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To Jocelyn, get better my dear friend.


Chapter One

Lydia Bennet moaned on the couch with her arm over her forehead for dramatic effect. Her sister, Kitty Bennet, continued to scribble at the desk by the window in their Aunt Phillips' home, ignoring her younger sister completely. Since losing their father the previous winter, the Bennet family had lost Longbourn and were most uncomfortably scattered across the homes of two relations.

Peeking out from under her forearm, Lydia saw that Kitty hadn't moved so she sighed again and sat up. A bag of chocolates with a pretty bow sat on the table in front of her, one of the many gifts her elder sister Elizabeth enjoyed from her wealthy fiance, Mr. Darcy. Gleefully, Lydia untied the bow and helped herself to the bag.

"Lizzie will be very cross with you."

"Oh, tosh. Mr. Darcy will surely buy her all the chocolates she wants. Besides, I was the first to get engaged, and now no one is excited at all about MY wedding."

Slapping her pen down with force, Kitty finally turned around. "That's because your fiance abandoned his post and ran up debts. He probably isn't coming back you know." 

"Yes, he is!" Lydia popped a chocolate into her mouth in defiance. 

"No, he's not. Face it, you're damaged goods." 

The chocolate in Lydia's mouth tasted odd, and she quickly spat it out. "Ugh, these chocolates are ruined." 

Kitty frowned and rose from her chair to walk over and quickly clean up the half-chewed chocolate from the floor with her handkerchief. Carefully tucking the edges around it, she also retied the bow on the chocolates as best she could. 

"You know, you really should—" 

The door opened and the happy couple, plus the oldest Bennet sister Jane, entered from the cold. Brushing light snow from her beloved's shoulder, Elizabeth was all smiles until she glanced into the parlor. 

"Kitty! Those are my chocolates!" Elizabeth marched forward to take them, but Kitty simply handed them to her and returned to the desk. Lydia made a face at Kitty and flounced back onto the couch. Blowing out a breath to warm her hands, Kitty picked up her pen and continued to write, eviscerating her youngest sister in fiction. Kitty had found solace and relief in writing since the unexpected passing of their father. 

Jane gently patted Lydia's legs to make the young girl sit up again as she had resumed lying on the couch out of cheek. 

"No, Miss Bennet, 'tis unnecessary. I am afraid I must go." Mr. Darcy announced. Elizabeth pouted until Darcy gave her one of his grim smiles. "Mr. Bingley is set to arrive this evening and I would like to be at Netherfield to receive him." 

"La, how droll that you are master of Netherfield more than Mr. Bingley when he holds the lease." 

"Lydia!" Jane and Elizabeth admonished at once. Cries from Mrs. Bennet came from upstairs, and within seconds, the widow Bennet was thundering down the steps in full mourning attire. 

"Oh, Mr. Darcy, how delighted we are with your company! Did I hear correctly? You have brought Mr. Bingley back for my dear Jane?" 

Mr. Darcy cleared his throat and looked away. It always took him a moment or two to disguise his visceral reactions to Mrs. Bennet before he could respond. 

"Mama, Mr. Darcy did not need to bring Mr. Bingley back as his plans were to always return to Hertfordshire. He had business to attend in London and merely could not travel with us," Elizabeth explained and rolled her eyes. Two weeks returned from her uncle's house in Cheapside and already her own mother tried her nerves. Taking pity on her dear Darcy, Elizabeth offered to show him out. 

Outside, the light snow flurries continued to fall. A soft crunching sound echoed as they walked towards the stables so that Mr. Darcy could fetch his horse, Poseidon. Once the groom was out of sight, Mr. Darcy bent down and quickly kissed the tip of Elizabeth's nose. Instantly burning with a blush, Elizabeth turned away. 

"Mr. Darcy!" 

"William," he answered, in a soft voice. 

Elizabeth took a breath and turned back around. "William," she repeated. 

"I would, that is, I would like it if we could use our Christian names when we are in private, Elizabeth." 

The way he said her name made her tingle all the way down to her toes, though it wasn't the first time she had heard it. Before she could respond, the groom was walking the horse towards them. 

"Why did you. . ." she started and then stopped, realizing she could not voice her question within the range of the groom's hearing. 

Mr. Darcy took the reins from the young man and mounted. He looked down at Elizabeth and gave her one his rare smiles. "You had a snowflake on your nose." 

As the horse galloped away, Elizabeth wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders and watched until William disappeared into the gray horizon. She silently prayed that no harm would come to Mr. Darcy while riding home in the snow, and as she heard more shrill voices from inside break the chilly peace around her, she added a quick request for deliverance from her family if the Lord would be so benevolent. 

Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley called the following day, and the two gentlemen agreed to a walk into Meryton with the two oldest Bennet sisters. Talk still had not died down about Mr. Wickham's apparent desertion from the militia, nor his abandoning Lydia, but Mr. Darcy had at least taken care of the outstanding debts. As the couples walked, they ran into another new couple of Meryton, Mr. and Mrs. Collins. 

For a moment, the three couples said nothing until Charlotte Collins broke the ice. "What a lovely gown, Lizzie! Green is a most becoming color on you. I've been meaning to call since I heard you were in town." 

Elizabeth smiled. "I would like that very much! So much has changed . . ." 

"Indeed," Charlotte responded. 

When another icy silence descended, the ladies curtsied, but the men did not bow. Before long, Charlotte and Mr. Collins were gone, and everyone could breathe more easily. 

Just as they reached the end of town, which was a much shorter walk from Elizabeth’s Aunt Philips' home than her childhood home that was now owned by Mr. Collins, Mr. Darcy spoke in a low tone so that only Elizabeth could hear him. "I would prefer to be present when Mrs. Collins comes to call." 

"Charlotte? Oh, she's been a dear friend for ages. I hardly think Mr. Collins will call as well." 

"Be that as it may, I will attend you the next few days during the appropriate hours so that I may be party." 

Elizabeth set her mouth and pursed her lips. Carefully weighing a number of responses, she devised a plan and very politely smiled at her William. "As you wish, Mr. Darcy. Now, I believe we have arrived?" 

The two couples were at the office of her Uncle Phillips to discuss a very serious matter: the future living accommodations for Mrs. Bennet and the remaining Bennet daughters. 

"Gentlemen, gentlemen, come in!" Andrew Phillips greeted the two suitors most enthusiastically. Being the only solicitor in town, he was a jack of all trades; from real estate holdings to wills, Mr. Phillips handled it all. 

Elizabeth and Jane mostly listened as the three properties were discussed in great detail. The Smith House ruled out as a recent fire would require costly reparations, there were only two acceptable domiciles left in the area to lease. It was to be either the old Winslow Manor, located on the far side of the woods next to Longbourn, or Fenley Cottage, a smaller home with charming windows, closer to town. The clear favorite was the cottage with a cost savings of nearly two hundred pounds per annum. 

"I'm not certain Mama will enjoy thinking of her home with the savings in mind," Jane sweetly advised. 

Mr. Bingley leaned back in his chair while her uncle leaned forward to pat her hand. 

"Fanny hates any mention of budgeting, but it is what must be done. She cannot continue to live in the lifestyle she was accustomed to before your esteemed father passed." 

Jane frowned and looked at Elizabeth, who pretended to inspect an errant thread on her dress skirt. Neither sister was ignorant of her mother's ways, and the following day's viewing of both properties was going to be quite the trial. It was decided that the Bingley and Darcy carriages would be used to take the whole family for the outing. 

Once they returned to the Phillips' home, the gentlemen had to plead their absence at the request they remain for dinner. Elizabeth was relieved as the table was already quite cramped with five Bennets squeezing in with two Phillipses. 

"I will instruct Caroline to plan a dinner very soon. She is much fatigued from yesterday's travel, but yes, I suspect before the week is out we shall all dine together at Netherfield." Mr. Bingley offered, to the great delight of Mrs. Bennet. 

While everyone remained distracted by the joyous raptures of her mother and the attention of Mr. Bingley, Elizabeth spoke to Mr. Darcy in a very low voice, much as he had employed earlier in Meryton. 

"What is she doing here?" 

Mr. Darcy did not look at Elizabeth, so none might know they were talking, and instead pretended to mind the other conversation going on between Mr. Bingley and the Bennets. "I had no say in the matter; apparently Bingley failed to dissuade her insistence on visiting Netherfield." 

Elizabeth was livid as a green, slithery monster by the name of jealousy writhed within her heart. She was suddenly very keen that Mr. Darcy spend every afternoon with her, despite his high-handed ways, though that didn't mean she was going to abandon her plans to teach him a lesson when Charlotte came calling. 

"I shall send a note to Charlotte to visit next Monday. Would that be convenient for you?" 

Mr. Darcy merely nodded. He and Charles were finally able to extricate themselves from the house with Mrs. Bennet seeing them to the door. There was no call for Elizabeth to see Mr. Darcy out, though memories of yesterday's farewell brought an involuntary blush to her cheeks. Her face rosy with love, she locked eyes with Mr. Darcy as he donned his hat and quickly ducked out of the house. 

Elizabeth hurried to the window to watch as he rode away. Once her vigilance was satisfied, she picked up her sewing basket and resumed stitching the initials E.D. and F.D. intertwined on a set of handkerchiefs she planned to give to Mr. Darcy in honor of their marriage. She didn't realize she was humming until Lydia made such a racket to demand that she stop. 




Chapter Two

Poor weather delayed the planned outing for inspection of proper housing for the Bennet women all week. But by Thursday morning, an invitation to dine at Netherfield arrived as the roads were just barely dry enough for the carriage to travel the short distance.

With a heavy heart, Elizabeth sighed while the carriage passed Longbourn. Squished to the window while sharing a bench with Kitty and Lydia, she found looking out at the passing landscape the only available position of comfort.

"This carriage smells of beets." Lydia wrinkled her nose in response to her own observation.

"It was very kind of Mr. Darcy to purchase the old Long carriage for our use, Lydia. You be sure to thank him." Mrs. Bennet scolded.

"Me? That's Lizzie's job." Lydia rolled her eyes.

Elizabeth ignored the bait to allow Lydia a discussion about how she could thank Mr. Darcy and continued staring out the window. She could just make out her favorite path up to Oakham Mount in the dwindling light.

"Mama, when do you think I might purchase more paper? I am nearly without." 

"Gracious, child, you know we are on economy. Your writing is a hobby we may not be able to afford very much longer!" 

"But Lydia bought new ribbon and fabric! It's not fair!" 

"And when you're engaged to be married, you can buy new ribbon and fabric, too," Lydia responded with a mocking voice. 

"Mama!" 

"Girls! Girls! My nerves!" Mrs. Bennet began to flutter her handkerchief and breathe in and out at a rapid rate. Jane reached over to pat her mother's hand. 

"You're not even engaged anymore. He left you!" 

"No, he didn't! He has business in London. Take that back!" Lydia grabbed Kitty's arm and pinched with a twist. 

"Ow! Mama!" Kitty swatted back at Lydia. 

Jostled about and hitting her forehead on the glass, Elizabeth turned toward her sisters and grabbed Lydia and Kitty by their arms, pinning them to the back of the bench. "Cease this moment! So help me, I will open that carriage door and cast you both out!" Elizabeth stared her sisters down and finally released them. Making sure her dress was properly adjusted, Elizabeth took a calming breath. "Kitty, I will take you into town tomorrow to purchase paper. You must stop antagonizing Lydia, and do not dare hint at Wickham during this dinner." 

Meekly, the two youngest girls shrank back from their older sister. It was rare to see Lizzie flare up in temper, and for a time they modified their behavior. The carriage remained silent as it creaked and groaned up the drive to Netherfield. 

Ever practiced at recovering from a sisterly squabble, the Bennet sisters descended from the equipage as though nothing fractious had occurred. The ladies were greeted by two dashing gentlemen on the stairs, eager to escort them inside. As Bingley walked forward to claim Mrs. Bennet's arm; Darcy was free to claim his betrothed. 

"Miss Elizabeth." Darcy bowed deeply and offered to take her arm. The estate aglow in soft candlelight, Elizabeth wondered how Netherfield compared to the illustrious Pemberley. 

"Do you miss your home very much, sir?" she asked as they carefully traversed the worn and slightly icy steps to the front entrance. 

"Indeed, but not nearly so much as I would miss you if I was apart from your company." 

Elizabeth's brilliant smile and laughter with Mr. Darcy made Caroline Bingley freeze in the foyer. She had half-heartedly put together this dinner after much debate with her brother. The more she saw Darcy with that plain chit of a girl, the more certain she became that she only need show him what an upstart Elizabeth was, and then she could win him back. She refused to believe her brother's constant warnings that Darcy had never held a romantic interest in her. 

"How lucky, dinner is ready to be served!" Caroline walked forward to claim Mr. Darcy's other arm.

"Caroline, they have only just arrived. Surely we are to take drinks in the drawing room first," Mr. Bingley said through his teeth. 

Caroline waved her hand dismissively at her brother. "I cannot be responsible if the cooks in these backwater counties cannot stick to a simple schedule. I was just informed that dinner is ready to be served, and I am sure the courses would be ruined if we wait." 

With barely enough time to have their cloaks removed by footmen, the Bennet family entered the formal dining room to a very bizarre table setting. On the one end, there was a plate flanked by two, with the entire middle of the table left empty. On the opposite end, there was a plate flanked by two pair. Clearly, the intent was for the Bennet family to dine at one end of the table, alone. 

"Who placed these settings?" Caroline yelled out making the kitchen staff in the dining room suddenly disappear through the door towards the kitchen in search of various tasks, except for a lone footman who dared to point out that Caroline herself had given instruction for the odd setting. 

Elizabeth couldn't hide her smile at the footman's breach and looked at Kitty, who also pulled a face, making Elizabeth laugh aloud. "Fret not, Miss Bingley! Perhaps you have yet to master clearly communicating with your staff. It can be difficult for those not raised in such a household" She broke off from Mr. Darcy's arm and calmly picked up a plate to carry to the side of the table with only three. Each of her sisters took the hint, and Lydia grabbed two plates to include their mother. 

"Oh, that's much better! What a, er, lovely centerpiece you have, Miss Bingley!" Mrs. Bennet struggled to find a compliment for the young woman as Caroline was escorted to the very end of the table by Mr. Darcy. For his part, after dropping Miss Bingley at her seat, instead of taking the setting next to her, he and Kitty whipped around the table to change places so he was across from Miss Bingley, but sitting next to Elizabeth's right side to round out the seating. 

While the footman served each guest, Mr. Bingley kept the chatter going as he delighted Kitty and Lydia with tales of London. Loose plans were made to visit various exhibitions and the famed Covent Gardens when the warm weather returned. 

"Please, Mama, can't we all go to London in the spring? It would be such a diversion!" Lydia exclaimed. 

"Forgive me, but I thought you were soon to be married. Married women rarely have time for such activities, or so my sister is always telling me." Caroline gave a knowing smile to Lydia as she took a sip of wine. 

"I am not—" 

"We have not set our plans for the spring just yet. Mr. Darcy, we have not yet decided where we are to wed! Would you prefer to return to Pemberley or have the ceremony in London?" Elizabeth interrupted and changed the subject. 

Mr. Darcy frowned at the obviously mean behavior of his friend's sister. It wasn't until Elizabeth gently touched his arm that he was shaken out of his own thoughts about how to keep the woman away from his impressionable younger sister, Georgiana. 

"Mr. Darcy?" 

"Yes, forgive me; I was not attending." 

"I was just asking about your thoughts for our wedding. Where would you like it to take place?" Elizabeth hid a laugh by tucking her bottom lip under her top one with a wide smile. 

"You must have it here in Meryton, of course! We will have the grandest wedding breakfast the county has ever seen. Perhaps you and Jane could make it a double wedding. Wouldn't that be nice, Lizzie?" Mrs. Bennet cooed and nodded in approval to her own plan. 

Jane and Bingley both blushed, and it was Jane who softly reminded her mother that she and Mr. Bingley were not engaged. 

"Well, with so many daughters, and two recently engaged, it is not a wonder that you lost track, Mrs. Bennet." Caroline said, her face a studied mock of sympathy. 

Ignoring Caroline, Mrs. Bennett addressed Jane instead, "Er, well, yes, I suppose. I merely get carried away when it's obvious you and Mr. Bingley are so violently in love. Anyone can see that. Yes, that's it." 

The table was uncomfortably quiet as, besides Mrs.
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