or invented, until the matter slipped his mid again. At least, with Christmas approaching, he could be dissuaded from it no more and had taken to referring quite often of returning to Netherfield for it and a handful of other reasons including, doubtless, the affection he still nursed for Jane Bennet. Caroline had railed, and then pleaded, turning up quite unbidden on the doorstep of Darcy’s house and asking if he would possibly undertake the errand without them so that Charles’ anxieties might be appeased and she might continue to keep him with her in London. They had an engagement, she said, a pressing one that could not be got out of. He, Darcy, might make the journey to Netherfield and back alone far quicker than they would manage it in a group, and she knew he, of all Charles’ acquaintances, could be trusted. This compliment had been delivered with a polite smile, a sly beating of her lashes, an evident ploy to flatter him. Not only, he thought, so that he might do her bidding, but to convey the very deep affection she nursed towards him that he had unfortunately not succeeded in leaving at Netherfield Park along with Charles’ belongings.

At least in undertaking this errand, he might put some temporary distance between Charles’ sister and himself, and for that reason alone he consented. It was not until he was halfway to Hertfordshire that he dared admit, in the quiet of his own mind, that Caroline Bingley was not his true motivation for the trip. Nor, even, was Charles, for the man had money enough to replace any item he lacked, and he rather thought that his constant returning to the matter of the missing valise was merely a ploy designed to facilitate his own return to Hertfordshire which was his true intent. Caroline would bring an end to that the first chance she got. No, Darcy’s assistance in separating Charles from an impending proposal to Jane Bennet had not been entirely unselfish. At the very same moment he recognised the risk to his friend’s heart, he was confronted with a similar risk to his own. But it was not for Jane Bennet that Darcy’s heart yearned, but for her sister. Elizabeth Bennet could not be left behind him, nor could he escape the memory of her in London, for everywhere he went he saw some point of interest that would amuse her, some person she would take great delight in meeting or in mocking. It was her voice in his head, narrating a ball or a dinner that saw him through his three weeks’ sojourn in society. 

So, armed with an excuse to return, albeit briefly, to Hertfordshire, Darcy could do little more than agree. He had not bargained on the weather.

It had started to snow before he had even left London, but instead of clearing, the weather had worsened with every mile, so that it soon became apparent that a decision must be made. His driver slowed the carriage to the side of the road and consulted him. Do you wish to return, sir, or to continue on? I fear the weather will trap us. Darcy had considered the matter, eyeing the heavy white sky and wondering at the wisdom of either decision. Would it be better to be snowed-in in Hertfordshire or in London? Was there even any guarantee they would reach London? They were closer to Meryton by this point, so it seemed the most sensible option to Darcy to continue on, and wait out the storm in the near-deserted Netherfield Park. Charles would not mind it, he knew, and Darcy rather relished the idea of a little peace and quiet. He even chuckled to himself at how well he had managed to escape the Christmas chaos of London by sending himself on an errand to the country just in time to be prevented from returning.

“It is too typical,” he muttered aloud. “I had wished for a quiet Christmas alone but resigned myself to society for Charles’ sake. Now, for that very same reason, I am alone - quite alone - in the very place I sought to avoid.” His lips turned up in a grim smile. He could think of at least one young lady who, had she known of his predicament, would have laughed.

The memory of Elizabeth Bennet’s musical laugh actually did the very last thing he expected it too. It provoked the same response, a low laugh gurgling in the pit of his stomach so that when a servant entered the room he now occupied, he was surprised and took a step back, before daring to approach the uncharacteristically amused Mr Darcy.

“Sir?” he whispered. “Will you dine?”

“Uh...” Darcy struggled to rearrange his features into something more appropriate and shook his head. “Perhaps bring me a tray in here. I will just take something light. Bread and cheese.”

“Very well.” The servant bowed and retreated, and Darcy’s lips quirked again. His amusement would no doubt be remarked upon below stairs. He did not wish to be thought of as mad, particularly not if he was to be housebound alone for a few days before the weather cleared enough to permit him a return to London.

He pushed a chair closer to the fire, and sank into it, determining he would be grateful for his blessings, for surely he had some to recount. It was Christmas, after all, and he, unlike the first holy family, had a roof over his head. Quite a roof, for Netherfield was comfortable indeed, albeit icy and abandoned at present.

Then you must render it un-abandoned!

It was Georgiana’s voice that came to him this time, and had it been any other he might have brushed it away. His sister, though, should be listened to, even if she was only a figment of his imagination. 

Yes, Georgiana? he asked his imagined sister. How do you propose I do that?

His mind was silent for a moment and just when he had begun to wonder if he was indeed mad, he sensed how she would reply.

You must make it jolly however you can. It is Christmas after all.

“Christmas is but a season,” he remarked aloud. “And I am trapped here alone. It is hardly a recipe for jollity.”

Still, his spirits lifted with the flames and when the servant returned with a tray laden with cold meat, cheese and bread, and a pitcher of ale, he ate hungrily, glad of his small feast.

“Merry Christmas, Mr Darcy,” the servant remarked, as he bid a retreat.

“Merry Christmas!” Darcy said in return, surprised to feel the warmth of the sentiment and the season spread throughout his whole body and mind.

If he were to be trapped here a day or two or more, why not make the most of it? He had his wish: solitude. He had all the comforts he might require, for Charles kept a comfortable home and Darcy knew it well having spent the autumn there. His own belongings had gone on ahead of him, but for a very few, yet he did not feel the loss of them. He would be content and rejoice in the blessings of his misfortune. He might even come to enjoy this cosy winter holiday in solitude.
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Chapter Two
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Lizzy was the first of her family to wake, early on Christmas morn. She crept to the window and peeped out, no longer surprised to see the blanket of white which appeared to have grown still thicker overnight. She shivered, and pulled a shawl over her shoulders, folding her feet beneath her and creeping closer to the window. She had never known a winter like this one. The snow simply fell and fell, and never did the temperature rise enough to melt it.

It is all very well saying one does not object to being snowed-in, she thought, ruefully bringing to mind her own words at such an imagined fate. She had spoken quite glibly of the idea, claiming she, for one, would adore the idea of having nowhere to go and nobody to see. She would, at last, be permitted to lie in bed all day and read her books or talk in whispers with Jane, for the sisters continued to puzzle over Mr Bingley’s absence from their lives and plot some way in which Jane might yet win his heart. Their first plan, that Jane return with the Gardiners to London, had been routed almost immediately by the weather. The snow had come on so quickly and heavily that the notion of the Gardiners joining them for Christmas, as was their tradition, was rendered impossible. Lizzy had mourned the fact, for she adored her aunt and uncle and all of her cousins, and not to have Longbourn bursting at the seams at Christmas made it feel as if it were not Christmas at all.

So, the puzzle of Mr Bingley’s affections remained unsolved, and Lizzy continued to hope and pray there would yet be a conclusion in her sister’s favour. Happiness could not come so near and then be snatched away from them, surely. Not at Christmas!

A memory, slight and fleeting, danced through Lizzy’s mind and she bit her lip. Mr Bingley had left, certainly, and he had taken his friend with him. She did not imagine that she would mourn the loss of Mr Darcy, and yet the winter seemed an interminably bleak one without either gentleman on the horizon of their association. She had not fully appreciated just how much of a difference the letting of Netherfield Park but a few months previously would have on the small world of Longbourn, yet scarcely a day now passed when one sister would not mention, with a sigh or a giggle, what a pity it was that Netherfield stood deserted once more. But one party! Lydia would lament. That is all we were afforded. One single party. It is too cruel!

Lydia’s notion of cruelty was an entirely selfish one, for she treated the departure of the Netherfield party with almost as much imagined tragedy as she did the rumour of the looming departure of the regiment. She cared little for their fate, for the wars or rumours of wars. She cared only that Meryton would soon be bereft of almost every eligible dancing partner. And now, with the snow, she was without a single opportunity to dance! Lizzy snorted. Lydia had not taken kindly to her pointing out that there was some providence in the absence of both partners and opportunity, in that case, for what good was one without the other? 

Wrapping her arms around her knees, Lizzy leaned her forehead down upon them, smiling to herself. She wondered if the spirit of Christmas had yet worked its magic or whether Lydia would still be giving her the silent treatment all day, punctuated only by occasional sighs and glares whenever Lizzy dared to attempt to speak to her.

“Good morning, Lizzy,” Jane said, stifling a yawn. She propped herself up in bed and leaned past her sister to peer out of the window, shuddering at the sight of yet more snow. “How beautiful it looks! And how cold.”

“It is winter, Janey, what do you expect?” Lizzy laughed, leaning back and wrapping her shawl around the both of them. Jane shifted so that they were sitting parallel and leaned her head on Lizzy’s shoulder.

“Merry Christmas,” she murmured.

“Merry Christmas! It will be a quiet one this year, I suppose.” Lizzy stifled her own yawn. “Just think, if the Gardiners were here, the whole house would be awakened by now, to the sounds of excited children running around.” She grinned, wickedly at her sister. “What do you say we put on just such a show, for dear Mama and Papa? I dare say they are missing the energy of a full house.”

“Don’t you dare!” Jane said, with a laugh. “I am quite looking forward to a Christmas where Mama does not wake in a bad mood, nursing a headache and bemoaning her lack of sleep.” She frowned, thoughtfully. “I suppose we shall not even manage to make it to church today, for the roads look entirely impassable.”

“What Heathens we have become!” Lizzy declared, struggling to hold back her laughter. “I wonder what Mary’s Sermons will have to say on the matter!”

***
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“WHAT DO YOU THINK BECAME of poor Darcy, Caro?”

Caroline sighed, gritting her teeth. She had lost count of how often her brother had sought to mention Mr Darcy’s absence, his current state, his planned return. Charles had not yet mentioned Netherfield directly, but Caroline knew it was only a matter of time.

“I dare say he is taking advantage of the opportunity to spend a quiet Christmas in his own home.” This was a lie, and she winced a little as she said it, but Charles, thankfully, did not seem to notice. His attention was fixed on the window, and he watched the milling crowds as if he might see their very friend amongst them, picking his way carefully amidst the snow. 

Caroline’s heart turned over. In truth, she had no way of knowing what had become of Mr Darcy. He had volunteered, with only the slightest request, to return alone to Netherfield and retrieve the case that Charles had left when she, Caroline, had done the only thing she could think of to keep her brother from going with him.

“I hope you are continuing to recover, Caro,” Charles said, wrenching his attention away from the window and crossing the spacious parlour to where Caroline sat, wrapped in a blanket she did not need, and nursing a headache she did not have.

“Yes, thank you,” she said, primly. She felt another tug of guilt in her heart at the notion that she had worried her brother so, for Charles did indeed look worried as he fixed his attention on her. “I told you I would rally in time, and with stillness.”

Charles frowned.

“I still wonder at the wisdom of not requesting the doctor...” he mused. “Now that we are a day after Christmas I am sure he would come, if only to ease your concerns.”

“I have no concerns.” Caroline injected her voice with a breezy, nonchalant tone. “You need not fear for my health, Charles. I told you then and I shall tell you again, all is well. I need but to rest.” Sensing he was about to make some suggestion as to the restful nature of Netherfield in the countryside, she spoke on rapidly, silencing any such comment. “Here, in our own London home, I do feel so much more at ease than I think I have anywhere else in all of England!”

“Really?” This was news to Charles, and Caroline bit her lip, recalling at length that this was the exact opposite of the reasoning she had given him for their taking Netherfield to begin with. Let us go to the country, Charles, and have a break from this hectic whirl of London life! Then her reasons had been two-fold, and selfish. On the one hand, she wished to escape the recent engagement of her friend Arabella Stephens - to the very gentleman she, Caroline, had imagined was in love with her - and on the other, she had known that Charles would think of inviting Fitzwilliam Darcy and if there was any suitable substitute for Arabella’s ill-gotten beau it was Mr Darcy. Caroline grimaced. She had not bargained on a houseful of scheming Bennets not only undermining her own plans for Mr Darcy’s heart but stealing their way into her brother’s!

“Oh, you know how London is at Christmas!” She laughed, a little unconvincingly. “It slows down and becomes almost restful. Especially with the snow. Why, ever so many gatherings and engagements have been cancelled on account of it.” Her mind began to piece things together, and she brightened, hoping her changed mood would be contagious and seek to cheer her brother also. “I dare say it is the weather that delays Mr Darcy’s return to us. Come, Charles, sit beside me near the fire. Shall we not have a hand of cards or a game of chess? Some occupation will surely suit you, and I can sense you are eager or some sort of activity.”

“Very well.” Charles’ response was rather less enthusiastic than Caroline might have wished for, but he was obedient nonetheless, focusing his attention on setting up a derelict chess set within easy reach of the both of them. Caroline had no great skill at chess, but she could hold her own well enough against her brother, whose impetuosity in life carried over into his gaming and left him too often acting in haste and repenting at leisure. As well he would have done had he been left to pursue Jane Bennet! Caroline reminded herself. She might feel guilty at the way she had manipulated her brother in order to separate the pair and bring an end to their rapidly blossoming romance, but she would not regret her reasons for doing so. She cared for her brother and wished him to be happy. However could such a thing be managed with Jane Bennet as his bride?

“Now I believe you are recovering,” Charles said, with a grin. “For it is a while since I have seen such a brightness to your expression. Had I known all it would take was a game of chess by the fire - why, we might have managed such a thing at Netherfield, and never needed to travel back to London, to begin with!”

“It would not have been achieved at Netherfield,” Caroline snapped, replacing one of Charles’ pawns with her own. “No, I tired of the country long before now. Frankly, I cannot imagine how anyone can bear to remain there.” Her voice lowered, cruelly. “I suppose, in certain cases, it cannot be helped, for if one has not the money nor the connections to live elsewhere one must be happy with one’s lot.”

Charles drew his lips into a line but wisely did not respond. They played on in silence, but Caroline felt the same unwarranted flood of guilt that, quite unnecessarily, she blundered and allowed her brother to win the game easily. Ordinarily, he would rejoice at his victory but this time his own expression was muted and she wondered if, happy as she was to have left Netherfield behind, Charles would ever embrace London life again.
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Chapter Three
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“I do not see why we have to do such back-breaking work,” Lydia complained, with a theatrical sigh. “Is that not what we employ servants for?”

“Oh, indeed!” Elizabeth said, cheerfully bending to her task, and scooping up a shovel-full of snow. “And what task would you have them leave undone while they see to this?” She tossed the snow in a light arc, before turning to gather some more. “Besides, it was only lately you have been complaining of being trapped indoors -”

“I did not mean I wished to be punished with manual labour!” Lydia groaned, scooping up a minuscule amount of snow and tipping it, half-heartedly aside.

“Lydia!” Lizzy shook her head. “We shall be at our task all day if you persist in doing only the bare minimum. Look, Kitty is not afraid to work hard and see how much progress she has made in all the time you have spent out here complaining!”

Lydia scowled, turning her ire towards her sister and Kitty visibly slowed her pace, glancing warily back towards Elizabeth as if she were torn between two reactions: delight at being praised by her elder sister, and fearing the wrath of her younger.

“Well, why can Jane not help us?” Lydia challenged. “Or Mary? You do not make them work until their limbs ache and their fingers are frost-bitten.”

“I am not making anybody do anything!” Lizzy insisted, straightening up and leaning on the handle of her shovel for a few moments. “I merely thought that instead of running up and down stairs and causing Mama another of her headaches you might want to come and burn off some energy in a way that might be useful - ow!”

She had been so pre-occupied in the delivery of her speech that she had not been watching what Lydia was doing, and that young lady, thoroughly bored and eager for some more agreeable entertainment, had scooped up a handful of snow, pressed it into a ball and lobbed it, quite intentionally, at Elizabeth’s back. When Lizzy turned, she had scarcely enough time to duck out of the way of another, aimed directly at her face.

“Lydia!”

“Oh, come on Lizzy! If we must deal with all this snow we might as well have a little fun doing so. You are not quite an old matron yet, incapable of having fun.” She arched an eyebrow in challenge. “Or are you?”

Lizzy hesitated scarcely a moment before scraping together her own snowball and tossing it at her sister.

Kitty squealed and ducked behind her shovel which provided less than no shelter for her and soon she, too, was drawn into the fight and all three girls were laughing, shrieking and dodging the snowballs which flew in all directions.

Everyone was so engaged in the battle that their shovelling was forgotten, as was any consideration of life outside of their immediate campaign so that nobody was aware of the tall, broad-shouldered figure approaching slowly from the distance. Nobody noticed until he drew so close that a stray snowball, lobbed from Lizzy and aimed, poorly, at her youngest sister, missed its mark completely and struck Mr Darcy squarely in the shoulder.

“Oof!”

“Oh! Goodness!” Lizzy cried, straightening all of a sudden when she recognised their neighbour. She brushed stray flakes of snow from her skirts and blinked, willing her rapid breathing to still and wishing her face were not quite so ruddy and red as she knew it must be from the combination of cold and exertion.

“Miss Bennet.” Mr Darcy glanced at the imprint of snow on his coat, before brushing its remnants coldly away. He greeted all three sisters with a curt bow. “Miss Lydia, Miss Catherine. I see you are not harmed by the lingering snow?”

“Not harmed, no,” Lizzy said, struggling to keep her balance as she happened, at that moment, to be standing with one foot on the frozen surface of a puddle. Lydia, it seemed, could not resist throwing one last snowball in her sister’s direction and Lizzy flinched as it made an impact with her arm. She shot her sister a withering glance and turned back to Mr Darcy.

“What are you - what are you doing here, Mr Darcy? We thought that the Netherfield party had gone to London almost as soon as the ball was ended.” She strove to keep her voice level, as if it were the most normal occurrence in the world to be spied, by a gentleman, engaging in a snowball fight in the middle of a wintry afternoon, and that gentleman Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy himself. She could not help but feel a glimmer of hope, for if he were here in Hertfordshire, perhaps Mr Bingley was too. Then all might not yet be lost as far as Jane’s happiness was concerned and the Christmas season might yet be redeemable.

“They did,” Mr Darcy said, grimly. “That is to say, we all did. I had cause to return, and found myself trapped here by the weather.” He shivered, whether by accident or to illustrate the nature of Netherfield, bereft of its most jolly occupants. Lizzy felt a glimmer of satisfaction at the thought of bad-tempered Mr Darcy being forced to remain there alone, snowbound with only his own superior thoughts for company. Yet the thought did not give her as much amusement as it once might have done and she repented of it almost immediately, feeling a surprising flicker of sympathy towards the gentleman before her. It was this, perhaps, which prompted her to speak again, almost before she was aware of the thought.

“Will you not come in for tea, Mr Darcy? I am sure my mother and father would be delighted to see you again.” She paused, unable to resist one last barbed comment. “And Jane, of course. I am sure Mr Bingley will wish to know how pleasant a Christmas we have passed at Longbourn. In spite of the snow.”

Mr Darcy’s smile, if the perpetual grimace he seemed to wear could truly be termed such, did not falter, but Lizzy thought she saw the tiniest change in his stance. It was as if the merest mention of Jane was enough to cause him to flinch internally. It served only to confirm what she had suspected from the beginning: that it was Mr Darcy, and not Mr Bingley, who had prompted their hasty departure to London. All sympathy she might have felt for Mr Darcy’s solitary holiday vanished, and her smile grew cynical.

“Assuming, of course, that you are open to the promise of company. I know how much you dislike it.”

Lydia’s sharp intake of breath made Lizzy wonder, fleetingly, if she had spoken too harshly. Mr Darcy was still a gentleman, and just because he saw no problem in being rude and dismissive did not mean Lizzy ought to mimic him.

“Lydia, run on and order us some tea, will you?” she said, reaching for her sister’s idle shovel. “We shall come after you. Kitty, I’m sure you must be as much in need of some refreshments as I am. You see, Mr Darcy, our Christmas has been neither solitary nor idle.”

“Indeed,” he said, and after hesitating for a long moment, he reached for one of the shovels. “Miss Bennet, perhaps you will permit me to finish clearing a path for you. It is the least I could do, to earn a seat in your parlour for the afternoon.”

***
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IT WAS NOT IN DARCY’S nature to be lazy, but his was not a life of hard physical labour, and so he began to feel the strain of his exertions far sooner than other men might. Instead of stopping when pain flared in his arms, though, he merely clenched his shovel tighter and worked all the faster, eager to be done with the task and free to join the family indoors.

He clenched his teeth as he worked, wishing he might be permitted to do so without an audience. At least the two younger Bennet girls had gone indoors. Lizzy, on the other hand, remained, ostensibly to help him but, he fancied, it was rather more that she enjoyed the spectacle of upright, gentlemanly Fitzwilliam Darcy being put to work.

I volunteered, he reminded himself. This is chivalry, not servitude. The feeling buoyed his mood and he finished his task with a flourish.

“There,” he grunted, tapping the edge of his spade against the path he had cleared, and kicking the remnants of snow to one side. “Miss Bennet, you should now be able to walk to the road with ease.” He cleared his throat. “Whether you will be able to progress any further along it, I am afraid, is beyond my skill to determine.” He nodded towards the fields. “I came across country, and have not yet been to see if the roads are cleared.”

“Indeed!” Lizzy remarked, straightening from her position leaning on one elbow on her upright shovel. “I must assume, then, that they are not, for surely, were they passable, you would have left us already, sir, and returned to London.”

Darcy would not dignify that with a response, merely inclining his head to indicate he had heard her. He did not know why Elizabeth Bennet seemed determined to take his presence as a personal insult, for indeed she seemed to. And not only his presence, but Bingley’s absence. It was this sudden flight from Netherfield that seemed most to annoy her, and she held him responsible for the event, for reasons he could not begin to fathom. True, he had sided with Caroline when she had mused, aloud, how suddenly and severely her brother had formed an attachment to Jane Bennet. He had witnessed too many contemporaries of his make hasty, regrettable matches, prizing a pretty face above a constant heart. He could not fault the wisdom in her suggestion that perhaps a little distance between Bingley and Jane Bennet would not be the end of the world, but he certainly had not been the one to insist upon their separation occurring immediately it had. Indeed, he had gone with them only because he was their guest at Netherfield and preferred to spend the season in his own townhouse, given the chance. It was ironic, then, that of the entire group he should have ended up being at Netherfield for Christmas, and being there alone. Solitary it had been, and he had not enjoyed it half so much as he might have expected. 

It was that which had urged him to walk out of doors today, and he had ventured as far as Longbourn almost by chance. He acknowledged it as almost because, in spite of himself, he felt some pull to make a visit to their near neighbours and ascertain, for himself, that the family were not suffering unduly from the dreadful winter frosts. Mr Bennet was not a young man, and with a houseful of ladies there would be no gentleman present to see that any repairs were done quickly, the fires were stoked and kept blazing. Oh, there would be servants, he did not doubt, but they were hardly rich enough for many of those, and at Christmas, everyone was a little stretched. 

He leaned his shovel against a fence post, retrieving the two that Lizzy held and adding them to the pile. He stamped his feet, wiling some warmth back into his icy toes and followed her through the doorway to be greeted by a wall of chattering warmth.

“Mr Darcy!” Mrs Bennet cooed. “Well, how generous of you to call on us, sir, and to undertake to clear a path for us. Mr Bennet, is that not chivalry itself?”

“Apparently,” Mr Benet grumbled from his seat in the corner of the parlour. He glanced up at Darcy as he walked into the room, and his eyes almost immediately slid past him, to the closed door of his study. Darcy felt a moment of kinship with this man, who seemed to long for quiet and peace amidst the chaos of womenfolk as Darcy would. He bowed.

“Mr Bennet,” he said. “Merry Christmas. And to you, Mrs Bennet. Ladies.” He glanced around the room, his eyes slipping quickly from daughter to daughter, never resting on anyone for more than a moment. It struck him again, as it had upon their first meeting, how different each of the girls were. Their looks differed, although that was of no surprise to him, for did not his own sister resemble him but slightly? But their characters, too, could be seen on display as well as if they wore them pinned to their breast. There were Kitty and Lydia, sitting in the window, squabbling over some hair ribbons. Mary was hidden behind a book, and barely even looked up to acknowledge his arrival. Jane, on a sofa, was intent upon her work-basket, and Darcy noticed the hint of colour that pricked her cheeks as she darted a glance up at him and away again almost immediately. Did he imagine the ghost of disappointment that flitted across her face?

No doubt she laments it is I, and not her beloved Bingley who calls, he thought, with a grim smile. Alas, I am far less susceptible to your charms, Miss Bennet, however evident they may be.

She was pretty, he must credit his friend with choosing well in that respect. But beauty is no great marker of character, as Darcy well knew. Indeed, he held it to be a false equivalency that because a person was beautiful on the outside they might be beautiful within. In his experience, the opposite was often true.

“Will you sit, Mr Darcy, or do you intend to linger in the doorway all afternoon?”

It was Elizabeth who spoke, dancing past him towards the sofa and collapsing theatrically into it next to Jane.

He nodded, taking a step further into the room and selecting an empty chair. Almost against his will, his gaze was drawn once more to that particular sofa, and he found himself comparing the two sisters, who could not be less alike to look at and yet, he fancied that Elizabeth Bennet had grown more beautiful in the short time he had known her than he thought possible. He blinked. No, he did not imagine it. Her eyes sparkled with fun and amusement - at his own awkwardness, no doubt - and the winter chill had rendered her cheeks rosy and warm. He felt the strange urge to reach out and brush a few stray snowflakes from her dark curls, but in an instant, they had melted away in the heat, and he abruptly shifted his gaze.

When the tea arrived, he took a cup with thanks, and angled his chair towards Mr Bennet, feeling that the patriarch would be his most agreeable source of conversation in that happy, crowded room.

“I trust you have enjoyed your Christmas,” he began, trying his best to ignore the giddy whispers from Lydia and Kitty, and keep his eyes from straying back to Elizabeth and Jane, whose own murmured conversation sparked his curiosity.

“Ha!” Mr Bennet barked, removing his spectacles and smiling wryly in Darcy’s direction. “It is not over yet, Mr Darcy. There are twelve days, are not there? And we shall endure every single one with glee!”

He pulled a face, and Darcy smiled, awkwardly, and attended to his tea.
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Chapter Four
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Lizzy was not sure which was more amusing: her father’s perpetual cynicism about the duration of the Christmas season, or Mr Darcy’s evident discomfort at the way his polite inquiry had been met. Poor Mr Darcy looks as if he has just discovered he is sitting on a pin! she thought, hiding her laughter behind her cup and forcing herself to take a polite sip of tea as if there were nothing at all the matter.

“I see. Do you celebrate every night?” Mr Darcy asked, with a politeness that was not, Elizabeth wagered, without effort. He glanced around the room. “I must compliment you on your decorations, Mrs Bennet.”

Elizabeth exchanged a glance with Jane, as Mrs Bennet blossomed under this perfunctory compliment. She launched into a detailed description of her design aspirations and did not appear to notice that her enthusiasm was not matched by their guest. It was not until Mr Bennet harrumphed pointedly in her direction that his wife paused for breath, and the conversation was permitted to move in a different direction.

“It is a quieter season this year than most,” Mr Bennet acknowledged. “This wretched snow keeps everyone indoors.” He grinned, saluting the room with his teacup. “For which we rejoice. There have been no visitors, save yourself, of course. No guests, no parties to attend and only a modicum of feasting.” He took a sip of tea, returned his cup to its saucer and patted his ample middle. “Would that every social season could be got through so efficiently!”

“Oh, Mr Bennet!” Lizzy’s mother eyed her husband with a reproachful smile. “You do tease us! Yes, you do. Mr Darcy, I am sure you understand how disappointing it is for us to have lost so many opportunities to socialise and be amongst friends. Why, your Netherfield ball was the last opportunity my girls had to dance and be merry. It is a pity!”

“That was but a few weeks ago, Mama,” Lizzy reminded her, reaching into Jane’s work-basket and winding a loose ball of wool tighter. “You make it sound as if we are incapable of making our own amusements.”

“And what do you find to occupy your time, Miss Elizabeth?”

The question came so innocently that Lizzy was not sure which of them was more surprised. Herself, to hear it, or Mr Darcy, to ask it.

“Shovelling snow,” she answered, smiling sweetly.

Lydia snorted and sought to thrust herself back into the conversation.

“And forcing your sisters to help you!” She turned a simpering smile on their guest. “Mr Darcy, you cannot imagine how grateful we are to you for completing the task on our behalf. Truly you must be an angel sent from heaven to help us.”

Mr Darcy had been taking a sip of his tea at the moment that this effusive complement was directed towards him and he started, chocking furiously on the mouthful. Lydia giggled, which seemed to make poor Mr Darcy’s discomfort all the worse, and at last, he succeeded in swallowing and gulped in a couple of heavy breaths.

“You are too kind, Miss Lydia,” he said, at last, his voice hoarse from coughing. “I am but a mere mortal, but as a gentleman, it was the least I could do.” He nodded, deferentially. “Indeed, I found myself kept here by the weather far longer than I intended. I fear it will be some days yet before I can make my planned return to London.”

“You are here alone?” Mrs Bennet asked, with a sly glance towards Jane that must not have gone unnoticed. Lizzy fixed her eyes on Mr Darcy and was rewarded to see him resist making the same connection. His gaze was fixed on the ground at his feet.

“Yes, alone. Alas, I fear the staff had hoped for a quiet Christmas with no residents to look after, and I spoiled their plans completely.”

“Oh, but how dreary you must find it to sit and eat alone!” Mrs Bennet continued, quite unabashed. “I have always thought the Netherfield dining room to be an eespecially bleak prospect, although - although not, of course, when populated with friends.” She beamed as if pleased with the way she had covered this unintentional slight. “But oh, my heart goes out to you Mr Darcy, to be trapped so, against your will, in a house alone -”

“Mama, you make him sound as if he were a recluse!” Lizzy remarked, wanting to forestall the invitation she knew must be on the very tip of her mother’s tongue. “I am sure even Mr Darcy, with his avowed dislike of crowds and parties, is not quite a hermit, at least not entirely.”

She was goading him, now, but she could not help it. There was something that amused her to see the usually haughty Mr Darcy ill-at-ease, although she would not own it. She watched him carefully, and saw a glimmer of amusement momentarily lighten his dark eyes, as he lifted them towards hers.

“Oh, I am quite sure I could give any hermit a run for his money in my desire for solitude, Miss Elizabeth.” He gestured around the room. “And yet, you see, I have been given precisely what I wished for this Christmas: time alone in an empty house to do with just as I please. And what have I done? Sought company at the first available opportunity. It seems, perhaps, that one must be careful what one wishes for.” He drained the last of his tea and set his cup and saucer down beside him. “I wonder, then, if I might be so bold as to invite you all to dine at Netherfield one evening. I should be grateful for your company, and am sure the snow will have melted sufficiently soon to enable the short journey by carriage.” He turned back towards Mr Bennet. “It will undermine your plans to avoid socialising quite all twelve days of Christmas, but I do not suppose it will reach quite the dizzying heights of the last gathering that was held at Netherfield.”

“Will Mr Bingley welcome your hosting guests in his home if he is not there?” Elizabeth could not keep herself from inquiring.

“I shall write immediately and ask him,” Mr Darcy promised, meeting her gaze and, for once, not immediately looking away.

***
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“HERE, CAROLINE, IS news at last from Darcy! What do you think - he found himself snowed in at Netherfield, and unable to return to us for Christmas.” 

Charles had strolled into the parlour and begun speaking even before Caroline had a chance to reach the end of the sentence she had been reading. She scowled and closed her book, which had offered her little enough in the way of entertainment anyway. She looked up at her brother, who clutched a letter in one hand, and reached absently for the fire-poker with the other, agitating the hearth into flame.

“He did not expect this to reach us, I wager, but I am pleased it did, for I was beginning to fear a little for the poor fellow. He makes the best of it, though, and writes to tell us that he has called on the Bennets and they are all well, thank heavens.”

Caroline strove to keep her true feelings from showing on her face.

“Oh?” she asked. “What else does he say?” And why does he say it at all? She had thought Darcy and she were of one mind when it came to the Bennet family - that to separate Charles from Jane before he made a foolish commitment to a young woman who was undeserving of his affections was wisdom itself. Now, he wrote mentioning the Bennets specifically, undoing all the good work that she had done over Christmas in removing Jane from her brother’s memory.

“Yes, they are all to dine at Netherfield this week.” Charles glanced to the window. “I wonder if we might join them, Caro. See, the snow is melting at last, on the roads at least. I am sure we could make the journey if our coachman drives with care. Would it not be pleasant to see the New Year in at Netherfield?” 

Caroline coughed. She could not immediately summon an excuse to keep them in London, but Charles’ mind worked faster than hers.

“Oh, I know, dear, you wished to spend the season in town amongst friends. And yet you have scarcely left your seat! Why, you could be wrapped up anywhere. Why not make it Netherfield, when you might have Jane Bennet for a companion? She would make a fine nurse, I wager, for she is so kind and sweet-tempered. Far better than I have been, I am sure!”

He chuckled, and moved to his desk, penning a response to Darcy’s letter before Caroline could say another word.

She balled her hands into fists, digging her fingernails into the flesh of her palms. What had been the point in their exodus to London if Darcy would summon them back just a few short weeks later? What, indeed, had been the point of her feigned illness, if it was not enough to keep Charles from returning to the very young lady she had sought to keep him away from? She scowled at the window. Even the snow, which had conspired to keep them indoors and away from friends on Christmas Day was now no longer her ally. It would permit them to return to Netherfield, and all her hard work would be for nought.

“Oh, I do not know that I will be well enough to travel,” she said, meekly. She coughed, but when Charles did not look up from his work, nor even show any sign that he had heard her, she coughed again, more loudly.

“Would you like something to drink, Caroline?” he asked, finishing a word with a flourish. “Shall I fetch us some tea?”

“I am not sure that tea will help,” she croaked, tempering her voice with just the right level of weakness. “I fear I am taking a turn for the worse.”

“Goodness, no! But you ate so well last evening, and at breakfast too! I felt certain you were on the mend,” Charles said, hovering as if to stand. “Perhaps I ought to send for the doctor. He will come now, I’m sure of it.”

“Oh -” Caroline bit her lip. She might be able to fool her brother but a medic? Surely Dr Graves would see right through her facade and declare her quite fit and well. She did not want Charles to think her a liar.

“Well,” she began. “Perhaps, if you truly wish to travel back to Hertfordshire I might attempt to accompany you...” She drew her blanket a little tighter around her shoulders. “But I dare say it will not suit me to hurry. Perhaps we might wait a few days longer until the snow eases completely.”

“Oh, but Caroline! We cannot leave poor Darcy to host the entire Bennet family without us there to help him.” Charles cracked a merry grin. “Think how much sport Miss Elizabeth will have at his expense without us there to offer him respite.”

If he is foolish enough to invite them then he deserves whatever arsenal of cruelty Elizabeth Bennet has stored up to use against him! she thought, spitefully. Why should we travel all that way to help him out of a hole he has dug for himself? 

Then another, worse, thought occurred to her and her mind turned the matter over in haste. What if, in Charles’ absence, Mr Darcy’s future was now the one at stake? She, Caroline, had been playing a long and careful game to win Mr Darcy’s heart, but she was not there - and Elizabeth Bennet was. Yes, and not only Elizabeth but the whole Bennet family. Surely one of them would wish to secure Mr Darcy - and his fortune - for themselves, and Caroline could do nothing to stop them from such a distance.

“Ouch!” She flinched, realising that in her anger at such a scene playing out in her imagination she had drawn her fingernails so tightly into her palms that they were close to bleeding. She whimpered, smoothing one hand with the fingertips of another.

“What is the matter?” Charles looked alarmed indeed and Caroline felt a guilty flush. She had been cruel indeed to persuade her brother that she was unwell. He was a good brother to her and a kind one and did not deserve to be made to worry when there was no need to. Caroline repented of her pretence, casting off her blanket and standing. She walked the short distance to Charles’ desk and smoothed his curls in the way her mother had done when Charles was a boy.

“Not a thing!” she promised him, with a smile that she hoped was bravely enduring. “If you wish to return to Hertfordshire, Charles, then, of course, I will be only too happy to come with you. Write and tell Mr Darcy now that we shall leave immediately and be back at Netherfield soon. I am sure he will be only too pleased for us to be there before the Bennets descend on him, for, as you say, he is not fond of such raucous company and we must help him to bear it, somehow.”
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Chapter Five


[image: image]


I might be so bold as to invite you all to dine at Netherfield...

Darcy was not quite sure what had prompted him to make such a suggestion, nor what strange spirit had come to possess him that he was quite looking forward to the occasion! Indeed, he strode the hallways of Netherfield Park with a spring in his step, eager to throw open the blinds that had been drawn closed and air out the rooms that had already begun to be shut up with the party’s flight for London. The skeleton staff that remained at the house were in a flurry of activity, more so when word reached them that Charles and Caroline would also be returning at their first available opportunity.

The snow had eased, although the temperatures had not lifted, so the lawns and fields remained blanketed in an increasingly icy sheet of snow. Feeling invigorated from his efforts to clear the Bennets’ drive, he had thrown himself into the work of clearing the paths at Netherfield also, although he had only managed to clear a few feet before the groundsman hurried forward and insisted upon taking the task from him. Darcy was recalled to himself and sheepishly handed the shovel to the wizened older man, apologising profusely for any unintentional slight he might have taken from Darcy’s sudden attempt at valiance.

With the arrival of the note for his friends, he was assured the roads must be clearing, but decided he ought to investigate for himself. It was for this reason that he was, yet again, striding out into the icy Hertfordshire afternoon, with his coat tight around his shoulders, tensed against the freezing temperatures. 

He reached the edge of the Netherfield estate without difficulty. Their groundsman had been thorough in his work, and the path he had cleared was quite wide enough to permit a carriage - or two, because now they would be expecting not only the Bennets but also Mr and Miss Bingley. Darcy swallowed, certain he could already deduce Caroline’s opinion of their swift retreat and even hastier return. He had conjured up the very image of her, the scowl she must have worn and the lecture she would, even now, be preparing to use against him. To his surprise, the thought did not intimidate him. He cared for Caroline Bingley only in the sense that she was sister to his friend, and because he ought to treat every young lady in the circle of his acquaintance with a general measure of respect. He had been convicted, that afternoon he spent at Longbourn, of how quick he had been to judge the Bennets on their giddy behaviour at the ball. Lydia and Kitty were high-spirited, to be sure, but could the same not be said of Georgiana? He frowned. Or perhaps it might have been, had not the shadow of George Wickham caused her to be so reserved, so often alone. Fleetingly he wondered how it might benefit his sister to have society with young ladies such as the Bennets, although he recoiled from the thought almost as quickly as he had entertained it. Still, it seemed to take root, and he found himself seeking to interact with the family at Longbourn almost on her behalf, as if he might glean some intelligence that would be of benefit to his sister upon their reunion at Pemberley.

This afternoon, he stuck to his path. There was no cause to call at Longbourn, nor did he wish to endure the laughing eyes of Elizabeth Bennet when she deduced he had come that way anyway, with but the flimsiest of fabricated excuses because he was lonely.

Lonely! He, Fitzwilliam Darcy, island of a man, had indeed been lonely. These past few days had seemed to him the longest and bleakest of his life, save, perhaps, for those in the immediate aftermath of what he would always refer to in his memory as the Wickham business. George had been a blight on his life before that, to be sure, but he had also been a friend of some kind, and Darcy mourned his transformation to enemy quite desperately. He had been unable to speak to Georgiana, for she would not listen to reason, and he dared not confide in any other friend. Even Bingley was none the wiser as to the true nature of Darcy’s late dislike of Wickham. His footsteps grew into a route-march, powered by the irritation that always rose in him at the thought of his former friend, and he drew to a sudden halt, breathing heavily and watching his exhalations fog in the cold air. 

A movement to his left caught his attention and his heart caught, fearing, in a moment of superstition, that his thoughts of Wickham had somehow conjured the man himself to face him. But, no. This figure was short and slight where Wickham was tall, and whilst she walked with pace and determination she was, as her gait and her shadow betrayed, female. The notion ought to have set Darcy’s heart a pace as normal, but instead, it beat all the faster, for he recognised not one nemesis but another: the figure who approached him from along the road was one other than Elizabeth Bennet. He had hailed her before he could prevent himself.

“Good morning!”

She froze, squinting, for he had recognised her first. For a fleeting moment he feared she would not return his greeting, or perhaps would even turn around and hurry away, but no, after what felt like an endless hesitation, she began her walk once more and closed the distance between them in but a few moments.

“Good morning, Mr Darcy.” Her cheeks were pink, once more, her smile merry. He thought he might prefer this particular Elizabeth to all the others he had seen in their short acquaintance. He could fancy this smile was not merely the appreciation he knew she felt for walking and being out of doors: she had confessed her enjoyment of such exercise to him before. But perhaps, he hoped, it was for him. That she was as pleased for their paths to cross as he was. He shook his head, seeking to clear this fleeting foolishness. Where was Bingley? He was the one of the pair of them to indulge in such romantic nonsense. He snorted, in spite of himself.

“Are you quite well, Mr Darcy?” Elizabeth asked, stifling a laugh as she tried to discern what his expression of derision meant. He hurried to replace his scowl with a smile and ended up pulling a face that was somewhere between the two, an approximation of nothing, and he dropped it again, allowing his features to settle naturally where they may. 

“Would you allow me to escort you somewhere, Miss Elizabeth?” he ventured, at last, looking first one way and then another down the deserted road. “I suppose I need not fear for your safety in the crowd of holiday-makers.”

Elizabeth’s smile grew, and she looked at him askance.

“Why, Mr Darcy, if we were not better acquainted, I would be tempted to think that was an attempt at humour. Alas, I know you too well and am assured of your never speaking in any way but sensibly and seriously, so I will accept your offer with the chivalry it was made. I am turning toward home. Perhaps you would care to accompany me, and stop in to take tea with my sisters?”

Darcy froze, fearing he could not acquiesce to the request he wished to: that is, to walk a little way with Elizabeth as her escort, and refuse that which he dreaded: to call on the Miss Bennets at home without even the safety of knowing Mr Bennet would somewhat lessen the feminine blow. His hesitation was evidently Elizabeth’s prime intention, for she laughed, clapping her hands, and shook her head.

“Forgive me. I could not resist teasing you, though I know it is indeed quite bad-mannered and especially cruel when I know you cannot abide teasing. In truth, I have recently come from Longbourn, so will be quite honoured to walk a step or two with you before I return.”

***
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ELIZABETH STRUGGLED to keep a smile from tugging at her lips. It would serve her ill if Mr Darcy noticed it, for he would be sure to take the smile for proof that she was teasing him, even after she promised she wouldn’t. She closed her eyes and forced her features into a neutral position, and when she opened them again, realised she was under scrutiny.

“It is cold, Mr Darcy, do not you think?” she asked, blurting out the first safe point of conversation that came to mind.

Mr Darcy knit his brows and did not answer straight away. Lizzy had just begun to wonder if the words she had uttered had not been those she intended, and how to undo the damage when a faint reply came.

“It is winter, Miss Elizabeth.”

Now Elizabeth abandoned trying to keep from smiling. She even permitted a laugh. Mr Darcy was a humorist! And yet, why did this revelation surprise her? She knew him to be intelligent and had she not witnessed enough wry comments designed to subdue Caroline Bingley when she was in full Caroline mode to think it likely the man could be amusing if only he would be. She wondered what had changed in him that Christmas that allowed him to reveal this heretofore hidden side of himself.

“Have you been walking long, Mr Darcy?” she asked, eager to continue in conversation and deliberately selecting what might be considered safe topics so that her companion would not be stunned into silence, as had been so often the case when they attempted to converse.

“Not long.” He shook his head. “I merely wished to reach the road and ensure that it would be passable for the Bingley carriage when it returns from London.”

The enjoyment Lizzy had felt at their last couple of moments together gave way to irritation, as she recalled that it was this very gentleman who had sought to send Mr Bingley away, to begin with. And yet he now welcomed him back. Did this right outweigh his earlier wrong?

“I wonder that you are so eager for your friend to return, Mr Darcy, when you were at first so keen to depart.”

Mr Darcy ceased walking, and when she looked at him she thought the habitual frown he wore had grown darker than usual. Did he dislike her line of questioning, or dislike the truth that she had uncovered? She held her breath, waiting impatiently for him to respond.

“You blame me for my friend’s decision to leave, Miss Bennet.”

He had reverted away from calling her by her Christian name, she noticed, and it seemed as if the earlier warmth that existed between them had vanished, leaving her still more aware of the icy environment in which they walked.

“Are you not to blame?” she asked, wanting, at last, to have the truth from his own lips. She had been only too happy to lay the blame for Bingley’s disappearance at Mr Darcy’s door, to blame that same haughty figure who had so stung her personal pride for the injury that had now been caused to her sister. But since Mr Darcy’s return to Hertfordshire, Lizzy found herself softening towards him. This was the Mr Darcy she had glimpsed at Netherfield, and she had to confess to wanting to see more of this version of the man. It was no coincidence, after all, that she should find her walk taking her towards the road and thence towards Netherfield Park on that particular day. She flushed, grateful that her true intentions were known to her and her alone. She could just imagine the teasing she would receive from her sisters had they guessed that her staunch dislike of Mr Darcy might be subsiding, just a little. The notion that it might yet give way altogether, and for an entirely different feeling, was not something she was quite ready to acknowledge herself, but she knew Lydia would be merciless if she suspected.

There had been a long moment where neither one spoke, and Lizzy’s heart sank, taking Mr Darcy’s silence for an admission of guilt.

“I was not disappointed to hear Charles meant to leave for London, Miss Bennet, but I certainly am not responsible for putting the idea into his head.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I fancy, although we do not know each other well, you have deduced enough of my character to know that London is rarely a favoured place of mine, and to spend Christmas in the centre of fashionable society would not be my choice.”

“You would prefer to spend it alone, in the abandoned country home of your friend?” 

This was enough to provoke a self-deprecating smile, and Lizzy found herself poised to return it. She had never before noticed quite how well Mr Darcy looked. Oh, he was objectively handsome, and that, combined with his rumoured wealth, was sufficient explanation for the reception he had had amongst the young ladies of Hertfordshire. But his perpetual scowl darkened his features so that one could scarcely tell what they might be without so bad-tempered an expression. Now, she saw him smile, and she had to confess, within her own heart if nowhere else, that she rather liked the effect.

“I thought I would prefer such solitude, Miss Elizabeth.”

There! He had returned to using her Christian name, although still with that polite Miss at the beginning. She ought to approve of it, in the way she did not approve of Lydia permitting half the regiment to speak freely to her without any use of titles or decorum. Now, though, it seemed like an unnecessary barrier between two friends.

Friends? Were she and Mr Darcy friends, then? Yes, she thought they were. Her heart even suggested she might wish for more. She swallowed, quashing the realisation the instant it appeared and turned back to her companion, eager to say something light-hearted and ease the serious mood that had stolen over their walk.

“I could only dream of such a quiet Christmas!” She smiled, merrily, recalling what Christmasses past had been like at Longbourn. Before she knew it, she was telling Mr Darcy a few of her favourite memories, like the time that her aunt and uncle had arrived in the middle of some domestic squabble and had spent half the holiday being extra agreeable to the Bennets whilst treating one another to absolute silence. They had lasted only as far as Christmas dinner, for Mrs Gardiner had served her husband with a certain condiment she knew he loved before she remembered that they were not supposed to be speaking. There had been tears and rejoicing and within a moment husband and wife had been reunited and it was a very merry Christmas indeed, for all the children had scrambled over one another and even Lydia and Mary had ceased to squabble.

Mr Darcy looked uncomfortable. At least, Lizzy presumed that was the expression on his closed features. Another glance revealed it to be not discomfort but wistfulness, and she felt a flare of sympathy. She might tease Mr Darcy for his inability or unwillingness to be in the midst of a crowd, but did that mean he must forever be alone?

“I am sure such a memory sounds like a nightmare to one such as yourself. Tell me, do, what is a treasured Christmas from your own past?” Elizabeth asked. She managed to clamp her lips closed before her last thought escaped them. I assume you must have had one, once! Colouring, she focused her attention on her footsteps, feigning concentration as they crossed an icy patch of road, and listened for Mr Darcy’s response.

“I must go back a few years, I think, so you must use your imagination and think that I was a child when this happened.” His voice faltered, and Lizzy glanced up at him, fearing he was to make some display of emotion. Instead, she saw his lips quirk and deduced he was struggling to speak without laughing. She laughed, too, and bade him continue, for she liked this amusing Mr Darcy and longed to hear what had happened to cause such merriment in the recollection of it.

“My mother and father were both still alive, although my mother had begun along the path of ill-health that would, one day, take her from us.” He swallowed. “My sister, Georgiana, has always been fond of Christmas and music and this year was no exception. She had made up her mind that she would serenade us with a song and had been practising in secret. At least, she thought it was in secret. Miss Bennet, I am sure you are aware, living in the same house as a piano, that there are very few rooms one can escape to where the sound does not carry.” He sighed. “She had been playing this certain tune hour after hour, day after day until we all were quite fit to be tied. And so, the day of the performance arrived, and she began to play.” He laughed. “She made it through a bar or two before stage-fright hit and she could play no more. She was like a rabbit caught in a trap, and on the verge of tears for disappointing us. My mother could not allow such a thing to happen so she slid onto the piano stool next to her and began to pick out the tune. My father, by no means a musician, hummed along in time and I stood and sang so that by the end of it there was no performance but a group effort and our servants applauded us from the hallway. Georgie didn’t cry, but thought of herself the family maestro, uniting all of us through song.”

Lizzy was transfixed as he made this recitation, imagining the carefree younger Darcy in the image of the grown man beside her.

“I should like to have been a part of it,” she murmured, smiling.

“You would have been the very centre, I am sure, for my sister would have insisted upon it.”

There was a strange silence that stole over the road, and over them at that moment and Lizzy’s heart began to beat with all haste. Their eyes met, and neither one seemed willing or able to look away.

“Miss Elizabeth,” he began, but before he could say any more the sound of horses broke through the silence, and he took her by the arm, moving her out of the path of the oncoming carriage just in time.
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“Are you hurt?” Darcy’s heart was in his mouth. Elizabeth had remained upright, but only just, for he had felt her whole weight pull on his arm as he moved her out of harm’s way. He looked around for some assistance, and saw a stile at a nearby fence post, guiding her towards it.

“Pray, sit down a moment.” He turned back towards the road, but the carriage had continued down it and was almost out of sight. Darcy scowled. What had possessed the driver to continue at such speed down a highway where he knew there might be pedestrians?

“I am quite alright,” Elizabeth stammered, standing once more to her feet. “But I must thank you for your quick reactions. I dread to think what would have happened otherwise!” She laughed, but he thought her voice sounded a little faint, still.

“I think it unwise for us to linger too much longer out of doors, Miss Bennet. Surely your family will be missing you. I shall escort you back to Longbourn as soon as you feel able to manage the walk.”

“I am well able,” Elizabeth said, a little of the old energy coming back into her voice.

Darcy caught his smile before it grew too wide, fearing she would read some condescension in the reaction where in fact it was relief that she seemed unchanged by the near collision, admiring the strength of character he had noticed in Elizabeth Bennet almost from their first meeting. He cursed himself for shying away from that, when he had noticed it, rather than appreciating the trait for what it was. For strength was not to be despised in a young woman when it produced character without rendering the possessor cold. Elizabeth may be clever, but she was not cunning or manipulative, the way many young women seemed to be. Yes, even the least endearing of the Bennet sisters could hardly be called cunning, Darcy realised, regretting, not for the first time, that he had mistaken Jane Bennet’s true nature almost as thoroughly as he had her sister’s.

“Come, then, let us walk. It will serve neither of us well if, lingering in the cold, we fall ill.” His eyes glinted with amusement. “Whatever will our dinner be like, if we are both sneezing from either end of the table.”

“It will be sure to arouse suspicion and provoke a great deal of teasing from Lydia!” Elizabeth remarked with a rueful smile. “I cannot be alone in longing for the thaw if only insofar as it will allow her and Kitty free rein to make their visits to Meryton and call upon the regiment once more. Cooped up inside, they are both driven mad by their confinement.”

As if fearing she spoke too strongly, she smiled, to indicate to him that she was teasing, and he nodded, silently inviting her to continue.

“It is Mary I feel most sorry for,” she said, before glancing over her shoulder as if she feared being overheard. “Although I am as surprised to hear the words on my lips as you are, no doubt, to hear them. Mary and I are not close,” she said, quickly, by way of explanation. “At least not close in the way that Jane and I are close.” Her eyes fluttered closed. “I dare say Mary thinks me too bold, too strident in my views and too free in discussing them.” 

Her eyes opened, and she fixed them, laughingly, on her companion “I dare say she would not be alone in holding that opinion.”

Darcy’s mouth fell open, but he said nothing, the reflexive reaction offering response enough to satisfy and amuse Elizabeth.

“And perhaps she is right, perhaps you are both right!” she remarked, with a shake of her head. “I am sure I have cost myself more than one friendship because of my forthright opinions, and certainly lost more suitors than I care to count.”

“A trail of broken hearts?”

Elizabeth’s eyes flashed, and her cheeks flooded with pink she tried, unsuccessfully, to hide by hunching her shoulders up to her ears.

“Hardly! As you yourself remarked, Mr Darcy, Jane is the true beauty of our family. If anyone has a licence to break hearts it is her.” She sighed. “Alas, her own heart is so tender it is liable to fall victim to breaking just as easily - if not more so.” She shook her head. “But I had promised I would mention Jane no more, for now that Mr Bingley returns perhaps there is a chance all may be mended before the year draws to a close.” She fixed her gaze on Mr Darcy carefully, and he felt as if she peered into the very depths of his soul. “Tell me, Mr Darcy, do you think it possible that hearts, once turned towards each other, might survive a little bruising on their journey towards a future together?”

She asked the question in reference to her sister and Bingley, Darcy knew, yet he could not help but think of another pair of hearts as he answered. One beat in the body beside him, the other in his own chest. His affection for Elizabeth Bennet, for it seemed apparent to him now that that was what it was, where first he had attempted to find fault with her, to put her away from him, would continue to assert itself, despite his best attempt to ignore it. Perhaps, in speaking of her sister and his friend, the very love affair he had been instrumental in interrupting, she was unwittingly offering him the means to win her own heart. Unite Charles and Jane, he thought, and I might prove my own heart is not so icy as Elizabeth Bennet might have had cause to believe.

***
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“I THINK YOU ARE MISTAKEN, Caroline,” Charles said, as the carriage conveying him and Caroline bounded along the road towards Netherfield. “How could that have been Darcy? In any case, we owe whoever it was an apology - we almost ploughed straight into them! Look, perhaps we should slow down and go back to check. We might take them on to wherever they need to go. It is bitter weather for walking anywhere!”

Caroline pursed her lips.

“Honestly, Charles! You worry too much!” She tried to smile but the expression felt unconvincing even to her, so she turned, angling her face back towards the window and away from the curious view of her brother. I think you are mistaken, Caroline. She scowled. She most certainly was not mistaken, and if Charles would resist daydreaming about Jane Bennet for more than two minutes altogether he would have seen what she had - that Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy was walking along a snow-covered road very close to a young lady who was none other than Elizabeth Bennet!

Caroline felt a flare of anger, and it took all of her energy to remain quiet, unmoved, so as not to draw any further questions from her brother. This, then, must be Mr Darcy’s true reason for volunteering to return to Netherfield on their behalf in the first place. He could not bear to be apart from Elizabeth Bennet, even while he agreed that her brother ought to be separated from Jane. It was hypocrisy, plain and simple. Worse! It was betrayal.

Caroline let out a low sob she tried to disguise as a cough, and for once she was grateful for her brother’s absent-mindedness. Let him attend to his thoughts of love and romance and remain utterly oblivious to the heartbreak his own sister was suffering! It was too cruel. 

She had known as far back as when Jane fell ill at Netherfield and Elizabeth walked miles in the mud and the rain to tend to her - Caroline shuddered at the recollection of her bedraggled arrival at their home, and how completely their house had been taken over by Bennets in the aftermath - that Mr Darcy’s curiosity had been piqued, but she had never thought that that would lead to affection. How could it? He was too handsome, too wealthy - in short, too good. He deserved someone who thrived in society and who would appreciate all that life on the arm of the eligible Mr Darcy, Master of Pemberley would offer. What did Elizabeth Bennet know or care about Darcy’s position or the fact that Caroline had long since, in the privacy of her own mind, laid claim to him? 

I knew him first! She smarted, feeling somehow cheated out of a prize that ought to have been hers. If only we could have remained in London - then Mr Darcy might have seen me in my element! For Caroline thrived in the social whirl of London at Christmas. Even with Charles’ misery, and her own fabricated illness, they had attended at least one gathering where Caroline had been her wittiest, most charming, most elegant, quite winning the hearts of half the gentlemen present, she was sure of it. If only one of those gentlemen might have been him! Then she would be walking alongside him, their heads bent low together as they conversed. She frowned. No, that was not right. She would never dream of walking out of doors in weather so cruel and cold as today’s. They would walk the halls of Pemberley. Yes! For if she was to reside in the countryside it certainly would not be Hertfordshire where she chose to make her home. Derbyshire would be her preference, and she might see Georgiana again. Dear Georgiana, the sister she deserved. Far sweeter and kinder than Mrs Hurst, who grew haughtier and more dismissive of Caroline with every year she remained married when Caroline did not. She drew a breath. Well, that was a mercy to be thankful for: that if she and Charles must return to Netherfield they might do it without Mr and Mrs Hurst. She would be free of at least one critical companion.

“Here we are, Caro!” Charles’ voice was cheerier than it had been in weeks, and Caroline darted a glance at him, fearing he somehow had seen through her silence, deducing her thoughts and was poised to discuss them in detail. But no, his eyes were fixed on his own window and he had recognised the familiar aspect of Netherfield Park. “Home sweet home!”

Caroline smiled, blandly, but inwardly she wanted to scream. 

Home sweet home? If Netherfield is home than what have we just left behind us, pray?

She wished she could shake Charles, to ask him if he cared to drag her from pillar to post on a whim, all because he had lost his heart to a young woman so scheming, so conniving...

And yet here her tirade fell short. Even in private, Caroline could not convince herself that Jane Bennet was all these things. She was not any of them, really. She was sweet and good-natured, and if she had the misfortune to have been saddled with an obnoxious sister in Elizabeth Bennet, why that was a fate that even Caroline herself could not claim freedom from. We cannot choose our family, she thought, sourly. But Jane was not wealthy, and her family hardly established. It would not benefit Charles to make so low a match when he might do infinitely better. She wanted her brother to be happy, of course she did, but must he be happy with the pleasant, but unhappily poor, Jane Bennet?

“We have made good time!” Charles said, leaning forward as if he willed the carriage to go still faster, to arrive sooner. “I think we shall take a few moments of refreshments and then I shall take a walk in the grounds. Will you join me?”

“But - it’s cold!” Caroline’s voice sounded too much like a whine and strove to alter it, softening her harsh tones. “That is, it has been snowing. No doubt it will be dreadfully icy underfoot. You do not wish to slip and cause yourself an injury before dinnertime. Is it not tonight that Mr Darcy has invited his guests? You would not wish to cancel -” 

She stopped short, her mind knitting together a plan just in time to keep her from stumbling into the very obstacle that might further her plans. She cleared her throat.

“On second thoughts, Charles, I think a walk is a splendid idea. I should very much like to see the fountains, for I dare say they are frozen into sheet ice and must look so beautiful sparkling in the winter sunlight...”
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Chapter Seven
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Elizabeth was actually a little disappointed as she and Mr Darcy reached the furthest reaches of Longbourn’s estate. Their walk would draw to a close, and in but a few moments this strange felicity that had sprung up between them would be brought to a sudden end - either by the arrival and interference of the rest of her boisterous family or by Mr Darcy bidding her farewell and removing himself. She was not sure which she most wished for, except that, to her surprise, the thought of Mr Darcy’s absence now caused her stomach to sink. This had nothing to do with the fact that Mr Darcy’s departure meant Mr Bingley’s also: for Mr Bingley was not even a concern. No, this was not to do with Jane’s happiness but with Elizabeth’s own. She frowned, turning the thought over in her mind as if it were a jewel. Could it be that I care for Mr Darcy? The thought so startled and amused her that a laugh escaped her lips.

“Something amusing?” Mr Darcy regarded her curiously, his expression lifting a little as if to encourage her to share the joke, whatever it was.

When she did not speak right away, his eyebrows dropped again, and she saw the same guarded expression settle back into place. He expected the cause of her laughter to be him - or, rather, some aspect of his conduct that she found amusing and would proceed to tease him over. Lizzy felt a wave of guilt, for she was used to being teased - one could not grow up in a house filled with her sisters, or as the especial favourite of her father, without learning to embrace sarcasm and teasing. She thought over the Christmas story Darcy had shared, the family he had described. His words, wistful and sad, my mother and father were both still alive. Could she not imagine tragedy changing her own countenance, rendering her guarded and careful amongst new acquaintances? She might laugh less, if she had less cause to laugh, at herself or at anybody else. She swallowed.

“Won’t you – won’t you come in, Mr Darcy, and take tea?” She smiled. “I know my father would be pleased to see you.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “And if you are careful you might yet manage to make it all the way to his study undetected, and be forced to interact with nary a sister of mine...!”

This was enough to make Mr Darcy himself laugh, a short burst of it that warmed Lizzy’s heart.

“Thank you, no.” He paused. “That is not to say I would not like to see your...father again.” 

Lizzy deduced this was honesty indeed. Mr Bennet, yes. Mr Darcy would happily spend a quarter-hour with that gentleman in the sanctuary of his study. But to voluntarily take tea with the rest of Longbourn’s inhabitants besides, perhaps he would be rather less enthused by that prospect.

“I must return to Netherfield, for I expect Mr and Miss Bingley’s return at any hour, and ought really to be there to greet them, as it is at my urging they make the journey, to begin with.”

He hesitated, and Lizzy looked at him carefully, silently urging him to continue, to speak whatever was on his mind. They had not often had cause or opportunity to cultivate such a space between them, where they might speak honestly, and beyond the hearing of others, and Lizzy found that she was reluctant to let the moment end.

“I ought not to have encouraged them to leave in the first place. I should beg forgiveness from your sister, I expect, but as she is not here I trust you will accept it in her stead. Miss Elizabeth, I am not above acknowledging when I have thought and acted wrongly, and in this case, I did both.” He bowed, a strange moment of formality in their otherwise contented interaction. “I trust that this evening, in reuniting those I once aided in separating, my error will be undone, my wrongdoing forgiven.”

His eyes met hers, and Lizzy felt a strange certainty that it was not Jane’s forgiveness he sought at all, but hers.

Her mouth was dry, and she could not have spoken immediately, even had she been able to conjure a useful response. She merely nodded, dumbly, and turned back towards the entrance to her home.

“You are very kind to invite us to dine, Mr Darcy. We are all so looking forward to it.”

“You are?” he asked, reaching out towards her. For a moment she thought he meant to catch hold of her hand, but he changed his direction or his mind at the last minute, and his fingers closed around air. “All, I mean. You are all looking forward to it?”

“All.” Lizzy nodded, unable to keep from smiling at him and hoping that her expression conveyed all that her silence did not. She, Lizzy, was looking forward to it. Not dining at Netherfield, per se, nor even seeing Mr Bingley and his sister again, but for the change to spend the evening in Mr Darcy’s company - that, she realised, was all that she had longed for over Christmas, and it was his absence, almost as much as Mr Bingley’s or her aunt and uncle’s that had rendered this particular Christmas so long and lonely. Now, this very evening, that might change.

“Well, good day, Miss Elizabeth,” he said, bowing again, before straightening and turning on his heel. He had walked some paces away so that Elizabeth was quite sure he would not hear her quiet response. She murmured it, all the same.

“Good day, Mr Darcy.”

Turning back towards the entrance to her home, she flung open the door, and pandemonium engulfed her. Lydia had stolen Mary’s book - again - and was playing a kind of keep-a-way with Kitty so that with every smooth arc they passed it between one another Mary wailed. Jane tried, unsuccessfully, to plead with them to stop, and Mrs Bennet cried irritably that God had certainly sought to punish her with such ill-behaved daughters, and she did not see how any of them would ever marry if they could not learn to comport themselves with grace.

Distractedly, her mind still on the walk she had just taken, Lizzy reached up with reflexes honed with years of childhood rough-and-tumble and intercepted the book, passing it straight back to Mary.

“Hey!” Lydia squealed.

“We were only teasing!” Kitty protested.

“Thank you,” Mary mumbled, clutching the book close to her chest and thundering up the stairs before anybody else could be mean to her.
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THE WEATHER SEEMED to have turned even colder as Darcy walked the few miles back to Netherfield from Longbourn. Not for the first time, he recalled that Elizabeth had made that very same journey in spite of rain and mud to check on Jane’s wellbeing when her sister was taken ill just a few short weeks ago. He recalled, too, that this had been the first time he had allowed his thoughts to soften towards the second Bennet sister. It was utterly improper, to tumble into the parlour in clothing that looked little better than rags, caked in mud and with her hair sodden and plastered to her head, in spite of her ruined bonnet, but in Elizabeth Bennet he had not seen impropriety but love for her sister, the same love that had compelled him to pay Wickham whatever absurd figure he asked for just to have him gone from their lives, and bid him bite his tongue even when he could see Wickham worming his way into friends and families’ hearts. To speak truthfully of Wickham’s character would be to reveal Georgiana’s connection to him and that was more than Darcy could bear. No, love kept him silent in the same way it propelled Elizabeth into action. How could he have ever thought ill of her?

He walked more quickly, alone, than he had done in her company, yet the journey seemed to take longer, the wind ever more biting and icy, but at last he saw the first glimpses of Netherfield. And - as he had feared - a carriage he recognised as the very one that had almost mown them down in the road. He felt a fleeting inclination to vent his anger on the driver, then on the passengers, for not stopping, but then realised that to do so would more than likely be to show his hand. He cared little if Charles knew that he cared for Elizabeth Bennet - for his friend was incapable of teasing and would merely rejoice at the good fortune the two good friends had had in finding love with two such sisters! But Caroline Bingley would have things to say and Darcy was in no humour to listen to her.

Still, as he reached the door and made his way inside, he could not help but feel cheered to hear Charles’ voice call out a welcome.

“Is that you, Darcy? We were just about to dispatch a search party. What were you doing out of doors on a day like today?”

There was a muffled commentary before Charles spoke again, and Darcy followed the sound towards the parlour.

“Quite right. Caroline and I intend to walk out, but we shall not be foolish enough to go very far. Once around the grounds, and then back indoors to thaw our frostbitten toes!” He laughed, standing to greet Darcy with a warm handshake. “Merry Christmas. It is good to see you.”

“And you.” Darcy smiled, in spite of himself. “Although you make it sound as if we have been parted months instead of a week. Miss Bingley.” He nodded towards Caroline, before looking straight back towards Charles. “You do not mind hosting the Bennets for dinner this evening, I hope?”

“Mind it?” Charles snorted “Indeed, not! You know I should happily invite them every evening. I am merely glad, in our absence, that you have discovered a little of what it means to be neighbourly.”

Caroline stared, reproachfully at her brother, and Darcy wondered if her own opinion of the promised evening’s gathering was quite as complimentary as Charles’.

“You cannot begin to imagine the cold here in Hertfordshire. Indeed, I was housebound here for more than a day, and fear it was all the worse at Longbourn. That is why I walked over there, to begin with, to see if I might be of some assistance.”

“Indeed,” Caroline said, sourly. “And were you?”

“They were rather more assistance for me. I fear it was too isolated even for me!” Darcy laughed and watched as his friends exchanged a surprised glance.

“Are you quite well, Darcy?” Charles asked, raising his eyebrows. “You mean to tell us that you actively sought out companionship - and quite a deal of it, in a house filled with ladies - and a gentleman, of course, good Mr Bennet, how is he?”

“The same as he ever was. I dare say he will be grateful to see you this evening, Charles, for he has missed your good-natured conversation, to which I cannot hope to compare!”

Darcy had long known that his friend responded well to compliments, and he was so genuinely pleased to see him again that it was of no great sacrifice to offer them. 

“And - and Miss Bennet. All of the Miss Bennets. How is she – that is, how are they?” 

Charles affected a manner of indifference that fooled nobody, and Caroline made no attempt to hide her groan of derision. Darcy, on the other hand, met his friend’s eyes with a clear gaze, and answered him honestly, hoping to convey with his manner, an encouragement to Charles to persist in his pursuit of Jane Bennet, where before he would perhaps have tried to dissuade such an attachment.

“All the Miss Bennets are well, of course. Miss Jane Benet was, I wager, a little quiet. I rather fear she missed her friends.” Here Darcy lifted his eyes to Caroline’s, and she was the first to look away as if she read censure in his expression and sought to avoid it. “She was pleased to be invited this evening and asked that I convey her most enthusiastic Christmas wishes to you both.”

“There!” Charles brightened, visibly straightening in his seat so that he sat a clear two inches taller, buoyed by the thought of Jane Bennet’s good wishes. “You see, Caroline? I knew we would be missed! I am just grateful that, now that we are back, we may resume our association with our friends and things might go on precisely as they did before.”

He did not wish for things to go on precisely as they did before. How could they, now that he began to acknowledge just what Elizabeth Bennet had come to mean to him? He would not go back to denying her beauty or her good character.

He felt himself under scrutiny and when he glanced up saw Caroline Bingley regarding him with a bitter expression on her usually elegant features. His heart pounded, for it seemed to him, at that moment, as if she deduced, better than her brother, the true nature of Darcy’s thoughts, and he sought swiftly to change the subject.

“Did you speak of taking a turn about the grounds? I am at my ease, now, so perhaps I will accompany you. I dare say you are eager to see your estate again after so many weeks parted from it...”
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Chapter Eight
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“And Jane...that is, Miss Bennet, is she well?” Charles had asked this question, or some variation of it, at least three times in just the short time he and Darcy had been walking. Darcy nodded, for once not tiring of his friend’s enthusiasm over the fate of Miss Jane Bennet’s health. How had he thought Charles’ evident affection mere infatuation? His friend did not only admire Jane Bennet’s beauty but seemed to truly care for her, perhaps love her. Was it possible to form such a strong attachment after so short a time of acquaintance?

It has been possible for you, has it not? The bright, knowing voice of his sister rang through his mind again. He must surely make his way back to Pemberley before too long, for he must miss Georgiana more than he realised to be perpetually conjuring her voice with his own imagination, to plague him and remind him of facts that he was only too grudgingly aware of. Yes, he saw his own feelings for Elizabeth Bennet mirrored in Charles’ evident affection for her sister, and so he could no more deny Charles the details he craved than he could deny himself the pleasant recollection of how Elizabeth’s features had lightened when she recognised him on the road that morning, how they had walked together and talked as naturally as if they were old friends, or perhaps more than friends!

He started, and Charles ceased his interrogation into the specifics of Jane Bennet’s appearance and character long enough to inquire into it. 

“Did you slip?”

“No, indeed!” Darcy grumbled, hurriedly beginning to walk once more and throwing a half-hearted glance over his shoulder. “I only think we ought to wait for your sister, Charles. It is hardly fair for us to go striding off together and leave her to walk alone.”

“Oh.” Charles looked a little crestfallen, but he rallied quickly. “Yes, you are quite right. Caro, I am sorry, dear. Here, take my arm, for it is icy underfoot and I dread to think of you falling and doing yourself some injury.”

“Thank you,” she said, shooting a haughty glance at Darcy as if disappointed that it had not been he, but her brother, who offered his arm. Darcy felt convicted, but before he had turned towards her, she slipped her hand stiffly into the crock of Charles’ elbow and the party began once more to walk, albeit at a slower, more careful pace.

“Darcy was just telling me how he found the Bennets upon his visits to them. You have called on them three times, did not you say?”

“Twice,” Darcy corrected, feeling a strange need to clarify under Caroline’s withering stare. “The third was today, and I saw Miss Elizabeth only. Our paths happened to cross as I went to examine the road to assess its suitability for travelling.”

He cleared his throat, wondering if he ought to assert that it was on that very occasion that their own carriage had almost run him over, and Elizabeth with him, but there was some strange glint in Caroline’s eyes that reminded him of a cat. He fancied if he mentioned it at all she would pounce, and, purely because she seemed to dare him to speak, he did not, changing the subject so that she might feel more included in their conversation.

“You have not told me anything about your own Christmas in London, Charles. Miss Bingley, I trust you are well recovered from your bout of ill health?”

“Oh!” Caroline’s features lifted in surprised, before softening into a simpering smile. “Oh, yes. You are so very kind to remember, Mr Darcy, and to ask after me. Why, I have always thought you a kindest and most caring friend of my brother’s. I am touched to know you thought of me at all!”

I did not, Darcy almost blurted, clamping his lips closed at just the right moment. He did not wish to offend Caroline by brushing off her compliment, but her words were so effusive that they made it sound as if, rather than making a polite enquiry into the health of his friend’s sister, he had spent the season pining for the absent Caroline Bingley purely because he cared for her. Which I do not, he realised, blinking. Oh, he admired her for her accomplishments, of which there were many. He owed her a debt of chivalry and allegiance because of his affection for Charles. But beyond that, she was little more than a stranger to him. He had not missed her over Christmas. He had scarcely thought of her at all. And, if he had wondered about her health, it was merely idle curiosity as to how long she had spun her affectation of illness, for he had been certain, though he would never say as much aloud, that it had been entirely fabricated with the intention of keeping her brother at her side, his attention fixed on her, rather than on Hertfordshire and the young woman he had left behind.

“Yes, we had quite a quiet Christmas,” Charles said, rubbing his nose. “Although you were well enough to go to the Humphreys’ party the other night, Caro, and seemed to enjoy it thoroughly.”

“Oh, well,” Caroline conceded, with an absent sniff. “One must make an effort for one’s friends. Do not you agree, Mr Darcy? I am sure that you did not wish to trek out in the ice and snow all the way to Longbourn, knowing you would be unlikely to have a very warm reception or, indeed, a suitable show of gratitude, from the Bennets. And yet you did so anyway, because you are a gentleman and so very, very kind.”

Caroline’s voice trembled a little on this last word, and she looked as if she might cry.

Darcy frowned, uncomfortable at this apparent outpouring of admiration, and he was relieved when Charles came to his aid, laughing uproariously and quite undoing his sister’s tragic expression.

“Steady on, Caro! You make it sound as if Darcy were some kind of saint. He is but a mortal, like the rest of us, and did no more than could be expected of any gentleman, when considering the fate of neighbours less well situated than you in a time of trial. Do not compliment him too much, for he does not bear praise easily. Look, both of you, does not the water of the fountain resemble a mirror? Let’s go closer and see if we can see ourselves reflected in its icy surface.”
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ALTHOUGH CAROLINE APPEARED to be listening to her brother’s inanely cheerful chattering, inwardly she was fuming. Now, not only did it seem inevitable that her brother would end up married to Jane Bennet, but her suspicion was growing ever stronger that Mr Darcy was poised to pose the very same question to Elizabeth - that very evening! Well, not if she could help it.

As they neared the fountain, both gentlemen’s eyes were captured by the light glinting on the surface of the frozen water. Caroline spied her opportunity and very deftly feigned catching her toe in an uneven patch of ground. As she had hoped, Charles’ reactions were quick, but not quite quick enough, and she tumbled to the ground with all the dignity she could maintain, whilst also making her pantomime seem believable.

“Ouch! Oh no, oh dear!” She bit her lip, fixing her features into an expression of pained bravery, and landing rather more heavily than she intended.

“Caroline!” Charles exclaimed, reaching out too late to catch her.

Even Mr Darcy was called back from the fountain, and both gentlemen reached down to offer assistance. It was Mr Darcy’s arm Caroline reached for, leaning past her brother and allowing her saviour to lift her carefully to her feet.

“Oh, thank you, Mr Darcy!” she murmured, blinking back tears as she hopped on one foot. She made a show of putting the other to the ground, before rolling her eyes skywards and clutching even tighter to Mr Darcy’s arm, before he could have the chance to remove it. “Ouch! Oh, my ankle!”

“Did you hurt it?” Charles’ voice rang with such genuine concern that Caroline felt a flicker of guilt at manipulating him in this way. She was not hurt at all, only she could not imagine either gentleman would be willing to postpone the evening without a fight, and this way, at least, she could buy herself some time. She redoubled her efforts, leaning on Mr Darcy as heavily as she dared to.

“I think I twisted it as I walked. You see that uneven patch of ground there?” Caroline cried, injecting her voice with just the right amount of tremulous forbearance. “I shall...I shall be alright, I am sure. But I shall certainly not be dancing, this or any other evening!”

She laughed, a show of bravery intended to lift her in Mr Darcy’s estimation, but the smile she received from him in return was merely polite. Concerned, yes, but concerned as a gentleman for any lady of his direct acquaintance who had suffered a misfortune. There was no hint of real feeling there.

No matter, she thought, gritting her teeth and allowing their small party to turn back towards the house. I know many men do not feel affection first. Love might come later, once we are wed... 

She coloured, never having thought about it so starkly before now. Yes, she wished to marry Mr Darcy. She wished, at last, to be the young lady stepping into married life with a husband she would be envied for. Her brief sojourn in London had merely made it plain to her how many of her friends were making connections and marrying while she continued to move about the country at Charles’ beck and call. Her plan now had two goals. First, to prevent Mr Darcy from making a decision she knew he would regret, in pursuing Elizabeth Bennet and second, in winning his hand, if not his heart, for her own. She would succeed, she knew she would, if only she could begin things this evening.

“I wonder if we could find a messenger to go to Longbourn right away,” Caroline mused as if the idea had only just that moment occurred to her. “I imagine the poor Miss Bennets will be so disappointed to hear.”

“Disappointed?” Charles wrinkled his nose, then, seeing the sharp glance that Caroline had not been quick enough to prevent, smiled, encouragingly. “Oh, well, of course, dear. They will be so sorry to hear of your misfortune. But I hardly think that necessitates sending a messenger. We can tell them when they arrive.”

The blood in Caroline’s veins turned to ice.

“You cannot still mean to host them for dinner this evening?”

“Well, I do not mean to cancel it!” Charles’ laughter died away, and he coughed, suddenly serious. “That is, I will cancel it if that is what you wish...” 

His voice was so wistful that Caroline knew at that moment that she was caught. If she did insist upon their cancelling the evening then she would appear churlish and bad-tempered. If not, she would be forced to sit in the corner all night and be ignored. She drew herself up to her full height and clenched her teeth together, stretching her lips into some approximation of a smile.

“No, indeed. Let us go on as planned. I would not dream of giving up the chance to see our dear friends again. Oh, Mr Darcy, do you think you could help me over the threshold - yes, oh, how kind you are. Thank you, thank you. I was so very clumsy and now I shall pay all evening for my foolishness!”

She chattered on, striving to keep her voice light and her compliments forthcoming, but Mr Darcy’s attentions to her, whilst utterly polite and correct, seemed, to Caroline, a little indifferent. He was careful to keep a respectable difference from her. He smiled, politely, at her self-deprecation but made no move to counter it. He did not even seem to acknowledge the praise she heaped on him, and whenever she chanced to release her grip on him, even a little, she sensed him pulling away from her.

Reaching the parlour, he helped her to a seat on a chaise, turning her so that she could stretch both her legs out and rest the injured ankle, while Charles hovered uselessly in the doorway.

“I suppose I ought to fetch a doctor -”

“No!”

“No.”

Darcy’s response had been perfectly calm, and he turned a surprised frown to Caroline, who had blurted out her own dismissal of Charles’ notion so quickly and desperately that she feared she had betrayed herself.

“No,” she repeated, firmly. “That is a kind thought, dear brother, but I shall be quite well here if I am permitted to rest my feet and stay warm.” She eyed a shawl that she had left, draped over a chair, and Mr Darcy noticed the look, reaching to retrieve it without her needing to ask.

“You see?” She beamed. “With such attention and care from you, Mr Darcy, I shall be better in no time. Now, shall we order tea, and make the most of the peace and quiet before our guests arrive? Here, Mr Darcy, you may sit beside me and distract me from the pain, if you would, by reading. I left a book on the chair there that I was hoping we would be afforded the opportunity to discuss and now look, Providence has done so.” She hiccupped a laugh. “Although I should not have chosen this means, myself, given half the chance...”
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Chapter Nine
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The first of her sisters to be ready for that evening’s outing, Lizzy crept slowly down the stairs and towards Mr Bennet’s study. The heavy oak door was closed, but that had long since ceased to be the barrier to Lizzy it remained to the rest of her sisters and her mother. She rapped smartly on the door and pushed it open before her father had even managed to call out a response.

“Ah, Lizzy!” He beamed, blinking a little ruefully at her as she tripped lightly into the room. “I do not know why you bother to knock, my dear, as you are determined to enter whether I answer or not.”

“Sorry,” Lizzy laughed, her good humour belying the word. She ran her finger along the spines of a shelf filled with books, selecting one at random, and sank into the chair opposite her father’s: the one she always thought of as being there for her own personal purposes.

“You look very pretty this evening,” Mr Bennet observed, affecting to return his attention to his work, after passing an approving glance over his second-eldest daughter. “I am aware that is the general opinion a father ought to bestow upon his daughters when they are dressed in their finery for an evening of society.” He looked up at her again and winked. “How did I do?”

“Quite believable,” Lizzy retorted, flipping her book open at random and glancing at the page as if looking for an answer to a question she had not asked aloud. “Although I could have done without the explanation. It somewhat detracts from the compliment.” She sighed, closing the book and leaning forward to drop it on an empty corner of her father’s desk.

Mr Bennet’s eyebrows lifted.

“Well, you may look ready for an evening of merriment and fine dining - remind me to enquire of Mr Bingley how he manages to maintain the services of so excellent a cook, won’t you my dear? - but you certainly do not seem excited at such a prospect. Is something the matter?” His grey eyebrows knit in genuine concern. “You are not sickening, I hope?”

“Me?” Lizzy smiled. “I have the constitution of a horse, Papa, you know that.”

Mr Bennet harrumphed, choosing not to mention at this moment that constitution was not the only thing Lizzy shared with her nemesis-creature, for she would persist in running even now when, as a fully grown lady, such practice caused her mother almost to have a fit whenever she came to hear of it.

“Then what ails you, Lizzy, dear. You may tell you dear Papa and trust that it shall not pass my lips. Nor indeed remain too long in my addled brain, I fear.” He set his papers aside and devoted his whole attention to his daughter. “I do not remember things as well as I used to, but for your sake, I shall strive to make an exception.”

Lizzy smiled, but the expression was not a convincing one and Mr Bennet waited patiently in hopes that silence would encourage his daughter to speak more effectively than inquiry would draw the answer from her. He was proved correct in his assessment, for after a long moment, Lizzy began to speak.

“Papa.” She traced a pattern with the toe of her slipper, keeping her eyes fixed on her task so that she might not be forced to look at her father as she spoke. She hoped that this would lend an air of whimsy and indifference to her manner, but her father was too astute for such deception. Still, he said nothing and Lizzy continued, hoping that he would not see through her entirely. “How did you know that you cared for Mama?”

“She reminds me of it every day,” he remarked, drily. “Surely you have heard her constant instructions that if I truly cared for her as any husband ought I would do this or that without her having to ask me a dozen times...” He shook his head. “Ah, but forgive me, Lizzy. You mean, I fancy, when did I first think that I cared for her? When did I decide I would make her my wife and thus begin the sparkling love story you see played out before you from dawn until dusk each day under this very roof?” His eyes glinted with fun, and Lizzy nodded, eagerly, too serious to laugh as she ordinarily would at her father’s droll response.

“Well, it was at a dinner. Not unlike this evening’s, I suppose. Oh, we had met once or twice before, of course. Danced together at an assembly, if you can believe that your decrepit father was once capable of dancing, and dancing well, I might add. No, on one particular evening we were invited to dine with some mutual friends - or rather, I was invited to dine, as was your mother and her family. I had some inkling that she might be there, or perhaps I merely hoped that she would be, for I had determined that the next opportunity I got I would speak plainly to her and see if I could deduce for myself where her heart lay. She was difficult to read, your mother, for whilst she twittered and teased me and complimented me so that my head swelled to ten times its normal size, I could not be sure she did not act in so dizzying a manner with every gentleman she met. This evening I was permitted the chance to witness her interacting with our host, a very genial fellow but a few years older than I and also, on that occasion, without a wife. Oh, she was polite, yes, but her eyes did not sparkle the way they did when she looked at me. Her jokes were rather simpler, and not at all funny, I might add, despite the way our host roared with unnecessary laughter. When, at last, we were permitted to talk, I knew there was no need to ask her anything, for our eyes met in the midst of it all and it was as if we just knew we were meant to be together. We were married not a month later, and the rest, my dear Lizzy, is a beautiful history of which you have contributed a chapter.”

Lizzy nodded, satisfied to hear this rendition of the story she had often heard throughout her childhood. The warmth with which her father recollected their courtship was an encouragement to her, for she had always wondered how it could be that two people so unlike could possibly have found happiness together, and yet she supposed they were happy.

“Are you thinking of Jane, Lizzy, when you ask how one is to know whether one is in love?”

Mr Bennet’s question was offered matter-of-factly, but Lizzy’s face flamed hot and she was certain he could tell by looking the truth of her thoughts.

“I think we all knew that Jane was in love by the end of her first dance with Mr Bingley,” Mr Bennet remarked, with a sly smile. “As was he with her. We cannot all be so fortunate as to know our true feelings immediately and not deviate from them.” A shadow flickered over her father’s face but before Lizzy could inquire into what it might mean, he reached out a weathered hand and laid it warmly over hers.

“I would suggest, Elizabeth, that it is perfectly acceptable - advisable, even! - to revisit one’s first opinions of a person. Just because you do not like someone on the very first instance you meet does not mean you must despise them forever. A great many people do not make good impressions at balls.” He darted a glance to the ceiling, as Lydia let out a shrill yell. “Your youngest sister, for instance. But let me tell you a secret of humanity that you will learn as you get older, Lizzy.” He dropped his voice to a whisper and winked. “You are allowed to change your mind.”
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CAROLINE WAS MISERABLE. Oh, she did not seem miserable. She was, in fact, working very hard to ensure that she did not appear to Mr Darcy and her brother as anything other than entirely content, but inwardly she was seething. 

Charles would have had her keep to her room and be brought dinner on a tray, but she had worked quickly enough to squash that idea, insisting that already she felt as if her ankle was healing. She would have gone all the way to suggesting she was almost completely well again until she caught sight of a disbelieving flash in Mr Darcy’s eyes, which prompted her to admit, with regret, that whilst her foot still pained her she could at least bear it well enough to stay downstairs, and she did so long to see dear Jane again. 

And so she had commandeered a sofa, after ordering their servants to position it in a more favourable aspect, where she might observe the entire room, and be easily observed by its occupants when they chose to arrive. She had managed to ensure Mr Darcy remained by her side, too, for whilst he had tired quite quickly of reading, and found some excuse to be away from her, he was the first to return to the parlour readied for dinner, as Charles always took far too long to dress, as Caroline had known he would, particularly on that evening when he would be reunited with the young lady he was so hopelessly in love with. Mr Darcy had hesitated on the threshold of the room and Caroline suspected he might have retreated back upstairs had she not seen him and been quick to encourage him to join her.

“Shall we return to our book, Mr Darcy?” she asked, putting a heavy emphasis on the word our. She liked to have something in common with him. Elizabeth Bennet could not even boast of that, surely. It was a small win in the grand scheme of things, but she would not relinquish it when she had little else to rejoice over.

“Very well,” Mr Darcy replied, a hint of resignation in his voice. He had taken the seat next to her but had managed scarcely a page before there was a flurry of activity in the hallway, followed by the thunder of Charles’ footsteps on the stairs, and everybody arrived at once. Mr Darcy stood, handing the book back to Caroline and crossing the parlour in two long strides so that he could be ready to welcome their guests. He was second only to Charles, who had scarcely descended the stairs than he had greeted the party with beaming, enthusiastic good evenings and strong-armed the whole merry lot of them into the parlour, in a giddy wave of conversation.

“Yes, I think it was a very fine idea of Darcy’s to invite you all here, for isn’t this precisely how one ought to spend the festive period? Surrounded by friends, eating, drinking, and being merry - oh, Caroline, look our guests are here!” Charles announced as he swept into the parlour with Jane Bennet on his arm, looking as if he could not be happier if he were crowned King.

“I noticed,” Caroline said drily, before spying Mr Darcy escorting the other ladies into the room. She sought to rearrange her voice and her expression into something rather more welcoming. “How lovely it is to see you again, Jane, dear. Here, come and sit by me, won’t you?”

Jane glanced questioningly at Charles, and Caroline noticed her reluctance to leave him, but politeness won out and she moved closer to Caroline, bending to greet her with an embrace that was entirely genuine on her part, if not on Caroline’s.

“Has Charles told you of my misfortune?” she asked. “I slipped on the ice!” She pointed helplessly towards her feet, propped up on pillows before her. “And so I am forced to remain seated, alas!”

“Oh dear!” Jane’s voice was warm with sympathy.

“I thought you said you were aware of some improvement, Miss Bingley?” Mr Darcy asked, sweeping into the room and not, Caroline noticed unhappily, as sympathetic as he had been earlier in the day.

That is Elizabeth Bennet’s influence for you!  she thought, spitefully. Oh, how she would like to tell that young lady what she really thought of her. Manipulating her way into Fitzwilliam Darcy’s affections and engineering him to fall in love with her when it was obvious there were far more suitable, deserving ladies in his circle. She fixed Elizabeth with a cruel smile.

“And Eliza! You have not changed a bit. Your cheeks are so ruddy and windswept, I wonder that you do not wish to stand closer to the fire and will some colour back into your wan features.”

“How can she be both ruddy and wan, Caro, dear?” Charles asked, with a laugh. “Surely one must be either one or the other. But do, all of you, come closer to the fire. It has been a bitter Christmas here, so Darcy has been telling me, and I am quite sure we all of us will end the year frostbitten if we are not careful!”

This provoked general amusement and everyone obediently shuffled closer to the blazing hearth.

Charles steered the conversation towards a long table, laden with platters.

“This also allows me to introduce you to our evening’s meal - or rather, meals!” He was utterly delighted by the idea that he had concocted that neither Caroline nor Darcy could dissuade him from. “I thought we would make a sort of picnic of it, and eat away to our hearts’ content, cosy in here with the fire. That way Caroline may join us without struggling to make it into the dining room, and we can all be a little more relaxed. What say you? Is it not the most marvellous idea?”

Nobody said a word for a moment, and Caroline felt a malicious flicker of glee to see her brother’s hopes crushed. Perhaps this single faux pas would be enough to end Jane Bennet’s infatuation and she, Caroline, would need fear no more. Alas, a moment later, the silence was broken as Mr Bennet let out a low rumble of a laugh.

“A delightful idea!” He patted his round midsection. “Capital fun! Come, my dear Mrs Bennet. We must position ourselves here, on this low love-seat, here, look, there is room for us both if you are content to sit close to me...” He slid an arm around his wife and cuddled close to her. “How cosy we shall be!”

This was enough to provoke a ripple of laughter and activity as everyone followed suit, finding seats for themselves from the variety available in the Netherfield parlour. Lydia and Kitty, to Caroline’s horror, merely dropped down onto the floor, and the other Bennet sister - Mary? - the quiet, mousy one, found herself a corner and slipped a tiny book from her reticule that she began to read furiously in the light of the fire.

“Is our company boring you?” Caroline asked, finding a target for her unhappy mood in this particular situation, and feeling gratified when all eyes turned, askance, towards that corner.

“Mary!” Jane hissed, blushing and looking in apology towards Charles.

“You may read if you wish!” Charles beamed, eager to diffuse any tension. “This is a holiday. We are picnicking after all, and everyone must do precisely as they want to!”

Precisely as they want to? Caroline thought, sourly, as she glanced around the room and saw every one of her companions having fun except for her. Her heart sank even lower when she noticed Charles select a seat suspiciously close to Jane. Even Mr Darcy, after a long moment of hesitation, angled his own chair a little closer to Elizabeth, who seemed almost oblivious to his presence, so intent was she on watching the flickering of the fire in the hearth.
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Chapter Ten
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“I have not picnicked like this since I was a child!” Elizabeth laughed, juggling her plate and glass with difficulty.

“I am sure I never did!” Darcy replied, with a grimace. “And certainly not in a parlour.”

“I prefer it to being out of doors at present!” Elizabeth shivered. “I have had my taste of freezing temperatures for the day!”

They both laughed, recalling their wintry walk, and Darcy glanced around the room. He was enjoying himself more than he had thought it possible to enjoy oneself. Everyone seemed somehow to be in on the joke of Bingley’s making, and even Mr and Mrs Bennet were laughing merrily as they talked with their host. Charles, Darcy noticed, gave every appearance of listening to his guests carefully, but his attention never strayed far from Jane, who sat beside him, although her attention was taken up at present in soothing Caroline, who seemed the only person not enjoying herself. She glanced mournfully towards him and he looked away.

“I see you are in need of further sustenance, Miss Elizabeth. Would you like me to fetch a fresh plate for you?”

“Oh, no!” Elizabeth laughed merrily and stood before he had the chance to. “I am well able to see to myself. But thank you.”

Those few words of gratitude, uttered almost as an afterthought, made Darcy’s heart soar, and in a spirit of goodwill and generosity, he surveyed the room, spying Elizabeth’s quiet younger sister surreptitiously hiding behind her book. Carefully, he leaned a little closer to her, so that his words might be heard by her without drawing attention.

“Miss Mary, I see you are as fond of reading as your sister.” He smiled. “And perhaps about as fond of gathered crowds as I.” He nodded towards the title. “You like to ponder Fordyce and his sermons?”

Mary nodded, stammering an answer, and slammed the book shot with force. Darcy paused, uncertain as to whether his attempt at friendliness had been seen as such. Where was Georgiana’s voice of wisdom when he needed it? She would surely know how to draw shy Mary out of her shell and make her at ease. How could Darcy hope to do it when he was scarcely at ease himself in such a situation? Another thought struck him. What made him want to? Ordinarily, he would look at Mary with judgment for the poor manners of so openly ignoring everyone around her and escaping into her book, and envy, for wishing he could do the same. This evening neither thought had occurred to him, and he sought only to ensure that Elizabeth’s younger sister was enjoying her time, though it cost him an effort to do so and produced no tangible benefit to himself. He blinked, momentarily not recognising his own character, it seemed to have changed so much in so short a time.

“I am not too familiar with them myself, at least, not as familiar as I ought to be. Do you mind?” He had reached for the book before Mary had time to reply and he scarcely noticed the wide, worried eyes she turned to him as he lifted the book and began to read.

He frowned, rereading the sentence. Then another. Then another. This was not like any sermon he had read before. He flicked the book closed to check the title. Yes, it definitely said Sermons to Young Women. Then he noticed that the cover was loose, fitted around the spine of a different book entirely. His lips quirked in amusement, as he carefully closed the volume and passed it back to its owner, who took it gingerly and would not look at him.

“You know, Miss Mary, I do not think your family would object to you wanting to read Frances Burney’s novels. My sister has read one or two herself and raptured over them.” He grimaced. “I do not see the attraction, but perhaps that is to be expected.”

“They will tease me mercilessly,” Mary whispered, lifting her eyes to him for a moment before casting them away again. “I was always so very dismissive of - of novels.”

This last was scarcely a whisper and Darcy struggled to keep from laughing, for he knew to do so would be to ensure poor Miss Mary never spoke a word again when he was present to hear it. She drew a shuddering breath and, when he did not speak to prevent it, spoke again.

“At least if they think I am reading my sermons they leave me alone. Most of the time.” She eyed Caroline’s sofa, and then Lydia and Kitty. “They are used to me reading to improve my character and almost expect me to go everywhere with my Sermons tucked under my arm.” Her dark eyes flashed, then, and for a moment he saw a glimmer of Elizabeth in her younger sister. “It may be a sin for me to say so, but I find the writings of Mrs Radcliffe and Mrs Burney far more thrilling.”

This time Darcy permitted himself to smile, thinking how much more enjoyable he might find numerous social occasions if he were permitted to escape sporadically into the pages of a book.

“Well, in that case, Miss Mary, read on and do not let me stop you. I think your idea a supremely cunning one. I can see Mr Bingley and I shall have to watch ourselves with such a houseful of clever ladies nearby.”

Mary blossomed under this unexpected praise, smiling at him, and ducking her head once more behind the pages of her doctored book.

Darcy was still chuckling to himself when Elizabeth returned, holding her plate out towards him.

“Such richness! It was very jolly of you to invite us, Mr Darcy, and so fun to spend the evening in such an unconventional manner!”

Darcy held up his hands.

“Ah, unconventionality I can take no credit for. That was all Charles.” 

He turned to catch a glimpse of his friend in a whispered conversation with Jane Bennet, looking as if they had entirely forgotten there was anybody present but the two of them in all the world.

“Look, Miss Elizabeth, how happy my friend and your sister are to be reunited. What are the odds, do you think, of there being an announcement before the year is out?”

Lizzy laughed, her eyes flashing with delight.

“I think we may hear something favourable even before the end of the evening, Mr Darcy! I trust that you will not object?”

“No,” Darcy said, his gaze resting on Elizabeth, as his own heart lifted. “I will not object.”
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ELIZABETH SET HER PLATE down, certain she could not manage to eat another thing. She let her eyes wander over the faces of her family and friends, thoroughly content in seeing so many smiles and hearing so much laughter. Everyone seemed happy. This was the Christmas she had missed, the togetherness that had seemed lacking at Longbourn, in spite of the fact that their family had been forced, by snow, to be together. She wondered what the difference was between this evening and that, and realised, with a start, that it was the presence of the gentlemen. And not just any gentlemen, but two quite specific ones. Mr Bingley had eyes only for Jane but was as genial a host as she had ever known, leaping up to ensure that all of his guests were well catered for, before returning to his seat and speaking a few quiet words to his beloved. For if there had ever been any doubt that what existed between Jane and Mr Bingley was true love, there was no denying it this evening. They exuded happiness and peace and Lizzy knew it would only be a matter of time before an announcement was made. 

Her heart constricted a little at the thought that she would so soon lose her sister, that this might be the very last Christmas season that they were all together in this way, before marriage and new families sought to separate the sisters as they must.

“Is something the matter?” 

It was Mr Darcy who spoke, his voice lower and gentler than Elizabeth thought it possible to be. He had evidently noticed the turn towards melancholy her thoughts had taken, for they must have shown on her face. She smiled, unconvincingly, and shook her head, turning to meet his gaze with hers.

“I was just thinking about how things change.”

Mr Darcy nodded but did not say anything straight away.

“Not that I am not glad that they do,” Lizzy continued, wishing she could somehow make her words explain what was unfolding in her mind and not knowing quite how to begin.

“I am happy for Jane and Mr Bingley. Only...it will change things for me. I will lose my sister.”

Her words came out as almost a sob and she sniffed, forcing a laugh.

“You must think me dreadfully self-interested. Of course, I want my sister to be happy. But I shall miss her.”

“Of course,” Mr Darcy acknowledged. “You are close. It is a testament to your friendship that you are reluctant to part.” His lips drew into a straight line. “You would miss the rest of your family, then, if you were the one to leave?”

Lizzy frowned, struck by the strangeness of his question.

“I do not think I would!” she confessed in a whisper, darting a glance over to the fireplace, where Lydia and Kitty continued to squabble over a last piece of cake. “I mean, I would miss them, of course, they are my family, but Jane...Jane is a friend as well as my sister.”

She shook her head. 

“I am sure you think me silly to speak so sentimentally. I dare say I would think so myself, were the words not coming from my own lips!” She laughed. “Anyway, let us speak of other things. Tell me about your sister, Mr Darcy. She is younger than you, is not she?”

“Yes.” Mr Darcy’s features softened as he spoke of Georgiana, the same way they had done when he recalled a Christmas memory as they walked together, and Lizzy found she rather liked it. He seemed younger, somehow, more carefree than when she had first met him. She wondered what it was that wrought the change, and felt a sudden longing to meet the young lady who would enable such a difference in his character by mere recollection.

“And so you will return to Pemberley in the New Year? To see her again?”

Mr Darcy did not answer straight away and Lizzy wondered if he had heard, as she had, the note of wistfulness in her voice as she spoke. She coughed, trying again and hoping she sounded politely interested rather than strangely disappointed, as she felt at the thought of his leaving Hertfordshire.

“I know but a little of Pemberley, but I am sure you are eager to return home once more and to be amongst your own family.”

After a long moment, Mr Darcy nodded, slowly, and Lizzy felt as if he might be about to say something more, but in the end, he chose not to, turning his gaze towards the sofa that Caroline had claimed for her own. It was then that Lizzy noticed Miss Bingley had been watching them quite intently, and she waved in an attempt to catch their - or rather, Mr Darcy’s - attention. Lizzy resisted the urge to roll her eyes, but smiled at Darcy, indicating she would not be offended if he wished to see what it was that Caroline wanted from him. He nodded, standing and moving towards his friend’s sister.

Lizzy tried to distract herself by watching her own sister, but Jane’s happiness was almost too much for Lizzy to bear, as she felt her own strangely absent from her. There was no explanation for it, but still, the feeling was an unusual one and before she could try to understand it, she found her ears straining to hear what Mr Darcy and Miss Bingley discussed, their quiet whispers still not enough to shield their conversation from one who truly wished to hear it.

“You agreed with me that Jane is a poor match - she is determined to win my brother’s heart through flattery and now you stumble into the same idiocy with her sister!”

Anger flickered over Mr Darcy’s features, and he glanced to the right and left as if to reassure himself that Caroline’s words would not be overheard. She, for her part, seemed to care little if her guests heard themselves being discussed in so unkind a manner. She smiled, looking more catlike than Lizzy had ever noticed before.

“Elizabeth Bennet has never once flattered me,” Mr Darcy said, in a low voice. “Quite the opposite. She could never have been less interested in winning my affections and as such she has secured them in spite of herself. In spite of myself.” He knitted his brows into a scowl. “And I think even you ought to be able to distinguish between flattery and true affection. Observe Miss Bennet and your brother for more than a moment and you will see which is most evident. Now, here are the refreshments you wished me to fetch, Miss Bingley.”

Coldly, he stood and turned away from her. Lizzy saw Caroline’s mouth drop open in shock and outrage at being so summarily dismissed, but she was not quick enough to turn away before Mr Darcy caught her eye and deduced that she had heard every word he had uttered. Lizzy stood too, and fled towards the hallway, throwing over her shoulder the murmured excuse of needing some air, but knowing only that she needed to think, to reflect on Mr Darcy’s words, to make sense of them.

I have secured his affections in spite of everything? Can it be true? Her heart raced as she stumbled into the deserted hallway. Does Mr Darcy love me?
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Chapter Eleven
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Darcy wished the ground would open up and swallow him whole. It was a feeling he was familiar with, for he was so uncomfortable in social settings he must have wished for such a thing at least a dozen times on any given year. But this evening he wished it most fervently. Idiot! He berated himself. Why had he allowed Caroline Bingley to goad him into confessing feelings he was - as yet - still only slowly coming to understand himself? And, worse, to know that the very young lady about whom he spoke had not only been present in the room but had heard every word he uttered!

He sank into his seat, glancing anxiously around the room but was gratified that nobody else seemed to notice his discomfort, nor Elizabeth’s hasty departure. Caroline looked at him with something that might have been triumph.

You see? she silently crowed. You may feel however you wish about Miss Elizabeth Bennet, but it does not mean you shall win her!

Darcy wrenched his gaze free. If there was one thing he did not need at that moment it was Caroline Bingley’s spite and wounded pride. Checking once more that each of his companions was engaged in their own conversations, or in Mary’s case, bent once more over her book, he took a steadying breath before stepping lightly into the corridor.

He saw Elizabeth straight away, the curve of her shoulders, her body angled away from the door, from him.

“Is something the matter, Miss Bennet?” he asked, taking a step closer to her. She flinched at the sound of his question but did not turn around. Shaking his head, Darcy tried again. 

“Elizabeth.”

His use of her Christian name in place of the formal Miss Bennet seemed to do what his first question could not, and she turned back around to face him. Her features were unchanged, and yet entirely different. Her face was radiant – there was no other word to describe it, and when she smiled, though it was tentative, he could do nothing but smile back.

“Did you mean what you said to Miss Bingley?” she asked, her voice little more than a whisper.

Darcy frowned, casting his mind back over their conversation. His heart sank. She could not mean Caroline’s accusations about Jane, surely? She could not think that he still stood opposed to the match when he had done all in his power to reunite the pair, to undo the damage his interference had already caused? 

“I want my friend to be happy,” he replied, cagily. “I am not as opposed to your family as Miss Bingley -”

Lizzy let out a delighted laugh, and Darcy held his breath, certain that, this time, she was laughing at him, but it was not meant unkindly.

“I meant what you said to Miss Bingley about me.” 

Darcy’s mouth was dry, and it took him a moment to find the courage to speak again. At least, he took a breath and decided there would be no avoiding the truth. Come what may, mockery or dismissal, he must at least tell Elizabeth the truth he had only recently come to appreciate himself. He nodded.

“I meant every word of it. I tried not to care for you, but it was folly on my part. How could I have ever thought escaping to London would be to escape you when you were in my thoughts every moment we were apart?”

Elizabeth’s eyes were wide, shimmering with what might have been tears. Darcy felt a pang of fear that she regretted his confession, but when she blinked, and her smile grew, his worst anxieties disappeared. She was not sad, but happy, so very happy. Encouraged, he took a step closer to her, reaching out his hand. Wordlessly, she slipped hers into it, and he marvelled at how well they fit together.

“You must forgive me whatever errors I have made in regards to your family, and, most importantly, to you. I do not - I have not - had cause often to feel any more than passing admiration for any young lady. To not only admire, but to come to love one such as yourself was not at all what I expected to come from my winter in Hertfordshire. I can only hope that you will overlook any misunderstandings from our first acquaintance and trust me when I confess, now, that I love you, Elizabeth, with my whole heart.”

***
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LIZZY, WHO VERY RARELY found herself without anything to say, was stunned into silence. She had not dared to imagine Mr Darcy could care for her. At first, the idea did not disturb her beyond wounding her pride. She swallowed a laugh as she recalled how vehemently she had dismissed him upon their first meeting. Arrogant, rude, opinionated! She had made a vow, to herself and to Jane, that she should never choose to care for such a man. It was bravado, at least in part, for it was at Netherfield, not any ball or assembly, that she had glimpsed the truth of Mr Darcy’s character, or begun to understand him a little. Still, her first opinion was not easily done away with, and his actions in separating Jane shored her up against him. Until now.

“You need not say anything,” Mr Darcy muttered, relinquishing his hold on her hand.

Lizzy realised, with a start, that a long moment had passed without comment and he clearly took her silence for rejection. She squeezed her hand around his, refusing to be let go of.

“Mr Darcy,” she murmured. “Forgive me. I am not used to being unsure of what to say!”

That was enough to provoke the smallest hint of a smile in the features she was beginning to love for the character they concealed, as much as for their own inherent beauty. 

“You may laugh!” she allowed, her own voice ringing with amusement. “You speak of love as something you are unused to experiencing. I confess silence is strange for me. Yet, let me see if I can make some progress in fashioning a response, and you must forgive me my lack of eloquence.” 

She wet her lips and tried hard to shuffle her racing thoughts into sense.

“We were not friends from the beginning, you and I, but I think that we are friends now. More than friends.” She swallowed. “I am not as accustomed to romance as you seem to think, but I know my heart and mind well enough to say that I saw myself in you, or rather, something in me recognised something in you that was alike. I am glad you returned to Hertfordshire. Not because you have now done what I could not, and reunited my sister with Mr Bingley, but because you came back. I missed you before I even knew that I cared for you at all. I...” She fell silent, forcing herself to speak the last words in little more than a whisper. “I love you.”

“Lizzy!” 

The door behind them crashed open and Lydia barrelled through it. “Where have you got to? Mary is being beastly, and - oh!” 

Mr Darcy took a step away from Elizabeth, letting go of her hand, but the movement was not quick enough. Lydia read the scene in an instant and clamped a hand over her shocked mouth.

“Are you?” She turned to look at Darcy. “Did you? Oh, my goodness! Mama! You’ll never believe it!”

“Lydia!” Lizzy lurched towards her sister, but Lydia had already danced out of reach and back into the room. She heard her declare, triumph ringing in her voice.

“I do believe Jane and Mr Bingley are not the only couple in love under this roof at present!”

Lizzy let out a low groan of embarrassment, colour flooding her cheeks. She looked up at Mr Darcy, surprised to see an amused smile tugging at his lips.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “My sister...she will draw whatever conclusions she wishes, and I am afraid that now everyone will have decided to think the same way.” She drew a shaky breath. “I am sorry.”

“I am not.” Darcy - for she could not think of him as Mr anybody, now he was her own dear love, leaned close enough to seal the matter with a kiss.

“Lizzy!” Mrs Bennet’s cry of alarm and delight was what ended the moment, as the door was flung open once more and half of their party scrambled out of it. “Is this true?”

Darcy enfolded one of Lizzy’s hands in both of his and turned to greet her family with a courage she could not help but admire.

“My dear Mrs Bennet, it is indeed true.” His eyes met Lizzy’s and he smiled. She could see her own happiness reflected in his face, and felt, at last, that this had been the very best Christmas season she could have hoped for. She was even grateful for the snow, for it had been snow that brought Mr Darcy back, snow that brought them together again. 

She shivered, wishing she had not been so quick to leave behind the warmth of the parlour hearth.

“Come on,” she murmured to Darcy, tugging him into motion. “Let’s go and sit by the fire.”

“As you wish, my dear Elizabeth.”
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Epilogue
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Spring came quickly after the dreadful winter that had kept so much of Meryton under a blanket of snow, or so it seemed to Elizabeth. It could be that it only felt quick because they were now caught in a whirlwind of planning not one but two spring weddings and both she and Jane were quite swept up in it.

“Look, Jane, recall only a few days ago this road dip would have been quite impassable!” she remarked, as the two sisters took a short walk together on a quiet afternoon a few days before their joint wedding. “Now it is so bright and green it is as if it does not even know what snow is!”

“How quickly things can change,” Jane mused, linking her arm through her sister’s and strolling contentedly beside her. “To think, but a few weeks ago we were both complaining over how miserable the snow had made us in keeping Aunt and Uncle Gardiner away.” She smiled. “I do not think either of us could have imagined we would be looking at the first rays of spring sunshine with weddings on the horizon!”

“No, indeed!” Lizzy laughed. “I was quite determined you should, although I confess I was at a loss as to how to reunite you with poor Mr Bingley. My own love story caught me quite unawares!”

“That is so often the case,” Jane mused, her eyes sparkling with fun. “Why, Mr Bingley and I were quite convinced you and Mr Darcy would make a very fine couple, if only you could see it for yourselves.”

“Mr Bingley and I?” Lizzy scoffed. “I see, so all those times I spied you whispering sweet nothings to one another you were not falling desperately deeper in love with each other, but busily discussing how best to manipulate Mr Darcy and myself into a similarly blissful state?”

“Indeed!” Jane laughed. “But you see, we did not need to manipulate a thing. You can hardly accuse either of us of arranging the weather, Lizzy dear, and yet we must be grateful for it. I think Providence had a hand in it and was determined, one way or another, that she would have her happily ever after for each of us, whether we expected it or not.”

The faint sound of Mrs Bennet’s cries reached both girls’ ears, and they turned, reluctantly, towards home.

“I confess I shall be pleased when the weddings are over and Mama ceases from perpetually trying to poke and prod and make us pretty.” Lizzy winked at her sister and broke into a skip. 

“You may find such beauty comes naturally, but for others of us, it is a trial indeed. How grateful I am that Mr Darcy has witnessed me both drenched and covered in mud, and red-faced and freezing in the midst of a snowball fight. He shan’t expect me to be pretty always, and I dare say he shall have quite a shock at the church. Come on, Jane, let’s hurry, and the sooner we are done with our jobs, the sooner Mama will let us go free.”

Laughing, both girls hurried towards home, their hearts and minds filled with the joy to come and hopes of the happy futures that awaited them.


The End
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Author’s Note
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Thank you so much for reading Midwinter in Meryton. Once I’d had the thought of Darcy interrupting a sisterly snowball fight, I couldn’t resist writing the whole story. It also had the odd nod to my own personal seasonal favourite, Little Women, which made it all the more fun to write and (I hope) to read!

Please do consider writing a review if you enjoyed this book and signing up to my mailing list where I send new release news, sneak peeks and freebies. I am already working on my plans for next year and it’s going to be a good one. Make sure you don’t miss anything by signing up or following me on twitter. I’d love to say hi!
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