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§

Christmas Eve has come to Pemberley, and Mrs. Elizabeth Darcy is in her fifth month of pregnancy with their first child. Fitzwilliam Darcy will grant his lovely wife any wish she desires, yet a request for him to host a houseful of Bennets quickly turns to disaster. 

§


Chapter One

Pemberley in November

 

 

Fitzwilliam Darcy’s sprite of a sister twirled into his study, a look of mischief highlighting her gentle features. She wore a pale pink dress and her hair draped down her back in ringlets. In the upcoming Season, he’d introduce her to society in London properly, and he had no doubt the right suitor would bend his knee shortly after and beg for her hand. He did not wish to rush that day, as Georgiana had been a delightful companion to his wife, Elizabeth. Although she maintained her house in London, since his marriage, Georgiana had preferred to reside with them at Pemberley.

He glanced back down at the paper in which he wrote a list for his estate manager. If he was honest with himself, he’d miss Georgiana too.

“One year of marriage has passed, brother. How do you feel?” Georgiana referred to the first anniversary of his nuptials in November.

That day he’d become the happiest man in England. Or maybe second happiest, since his friend Bingley had also found a most suitable bride in Elizabeth’s sister, Jane. However, he would not let his sister know of his true joy in marriage for fear she’d tease him as his wife often did. “Should I feel any different now than from the first day?”

“I recently received a letter from Miss Bingley and she inferred marriage becomes stale almost immediately after the vows are spoken.” Her voice took on a serious tone.

His friend’s youngest sister had once hoped to make him her husband. For that reason, Miss Bingley seldom had happy thoughts for Elizabeth, so the sentiment she’d shared did not surprise him. Nor did he bother with thoughts of other marriages. “Allay your fears. Mrs. Darcy and I are far from stale.”

She made a loop around the room, her tall figure casting shadows against the wall. “Good. I wish to have a marriage like yours someday.”

He started back to his papers when she passed by him again, the swish of her skirts mingling with the crackle of the fireplace. As much as he enjoyed their time spent together, his mornings were scheduled for work. “Georgiana, do you have somewhere else to spend your time this morning? Riding? Pianoforte?”

Her eyes twinkled and now that he’d made the suggestion, he’d never get her to leave. She warmed her hands by the fire. “Letters to write?”

“There is always business to attend to. You shall see one day when you are married that your husband will need some quiet space to deal with business.”

She skipped around the room again and paused near the bookshelf. She ran a finger along the spines and hummed a tune he’d heard her playing earlier. Something other than Miss Bingley’s words was on her mind, and he had the distinct feeling she wouldn’t run along until he’d pried them out of her.

“Mrs. Reynolds has ordered raisins to make plum pudding this year.”

He set his quill down on his desk. “She has not made that dish since our father passed.”

“Christmas will be a momentous occasion with the baby almost here. We only have four weeks to prepare.”

He thought of his wife’s condition; the swell of her abdomen and the excitement that shone in her every movement when she spoke of their child. The first of many, he could only pray. Little lads and girls with his astute mannerisms and their mother’s wild hair and loving eyes. But their first was not to be born for another four months, making Georgiana’s statement exaggerated.

“The baby won’t be here until the spring. There’s no need to prepare for the baby’s first Christmas until the baby arrives,” he said, retrieving his quill and poised to write the next sentence. If he ignored her, perhaps she’d claim boredom and run along. Four weeks until Christmas was plenty of time for preparations.

“I know, yet this is still a special time of year for us. Last Christmas you and Elizabeth traveled after your wedding and this is the first Christmas you are here in Pemberley. All of us together as a family.” She emphasized the word family and stood in front of him again, her smile bright.

“Georgiana, please ask whatever it is you want to ask me so I may return to my affairs.”

Her smile dropped, and he could tell he’d spoiled her fun. “I wish to know what you plan to do special for Elizabeth this year for Christmas.”

Darcy never hesitated to bring Elizabeth a gift whenever he traveled to London or any town where some baubles were sold. Everything he passed reminded him of her. Christmas had been heavy on his mind. He tried to think of the things his father had gifted to his mother.

“I was thinking a nice bay mare.”

“A horse! She’s in her fifth month. What’s she to do with a horse?” Her cheerful tone flattened.

He leaned back and stretched his legs out in front of him. “For after she has the baby.”

She shook her head back and forth several times. “Christmas is for something she can enjoy now.”

“Jewels for her hair?”

Her face twisted into a grimace, making her seem years younger than fifteen. “Boring.”

“Well, my dearest sister, obviously you have some idea on your mind. What would be the perfect gift for Mrs. Darcy?”

“You could stop calling her Mrs. Darcy in front of me, for starters. Didn’t I hear you call her beloved the other day?”

His face warmed. He did call her that and other endearments in private. “Don’t eavesdrop on private conversations between a husband and wife. You might not like what you hear.”

Her giggle filled the room. She skipped to the other side and back. Since her time with Elizabeth, the girl had grown less timid and more outspoken. While it was a trait he admired in his wife, it often worried him that Georgiana would chase off potential suitors with her newfound opinions.

He tried again. “Do you have a suggestion for a gift?”

“I can’t do all the work for you, can I? But I think you can do better than a horse or jewels for her hair. Do something that connects to the baby.” The tall case clock in the hallway chimed. Georgiana shook out her skirts. “I’m going to check on our Elizabeth and see if she’ll read to me this morning. Have a lovely time with your affairs.”

His sister skipped out of the room, humming loudly as she descended down the hall. He pulled a sleeve of paper and started a list. He could give his wife almost anything she desired. He assumed her to be happy, but what would make her happier? A dog? One of those fluffy ones his Aunt Catherine had nipping at her heels? No, the yipping would disturb him. He scratched it off the list. New gowns for after the delivery of their first born? No, she would complain at the cost of fabric. He balled the parchment in his fist and tossed it into the fire. He needed a walk to clear his head. Business affairs would have to wait.


Chapter Two

Two Against One

 

 

Elizabeth trailed through the gardens, her gait much slower now that the baby was half-ready to make an appearance. A light snow had fallen the night before, and white now covered everything as far as her eyes could see. The frosty air tickled her nostrils with each breath.

She placed her hand on her swollen abdomen, which grew heavier by the day. She and Fitzwilliam had made a list of names for a boy a few nights past. How her husband enjoyed making lists. Darcy men had strong names throughout his lineage and she didn’t mind whatever name they chose. However, if it were to be a girl, she’d want the first to be named for her sister, Jane. A good name to ensure a sweet and caring disposition. Her little Janey.

Georgiana’s distinctive humming preceded her into the garden. The girl flounced forward in a thick overcoat of bright blue. The color accentuated her pretty eyes, and matching ribbons dangled from her blonde hair. The cold morning air added a pink glow to her cheeks. They’d grown as close as sisters over the past year, and Elizabeth dreaded the day the youngest Darcy entered society to find a husband. Perhaps she could convince her husband to put it off one more year.

Although, she’d then have a baby to attend to and that might make the separation more bearable. Her sister-in-law deserved to find the same happiness she’d found in marriage.

“Good morning, my sister,” Georgiana said, her voice happy and sweet with a twist of mischief beneath.

Elizabeth grasped the young girl’s gloved hand and pulled her forward for a kiss on the cheek. “Good morning, dear. How goes our quest?”

They looped arms and walked away from anyone who could overhear them, their heads bent close. “I’ve laid the trap, just as you suggested. I never told him exactly what your gift should be, but let him know everything he’s already thought of is completely wrong.”

“You have mastered your task.” She pointed to the side of her head. “The goal is to let him think it’s his idea.”

Georgiana’s breaths puffed out. “Why not just ask him? He loves to shower you with whatever you desire.”

She dipped her head and toed at the snow. It was not a simple request. “It’s a lot to ask to receive one’s family when your husband is wary of how they might behave.”

“If he spends more time with them, then he’ll surely change his mind. After all, how bad could they be if you came from their fold?” Georgiana petted Elizabeth’s arm with short, soothing strokes. “What’s the next obstacle in our gift quest?”

“You have done your part. The next step will be mine to take. I shall simply feed him ideas until he comes to the right one, and then I’ll praise him for thinking of such an amazing gift.” The baby kicked inside as if to agree with her mother’s ideas. Or maybe to disagree and chastise her for coming up with a manipulative way to get the Bennets to Pemberley for Christmas. “Oof.” 

“Are you well?” Georgiana’s expression twisted into concern.

“The future Darcy is giving me a few thumps. I’d let you feel, but with the gown and the coat I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed when nothing happens.”

Her eyes gleamed with excitement. “Can I try anyway?”

“Of course.” She pulled Georgiana’s hand to the side of her stomach where the little thumps occurred more regularly. “We must be patient.”

Georgiana’s nose wrinkled while she waited, then her mouth popped open in surprise. “I feel it. That is my future niece or nephew, and I already get to say hello.”

The babe put on a kicking show for her future aunt. 

“Fantastic, isn’t it?” She pulled her sister-in-law toward the house, the chill of the morning sinking into her shoes. They laughed together until they heard a horse gallop up the drive.

“Letters,” Elizabeth said.

The one word catapulted Georgiana forward. Elizabeth had to unlink her arm from the girl as she moved quickly through to the front of the house. “Let’s see if anything has come for us.”

Many letters had come from Charlotte as of late. She was also with child and close to her confinement. Although most modern women no longer tucked themselves away a couple months before birth, Mr. Collins had heard from Lady Catherine de Bourgh that a proper mother would. Charlotte did not appear to be unhappy, so all Elizabeth could do was praise her for their logic.

Someday Charlotte and her family would visit, and their children would run through the halls of Pemberley together, the closest of friends just as they had been.

The doorman rushed forward when the ladies entered the main foyer. “Anything for us, Thomas?”

Georgiana did not wait for Thomas to sort through the stack. She grabbed them and shuffled, tossing everything addressed to Fitzwilliam back at him.

“One for me from Miss Bingley. Three for you, Elizabeth. Such luck.” She handed the letters to Elizabeth and the two decided to part ways and meet back for a midday snack of cakes and tea to share their news.

Happiness filled Elizabeth. She’d received a posted letter from Jane, one from Charlotte, and one from her father at Longbourn. She pulled the letters to her chest. How she missed her family. Which to read first?


Chapter Three

A Scheme Gone Awry

 

 

It was usual for Darcy to receive a visit from Elizabeth after her morning walk. He’d taken his own through the halls as to not disturb his wife and sister. From the window, he’d watched them walk in the garden, their heads bent close. They were clearly up to some scheme, and he surmised he’d have to wait until they were ready to include him. He settled back at his desk, ready to sort through the letters Thomas left at the edge of his desk when he noticed that almost an hour had gone by since Elizabeth had returned inside.

His focus already lost for the morning, he sought out the lady of his home. Although she had the choice of two large sitting rooms, she preferred the small library on the second floor. Whenever he wanted to see her charming face and bathe in the love in her eyes, he knew exactly where to find her.

He rounded the corner and down the hall and came into the library prepared to see her in a winged back chair with her feet propped on a stack of pillows. The room was empty and a maid straightened books and dusted the windowsill.

Darcy cleared his throat. “Have you seen Mrs. Darcy?”

The maid dipped in a quick curtsey. “She was in here earlier, sir. I believe she retired to her bedroom.”

A tickle of worry started at the base of his spine. Elizabeth rarely returned to bed until early evening. Was she not feeling well? His boots echoed across the floors as he clomped through the long halls to their shared room. He’d once heard most husbands preferred to separate their sleeping quarters from their wives once a child was secured, but he could hardly bear the thought of not having her near him every night.

He found Elizabeth in the bed on her side. She still wore her olive-colored day dress. Several letters were strewn in front of her. She sniffled when he sat down on the edge.

“Dearest, are you unwell? I’ll send to Lambton for a doctor right away.”

She clasped his hand and brought it to her chest. “The baby and I are fine.”

With his free hand he gestured to the letters. “Is there something in these missives that has disturbed you?”

A heavy sigh preceded her words. “Everyone is wonderful.”

“Then why the tears?” He pulled his hand away and with his thumb wiped dry a trail of tears. He’d slay metaphorical dragons to keep his bride happy. His heart twisted at the sight of her misery.

“Jane and Mr. Bingley are boarding a ship for America in two weeks’ time. They’re off to Boston for the new year.”

He stayed silent and waited for the bad news that had her curled into a ball of misery.

“Papa wrote to say that Mama is attending Lydia in the north with her first born child.” She closed her eyes. “And Mr. Collins has written to say that Charlotte has also given birth and will be busy with attending their son for some time to come. I shouldn’t expect another letter anytime soon.”

While he didn’t like to hear Mr. Collins would keep his wife from writing letters, he still didn’t see the need for tears. Elizabeth would write to Charlotte even if she didn’t receive a letter in return. “None of these things should bring despair.”

She opened her eyes, but kept her gaze focused across the room. “You are right. I have no reason to cry, but I can’t help but feel so removed from everyone I hold dear.”

Realization set in. Everyone was busy attending to their lives while she waited to deliver their child. He’d offered more than once to take her to London for the birth, but she had wanted to have their first at Pemberley. He brushed back a strand of her hair. “You have me and Georgiana, and the babe will be here sooner than we shall ever be ready for.”

She grabbed his hand and pulled it back to her chest. “You are always enough. I do not mean to infer otherwise.”

The thump of her heart beat a soft rhythm beneath his hand. “What would make you happy?”

“That is what makes me feel worse. I thought to manipulate you—although lovingly—into inviting my family to be with us for Christmas, but now that Jane is leaving and Mama is away as well, there’s no need for me to continue with my plan.”

No wonder his sister had pushed him on the topic of a Christmas gift. “Ah, and did you enlist my sister to help you with this plan?”

She sniffed. “Georgiana and I were to convince you to come up with the idea on your own.”

“Why didn’t you just outright ask me? Since we’ve been married, there’s hardly a time I’ve used the word no. Even when you asked for me to let Georgiana stay in London with the Bingleys last spring.”

Her gaze finally met his. “You don’t hold the highest opinion of the Bennets.”

At times he forgot how unyielding his opinions must seem. Hadn’t he told her once that his good opinion was seldom regained? An old habit he tried hard to amend. “That changed the day I married you. If you want your family here for Christmas, then that is a wish I shall grant. No trickery or subtle manipulation needed.”

A wrinkle formed between her eyebrows. “Are you cross with me?”

“Never.” He bent down and kissed her. “But you almost got one of those yippy dogs as a gift.”

A smile twitched at the corners of her lips. “Perhaps next year.”

“Shall I call Georgiana upstairs to attend you? She mentioned earlier she’d like you to read to her, but maybe it is she that should read to you.”

“I think I shall nap for a bit before I write Jane a farewell note.” Her tone lightened considerably. 

Darcy left his wife curled on her side. While he did not approve of the behavior once exhibited by the Bennets in regards to finding suitable husbands for their daughters, he could not see any harm in having a quiet Christmas with them as guests. For a few days, at least. He sat down once again to see to his affairs, but first he penned a letter to Longbourn and Mr. Bennet. Quickly after, he wrote one more letter as a way of adding a surprise.


Chapter Four

Preparations for the Guests

 

 

The preparations for Christmas were well underway, with a little over a week to Christmas Day. Darcy had asked Mrs. Reynolds to order double the raisins to make sure the plum puddings would be a treat for their guests.

Elizabeth’s mood had brightened but often he found her staring out the window of the library instead of reading the book in her lap. If he were to be honest, Darcy liked Elizabeth’s father but barely tolerated her silly younger sisters. The youngest, Lydia, he’d not cared for at all. As much as he tried not to, he often wondered if George Wickham found affection for his wife as he himself had found for Elizabeth. Fatherhood could force the other man to act more gentlemanly, or it could send him into an abyss.

He watched his wife from the doorway now, careful not to interrupt her deep thoughts. Elizabeth would make an excellent mother, and their future children would no doubt wrap her around their fingers. She placed a hand on her abdomen as if his thoughts had travelled through the space between them and co-mingled with hers. His mouth crooked into a smile.

Her eyes jumped to the door and she startled. “My dear, you should not sneak up on a woman heavy with child. You could send her to the birthing room.”

Although she chastised him, her eyes sparkled with warmth and love. He entered the room and bent down to place a kiss on top of her head.

“Sorry, my love. I did not mean to startle you.”

“How long were you watching me?”

“Long enough to watch the worry mark your beautiful face with a frown. What troubles you?”

She traced circles on top of her stomach. “I suppose the first babe will always be the scariest for a mother.”

“Your youngest sister and closest friend gave birth without issue. I have nary a doubt that you can do whatever they can do tenfold.”

“Says the man who isn’t birthing the child,” she said, her tone dry.

“There’s the impertinence I’m used to seeing.”

Her mouth curved into a happy smile. “What are your plans for today?”

His mind shifted focus to his estate. Not a day went by without the need to attend to its affairs. No wonder his father had often seemed distant and burdened with the responsibility. Darcy glanced at his wife and noted her sincere interest, which made the burden all the easier to bear. “The neighbors are asking for a fox hunt. It seems the farmers are losing some of their stock. I’ll make arrangements for another hunt while your father is in attendance.”

“I think he should like that very much.” She reached up and squeezed his hand. “Thank you again for bringing them to Pemberley.”

He squeezed her hand in return. In truth, there wasn’t much Elizabeth could ask for that he wouldn’t find a way to provide. He’d offered to send funds for Mr. Bennet’s traveling expenses, but her father had declined any assistance.

Darcy left her in the library and went in search of his sister. She’d asked to speak with him after the morning meal. He found her practicing her pianoforte, and she played one of his favorite melodies.

He sat in a chair just inside the room and waited for her to finish. Once done, she stood and curtseyed and he clapped his appreciation. “The finest in all of England.”

Her face lit up with the compliment. “You spoil me with your kind words, my brother.”

“You asked to speak with me this morning?”

“I received a letter from Miss Bingley.”

Irritation settled in his shoulders and he twisted his neck in search of relief. Sometimes he thought it was as if the youngest of the Bingley sisters was in attendance at Pemberley. He did not wish for his sister’s friendship to sour, but he longed for her to have a friend with a deeper sense of kindliness. Miss Bingley had never been kind to Elizabeth, always thinking herself above his wife. And she’d been almost too kind to Georgiana, thinking her worth improved by association with the youngest Darcy.

He waited for his sister to continue, not giving her the verbal cue she longed to receive.

“You’re not going to ask me what it said, are you?” 

“You are going to tell me whether I want to know or not, am I correct?”

She twirled and giggled. “Yes, I am. Miss Bingley is at their London house for Christmas and she says that she heard the palace is decorated with mistletoe and a yew tree.”

“Is that so?”

“She also says that although the customs appear a bit foreign, that any house of worth will follow the example.”

Darcy squinted at Georgiana. Had she learned from Elizabeth to ask for something without having to say the question out loud? He refused to fall into her trap. “We have a feast planned and I should think that is enough celebration.”

“I could talk to the estate manager, Mr. Lodge, about having some mistletoe brought in.”

“Mistletoe is for kissing and courting. Neither of which you will be doing at Christmastime.”

Her bottom lip thrust out. “The yew tree?”

“Trees are meant for the outdoors. What would we do with a tree inside?”

“We’d light candles around it and hang raisins from the branches.”

“Does it seem prudent to have fire so close to a tree?”

Her nose wrinkled. “You’re spoiling all my fun.”

He stood and patted his sister on the shoulder. “I’m nothing if not sensible. The same thing I wish for you. Now, I have to discuss fox hunt preparations with Mr. Lodge. Enjoy your practice time and don’t forget to visit Elizabeth.”

His sister cast her eyes down at the floor. He’d disappointed her. Not her, he reminded himself. He’d disappointed Miss Bingley’s ambitions.

He went in search of Mr. Lodge, confident all was coming together according to his plans.


Chapter Five

The Bennets Have Arrived

 

 

Elizabeth placed both hands on her abdomen. The little Darcy had grown quite excited within the past few hours, thumping her from the inside at every occasion. Did she feel the same excitement as her mother to be? The Bennet family was scheduled to arrive by evening, and Elizabeth made final inquiries with Mrs. Reynolds and the cook that all preparations were ready for their arrival. Five days until their Christmas Eve feast and she was assured it would be the happiest of affairs.

Although she would miss her dear Jane and their mother, the prospect of spending time with her father brought on a sense of cheer. She missed their long conversations about the neighbors and the countryside. He loved to read as much as she did, and she wondered what books he had to recommend.

She paced by the front windows, staring down the long drive. Would Kitty and Mary have changed in the last year? Neither wrote to her, although she’d written to both a few times. Father and Jane were the only two to keep her apprised of the news from Longbourn and Meryton.

A hired carriage loped through the end of the drive, the horses trotting at a pace that showed their weariness. Elizabeth shook out her skirts and smoothed her hair. She asked Thomas to fetch both her husband and Georgiana. It had snowed again, and the frosty wind blew her skirts and nipped at her cheeks.

The carriage rattled to a stop at the front of the house and Elizabeth walked down the steps to meet her family. The driver climbed down from his perch and opened the door. He assisted first Kitty and then Mary. He closed the door behind them and set to unloading their luggage. Kitty wore a brightly colored wool coat, and matching ribbons were attached to her bonnet. Mary in contrast wore the darkest greys and browns on the color spectrum.

“Where’s Papa?” Elizabeth asked, concerned that the two Bennet sisters were in the carriage alone.

“Oh Lizzy, the unimaginable has happened.” Kitty rushed forward and presented her with a shallow hug. “My, you’ve grown quite large.”

Mary walked up beside them. “I hope there is a pianoforte I can use while I’m here. I haven’t practiced in days.”

Kitty groaned. “How can you think of practicing at a time like this? The Bennet name will once again be dragged through the muddiest of moors. And our dear mother, I should say her nerves won’t survive this travesty.”

Elizabeth grabbed Kitty’s forearm. “Where is Papa? What has happened?”

Kitty burst into tears, her wailing making it impossible to understand her words. 

Mary handed her a kerchief she’d had at the ready. “This is the third time she’s bawled since Papa left.”

Kitty sniffled into the cloth.

Mary turned her attention to Elizabeth, her expression as monotone as her voice. “Lydia’s husband has abandoned her and the baby. As soon as Mama arrived, he walked out the door and hasn’t returned. He has been gone almost two weeks. Papa is looking for him. A rider found us this morning at the inn and we were left to ride the rest of the way here. Alone.”

“No!” Elizabeth gasped. “This can’t be.”

Kitty finally spoke between sniffles. “Lydia and her baby are disgraced. No gentlemen will want to be associated with our family now. Mary and I will die spinsters.”

Georgiana joined them at the bottom of the stairs. “Welcome to Pemberley.”

Kitty wiped away the remainder of her tears and tucked the kerchief into her sleeve. “Your ribbons are lovely. The shade of blue matches the sky in summer. I must borrow it.”

Fitzwilliam joined them. He gave them a curt bow. “Ladies.”

Kitty recovered enough to giggle, and Mary looked past him.

Elizabeth addressed Georgiana. “Would you be so kind as to see my sisters to their rooms?”

“And a pianoforte,” Mary added.

The three younger women ascended the stairs while she and Darcy stayed and watched the unloading of the carriage. 

Darcy glanced around. “Your father did not come?”

She crumbled into his arms, uncaring of the audience of the coach driver. “Poor Lydia. Mr. Wickham has deserted her and the baby. Papa has left to search for him, and Mama, this may send her to the grave.”

He rested his chin on her head. “Why are we never through with that foul man?”

She wanted to growl with the fierceness of her anger. “Lydia would be better off a widow.”

His chest rumbled against her with a laugh. “That is a very bold opinion.”

Times like this she wished for the sweeter disposition of her older sister. “It’s the only opinion I can have at this moment. What shall we do?”

He rubbed a hand along the length of her back. “We should wait to hear news from your father. The news could be a misunderstanding. Your sister and mother have been known to exaggerate a situation. I’ll send out some inquiries by post tomorrow morning. All will be well.”

Elizabeth could not imagine how all would be well, but she trusted her husband and leaned on him as if to absorb his strength.


Chapter Six

More Bad News

 

 

The afternoon continued without issue as Kitty preferred to settle in the large sitting room and sew, while Mary and Georgiana took turns practicing the pianoforte. Elizabeth returned to her sanctuary in the library while Fitzwilliam wrote inquiries into the full truth behind Wickham’s newest treachery.

She didn’t pretend to read this time and stared out the window in sorrow. Had Jane been informed of the terrible news or was she already on her way to America? Once Elizabeth knew the facts from a more reliable source, she’d write to her sister.

She should not be surprised at Wickham’s behavior. Never had she met a more dishonorable man. If he had indeed left Lydia and their baby behind, her father would be forced to take them in at Longbourn. Closing her eyes, she prayed a small prayer that her youngest sister wouldn’t be left forsaken. Not at Christmas.

The turmoil and disappointment exhausted her, and she dozed for a while in her chair. 

Fitzwilliam woke her by stroking his thumb along the edge of her jaw. “Are you well, my dear?”

“I am sad and angry at the same time. This is not the family reunion I’d imagined.”

“I’ve written an inquiry to my cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam and I will send it out in the morning. If Wickham has deserted his family, it is also possible he’s deserted his post too. The military won’t stand for this kind of behavior from a commissioned officer.”

“I can only hope this is a misunderstanding and Papa will set things right upon his arrival.” She leaned her face against his hand. “I didn’t mean what I said earlier. I don’t wish Lydia’s husband to be hanged for desertion.”

“Every man makes a choice. Wickham constantly chooses the path of ill fortune. It will follow his child too, I’m afraid, unless things can be set right.”

How lucky fate had granted her the good fortune of marrying such an honorable man. “Our children will be lucky you are their father.”

His eyes gleamed with pride. “It’s almost time to change for dinner. Do you feel up to dining with your sisters tonight?”

She held out her hand and he helped her to stand. “I should count my blessings that they are here. I wanted my family at Christmas, and I shall appreciate the time spent with my sisters.”

Elizabeth changed into a brown muslin gown and joined her family in the dining room. The first course had been set and she sipped her soup while Kitty prattled on about the gossip of the countryside.

“Jane invites us to dine often at Netherfield now that Mr. Bingley has purchased it for a country home, but Mama says it isn’t appropriate to intrude on their newly wed year. She worries that Jane is barren because she’s yet to become with child.”

“Kitty!” Elizabeth stared in horror at her sister. “Do not repeat such a thing.”

“Mama says either she’s the problem or Mr. Bingley is. Two of her daughters providing an heir while the third has yet to show a bump.” She shrugged. “Mama’s words, not mine.”

Elizabeth glared at her younger sister. “You should not repeat such things about your own sister. I am sure there is nothing wrong with either Jane or Mr. Bingley.”

Kitty would not be dissuaded from her gossip. “Mama thinks if Jane cannot produce an heir, Mr. Bingley will apply for an annulment.”

Fitzwilliam banged his cup against the table. Mary jumped and Kitty covered her mouth with her napkin. Georgiana’s eyes grew wide.

“You are upsetting Mrs. Darcy. I ask that you please find another subject with which to amuse yourself.” His tone took on a hard edge that left no room for argument.

The group finished their first course in silence and Elizabeth found it too hard to eat the remaining courses spread out before them. Once it became time to adjourn, she made her excuses and asked if Georgiana would entertain her sisters for the evening.

Her husband held her elbow gently. “Shall I walk you to our room? I can ask Mrs. Reynolds to have the maids prepare you a bath.”

Once again she mused how fortunate she was to have such a caring husband. “I can make it on my own and please don’t bother Mrs. Reynolds. She has enough to do with our extra guests in attendance. I think I’ll lie down for the evening.” She rubbed her hand along the edge of his dinner coat. “Please be kind to Kitty and Mary.”

He smiled down at her. “As long as she refrains from further gossip, you have my word.”


Chapter Seven

A Request for Help

 

 

Morning came and Darcy stretched away from his wife. Before the child, she’d never snored, and now after the past few months he’d become accustomed to the sound that let him know she was in a deep sleep.

He’d expected a restless night from her, as she often tossed and turned while stressed, but once he’d curled up beside her she’d stayed on her side all night. He loved her for her moxie, but he enjoyed watching her at peace with the world in her sleep.

He dressed quickly and paced the length of the hall outside of his study. He stopped in front of a portrait of his father. Often he wondered how the elder Darcy would have handled the situations concerning George Wickham. Would he have scoffed at the idea of the assistance Darcy had provided thus far? The never-ending request for money. The lying and trying to elope with Georgiana before snaring Lydia Bennet?

They would not hear back from his cousin for several days. Anger riled him to start his pacing again. He thought once he’d procured the marriage contract between Lydia and Wickham, it would be the end of their association. Wickham had not only hurt the Bennet family again, but he’d stolen Darcy’s gift to Elizabeth. The gift of spending Christmas surrounded by her family.

A horse galloped up the lane, and Darcy wondered at this hour if something was amiss with one of his farming tenants. Breakfast wouldn’t be held for several more hours, and he didn’t think he could stomach more bad news before then.

Thomas trudged up the stairs soon after the horseman had dismounted. He handed Darcy a letter from Colonel Fitzwilliam. It was dated a couple days prior.

 

Cousin Darcy, 

It is through your association with the Bennet family that I write for your assistance. George Wickham has arrived in London and is currently residing in one of the gaming halls. If he continues on his current path, he shall lose his commission and end up in debtor’s prison or worse, hanging from the gibbet or put in front of a firing squad. If you are willing to provide assistance, I shall ask that you come to my London home so that we may devise a plan. I only think of your wife’s family and how close your father was with the elder Mr. Wickham.

If I do not hear from you posthaste, I shall assume that we are to leave Wickham to his fate.

Sincerely yours,

Colonel Fitzwilliam

 

The news of Wickham’s abandonment had already spread further than anticipated, if the letter was any indication. Darcy crumpled the parchment and threw it into the fireplace. Flames engulfed the paper until it disappeared into grey ash. He searched out his footman and asked him to tell the rider to wait in the kitchens to carry back a response.

From down the hall he could hear the pianoforte. The melody was off-key toward the end, and he surmised it was his sister-in-law Mary and not Georgiana who practiced at such an early hour.

He did not want to leave his wife for such an errand. The consequences of once again bailing George Wickham out of a self-made disaster would forever reinforce the idea that Darcy would always provide him with monies.

For a few moments he toyed with the idea of allowing Wickham to reap the full repercussions of his mistake. A gentleman who deserted his country was a coward. A gentleman who deserted his wife and child wasn’t worth saving.

He searched out his wife in their shared room. Her chest rose and fell in even, steady breaths. Her hand was protectively posed on her abdomen. If he woke her and asked her opinion, she’d tell him that she’d never ask him to intervene again. She’d prefer they wait and see if her father could help Wickham with his debts and convince him to go back to his wife. After all, it wasn’t Darcy’s duty. The soft snores told him more than her words could have. If they were to have a peaceful Christmas and New Year, then something had to be done immediately.

Elizabeth had wrapped herself around his heart and soul, and her happiness was the same as his happiness. She’d never be happy if her mother and father had to endure such scandal. He sat down at his desk and wrote a quick response to his cousin. 

He’d leave before the morning meal. Although he’d never made the trip to London with such haste, he knew he could be there within a two days’ ride. The possibility of missing the Christmas Eve feast nagged at him, but he’d write Elizabeth a note asking her forgiveness in advance.


Chapter Eight

Dealer Jack

 

 

Darcy left before his wife awoke and would have had the chance to talk him out of going. He sat down with Georgiana and told her that Elizabeth’s health and happiness were of the upmost importance and she was charged with making sure no more gossip interfered with her happiness. Georgiana promised him she’d care for Elizabeth and wished him a safe journey.

He’d bundled for the harsh weather and biting wind. Because he was not as ungentlemanly as the man he sought, he refused to push his horse hard. He’d take his time. Goldsmith, his favorite stallion, trotted at a pace fast enough to ward off the cold. His breaths puffed out in bursts of white.

He did not meet many along the main roads that led to London. A few farmers and other tradesmen who did not take any day off were among the occupants. 

Darcy stopped at an inn and allowed his horse water and a rest. He warmed his hands by the fire and did not make small talk with any of the other travelers, although he was approached more than once by gentlemen wanting to past the time with talk. He missed Elizabeth and their evening routine. 

Not wanting to push his horse any harder than necessary, he rented a room for the evening, although sleep did not come easy.

The next morning, he continued his journey and arrived at Colonel Fitzwilliam’s London home by late afternoon. His cousin greeted him instead of allowing the butler to do his duty. His usual jovial manner was instead a state of agitation. “I was not sure you’d come. Wickham is indeed a thorn in the side of pleasant society.”

“I do not come for him, but for my wife and her family. Is he still in the gaming house?”

A grim line set on his cousin’s brow. “It is worse, I’m afraid. He’s been caught cheating. There’s a duel set for tomorrow morning.”

A ping of irritation zinged through his gut. This was a twist he had not expected. “Duels are for gentlemen. Do they mean to use swords?”

His cousin shrugged. “Pistols. The man who has called him out does not care for gentlemanly customs. What action do you wish to take?”

Darcy rubbed a hand over his weary face. Perhaps the duel could be avoided with coin. Unfortunately, most problems associated with Wickham could be solved with money. “I shall contact the gaming house and offer to pay all debts. Then we will return Wickham to Mrs. Wickham. I want to be home by day after tomorrow.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam had the carriage brought around to the front, and the men journeyed into the less savory parts of London to a well-known gaming hall. The dirty streets were lined with rubbish and foul smells assaulted them from every direction. Bawdy women called to them from the entrances of a few buildings adjacent the gaming hall, but Darcy barely flicked his eyes in their direction.

Once they dismounted their horses in front of the hall, he approached the man at the door. “I need to speak with the owner of this establishment.”

The man rubbed his hands together in front of him as if to ward off the cold. His lined face had seen the sun on many occasions and weathered him. The black color of his coat and trousers were faded and his shoes caked in mud. “’Tisn’t here. But you can spend your money at the tables while you wait.”

“I do not intend to gamble. I’m here to settle the debts of George Wickham.”

The man’s chest and well-fed stomach shook with a deep laugh. “That gent is food for the worms. Dealer Jack is going to send him to his maker in the morning. No amount of money will be able to convince him otherwise. No man cheats Dealer Jack.”

Darcy held in his annoyance. “Is Wickham on the premises?”

“Nah. No one’s seen the likes of him since he was called out. I got five shillings says he doesn’t show tomorrow morning near Potter’s Field. He couldn’t get a second to load his pistol no how.”

Darcy turned to Colonel Fitzwilliam. “We can either spend the evening searching the bowels of London or wait to see if he shows tomorrow morning.”

His cousin wrinkled his nose, the distaste of their surrounding making him paler by the moment. “Tomorrow it is. Let’s retire to my house and relax with a spot of port before supper.”

Darcy handed the doorman a shilling and thanked him for the information. The issue with Wickham would be solved one way or the other by morning.


Chapter Nine

Waiting is the Hardest Part

 

 

Elizabeth listened to her sisters each prattle on about the amenities they enjoyed while at Pemberley. Mary’s tone was a bit critical as if the good Lord did not approve of the state in which the Darcys lived. Kitty pouted once again that there wouldn’t be a ball while they stayed, but hoped after the baby was born to come back and help with the celebration.

As silly as her sisters were, she did want their happiness and assisting with finding them good husbands would be an unselfish task.

“Yes, Kitty. After the baby is born, we shall hold a ball and invite all of Mr. Darcy’s associates.”

Kitty giggled and the glee infected Georgiana, who sat between her and Mary. “We shall invite Miss Bingley and Cousin Anne too. We shall dance until our feet are too sore to walk.”

Elizabeth glanced down at her swollen ankles. She already felt as if her feet were too sore to walk. Soon, she and Mr. Darcy would hire an accouchement and a wet nurse. They’d take rooms at the left wing where she’d decided to have her birthing room. She rubbed her swollen stomach again. The waiting is the hardest part.

Despite her ankles, she moved to the window to watch the front lane. Darcy was right to leave before she could argue and convince him not to go, for she would have kept up the argument until the sun went down and he’d had no choice but to stay. As much as she loved her family and wanted to see everything set right, it was not his duty to fix their every difficulty.

She opened the letter and read it again.

 

My Dearest Elizabeth, 

Please do not find offense in my choice not to consult with you about my actions. I do this so you and your family may have a measure of peace during the long winter days. 

Keep me in your warmest regards,

Fitzwilliam Darcy

 

Georgiana joined her at the window. “My brother is safe, and he shall be home soon.”

The tightness in her throat eased. “I have complete faith in Mr. Darcy.”

Her sister-in-law leaned in close, her voice a small whisper. “Would you please read to us before Mary starts again? I don’t think I can stand another evening of sermons.”

Elizabeth reached for her sister-in-law’s hand. “And what would you have me read tonight? Shakespeare?”

A frown appeared on her face. “Nothing tragic, please. Read something with a happy ending. A story of romance.”

Kitty turned from the settee. “Yes, Lizzy. Read us a story where true love conquers all.”

Mary sniffed and rolled her eyes.

The baby thumped her from the inside, as if giving her a nudge to indulge the girls. “Why don’t I make up a story for you tonight?”

All three of the girls nodded their heads, and Mary even shut the sermon book she’d been reading from. They moved their chairs closer to the fire and Elizabeth thought the crackling background a perfect setting.

She drank a sip of sherry and cleared her throat. “There once was a young maiden from a town called Yewton. She was the eldest of six sisters and by far the prettiest of all the girls. Her mother had high hopes of finding her a suitable match because no other girl in the county rivaled her fair looks.”

“Did she have smooth brown hair like me,” interrupted Kitty.

“She had lovely golden locks and bright blue eyes,” Elizabeth answered.

Kitty sat back in a pout.

“What was her name?” asked Georgiana.

“Her name was Henrietta. Now, stop interrupting and let me finish,” she scolded lightly. “Henrietta had many suitors, but none had a sum of more than five thousand pounds a year. Her mother thought her worth more than that measly amount. Little did she know that her daughter had fallen madly in love with the tailor’s son.”

“How horrid!” Kitty covered her mouth with her hand.

“The tailor’s son, who was called Charles, knew that he was only a tradesman and not worthy of Henrietta’s affections. Whenever they saw each other in town, they would pretend they did not know each other, but they had a special place where they exchanged letters.”

“How clandestine and improper,” Mary said.

“On the eve of the local town ball, Henrietta and Charles planned to run away to Scotland to elope.”

This part of the story elicited gasps from the girls.

“One of her younger sisters had caught wind of her plan, and told her mother and father. Henrietta was not allowed to attend the ball. But Henrietta’s favorite sister, the one she could trust the most, took a note to Charles and explained that Henrietta could not meet him at the ball. Instead, she asked him to meet Henrietta by the road leading from her house to town when the moon shone the brightest.”

“Did they?” asked Kitty. “Did she meet her true love on the road?”

“When the moon was at its peak, Henrietta escaped from her house and waited by the road. Not long after, a man on a horse came by. This was not her Charles, but a scoundrel who had robbed many of the houses while the occupants were at the town ball.”

“I’m so afraid for Henrietta,” said Georgiana.

Elizabeth smiled. The girls were enthralled with the made-up story as if they knew dear Henrietta. “The scoundrel did not see Henrietta and when he got off his horse to approach her house, Charles came upon him and hit him in the head. Charles had seen his misdeeds in town, and although he wanted to leave with Henrietta, he chose the gentlemanly path. He and Henrietta took the man’s horse and returned it to the magistrate who was also at the ball. Charles was given a reward for his heroism and one of the local lords thought it prudent to offer Charles a place at his parish, and sponsored his studies with the church.”

“A good enough position for any man,” Mary said to the other two girls.

“Henrietta’s mother and father wanted more for her, but they agreed that after Charles received his placement at the parish of the higher ranking lord, she would be allowed to marry him. She had to be patient and wait for her true love. And so she did.”

Georgiana clapped her hands. “I’m so very glad they did not elope.”

Kitty sighed. “What a perfect hero.”

Elizabeth stood and walked to the window once again. The girls chatted about her story and added their own opinions as to the acceptable time to wait for an engagement. 

She’d wait forever for her perfect hero to return. Come home soon, my love.


Chapter Ten

The Duel

 

 

The duel was set for dawn near the local Potter’s Field and the news must have spread fast through London as several carriages and a few rented hackneys were lined across the grass. None of the occupants stood outside to watch, so their identities could remain hidden, but Darcy recognized several of society’s well known insignias adorning the carriage doors.

Darcy searched the crowd for any signs of Wickham. If he were a betting man such as the man from the door of the gaming hall the night before, he too would bet that Wickham would not show. Disgrace heaped on top of disgrace.

The man called Dealer Jack was easy to recognize in the middle of the field. He wore a long black coat and a wide brimmed black hat. He strutted back and forth and his voice carried across the field, loud and boisterous.

“The Wickham man, a true coward. If he does not show this morning, his son will forever be dishonored.” The man laughed and his group of his followers chortled with him.

Darcy had decided against sending word to Lydia and Elizabeth’s father about the duel. They had enough worries without knowing Wickham had gambled himself into debt and possible death. From the corner of his eye, he saw several gentlemen in red coats.

He nudged Colonel Fitzwilliam. “Are those men from the military police?”

“They appear to be part of those tasked with apprehending deserters. To be honest, I’m not too interested in making their acquaintance. They are hard men who have to turn in their own. It’s not an easy task to send soldiers to the hangman’s noose or put them in front of a firing squad.”

Darcy reached for the carriage door, but his cousin placed a hand on his arm. “If you go out there and approach Dealer Jack, you’ll only find trouble. There’s nothing left to do but wait.”

A few gasps rose up through the crowd, and a disheveled man walked to the middle of the field. It took Darcy a few seconds to recognize George Wickham. His hair hung loose and around his face in need of a good washing. He’d obviously slept on the ground the night before. He was bundled in a long coat and thick gloves, but dirt streaked the back.

The orator in charge of the duel, a thin, greying man dressed in black, announced that Wickham had shown up and the duel would go forth. He asked the crowd if anyone would volunteer as second so they could set the terms.

The door man from the night before had been correct. Wickham didn’t have friends, so of course he wouldn’t have a second.

This time Darcy didn’t listen to his cousin and exited the cab of the carriage. He strode onto the field, not caring about the gossip that would follow his name through society.

“I shall be his second.”

Wickham huffed and tilted his chin in defiance. “Of course you are here. Always to the rescue of the Bennets.”

Darcy didn’t care for the insolence or fire in the man’s eyes, but it was too late to let him succumb to his fate alone. “If you live through this, I intend to make sure that you don’t run from your responsibilities. Your son deserves better.”

“Spoken like a true gentlemen,” Wickham said. Sarcasm dripped heavy from his tone.

“No more talk. Let’s get to it then.” Dealer Jack handed his pistol to the orator and Wickham did the same. The orator checked each pistol and then handed them to their seconds. Darcy loaded the pistol with ease, and kept a close eye on the other men. Duels were straightforward affairs, but one could never be too cautious when it came to dealing with London’s underbelly. A wrong word from Wickham to Dealer Jack’s cronies and they could be facing a day of duels.

The orator adjusted his spectacles and stepped forward. “You shall walk ten paces each on my count. When I say ten, turn and release the firing of your weapons. Whoever is left standing is the winner, and all manners of disagreement shall be over henceforth and to wit.”

Darcy eyed the orator who enjoyed the sound of his own voice more than having a working knowledge of vocabulary. “I have an alteration to the terms. One shot only from each man. No matter if blood is drawn or not, the issue shall be resolved once the pistols are fired.”

Dealer Jack huffed. “How does that resolve anything? I want that cheater to bleed.”

Darcy turned to Wickham. “Admit now that you cheated, and I will pay whatever Dealer Jack believes he lost in the game.”

Wickham’s complexion turned a light shade of red. Hate showed bright in his eyes. “Does it matter?”

Darcy glared at the shorter man until Wickham’s eyes flickered down to the ground.

“Aye. I cheated.” The words came out low and grumbled, but were loud enough for a small group of witnesses to hear.

Dealer Jack hooted with laughter.

His duty done, Darcy turned to leave and return to the carriage. Although he was the second, he had no intention of receiving an accidental gunshot wound by staying on the field.

Wickham grabbed Darcy by the arm before he backed away. “You don’t owe me anything, but I ask that you take care of my son when I’m gone.”

Darcy brushed Wickham’s hand away. “If you had cared about the welfare of your son, we wouldn’t be here.”

Darcy did not wish death on the man, but he did wish a resolution to come swiftly. At the end of a count of ten, he’d either write a letter to Mr. Bennet detailing Wickham’s death or his possible arrest. Either way, there would be an ending to this story soon.

The orator began his count. “One…Two…Three…”

Darcy closed his eyes and sat back in the carriage. Colonel Fitzwilliam practically leaned out the window, ready to report the damage. The number ten rang out over the field and one shot was soon followed by another. The crowds gasped and murmured.

His cousin leaned back against the seat, confusion skittering across his face. “They both missed.”


Chapter Eleven

Christmas Eve 

 

 

Christmas Eve morning came without much fanfare as the women of Pemberley were concerned only with news from London. After Elizabeth’s morning walk, she went to the dining room to have breakfast with her sisters and Georgiana.

Georgiana rushed forward to greet her. “I’m sure my brother will be home this evening. He is a master at resolving issues swiftly.”

“I have no doubt in Mr. Darcy’s capabilities.” She could not muster a smile to accompany her words.

Mary picked at a sweet roll. “Will Papa have to take in Lydia and her baby?”

“I’m not sure what will happen. We can only hold them in our prayers that they will be safe and cared for,” she assured her sisters.

The conversation died down, and after breakfast the women went their separate ways. More tired than she’d been since the beginning of her child bearing, Elizabeth returned to her room to sleep. Georgiana promised to wake her if there was any news. The best they could hope for was a rider from London with a letter.

Though the pianoforte was on the first floor, Elizabeth could hear Mary practicing. She was sure Georgiana would appreciate not having to share when her sisters returned home. 

She settled into a deep sleep and didn’t wake until Georgiana called her name gently from the door. “Elizabeth. He’s home.”

Those three simple words were enough to propel Elizabeth from the bed. She asked Georgiana to fetch her maid so she could dress properly and fix her hair. Since the hour grew late, she’d change for dinner. While she wanted to run down the stairs and greet her husband, she preferred he saw her not in a state of dishevel. It would only add to his concerns.

After dressing, she pinched her cheeks to add some color and life to her complexion. She descended the stairs, where Mary and Kitty waited, twisting their hands and whispering.

Kitty and Mary rushed forward when she met them at the bottom. Kitty spoke first. “We didn’t think it proper to ask. Mr. Darcy went straight to his study and shut the door. He didn’t even grant audience to Georgiana. It must be the worst kind of news.”

Tears gathered in Kitty’s eyes. She’d been the closest with Lydia and even though she was often jealous of her, she’d never wish her ill will.

Mary, always solemn, bent her head. “This must be so hard on Mama and Papa too.”

“I shall speak with Mr. Darcy and as soon as I’m done, I’ll tell you everything I know. I promise.”

The girls shook their heads and Kitty pulled Mary in the direction of the sitting room. Elizabeth made her way to her husband’s study. She rapped her knuckles against the door.

“Enter,” Darcy called out.

She opened the door and shut it behind her. He set down his quill and stood. Tears filled her eyes as she rushed forward, and he met her with a strong embrace. Their lips found each other and the kiss lasted until she needed to pull away to breathe.

“I missed you so,” she said.

His laugh rumbled in his chest. “I should go away more often if that is the way I’ll be greeted when I get home.”

“Look who has become the master of teasing. Not the stoic Mr. Darcy.” The tension eased out of her shoulders and a smile spread across her face. “Tell me the good news first, I beg you.”

“Your father shall be joining us the day after tomorrow. He won’t be in time for the feast this evening, but he’ll be here on Christmas Day.”

She placed a hand over her heart. “Now tell me the bad news.”

“George Wickham is to be court-martialed for desertion. It took more funds than I care to discuss to convince his commander to disperse with a lesser infraction. He shall lose some funds and be reassigned, but he is saved from the firing squad.”

She sighed and leaned toward him. “Lydia must be relieved she is not a widow.”

“I did not have time to see Mrs. Wickham, but I can assure you that this will not be the last time her husband creates scandal. It’s a burden she and their son will always have to bear.”

“I would not wish that on anyone.”

“If you do not mind more company, Colonel Fitzwilliam has decided town is far too excitable and will be joining your father for the journey here.”

“Ah, that is more good news. I do so enjoy his company. We will have a full house on Christmas Day. I’ll see that Mrs. Reynolds prepares another room.” She returned to his arms and pressed her face against his coat. “You are my hero, ever the knight in shining armor.”

He pulled her close and placed a hand at the swell of her stomach. “I would do anything to ensure your happiness, my beloved.”

“I fear we will never be done with Lydia and her scoundrel husband.”

“I have made assurances that his assignment shall take him to India for a time. Mrs. Wickham shall be the recipient of his pay, and I hope that this will keep them both occupied long enough for us and your father to enjoy peace.”

 

§

 

After the pleasant Christmas Eve feast, everyone adjourned to the drawing room. Although he’d told Elizabeth of the duel, she’d asked him to keep that detail from her sisters. The gossip would find them soon enough once they returned home to Longbourn.

Darcy called Georgiana forward and handed her a wrapped cloth. Inside were sprigs of mistletoe. “I acquired these from a young boy who sold them on the street. Feel free to hang it wherever you desire, my sister.”

“I will save them for our next ball and then they will go in every doorway.” Georgiana skipped around the room holding the sprigs in the air for everyone to see.

He took pride in his sister’s happiness.

“And for the Bennet girls, new ribbons?” He held out another piece of wrapped paper and Mary and Kitty skittered forward to take it from him. Inside were many strands of ribbons in various shades of pinks, blues, and red.

The girls smiled and thanked him for his generosity.

Elizabeth slipped her arm around her husband’s elbow and mouthed a thank you to him. His easy generosity with her family knew no end. 

At that moment a carriage rumbled up the drive. Darcy grinned, the excitement difficult to contain. This surprise was the one part of his gift that had fallen so easily into place. He cupped Elizabeth’s elbow and guided her to the door. “The timing for my final gift could not be better.”

The carriage door opened and Bingley stepped to the ground. Right after, he turned and gave his hand to Jane.

Elizabeth gasped, and she glanced at Darcy with tears brimming in her eyes. “How can this be? I thought they were on their way to America?”

“After I invited your father to stay with us, I in turn wrote a letter to Bingley asking him to delay his travels for a couple of weeks. He agreed to keep our plan in confidence, and now I have presented you with my gift—your sister Jane.”

Jane rushed up the stairs to greet them, wisps of her blonde hair spilling from her bonnet. She pulled Elizabeth into a deep hug, and neither spoke for many moments.

Bingley interrupted the pair. “It is a bit cold. Let’s continue our reunion by the fire.”

 

§

 

Elizabeth’s heart filled with so much joy, she could not contain it. Happiness spilled over from her eyes into tears.

Jane laughed softly. “If being with child makes a woman this weepy, I cannot say that I’m jealous of your condition.”

“Oh, Jane. Your time will come. I have complete certainty.”

Jane pulled Elizabeth close, so their words would not be heard by the other occupants of the room. “Do not worry for me. I know the gossip that surrounds Charles and I’ve yet to become pregnant. That’s part of the reason we’re off to America. He believes a change of environment will do us some good.”

“Is he good to you? Do you worry that he’ll seek an annulment if you cannot have children?” Elizabeth hated herself for asking, but needed to know if Jane felt safe in her marriage.

Jane glanced toward her husband and patted Elizabeth’s hand. “I could not have asked for a more suitable marriage. I have no doubt of Charles’s affection for me. He has said that we will defy societal norms and adopt an heir if we can’t produce one together.”

“He would do that for you?” Elizabeth watched her husband and Bingley chatting easily by the fire. Two men with different personalities, but men of honor nonetheless. “I can say that we have most certainly chosen well.”

The baby chose to kick in response to her words and Elizabeth pulled Jane’s hand down to her stomach. 

Jane gasped. “I do believe my niece or nephew agrees.”

Elizabeth glanced around the room, taking in her family. It would be a Christmas Eve she’d never forget.

 

The End
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