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§

Christmas Day has come to Pemberley, and Mrs. Elizabeth Darcy has fretted over what to give the man who has everything. Even after a disastrous Christmas Eve spent with her family, she’s determined to make this a holiday to remember.

§


Chapter One

Christmas Day

 

 

“Are you certain you can’t stay through Christmastide?” Elizabeth held Jane’s hand in the carriage on their way to Lambton’s Church. Asking her sister to stay through the sixth of January was selfish since Jane had already changed her plans in order to visit Pemberley, but Elizabeth couldn’t help but ask.

“Our passage is already secured on the next voyage to America in a week.” Jane squeezed her hand. Her sister wore a dress in a lovely shade of purple and the edges were trimmed in an off-white lace. Her unrivaled beauty was enhanced by the bold color and the fashionable cut of the gown.

Elizabeth had much to be happy for this Christmas Day. Her husband had allowed her sisters, Mary and Kitty, to stay with them and had invited Jane and Mr. Bingley as well. The feast the evening before had been filled with much merriment. An unfortunate incident with Mr. Wickham and Lydia had almost ruined their fun, but as always Fitzwilliam had stepped in to make things right.

Mary, Kitty, and Georgiana sat across from them in the carriage, while Charles and Fitzwilliam rode alongside on two of Pemberley stables’ finest horses. The girls adjusted their bonnets and commented on the brick structures that made up the small town.

Elizabeth sighed and added a little dramatic flair to the exaggerated breath. She pulled her hand away and folded both of them together on top of her protruding stomach. “I do understand, and I promise not to pout until after you leave tomorrow morning.”

At least the jovial Colonel Fitzwilliam and her father would arrive at Pemberley by the next day’s end. Additional guests at Pemberley filled Elizabeth with a surge of happiness.

“Mr. Darcy was most adamant that if we were unable to attend, he would have to make sure you were dockside to see us off before we boarded.” Jane bent her head close. “I am glad to see you so well matched. The love shines in your eyes.”

Elizabeth tugged a strand of Jane’s blonde hair that peeked from beneath her bonnet. “And I am glad to see you happy as well.”

“Perhaps after the baby is born you and Mr. Darcy can travel to America too. I hear New York and Boston are beautiful places to visit.”

“My dear husband hardly likes to leave the walls of Pemberley. There is always something that needs his immediate attention. Even when we are in London, he checks in so often he may as well have not left.”

“What a gift it would be to take some of that burden from him,” Jane said.

Elizabeth nodded in agreement. While Mrs. Reynolds and she saw to the immediate attention of the day to day household dealings, her husband sheltered a lot of the work responsibility with the tenants and upkeep. It was not her place to take away any of his estate business, but if the occasion were to arise, she would try to lift some of the burden starting with her family’s drama. 

Jane was correct—a true gift it would be to take away some of his tasks. Why had she not thought of this before?

The carriage rocked as they hit gravel along the road and rattled through the middle of Lambton. Many of the townsfolk walked toward the church and a few rode horses. The midday sermon was the first of two for their parson Mr. Holland, who also had the position of parson in the next town five miles away. 

She leaned towards the window, almost as excited as her younger sisters by the townsfolk. Since her condition, Elizabeth had not visited Lambton as often as she wished. Fitzwilliam preferred she stay close to home unless he could accompany her.

The carriage rolled to the front of the church and Mr. Bingley beat the driver to the door. He assisted each of the ladies while Fitzwilliam tied their horses to a nearby post.

Mr. Holland greeted them with his wife and eldest son beside him.

“We are honored to have the Darcys and the Bingleys in our church on this Christmas Day.” He bowed slightly at Elizabeth and Jane, who returned his greeting with a light curtsy.

Mrs. Holland smiled warmly. “There will be an Epiphany Ball at the town assembly the eve of the sixth. Will you be attending, Mrs. Darcy?”

Kitty and Georgiana pushed through the middle of them. Kitty tugged at Elizabeth’s sleeve. “Can we attend, Lizzy? Please?”

“I shall discuss the ball with Mr. Darcy. He or Papa will have to chaperone you.” 

“Even me?” asked Georgiana, who’d yet to be presented for her first Season.

“I think we can get Mr. Darcy to agree to let you have a little amusement.” Elizabeth placed a hand on her stomach and addressed Mrs. Holland. “I am afraid I won’t attend the ball this year. The baby has given me a strict bedtime that I must adhere to.”

Mr. Holland glanced past them. “I do need a word with your husband regarding some thefts at the church. I would like to have more time to look into it myself, but several of our parishioners have taken ill and my time is divided.”

“Oh my!” Elizabeth turned and searched the gathering crowd for her husband. A tenant from one of the farms had gained his attention. A young boy grasped at the man’s legs and coughed into his fist. “Thefts you say. Here at the church?”

Before Fitzwilliam could join them, another man took his attention. Elizabeth frowned. After dealing with the notoriously vile Mr. Wickham, her husband sorely needed a break from disappointing news.

She led Mr. Holland aside. “Allow me to assist with the theft issue. Then you can spend the time visiting the sick.”

His complexion blanched. “I’m not sure that would be proper given your condition.”

She raised an eyebrow, almost hating herself for using her position to bully the man into submission. Her husband’s aunt would be proud. “I am the lady of Pemberley, and while that does not come with a title other than Mrs. Darcy, I assume that my last name means something in this town.”

“Of course, Mrs. Darcy. I did not mean to offend.”

She smiled, the rabbit caught in the snare. “Of course you didn’t. I won’t breathe a word of it to my husband, but only if you allow me to take on this challenge of finding the thieves.”

Mrs. Holland cleared her throat. The noon hour had approached and it was time for Mr. Holland’s sermon to begin.

Elizabeth pulled at the tips of her fingers to remove her gloves. “I shall call on you tomorrow morning and we will begin our investigation.”


Chapter Two

Elizabeth’s Gift

 

 

Later that evening, after everyone had gone to bed, Elizabeth snuggled close to her husband. He brushed a strand of hair away from her cheek. “Did you enjoy the sermon today, my dear?”

“Fire and brimstone are two of my favorite subjects at Christmastide,” she teased.

“I think there was a secret message in there for some thieves.” He raised an eyebrow at her.

She huffed. “Mr. Holland told you of my plan even though I asked him not to.”

A smile curved the edge of his mouth. “He only did it out of concern for your condition. And he asked me to mention that due to an interruption, he hadn’t actually made the promise not to tell.”

She didn’t answer and instead turned slightly away from him.

“But I told him that as long as you did not overexert yourself and brought along at least one of your sisters—preferably both—I did not see the harm in allowing you to assist with some inquiries. And you shall take Thomas as well.”

She played with the edge of the blanket. “Do I honestly need an entourage to assist me?”

“Do you want to add to my worries?” His voice took on a solemn tone.

“No! I want to help lift some of your burden, especially since you’ve already done so much for my family. I will act as a go between for Mr. Holland and the constable.”

“I’ll warn you, the constable is not the nicest of men. My advice would be to stay out of his way. He will only work investigations if paid a neat sum.”

She turned back to face him. “I do not need him to be nice, I just need him to understand the importance of the town keeping Mr. Holland happy. He does so much charity work for the poor in Lambton. If he needs our help, who are we to turn him away? The constable should not think he can squeeze funds from a poor parson.”

“That won’t stop him from trying to squeeze them from you.” He turned to his side and propped his head on his hand. “An investigation into theft at a church won’t provide as much entertainment as one of your novels.”

She placed her finger on the cleft at his chin. “Good. I’m not doing it for entertainment or sport. There is nothing I could give you as a gift that you do not already have.”

He glanced at her stomach. “My gift is on the way.”

She smiled and pushed a strand of hair off his forehead. 

Seriousness overtook his features. “Do you promise to immediately report any suspicions?”

“I promise.”

“Then good hunting, my dear.” He kissed her gently and placed a hand on her stomach.

The week before Christmas, her husband had ridden to London to save Mr. Wickham from further disgracing her sister Lydia. If she lived a thousand years she would never be able to repay him for all the great things he’d done for her family. All for her. To erase at least one line of worry from his brow would be a small but suitable gift.

 

§

 

The next morning, Elizabeth waved off Jane and Mr. Bingley. They promised to visit as soon as they returned from America and share all of their delightful stories. Elizabeth did not have time to be sad since she had an appointment with Mr. Holland.

She found Kitty in the sitting room, stitching a lovely rose pattern on a handkerchief. “I am off to Lambton to speak with Mr. Holland. There have been some thefts at the church, and he’s asked us to assist.”

Kitty paused her stitch. “Why would we interfere with catching thieves? Is that not the job of the local constable?”

“It seems the constable is not doing his job properly, and Mr. Holland believes our last name will push him to seek the culprits.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “Would you like to ride to Lambton with me?”

“I would rather stay and stitch if it is all the same to you. Chasing thieves is not how I would like to spend my day.”

“I shall ask Mary and Georgiana then. If Papa and Colonel Fitzwilliam arrive before I return, please ask Mrs. Reynolds to offer them tea and sweet rolls.”

Kitty returned to her stitching and Elizabeth sought out the other two young ladies. They often hovered near the pianoforte, each having such a love for playing that they practiced for several hours throughout the day.

It was Georgiana’s turn and her hands glided across the ivory keys as she played a lovely melody. Mary sat nearby, reading a book of sermons. Elizabeth didn’t dare interrupt until Georgiana finished and rested her hands on her lap.

She clapped for her sister-in-law. “Beautiful.”

Georgiana stood, gave a light curtsey, and then rushed forward. “Are you well today, dear sister?”

They clasped hands. “I am indeed.”

Georgiana’s eyes sparkled. “Your spirits have been quite high since Jane has visited. I hope they stay that way.”

Elizabeth gave her sister-in-law’s hands a squeeze before releasing them. “I don’t think they could get any higher. Now, I have a meeting with Mr. Holland this morning. There have been thefts in the church and he has asked for our assistance in the inquiries and dealing with the constable. Would the two of you like to attend me?”

Mary closed her book and stood. “Who would dare steal from a church? Poor Mr. Holland. Will his son be there?”

Elizabeth exchanged a knowing smile with Georgiana. Mary had spent a good amount of her time the day before speaking with the younger Mr. Holland after the end of his father’s sermon. It warmed her heart that Mary had shown interest in a gentleman, as in most cases she dismissed them immediately.

“I should say that he will be there. Perhaps he can be convinced to assist us.” 

“I think I could be of great use to you with this inquiry,” Mary said.

Elizabeth nodded and smoothed her skirt while she waited for Georgiana’s answer.

Georgiana glanced at the pianoforte and Elizabeth could almost read her thoughts. If Mary left, then she wouldn’t have to share for the rest of the day. “I think I shall stay behind, so Kitty doesn’t feel alone.”

“That’s a wonderful reason. How thoughtful.” She patted Georgiana’s arm, then she addressed Mary. “Thomas is bringing the carriage around. We have just enough time to grab our coats and gloves. The weather appears to be in our favor today.”

Mary left her book in the chair and rushed out the door.

Georgiana skipped to the pianoforte. “Do be careful. Thieves can be dangerous if they are backed into a corner. Or so I imagine.”

“I shall have many chaperones on this adventure. Mr. Darcy has made certain of this. Do not worry for me, my dear.”

“I am surprised my brother does not wish to accompany you himself.”

“He has so many other things to worry about with the estate. My gift to him is to release his burden just a little. And we may pose inquiries all day with no decent information. This way it is not a waste of his time.”

“Enjoy your adventure, and I shall set the mood with song.” Georgiana sat down at the pianoforte and played a military march.


Chapter Three

Lambton Boys

 

 

Mr. Holland and his son, Matthew, greeted the ladies at the door of the church. He offered them some refreshments, but Elizabeth declined. She knew of his generosity and did not want to put a strain on him by having to serve the more advantaged group.

Elizabeth smiled and clasped her hands in front of her. “We are well refreshed and ready to get to work on the inquiries.”

He bowed his head, and a shiny bald spot gleamed as the sun shined in through the church’s windows. “I have called on Constable Lovell and he refuses once again to see to the missing items. He claims they do not have enough value and would be a waste of his time.”

“What items are missing?” She followed Mr. Holland into the church.

“Mrs. Anne Darcy, God bless her, had bestowed several gifts to the church before she passed away. The most prized possession being the statue of Christ Our Savior.”

“And this statue is not of any worth according to the constable?”

“It is not made from a well-known artist and it is not detailed in gold or silver. It is indeed a rather plain statue, but it means a great deal to the Church.” He gestured towards an empty place where the statue must have sat.

“I see. And is this the only item that has gone missing?”

“Two communion plates, one of which did have a small amount of gold lining around the edges. But still, not enough to melt down.”

“All of these items went missing on the same day?”

“Yes.”

She tapped a gloved finger against her lips. “When did you notice them missing?”

“They were here during my last sermon and then gone the next day. Mrs. Holland takes great pride in cleaning the statues and pews after every sermon. We’d opened our kitchens at the parish for the poor that evening and when she returned to clean, we noticed the items missing.”

Elizabeth paced down the aisle and noted that several of the candle holders appeared to have more worth than a statue or the plates. “Did Lambton have any strangers passing through? Visitors or riders?”

“None that had visited the church. I would have noticed and presented myself to them.”

“So you believe it is one of the parishioners who have taken the statue and plates? Has anything like this ever happened before?”

“Not since I’ve been in attendance. I don’t wish to accuse any of the good people of Lambton, and for that main reason we’ve asked for Mr. Darcy’s assistance. The people of Lambton respect the Darcys.”

Elizabeth sat down on a pew. Her first choice of questioning would be the local youths. More than anything the misdeeds felt as though some mischievous boys on holiday from school had taken the statue and plates for entertainment. If they were pressured, they’d probably return everything by the end of the day.

Mary stood close to Mr. Holland’s son, Matthew. An unspoken interest flowed in the space between them.

Elizabeth glanced from her sister to Matthew. Perhaps she could search for the missing items and play matchmaker all in the same day. “May we borrow your son? I think he would be the right person to assist us in town.”

“I’m at your service, Mrs. Darcy,” Matthew answered, and while he spoke to Elizabeth, he kept his gaze trained on Mary.

Mary noticed the attention and her usually pale cheeks now held a slight bit of rose color. Instead of her usual grey coat, she’d borrowed Kitty’s brighter one.

Thomas stood quietly near the door. She waved a hand at him. “We’re ready for the carriage, Thomas.”

Between Thomas and Matthew, they would know most of the local lads home for a break from school. 

She smiled and rubbed the top of her protruding stomach. Her little one thumped a few times before settling down. They’d have this mystery settled and be back at Pemberley in time to greet Papa.

They waited in the carriage while Matthew spoke quietly with his father. The exchange could not be heard, but she surmised the elder Mr. Holland was instructing Matthew on how to best proceed. Little did the men know that she intended to handle the investigation with directness. Prying information out of schoolboys would be good practice for dealings with her future children. While her family did not have any sons, the boys of Meryton had often pulled pranks on unsuspecting victims, causing the parson to take more than one young man by the ear.

Matthew finally joined them in the carriage and they set off down the road. The trip to the middle of town took less than ten minutes.

Mary and Elizabeth occupied one side of the carriage, while Matthew took up the seat on the other side. He kept his hands folded in his lap and stared down at them.

Elizabeth broke the silence. “How did your father tell you to proceed?”

“He recommended that I not allow you to go into the poorest part of town, even if you insist.”

She sniffed. “Well, that is kind of him, but if that is where our investigation takes us, we may have to chin up and make our way there. First let’s see if the local boys can give us any information.”

“The local boys?” Matthew asked.

“Yes. Any boys home on holiday from school. This could all be mischief making.”

Mary nodded her head, ready to enter the conversation. “That does make sense, Lizzy. Boys who aren’t studying are likely to make trouble. Idle hands, as they say.”

Matthew stared at Mary’s gloved hands, which moved as she talked.

He raised his eyebrows. “Some of the local boys hang out near the front of Mr. Tiller’s store hoping he’ll give them a piece of peppermint.”

Elizabeth thumped her knee. “I knew you would be a valuable source. Mr. Tiller’s store it is.”

Matthew opened the door and assisted her down to the ground. He then took his time helping Mary out. Elizabeth realized she’d yet to ask Mr. Holland and his family to dine at Pemberley. After the Epiphany Ball, she would set up a dinner before Mary and Kitty left to return to Longbourn.

Once on the street, she gestured to Matthew. “Please lead the way.”

Matthew walked towards the general store and Mary sidled up beside him. “It’s a lovely day for a stroll through town.”

He hunkered into his coat. “A bit chilly for my tastes.”

Mary bobbed her head up and down. “Yes, it is a bit chilly for mine too.”

Elizabeth hid her smile. Conversing did not come easy to Mary, but the lack of practice was due to having four sisters who constantly talked over her. Separated from the crowd, she now had the chance to show society the darling girl Elizabeth knew her to be.

A couple of younger boys darted out of the store and towards them.

“Stop them, Matthew,” she called out. 

Matthew walked in front of them and grabbed one by the collar on his coat. “See here. We have questions for you lot.”

The other boy dashed past them and didn’t look back. 

The boy with blond hair and brown cap twisted in his grasp. He looked to be around the age of eight. “Let me go.”

Elizabeth approached him and laid a hand on his shoulder. He immediately stopped thrashing. “Do you know who I am?”

“The missus from Pemberley.” His voice was small.

“That’s right. You are not in trouble, but do you mind if I ask you a question or two?”

The boy eyed Matthew, who still held the edge of his collar. “Doesn’t look as if I have a choice, do it?”

“There seems to have been some mischief at the church. Would you or any of your friends know anything about it?”

Curiosity twinkled in his young eyes. “What kind of mischief?”

Elizabeth didn’t want to give away the full details, as it would better serve her purpose to let the thieves reveal them in confession. “The kind that can bring the attention of the constable.”

“No ma’am. My friends and I avoid the church except when our mothers drag us to a boring service.”

Elizabeth locked eyes with the boy and felt with utmost assurance he told the truth. “If there were to be someone who would not be afraid to cause mischief near the church, could you point those people out?”

“There are older boys who like to play pranks. They throw rocks at us sometimes so I don’t mind outing them.”

“Where would I find these older boys?”

He pointed to the far end of town. “A couple of them work at the stable that rents out the hackneys.”

She nodded to Matthew and he released the boy’s collar. The boy gave him a kick to the shin before running off down an alley. 

Matthew grimaced.

Mary rushed forward and placed a hand on his forearm. “Are you hurt?”

“Only my pride that I didn’t expect retribution. Next time I see the boy and his mother in church, I’ll let her know of his impertinence.”

“You are such a valuable addition to our quest.” Mary looped her arm through his.

The group continued forward, and Elizabeth paused to lean her shoulder against a post.

Concern lined the features of her companions. “I am fine. Only a little tired.”

Matthew pointed to the general store, which had an unoccupied wooden bench near the entrance. “We should sit for a few moments. I will purchase a few sweets while you rest.”

Elizabeth and Mary sat on the bench, and she placed a hand on top of her abdomen. Mary regarded her warily. “I do not recall Mama being so large with Lydia.”

“Perhaps that’s because Lydia was a dainty girl and I have a large, strapping boy waiting to enter the world.”

The explanation was enough for Mary, who craned her neck to watch Matthew inside the store.

“Mr. Holland is certainly an agreeable young man,” Elizabeth said.

“Indeed.”

“I wonder of his tastes in music.”

Mary’s smile widened. “He loves the pianoforte. I’ve already asked him.”

“And he plans to take orders after he finishes his studies?”

“He has hopes to take over his father’s second church in the next town.”

Happy warmth enveloped Elizabeth. “I wonder if he is to attend the Epiphany Ball.”

Mary’s gaze flickered from her to Matthew. “I do not enjoy balls.”

“Perhaps you would enjoy one if you had a dance partner worthy of your effort.”

A rose blush started at Mary’s neck and traveled up to her cheeks. She stood when Matthew approached them. He handed a peppermint stick to each of them. 

Elizabeth put hers in her pocket and vowed to halve the stick for Kitty and Georgiana when they returned to Pemberley. “Shall we continue? I would like to have this mystery solved before the sun begins to set and our breaths turn to frost.”


Chapter Four

Colonel Fitzwilliam and Mr. Bennet

 

 

Mrs. Reynolds knocked on the door to Darcy’s office. Darcy didn’t lift his eyes, but waved a hand to let the younger man know he could speak.

“Colonel Fitzwilliam and Mr. Bennet have arrived. Shall I show them to the drawing room?” 

He glanced up and tapped the desk. “Yes. Please bring refreshments. Thank you, Mrs. Reynolds.”

Darcy finished his accountings and donned his blue tailcoat. He joined his cousin and father-in-law in the drawing room. The two men were deep in conversation about the upcoming fox hunt. Colonel Fitzwilliam stood when he entered the room.

“Cousin, how kind of you to pull away from your work to join us.” The twinkle in Colonel Fitzwilliam’s eyes softened the tone of his voice.

Darcy arched an eyebrow. “Don’t tease. You’ve barely waited a half an hour.”

Mr. Bennet stood, and the two men exchanged a nod of the head. “I rather thought Elizabeth would be here to greet us. Is she feeling unwell?”

“She is quite well. In fact, she’s had a burst of energy since your eldest daughter Jane visited.”

“I am glad to hear. Where is Elizabeth now?”

Darcy tucked his lips together. Unsure how to explain his wife’s newest venture, he rambled out a half-truth. “She is in Lambton assisting the parson with some issues.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam eyed him, apparently picking up on the vagueness of his answer. “What issues?”

Darcy took a sweet roll from a tray and took a large bite. He chewed slowly, but the longer he delayed speaking the more he could tell the two gentlemen wanted an answer.

He lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “There have been some thefts at the church, and Elizabeth is doing some queries.”

“A woman with child turned investigator? Are you both mad?” Mr. Bennet squared his shoulders and a deep frown settled on his forehead.

“The pieces stolen aren’t of any real value. They can’t be pawned at market. It’s most likely the thieves are a few local boys who are creating mischief. That’s the line of questioning she’s pursuing. At most, she’ll cuff a few boys on the ears and send them crying to their mothers.” Darcy dabbed the edges of his mouth with a napkin.

His cousin smiled. “You couldn’t tell her no could you?”

“She needs something to occupy her time. Sewing and reading do not interest her at the moment, and it’s good that she gets some fresh air and exercise.”

His cousin settled onto the settee. “Are you trying to convince us or yourself?”

“She’s not in any danger,” he assured them.

Mr. Bennet’s lips pursed. He sat down and stretched his long legs out in front of him, crossing them at the ankle. “How did I ever raise such a strong-willed girl?”

Darcy smiled. He understood what it meant to take on a headstrong Elizabeth. “Our parson, Mr. Holland, has promised me updates into the investigation.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam tapped the back of the settee. “I haven’t been to Lambton in a very long time. Mr. Bennet, have you been to Lambton?”

“My sister-in-law grew up there, but I have never visited.”

A slow smile curved the man’s lips. “What say tomorrow morning we get a couple of fresh horses from the stables and ride into town?”

Darcy put one hand at his hip. “Do you mean to spy on my wife? What if she returns home this evening and has settled the situation?”

“If she has settled it, then I shall find other plans. However if not, I am sure Elizabeth would like to spend time with her father and if we happen to assist her with her queries, then she’ll be able to return to Pemberley all the quicker.”

The scheme unsettled Darcy. “You mean to take over her investigation into the thefts?”

“Better than spying from behind bushes don’t you think?”

“I don’t, but I’m not going to argue. While I have promised not to interfere, I have not made any assurances than anyone else from Pemberley would not involve themselves.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam clapped his hands together. “Then it is settled.”

Darcy did not look forward to Elizabeth’s scolding and hoped she directed any irritation she felt at the intrusion squarely at his cousin.


Chapter Five

A Dead End

 

 

The smell of horse manure was strong as the trio approached the hackney stables. An elderly gentleman limped towards them and splayed his hands. “A hackney for you, sir? I have my best horse in the stable and it’ll only take a minute to get him to harness.”

Matthew glanced at Elizabeth, but she gestured for him to take the lead.

“Hello Mr. Doyle. We’re here to speak to a couple of youths in your employment,” he said.

“What for?” The man squinted at them as if to read their minds.

 “It is possible they’ve stolen from the church.” Mary lacked subtlety.

The man pulled up to his full height, which put him an inch above Matthew. “See here. I’ll not have you accusing my boys of theft. What proof do you have?”

Elizabeth stepped forward. “My apologies, Mr. Doyle. My sister didn’t mean to imply your boys were the culprits. We mean to say we wish to seek information about the thefts.”

“My boys are good boys. They may pull a prank on the gentry now and again, but their mother would roll three times in her grave if they were to steal from a church.”

“I am sure we cannot question their upbringing. Perhaps you’ll allow us to speak to them anyway since it is possible they could have overheard some gossip from your customers.”

“It wouldn’t be good business to tell tales to my customers, now would it.”

“A crown for their trouble?” Elizabeth reached inside her drawstring purse and retrieved the coin.

Mr. Doyle held out his hand and rolled the coin between his fingers before shoving it in his pocket. “If a real customer comes for a hackney, I expect you to leave.”

Elizabeth nodded her agreement, and Mr. Doyle returned to his position out front. She led the way into the stables. Although the scent of manure grew stronger as they walked past several stalls, she didn’t stop to pull out her handkerchief. A customer could interrupt their interview before they had a chance to begin.

A sandy-haired boy saw them approaching and slapped his hat on his head. He nudged a boy beside him who resembled him enough for her to gather they were brothers.

“My name is Mrs. Darcy, and I’ll get right to it. Do you have any information on the whereabouts of items taken from the church less than a fortnight ago?”

The boys, who couldn’t have been more than fifteen years of age, glanced at each other and then down at the ground.

Matthew cleared his throat. “You have been asked a question and we expect a response. Did you steal from the local church?”

The eldest of two boys looked up. “No ma’am. Not from the church.”

Elizabeth frowned. “Did you steal from somewhere else? You have the matching appearance of guilt.”

“It were only meant as a joke,” the second boy spoke up.

Mary let out a sigh. “Out with it. We haven’t all day to stand around in the smelly stables.”

“Adam! Radley! We’ve a customer. Hook up Black Hole to the hackney. Sorry ma’am, but we have honest work waiting for us.”

Matthew opened his mouth to argue, but Elizabeth cut him off. “We understand, Mr. Doyle.”

She walked out of the stable ahead of them. Mary and Matthew caught up quickly. 

“They are guilty of something, but it is not the theft at the church. I do not believe those two boys could hold a secret for very long.”

“Where do we direct our inquiries now?” Matthew asked. He removed his pocket watch and a wrinkle formed between his eyes.

Elizabeth’s wariness had grown the longer they’d stood staring down the two youths. “I think it is time for us to return to Thomas. I shall seek guidance from my guests and tomorrow morning we can attempt to find the missing items again.”

“Can you make the walk through town or shall I have Thomas retrieve you here?” Concern lined Mary’s tone.

Elizabeth smiled to quell her sister’s worry. “I shall walk back through town, although I will allow you both to walk ahead. My pace will be a bit slower than when we began, I’m afraid.”

Mary slipped her hand around Matthew’s elbow and the two walked and conversed ahead of her.

Elizabeth didn’t want to involve Fitzwilliam, as that would defeat the purpose of taking on the task. If she couldn’t come up with a solution, then her gift would be ruined. Her hopes elevated at the thought of the arrival of her father and husband’s cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam. They would both surely have an opinion on where to go next. That thought comforted her as they walked back to the middle of town.

 

§

 

Thomas opened the carriage door and Elizabeth’s father waited to assist her to the ground.

“Papa!” she exclaimed. 

He pulled her into a hug and she breathed in the scent of tobacco from his coat.

“My Lizzy, you are looking well.”

“I am well. And soon you will have a second grandchild to bounce on your knee.”

He helped Mary from the carriage next. “I pray you have a houseful of boys and not a silly girl between them.”

“Papa, don’t tease. Mary will think you are serious.” Elizabeth knew him to be quite serious, but didn’t want Mary to feel hurt from his comments after her day spent with Matthew.

They ascended the stairs and through the front door. “What’s this about thefts at the church?”

“I’m glad you have brought it up. After I’ve had a few moments to rest, I wish to pull from your wisdom on the subject. I’m afraid we walked the town of Lambton in search of clues all morning to no avail.”

“I am at your service, my dear. Although I cannot say I am happy to find you have turned investigator. Your husband is quite capable of dealing with these sorts of issues.”

“He does so much for all of us, and this is my gift to him.”

“Your mother would never offer to take on such a task.”

She tugged on his arm. “Dear mother had the unfortunate duty of raising five daughters. I cannot see how she had time for anything else with Lydia, Kitty, and her nerves.”

He smiled down at her. “I have missed your teasing.”

“How is Mama, really?”

“Happy now that George Wickham has made his way home. Thank goodness their boy has a stern Bennet chin. He’ll need it.” Her father’s tone took on a hard edge. “The man is a curse to our family.”

Elizabeth had never known a more solid truth. She changed the subject as not to dwell on the black scourge of their family. “Would you like to see my library? I have a few books I would like to loan you whilst you are here.”

“Yes, of course.” He waved his hand towards the stairs. “I have also brought you a few books. There are some popular novels from London that may not have made their way to your library.”

“Perhaps one of them will help me solve my mystery.”

The sound of his scratchy chuckle wrapped around her. “From what I gather, the items taken have more of a symbolic importance than one of monetary worth.”

“It’s true. I thought at first it was some of the local lads home from school and searching for ways to fill their time, but that line of inquiry didn’t reveal any suspects.”

“I have always found that the easiest way to understand a crime is to think like the criminal. A person steals a few items that are symbolic instead of having monetary value. What have they to gain?”

“I shall think about it throughout our supper.”

They ascended the stairs to her library. Having her father so close brought immense comfort. The next day she needed to increase the pace of her investigation so she’d have more time to spend with him before he returned to Longbourn.


Chapter Six

Sisterly Affection

 

 

Happiness engulfed Darcy as he watched his wife’s face during supper. She chatted easily with his cousin and her sisters. Her father didn’t speak much, but he could tell the man was content to let the younger group dominate the conversation. No one brought up the ordeal the week before with Mr. Wickham, and Elizabeth’s sister Kitty even kept the gossip to a minimum.

After they finished their meal, everyone moved to the drawing room. Since the men had already spent some time conversing amongst themselves earlier in the day, they didn’t feel the need to separate from the women as was usual with most households.

Mary made it to the pianoforte first. Georgiana attempted to be a gracious host, but he knew his sister well enough to gather she had wanted to play for their guests. Perhaps he would ask Elizabeth to convince them to take turns throughout the remainder of the evening.

Elizabeth sat on a large settee, her father beside her. The older man lit a pipe and stared off out the window.

Kitty took the seat on the other side and leaned close to her sister. “Tell us about the younger Mr. Holland. What is he like?”

Mary stopped playing the pianoforte and when he glanced in her direction, he noticed a pale pink blush spotting around her neck. 

Elizabeth noticed too. “Please keep playing Mary. I have only good things to say about the parson’s son.”

She gave Darcy a wink, and he tried to smile in return. Would this be what having a houseful of daughters would be like? The competition for a husband heavy and thick in the air?

Elizabeth addressed her father instead of Kitty. “Papa, I would like for you to meet Mr. Holland and his son Matthew if you have the time during your visit. Matthew plans to take orders and will hopefully take the position of vicar in the next town.”

Her father nodded his head.

“A vicar? Well, that does make him worth a second look,” Kitty interjected.

“He and Mary got along quite well today.” Darcy caught Elizabeth elbowing Mr. Bennet in the side.

The man’s eyes flickered to Mary and if he caught the insinuation he didn’t let on. “Does Mr. Holland have more sons?”

Elizabeth sighed. “No, Papa. Only the one.”

Kitty rested her hand on Elizabeth’s arm. “Perhaps tomorrow, I shall attend your inquiries and get to know Mr. Holland better.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam, who’d been happy to let the conversation exclude him until now, finally joined in. “Tell us about this investigation, Mrs. Darcy. Have you any firm theories as to the thieves?”

She twisted her hands in front of her, a pensive expression clouding her features. “I had a theory that took us to the hackney stables, but it appears the boys weren’t our culprits.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam edged closer. “I have to ask, and please don’t take offense, but what is the importance of finding these stolen objects?”

Darcy answered for his wife. “The missing statue was gifted from my mother from the halls of Pemberley.”

A few of the occupants of the drawing room nodded as if no other explanation were needed. A light sparked in Elizabeth’s eyes. “Whilst it may not seem as if this crime is worthy of the time of the constable or any other gentlemen, once the church is seen as an open mark for thieves without consequences, then it is possible that it will begin a flood of thefts.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam bowed to Elizabeth. “I cannot argue with your sound reasoning.”

“If I were to steal from a church then I’d take the communion wine.” Kitty smiled, quite pleased with her bold declaration.

Mr. Bennet removed the pipe from his mouth. “Kitty! Do not say such things.”

Mary chimed in from across the room. “Yes, Kitty. Such wicked thoughts would scandalize Mr. Holland and his son.”

Kitty shot a glare towards her sister, but Mary didn’t appear concerned with backing down.

Elizabeth stood and motioned to him. “Husband, will you accompany me to my room. I am quite tired from the day’s events.”

Darcy led her to the door and once they passed through, he bowed his head close to hers. “Are we witnessing sisterly affections gone sour over the parson’s son?”

“Mary quite likes him, and I know that Kitty is ready to be married like Lydia. My greatest fear is that he won’t show interest in either of them.”

“That would be a travesty.”

She leaned into him. “I am afraid I’m failing you with this inquiry. Tomorrow I shall see the constable and push him to assist with a resolution.”

“My cousin and Mr. Bennet plan to ride into Lambton. Perhaps you will allow them to confront the constable.”

She squinted up at him, a tinge of disappointment lining her features. “Did you put them up to it?”

He placed a hand over his heart. “I did not, I swear. Everyone has the greatest concern for you and our child. They only want to help find a resolution so you can enjoy the rest of Christmastide.”

“Yes, that reminds me. Georgiana wishes to attend the Epiphany Ball with Kitty and Mary. I told her you would not restrict her from enjoying a local ball.”

“Do we not have enough to worry about with Mary and Kitty having an eye on the parson’s son?”

“Are you not the man who told me only a day ago that you seldom said the word no?”

After the scare with Georgiana and Mr. Wickham, Darcy and his cousin rarely allowed the girl out of their sight. With his plans to introduce her into society in the spring, it would not hurt for them to gain practice with a smaller ball.

“I am that same man. I shall accompany my sister to the ball and ask my cousin to be a second chaperone. Your father will have to deal with Kitty and Mary on his own.”

“My Papa is a master of dealing with precocious daughters.”

All except for one, he thought.


Chapter Seven

Tea and Gossip

 

 

The ride to Lambton the next morning was met with quiet. Kitty and Mary sat across from each other, matching expressions of irritation at the other’s claim to Matthew Holland’s attention. Her sisters were in their finest coats and had spent extra time on their hair that morning, begging to borrow ribbons from Elizabeth’s own collection, although Fitzwilliam had given them both new ribbons as gifts.

Her father and Colonel Fitzwilliam rode horses behind the carriage. Each wanted the option to return to Pemberley should the weather turn colder or they grew bored with Elizabeth’s inquiries.

Fitzwilliam had seen her off and promised to focus on his other work while the rather large group made their way to Lambton. Georgiana had twirled with delight down the hallway to practice her pianoforte uninterrupted.

Once the horses were set on their course, Elizabeth became lost in her thoughts. While she had justified her reasons for pushing the inquiry into the missing items, she couldn’t help but understand the doubt displayed by Colonel Fitzwilliam. Crime was a thing that rarely touched them in Pemberley. London was more likely to host pickpockets and the poor who stole to ensure the survival of their families. A theft like this had to have a deeper meaning. The baby thumped her and she smiled. The little one often gave a thump when her thoughts needed a conspirator. That made her even more determined to name the little one Jane, who more than once had become her conspirator in all private thoughts she could not express to anyone else.

The beginnings of an argument brought her back to their present situation. 

“You did that on purpose!” Kitty lifted her boot in the air. “Mary scuffed my boot on purpose.”

Elizabeth placed a hand on her leg and pushed it so Kitty had no choice but to put her foot back on the carriage floor. “I’m sure she did not, Kitty.”

A small smile appeared at the edge of Mary’s lips. Elizabeth shook her head in wonder. Never had she seen Mary attempt to gain any man’s attention and now that she had one, she showed a side to her none of them could have guessed existed. She was glad her mother wasn’t here to encourage their discord.

The carriage rumbled to a stop in front of the church. Elizabeth had a small hope that the gossip of her interest in finding the stolen objects would spread through town and those same objects would be returned as hastily has they’d gone missing.

Thomas helped her to the ground and she asked Kitty and Mary to stay in the carriage until they had a bearing on which part of town they intended to travel.

Matthew met her at the door. “Father is unable to greet you today. Several more townsfolk have fallen ill and he is visiting their households. Mother is assisting him by bringing broth and bread to those who are desperate.”

“How very noble of your parents to tend to the sick.” She waved a hand towards her father and Colonel Fitzwilliam, who sat tall on their horses. “I have brought additional gentlemen with us today so that we may confront the constable.”

Matthew’s face held a grim line above his brow. “I am afraid we won’t be able to enlist his help. Constable Lovell is at home tending his wife as she and her children have fallen ill with fever too. My father said to keep you away from any and all houses where the family members are ill. He would never forgive himself if you took ill while trying to find missing items from his church.”

“It is very kind of your father to show such concern. While I understand that I can be most stubborn, I will heed his advice and call on him later this afternoon.” She glanced back at the carriage. “That does put us in a bind as to where to start our search today.”

Matthew settled his hat on top of his head. “There is a woman by the name of Letitia Burrows. She’s an elderly spinster who treasures gossip more than actual diamonds. Perhaps she has heard any whispers that might send us in a new direction.”

Elizabeth did not think a gossiping spinster would be the greatest of help, but she did want to make sure Matthew spent more time with her sisters. She gestured to the carriage. “Please lead the way to Miss Burrows. If she is receiving guests today, then perhaps a cup of tea and gossip are just what we need.”

Before she stepped into the carriage, she addressed her younger sisters. “Be on your best behavior, my dears. Mary, sit next to Kitty.”

Mary scrunched her eyebrows together, but did as she was told. It wouldn’t be fair to let Matthew choose who to sit next to and therefore Elizabeth took the choice away.

She leaned out the window and explained their next course of action to her father. He relayed it to Colonel Fitzwilliam and they both agreed to forgo the visit to Miss Burrows in favor of touring the town and adjacent farm lands.

Thomas clicked and the horses jolted forward through town. At the edge of town sat a row of neat houses. Matthew exited ahead of them. “I shall see if she is up for visitors today.”

“Thank you, Mr. Holland,” Mary said.

Kitty, not one to be left out, wiggled her gloved fingers at him through the window. “You are too kind, Mr. Holland.”

He graced both of her sisters with a timid smile, but she could tell that the extra female attention made him slightly uncomfortable. He coughed in his fist and lowered his gaze to the ground. “Back in a moment.”

Kitty settled back into her seat and slightly jarred Mary with a well-placed elbow. Mary returned an elbow, making Kitty gasp.

“Girls! I do not need to remind you to act with the upmost decorum while we are in Miss Burrow’s home. Matthew is not a piece of veal for two dogs to fight over.”

Mary slouched and Kitty picked at the fabric of her long coat. Matthew appeared at the window and both girls straightened. He pulled open the door and offered his hand. “Miss Burrows has extended an invitation for tea.”

Closest to the door, Kitty grabbed for his hand before Mary could edge an inch closer. He assisted all three to the ground and led the way to the front stoop. He stopped and leaned in close to whisper. “Miss Burrows won’t give something for nothing. She’ll expect a bit of gossip in return.”

Kitty snickered. “Finally, Lydia’s marriage is good for something.”

Elizabeth grabbed her by the sleeve. “If there is an offering to give, I shall give it. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Lizzy,” she said, but her words held little contriteness.  

Elizabeth could no more control her sisters than she could control the smell of manure, but if she kept this visit brief, then she could minimize the damage.

Miss Burrows, a thin woman with grey hair and many lines on her face, answered the door and invited the foursome into her sitting room. “I don’t have a maid, so I will have to ask you to wait while I gather the tea and seed cake.”

Elizabeth wanted to stop Miss Burrows from serving them, but to decline the offer would be taken as a slight offense to the elderly woman. The house was decorated in different shades of browns and creams, and she could tell the woman took great pride in hosting guests.

Matthew stood near the window, while Kitty and Mary tried to engage him in conversation.

“I enjoyed your father’s sermon on Christmas Day, Mr. Holland,” Kitty said.

Mary turned to her with a thin smile. “What specifically did you enjoy, Kitty? I’m sure Mr. Holland would like to hear your opinions on reserve and modesty.”

Kitty picked at the lace on the edge of her sleeve. “I shall admit, I may not memorize the sermons word for word like you, Mary, but I know a delightful sermon when I hear one. Mr. Holland’s was delightful.”

Matthew nodded at Kitty. “Thank you, Miss Bennet. I shall pass on your kind regards to my father when he is finished with his charity work today.”

Mary’s mouth puckered into a pout.

Elizabeth rested her hands on her stomach and sighed. If Matthew showed more interest in one sister over the other, there would be hair pulling by the night’s end.

Miss Burrows returned with a silver tray, and Matthew hurried to take it from her and set it on the small table between settees. He offered to pour the tea, and Miss Burrows agreed. 

She sat down in a chair near Elizabeth. “I am pleased you have called upon me for a visit, Mrs. Darcy, but I know that no one enters through my front door unless they are in need of information.”

Elizabeth appreciated the woman getting right to the point, so she did as well. “There has been a theft at the church. Mr. Holland wanted Mr. Darcy to assist with inquiries, but I have volunteered to take on that duty. The younger Mr. Holland said that you often knew more about the goings on in Lambton than anyone else.”

Miss Burrows settled back into her chair and rested her hands in her lap. Matthew offered her a cup, but she waved him off. “Come to think of it, I may have heard something about a statue making its way through town late at night.”

Kitty gasped. “It floated as if carried by a ghost?”

The older woman cut her gaze to Kitty. “No girl. The Browns have a maid named Tulia who is friends with another maid for the Smiths, and she said that maid’s youngest sister had seen someone with a statue on the main road.”

Mary looked up at the ceiling and counted the number of people on her fingers. “The Smith’s maid’s sister?”

“That is the one.” Miss Burrows arched an eyebrow. “But to betray the confidences of my sources, I shall need something in return to hand back.”

Trade in gossip.

Kitty must have forgotten their earlier discussion on allowing Elizabeth to handle all negotiations because she launched into a story about Lydia. “Our sister’s husband recently left her to gamble in London and he fought a duel. With pistols.”

Mary elbowed her sister. Matthew’s face blanched and with that bit of gossip, Elizabeth saw her sisters’ hopes for gaining his affection squashed.

Miss Burrows’s wrinkles slid into a happy smile. “That shall do nicely. The constable’s son was seen with the statue.”

Elizabeth gasped, as did her sisters. Matthew straightened to his full height. 

No wonder the man had been negligent in assisting Mr. Holland. His son was the culprit. How long had the man been covering for his child’s misdeeds?

She stood and motioned for her sisters to do the same. “Thank you for your time, Miss Burrows.”

Elizabeth led her sisters and Matthew back to the street where Thomas waited with the carriage. 

Matthew assisted them inside, and then took a step back. “I have some matters to attend to at the church. I shall notify my father of the results of speaking with Miss Burrows, but I’m not sure how he will want to proceed.”

Elizabeth recalled Fitzwilliam stating that the constable was not a pleasant man. Accusing his son of thievery might cause a greater conflict than they were all prepared to handle. She waved to Matthew through the window. “I must speak with Mr. Darcy about this turn of events. Let your father know that I shall return tomorrow with our new plan on how to proceed.”

She directed Thomas to return them to Pemberley. Disappointment sat heavy on the shoulders of the three women in the carriage. Her sisters for ruining their chance at a suitor and hers for ruining her gift to her husband. She’d wanted to handle the situation on her own, but now that feat seemed impossible. 


Chapter Eight

A Disappointing Gift

 

 

 Darcy could read the disappointment in his wife’s face the moment she stepped into his study. Inwardly, he rejoiced at seeing her safe and back home, but outwardly he kept a neutral expression. She shut the door behind her and he invited her to sit on his lap.

Perched at the edge of his knee, she leaned her face against his neck. 

He inhaled her sweet rosewater scent and waited for her to speak.

“I’m going to need your help,” she said.

“Good.”

She lifted her head and arched an eyebrow. “It’s good that your gift is ruined?”

He nudged her chin with his finger. “Why is it so important for you to do this without me?”

Elizabeth rested her hands on her stomach. “If we have a son then he shall be your heir to Pemberley. Your partner. If we have a girl then I will be tasked with raising her and finding her a proper husband.”

The realization tugged at the edge of his consciousness. “Are you concerned that the baby will change our relationship?”

“The baby is a joy and I hope there will be many children for us, but things will change. I wanted to do something that you could look back on and think of me as your first partner.”

“You will always be my partner.” Darcy moved her from his lap and stood. He pulled her hands into his, then gave her knuckles a gentle kiss. “Why don’t we show our young Darcy-to-be that we are a formidable pair? A united force against the rest of the world. That is something that will always stay the same.”

She smiled and the familiar spark returned to her eyes. “Better together than separate?”

“Correct. That is a gift in my life that can never be ruined. Now tell me why you have failed to solve the mystery of the missing statue.”

 “I have not failed.” She cut her eyes at him. “I have indeed found the culprit. It’s the ensuing confrontation that I cannot handle on my own.”

“Tell me.”

“The reports are that Constable Lovell’s son was seen with the statue.”

He released her hands. Her news was not the twist he’d expected, but he was certainly glad she’d decided to include him instead of confronting the constable on her own. “Are you fit to ride back to Lambton?”

“Yes. Let us finish this investigation so we can dine in peace with our family this evening,” she said.

He searched out Thomas, and soon Darcy and Elizabeth sat close on the carriage bench as the horses led them to Lambton.

Darcy had Thomas let them out in the middle of town. The constable’s house wasn’t far from the center.

“The wife and a couple of his children are ill,” Elizabeth explained. She huddled into her coat.

He narrowed his eyes at his willful wife. She’d conveniently forgotten to mention the sick family before they had left Pemberley. “I’ll ask for him to meet us outside.”

Thomas stayed with the carriage while the two approached Constable Lovell’s home. A young child ran past them to the back of the house. He had unruly blond hair that stuck out from beneath his cap like straw.

Elizabeth gestured to the boy. “That is the boy we spoke with the day before yesterday. He directed us to the older boys at the stable.”

Darcy stepped back from the constable’s front stoop. “That is the constable’s youngest son.”

From inside the house, they could hear coughing and a baby wailing. As much as Darcy wanted the issue of the statue settled, he hesitated to intrude on the family when so many of them were ill.

Elizabeth laid her hand on his forearm. “I can read your mind. Perhaps this is something that can wait until the family is well?”

Darcy tilted his head. Why would the youngest Lovell have lied to Elizabeth about the boys who worked at the stable? He placed his hand on top of hers. “Let’s ask the young Mr. Lovell a few questions. Then we’ll return to Pemberley.”

He led the way around the side of the house towards the back. An open shed stood at the edge of the garden, and Darcy could see the boy’s dirty coat bob in and out behind a bale of hay. The boy spoke to a couple of goats tied to post.

“It’s time for our daily prayers, Mr. and Mrs. Goatingham.” The boy dropped to his knees and one of the goats chewed the frayed cloth at the back of his coat.

Darcy pulled Elizabeth closer so she could get a better view.

“Dear Lord, please save our mother and baby sister from the illness that I brought into our home.” The boy wiped his nose with the sleeve of his coat and batted away the chewing goat. 

Elizabeth pulled his sleeve and they backed away so the boy wouldn’t notice them. Once they were in front of the house, she sighed loudly. “That poor boy.”

Darcy rubbed the skin beneath his chin. “Perhaps he thinks the statue and plates will enhance his prayers.”

“We cannot take them away from him now. Not while his family is still ill.”

Darcy nodded and placed his hand at the small of her back. He guided her towards their carriage. “No. I’m afraid it would be a cruel act to take the statue back now.”

They walked in silence for a few moments. He glanced at his wife’s profile, his heart swelling at the love she showed him. She’d shown great strength and courage in solving their little town mystery, even if it had ended without resolution. An idea formed and he pulled her to stop. The wind whipped the hair around her face as she glanced up at him.

“My mother took great care in choosing that statue for the church. I have the fox hunt tomorrow and I wonder if you could find a suitable replacement. Also, I won’t have the time to speak with Mr. Holland about the constable’s son. Perhaps you can handle that task as well. It would be a great help. From this point forward, you could be the ambassador between Pemberley and the church.”

A soft smile curved her lips. “Are you attempting to ease my disappointment?”

He returned her smile. “Yes.”

“It is working very well. I shall enjoy being your ambassador.”

Satisfied with Elizabeth’s happiness, they continued to the carriage and home to Pemberley. He mused at how hard she’d worked to give him a precious gift, not knowing he’d never be able to coherently explain to her that he’d received the best gift of all the day he’d met her.


Chapter Nine

The Epiphany Ball

 

 

Elizabeth entered the assembly hall in Lambton and noted the atmosphere hummed with excitement. The public ball reminded her of the one from Meryton where she’d first met her dear husband. What a silly girl she’d been at the time.

Even though she’d told Mrs. Holland she hadn’t planned to attend the town’s Epiphany ball, Kitty, Mary, and Georgiana had worked together to convince her to come for at least part of the evening. The three girls bounced past her, their spirits high. The younger Mr. Holland had apparently gotten over his dismay at the news of their youngest sister’s scandals and asked each of them for a dance.

Her father stood beside her and watched Kitty and Mary fight over Matthew’s attention and who would dance with him first. “Lord save that man if he doesn’t ask for the hand of one of them.”

“Do not worry, Papa. I see more than one pair of eyes on my sisters tonight. We’ll find them a suitable match soon.” The music echoed through the hall and she placed a hand on her stomach as the vibrations seemed to shake her every nerve.

He sighed. “Very soon, I hope.”

Fitzwilliam and his cousin moved throughout the room, speaking with several of the gentlemen. Often her husband turned his gaze toward her and they shared a secret smile.

Mrs. Holland called out to her from a mixed group of women and men, and Elizabeth joined them.

“Mrs. Darcy, I’d like to introduce my brother, Doctor Willard, who is visiting from London. He is a most sought after doctor for women in your condition.”

Elizabeth curtseyed and the doctor gave her a slight bow. “Welcome to Lambton. If you are to stay a while, perhaps you’d like to dine with us at Pemberley.”

Doctor Willard smiled warmly. “I accept your invitation, Mrs. Darcy.” He glanced at her protruding stomach and a frown formed between his eyes when his eyebrows bunched together. “I fear I am going to sound most impertinent, but do you mind if I ask you a question concerning your condition?”

His frown worried her. “Please do. I can tell from your expression that something is on your mind.”

“Are you sure you are only in your fifth month?”

“Quite sure. Why?”

“Does the baby move often and in several different places?”

“I think she never sleeps. Please tell me why you ask.”

“I have recently assisted with the delivery of several twins. I would not call myself an expert, but I do believe you carry as if there is more than one babe.”

Elizabeth’s heart sped up and she sucked in a sharp breath. The thumping at the top and the thumping at the bottom of her stomach were almost constant. “Is there a way to examine me to know for sure?”

“With the knowledge I have, I would do my best to ascertain if there is more than one.”

She glanced around the assembly hall and saw that Fitzwilliam was still on the other side of the room. “Then we would like for you to do so at your earliest convenience. Please excuse me whilst I share this news with my husband.”

Doctor Willard nodded, and she moved across the room to her husband. 

Unable to wait for an appropriate time to interrupt his conversation, she grabbed Fitzwilliam’s hand and pulled him to a quiet corner.

“Are you unwell, my dear?” he asked.

Although the doctor could not be certain, the thought of sharing their love with many children overwhelmed her. Not one, but two Darcy children to love and cherish. Just as her husband loved and cherished her. Tears filled her eyes. She took his hands and placed one at the top and one at the bottom. “I have met a doctor who believes we are to be blessed with twins.”

As if on a stage, the babies thumped and kicked and moved on cue.

The rest of the world melted away, and only their growing family existed before them.

“I cannot wait to meet our children,” he said. “I love you, Mrs. Darcy.”

“I love you, Mr. Darcy.”

 

 

The End
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