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Chapter One
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“It is not very often I have cause to put my foot down, Caroline, but I have cause to do so now and so I am doing it.”

Fitzwilliam Darcy sank a little lower in his seat in one corner of the parlour at Netherfield Park, hiding behind a book he did not read and wishing he had had the foresight and skill to slip through the closed door to freedom before the slight disagreement between Charles and Caroline Bingley had grown to all-out war.

“You have cause?” Caroline mimicked, her sharp voice making Darcy hold his book all the higher as if to shield him from any risk of fall-out. “What cause?”

“You wish to wrench me from my - our - home!” Charles’s voice wobbled just a fraction and Darcy could well imagine his friend’s woeful expression. “At Christmas!”

“Wrench?” Caroline laughed, but the sound was neither humorous nor endearing. 

Darcy ran a quick calculation of just how many steps stood between himself and the door and wondered if he dared undertake the short journey to freedom. He peered over the top of his book to see how likely his escape might be to go unnoticed, but even that slightest of movements was enough to draw Caroline’s attention and she turned, her eyes bright as they fixed on him.

“Can you believe he speaks so, Mr Darcy? Accusing us of wanting to wrench him from his home?” She laughed again. “As if Netherfield Park could ever be more home to you than our house in London!”

Charles’s gaze followed his sister’s, his own wide blue eyes turned in confusion upon his friend.

“You don’t - you can’t possibly agree with her, can you Darcy?”

“Indeed he can!” Caroline put in, nodding eagerly and bringing to mind the very conversation Darcy knew she would, the words he rued ever having shared in her hearing for he had known, as soon as he spoke them, that they would come back to haunt him. “The removal to London was his idea, to begin with!”

“Now, Miss Bingley -” Darcy began, abandoning both his planned desertion and the book that was more an obstacle than a shield to him at present. “I would not go as far as that! I merely suggested, if you both wished to return to London for Christmas, that I would happily accompany you.” He slid his eyes to Charles’s, imbuing them with humour he hoped his friend would latch onto and help diffuse this argument before it worsened still further. “I could hardly wish to remain here, with neither of my hosts, and even Mr and Mrs Hurst gone.”

“Mr and Mrs Hurst!” Caroline echoed in triumph, as if the mere mention of their absent sister and brother-in-law served to encompass any further plea she could mount in favour of following them back to town.

“But London?” Charles groaned, falling back in his chair in an attitude of desperation. He straightened again, turning bodily towards Darcy, who had dared to inch upright, thinking he might at last have found the opportunity to leave. “Darcy, I refuse to believe you would willingly go to London.” He paused for effect. “At Christmas.”

Darcy winced. He could well imagine how noisy and crowded London would be, beyond bearing at the best of times and twice as bad at Christmas. His friend knew him well, and he would fool nobody by claiming a preference for hectic town life when he might just as easily remain here, at his leisure.

Except I am not at my leisure, a wry voice remarked from somewhere in the depths of Darcy’s mind. I am held hostage in the parlour listening to an argument rage between my hosts of which I wish to take no part!

Wish it or not, however, his part was decided for him by not one but both Bingleys. Caroline claimed him for her side just as eagerly as Charles and her shrill voice began again, imploring, this time, for she could see her glimpse of victory moving further and further away with every moment that they were not in a carriage heading to town.

“Just because a place has crowds does not mean one must forever be outside and amongst them.” She nodded towards Mr Darcy. “Did you not say that even at the height of the season your townhouse remains a comfortable sanctuary against invaders?”

Darcy sighed. He had said this very thing to Caroline Bingley, in the very house she referenced. How she remembered it was a miracle, though, for it had been something of a throwaway comment, no doubt designed to keep her from straying too far down a conversational trail he did not wish to take.

“Well, in that case, let us remain here!” Charles said, stubbornly. “Netherfield Park can prove just as equal a sanctuary and we shall be far more comfortable inside it.”

“But -” Caroline was growing desperate. “But what of Georgiana?”

This was enough to make Darcy straighten in his seat. He had not intended for his own sister to be deployed as a weapon and certainly not used against his friend.

“Georgiana?”

“My sister -”

Both men spoke at once, but Charles quickly ceded the floor to Darcy, who spoke quickly and to the point, eager to dissuade Caroline from any grand show of hospitality she might be poised to offer. 

“My sister is quite content at Pemberley, where she shall remain until I return to see her there in the new year.” He fixed a glare on Caroline that she neither seemed to appreciate nor even notice. “I never once mentioned any likelihood of seeing her in London, nor would I wish to.” He prayed silently that Charles would not offer to summon Georgiana here, knowing that it was just the show of generosity his oldest friend would easily summon, but that could never be taken up. I would rather have Georgiana spend Christmas on the moon than here, knowing all too well who is lately resident in Meryton...

“There!” Charles said, seeing Darcy’s glare and recognising what it meant, even if his sister did not. “Georgiana is happy in Pemberley and we are happy here.” He leaned forward, snatching up a poker and jabbing it forcefully into the fire, causing a riot of sparks, soot and smoke to billow forth and smiling as the flames roared higher. “It is settled, Caroline. I thank you for thinking of me.” He paused, the quirk in his lips suggesting that he knew full well that Caroline’s wish to return to London, however she framed it, had more to do with her own wishes than her brother’s. “But I am more than content to remain safely, happily here.” He beamed at Darcy. “With my oldest, truest friend. And my sister.”

Caroline was almost an afterthought, and Darcy thought it fortunate indeed that Charles’s attention was on the fire, for he missed the murderous look that crossed his sister’s face at the complete overturning of her plan at the very instant she sought to put it into motion. 

By a great effort, Darcy averted his gaze, sensing that her rage would transfer all too easily from Charles to himself. She had considered him an ally, her long-winded reflections about Charles’s future and Jane Bennet’s schemes given in his presence an act of confidence that he had not fully earned nor wished for.

Caroline remained only a moment longer in the room until it was plain that neither man cared to notice her. She fled noisily, crashing from the room in a riot of sobs designed to alert the whole household to how utterly ill-used she had been.

Silence reigned for a moment before Charles let out a sigh and turned, smiling, to Darcy.

“Well, I did not expect her to take the news well, but at least she has taken it.” He shivered, not because of the cold, Darcy fancied. “Remove to London?” Charles shook his head. “I could not imagine a place I should less wish to be at this moment! No, better we remain here, amongst friends.”

Darcy watched the vague, unaware smile flicker across his friend’s features before glancing back over his shoulder in Caroline’s wake, thinking that remaining here, amongst friends was the very thing Caroline’s plan had sought to avoid.

***
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“MARY CERTAINLY CAN’T share my room!” Lydia Bennet exclaimed, turning to Kitty to resume their whispered conversation which she paused only to correct herself. “Our room! I am already sharing with Kitty and it’s hardly big enough to take Mary too!”

Mrs Bennet turned to the other side of the parlour where Jane and Elizabeth were sitting but Lizzy was unable to offer a single protest before Jane answered on behalf of them both.

“She can share with us.” She smiled, nudging Elizabeth with an elbow as if she knew, without looking, that Lizzy’s expression would be something less than enthusiastic about this particular development. “It isn’t always that we have the Gardiners to stay, and I think we are all more than happy to make a few sacrifices so that they might be comfortable.”

Elizabeth stretched her lips in an impression of a smile, but she doubted it was convincing, nor did it feel even remotely genuine. Whilst she did not rejoice at sacrificing her own space, she did rather enjoy the thought of sharing a room with Jane again and the secrets they might share when the rest of the house was asleep. There will be no secret-sharing if Mary is with us! She sighed. There shall be nothing very fun at all!

She looked at Mary, who appeared entirely oblivious to the conversations that had been taking place concerning her. Her nose was buried in her interminable book of sermons but a second glance suggested that Elizabeth had been mistaken. The tips of Mary’s ears turned red, and she wagered her younger sister knew full well that she was being discussed - and none too kindly, if the tone of whispering between Kitty and Lydia indicating anything - and this was her attempt to hide.

Elizabeth sighed again, her momentary annoyance softening into sympathy. It was not Mary’s fault she was so...Mary.

“Let’s go upstairs and clear some space now,” she announced, getting abruptly to her feet and tugging Jane after her. At least this would afford them a moment or two alone before their aunt and uncle and cousins descended, guaranteeing no privacy and even less quiet. “Bring your things in a little while, Mary,” Lizzy said, taking care to make her voice less sharp than usual. This seemed to break through Mary’s impenetrable wall and she glanced up, her dark eyes wide as if suspicious of a trap. Seeing none, she nodded and buried her head back in her book, turning pages furiously and Elizabeth rolled her eyes. She did not think she would ever understand her sister, although perhaps, it being Christmas, now was the time to try.

“You and I shall have to share a bed, I think,” Jane remarked as they reached her room and surveyed the furniture within. “We’ll never fit a third bed in here. We can share the bigger, and leave Mary to the other. Do you think?”

Elizabeth said nothing but flopped onto the bed with a thump, wriggling around until she got comfortable.

“If that is a small demonstration of what you shall be like to sleep next to I am going to revise my suggestion,” Jane said, smiling and shifting Elizabeth’s feet so she could perch, decorously, on that corner.

“I just feel fidgety today,” Elizabeth offered by way of explanation. She rolled onto her side and leaned her head on one hand so she could look at her sister directly. “You seem remarkably composed. Has there been some development I am not yet aware of?”

Jane coloured, looking away from Elizabeth, but she could not keep a smile from creeping onto her face.

“I do not know what you mean,” she murmured, fussing with an imaginary crease in the line of her skirt.

Elizabeth choked back a laugh, before leaning over to poke her sister in the side.

“Fibber! Well, has there been? I do not recall Mr Bingley calling here in the last two days, nor any unusual arrival by way of a letter...”

“Must there always be developments in order that I may be happy?” Jane protested, at last lifting her gaze to Elizabeth’s. “Is it not enough that we enjoyed dancing together at the Netherfield party and with Christmas on the horizon...”

“You hope for more opportunities to eat, drink and be merry, together?”

“With my family and friends, yes,” Jane said, rolling her eyes but blushing still redder beneath her sister’s teasing. She could bear it no longer before formulating a reply and turned her sister’s best assault back on her. “Anyway, I do not see why I am the only one who must endure such teasing. Did I not observe you dancing with Mr Darcy at that very same party?”

“You may have done,” Elizabeth conceded, with an airy smile. “I am sure he dredged up enough humanity to dance with at least one or two young ladies, although not by choice.” She adopted a tragical posture. “Politeness dictated he must, although it was undertaken with great suffering on his part...”

She dissolved into giggles, amused at her own impression of the great and mighty Mr Darcy brought low enough to be forced to invite tolerable young ladies to dance in the home of his friend. She refused to be drawn on how surprisingly enjoyable that dance had turned out to be, and how the thought of spending Christmas in such close proximity to not only Mr Bingley but Mr Darcy too rendered the season not entirely dismal...

There was a sharp knock at the door and both young ladies turned towards it as it opened to admit Mary, clutching a pile of linens to her narrow front and looking, suspiciously, at her sisters.

“What is so amusing?”

“Nothing,” Jane said, with a quelling look in Elizabeth’s direction. “Nothing at all. Here, Mary, we thought you might like a bed to yourself...”
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In the crowded Longbourn parlour, Mary’s book provided ideal protection, and she hunched a little closer over it, grateful for the security it provided. She barely saw the words her eyes slid over, nor did she need to, for she had read Fordyce so often she was practically word-perfect on him, were she ever called upon to share. But on days like today, the well-thumbed volume was both shield and security, and she was more grateful for this than any moral guidance its author might wish to impart.

“No!” Lydia cried, her whispered argument with Kitty growing loud enough to attract even Mrs Bennet’s divided attention.

“I can’t say I am sorry that Mr Collins is gone,” she was saying to her sister-in-law, before turning to shoot her youngest daughter a quelling look. This had very little effect, for Lydia neither noticed nor cared for her Mama’s vague attempts at censure.

“He wished to try for Jane, of course, and Lizzy, but...” She paused, pursing her lips in memory of the actions of Elizabeth, which had not yet quite been forgiven by a mother who was desperate to secure not only their future but her own.

“Jane and Lizzy both know their own minds,” Mrs Gardiner proposed. “And their hearts. Better they fix them on those they love, rather than settle with someone they do not.”

“Hmmm.” Mrs Bennet did not seem at all aligned to this way of thinking.

Mary, bent over her book, could not help but listen with interest to this piece of intelligence. She knew why Jane did not wish to marry Mr Collins: her eldest sister’s affection for Mr Bingley had been evident to everyone from the first hour of their meeting. Lizzy, too, had been none too complimentary in her opinions of Mr Collins. Mary sighed. She did not think their father’s cousin had been so very dreadful a man, although she could not deny she was grateful that he was gone. She had never quite felt like she could relax at home with both Lydia and Mr Collins to avoid at every turn. At least with one such spectre gone, she might...

“Mary?”

Mary was so unaccustomed to being addressed or even noticed among her sisters, much less when she was so actively avoiding drawing notice, that she jumped in her seat, surprised to find herself, and not her sisters, the key focus of her aunt’s attention. Mrs Gardiner smiled, nodding towards Mary’s book.

“What’s that you are reading?” Her eyes twinkled. “I should like to know what has you so engrossed that you forget the rest of us are even here.”

Mary swallowed and looked down before dumbly stating the book’s title and author, feeling heat flood her cheeks at the thought of the inevitable criticism this would, and did, draw from Lydia.

“Fordyce’s Sermons”

“Oh, not that again!” Lydia cackled with laughter, making Mary wish she could climb directly inside the book and hide. “Do not ask her any more about it, Aunt, for Mary dearly loves to lectures us and advise us on what Fordyce would recommend we do.” She sighed. “As if I ever wish to be told what to do.” She cast a significant look at Kitty, who sniffed back a sob and moved away, floating over to the window as if it was precisely where she wished to be and not merely a means of escaping the cruelty of her sister. 

Mary frowned as she watched her go, unaccustomed as she was to see Kitty quite so upset by an ongoing squabble with Lydia. The pair were at odds as often as they were the best of friends, but still, it was a little disconcerting to see Kitty’s usually merry features drawn, her blue eyes watery and blinking rapidly as she fixed an unsteady gaze on the window.

“Perhaps I should ask you to direct your wisdom towards my children,” Mrs Gardiner said, with a gentle smile. She ignored Lydia’s words and continued to speak so warmly and encouragingly to Mary that she felt immediately valued and at ease. “We could all do with the grounding of wise counsel and my children...”

“They attend church, don’t they?” Mary asked, wishing she had somehow kept what might have been scorn from colouring her words. She smiled to show she meant no harm, and Mrs Gardiner did not seem to have noticed anyway, for she nodded, pulling a face at the thought of the rambunctious young Gardiners causing chaos in a quiet church service.

“But it is Christmas! Surely they are familiar with that story, at least.” An idea began to form in Mary’s mind and she spoke it aloud almost before it was fully fleshed out. “Perhaps we could put on a nativity play.” She bit her lip. “It need not be a great dramatic event but a small thing, here, for the family.” She smiled. “The children would enjoy it, I am sure, and it would keep them busy with costumes and practising. I - I should like to help them to enjoy their Christmas, and offer you some respite from watching them.” 

“Why, Mary!” Mrs Bennet beamed at her, pleased at this show of sacrifice. “That is very kind. I should very much like to see the darlings perform that oldest and dearest of stories.” She blinked around the room as if surprised to note that none of the darlings was yet present. “Where are they?”

“Outside,” Mrs Gardiner said, with a laugh. “Do you not notice the blessed silence that can only ever speak to their absence?” She turned to Mary. “It is a kind offer, but I should not like to give you a deal of work for Christmas. That is hardly relaxing!”

“I do not mind it,” Mary said, getting to her feet. “I shall go out and suggest it to them now.” She had reached almost all the way to the door before Kitty turned, and to Mary’s surprise, inserted herself into her sister’s path.

“I shall help you, Mary!” she said, with proud magnanimity. She cast a haughty glance at Lydia that, again, did little to puncture the youngest Miss Bennet’s mood. “I should like to be of use to someone and shall go where I am wanted.”

“Have fun!” Lydia replied, in a biting tone as she twirled a curl of hair around one finger and hurried to capture Mrs Gardiner’s attention for her very own. “I wonder, Aunt, if you have had a chance to explore Meryton since you arrived here. A great deal has changed since last you were at Longbourn, what with the regiment...”

Kitty winced and Mary turned to her in surprise, but she could read little from her sister’s expression other than bitter hurt, and, sensing an escape would serve her as well as it would Mary, she continued towards the door, beckoning for Kitty to come with her.

“I think I recall Uncle saying the children would like to see the horses, so perhaps we should go to the stables...”

“I do not care where we go,” Kitty said, sullenly. “As long as it is away from here!” She sniffed, noisily, and wiped the traces of tears from her lower lids, before awkwardly sliding her arm through Mary’s, a show of affection she invariably reserved for Lydia and which did not come half so naturally to Mary, or with Mary. “So! A play!” She beamed, shaking her head just enough that her curls, which were never quite as bonny as Lydia’s, bounced. “You shall want a starring performer, of course...”
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