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Dear Reader,


  
  
    They were in fact very fine ladies, not deficient in good humour when they were pleased, nor in the power of being agreeable where they chose it; but proud and conceited. They were rather handsome, had been educated in one of the first private seminaries in town, had a fortune of twenty thousand pounds, were in the habit of spending more than they ought, and of associating with people of rank; and were therefore in every respect entitled to think well of themselves, and meanly of others. They were of a respectable family in the north of England; a circumstance more deeply impressed on their memories than that their brother’s fortune and their own had been acquired by trade.[1]

  

  This quote from Pride and Prejudice is a description of the Bingley sisters.  Why am I including this description here? It is included because Caroline Bingley is the heroine of the book you hold in your hands.  One Winter’s Eve is a sequel to Two Days Before Christmas, and that book is set immediately following the departure of Darcy et al from Netherfield. Therefore. the departure from Miss Austen’s plot is here and all subsequent events have been altered, and this book begins on the day the whole party returns to Netherfield, two days before Christmas.

  Everything we have learned about Caroline through Jane Austen’s words up until the departure from Netherfield, such as being condescending, writing a letter implying Georgiana is to marry Charles, and cautioning Elizabeth against believing Wickham, hold true in One Winter’s Night.  However, since the plot of the story has changed for Darcy and Elizabeth, as well as Jane and Charles, so too will the journey for Caroline. Along this journey, she will be faced with her shortcomings and, through the magic workings of love, will change and grow and become a very different Caroline.

  But isn’t that how love works? Does it not seek to draw out the best in others?

  

  
    
      	Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen ↵


    

  

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  Richard Fitzwilliam alternated patting his gloved hands together and swinging his arms as he walked quickly along one of the garden paths near the house at Netherfield. Slivers of light from the windows spilled out onto the walkway, adding to the illumination from the moon which shone down through a clear sky. At present, Richard would have preferred looking up and seeing a blanket of clouds instead of the stars that filled the expanse above him with their wavering silver light. Clouds instead of stars would likely make his trek around the garden a small bit warmer.

  “Are you coming in soon,” Fitzwilliam Darcy said, coming up beside his cousin. “It is cold out here.”

  “Is it? I was unaware,” Richard said wryly as he smacked his hands together once again. It was no use, they were refusing to warm no matter how he abused them.

  “Georgiana is concerned.”

  Richard sighed. Darcy’s concern he could ignore, but that of Darcy’s sister, Georgiana, he could not. “Very well, I will return to the house, but not through the front. I would like to sneak up to my room and warm myself before having to endure any more prattle in the drawing room.”

  “They have set up the tables for cards,” Darcy offered.

  Richard shrugged. Cards would, at least, limit the conversation to those with whom he sat instead of the party at large. With any luck, he would be able to claim a spot in a group without Caroline Bingley. “I suppose I can tolerate a game or two.”

  “Mrs. Nichols mentioned mulled cider.”

  “Indeed?” Richard’s brows rose in interest. Cider — fresh, mulled, mixed with brandy — nearly anyway a person could think of to prepare and serve it was a favourite of Richard Fitzwilliam.

  “I thought that might make your returning to the society of the drawing room more palatable,” Darcy said with a chuckle.

  “Now, if there were a gingerbread or two to accompany it,” Richard said with a smile.

  Darcy laughed. “I cannot guarantee that as I have not been informed of all the delicacies to be found in the kitchen at Netherfield.”

  The two men slipped into the house through the servants’ door and wound their way up the narrow staircase, hugging the wall as closely as they could to allow room for the servants, who scurried about their duties, making their way up and down the stairs.

  “You have made it safely to your room,” Darcy said, entering behind his cousin and removing his great coat, which he draped over the chair by the fire.

  “You may leave,” Richard said as he tossed his own coat and gloves on the end of his bed.

  Darcy scowled at him. “Will you appear below?”

  “Yes.”

  Darcy gathered his coat and moved to the door. “If you do not appear in ten minutes, I will be forced to come extract you from your room myself.”

  “I will be down as soon as my fingers and toes thaw.” And his mind was prepared to be in the same room with Caroline without being distracted by her copper-coloured hair, green eyes, and lithe figure.  If only he could focus on her faults.  But he could not.

  “The fire in the drawing room is bigger than the small one you have here.”

  “There is no need of a large fire in here until I retire for the night,” Richard retorted.

  “Oh, I agree whole-heartedly. I am only pointing out to you the fact that your extremities would grow toasty much more quickly in front of the fire downstairs, especially with a cup of warm cider around which to wrap your fingers.”

  “Out,” Richard snapped. “I will be down within ten minutes. Of all the people I thought would understand a man’s need for peace, I would have thought it would be you.”

  Darcy stopped halfway through the door and, stepping back into the room, considered his cousin. “Is it Wickham’s presence in the area that has you so on edge?”

  Richard shook his head and rolled his eyes. He should have known better than to allow his frustrations to bubble forth in Darcy’s presence. “No. It is that blasted Caroline Bingley! She and her infernal twaddle about…” He flopped into a chair. “Everything!”

  Incessant chatter about fashion interspersed with gossip was annoying and a favourite of Caroline and her sister Louisa, but they were not any worse than Richard’s mother and sister. However, Richard never found it tempting to watch his mother’s or his sister’s lips as he did Caroline’s. He had always found her alluring.  If only he could focus on her faults. But he could not. He would not.

  “Surely, you can abide a difficult woman for a few days. You have endured far worse on the battlefield, I am certain.”

  Richard shrugged and remained sullenly silent. The battlefield was a place of terror to be certain, but not nearly so terrifying as facing one’s heart and denying it its desire. In battle, one simply destroyed the enemy, but in his present circumstances, the enemy must not be destroyed but rather subdued and locked away. Marriage was not for him. He was not the sort of man who wished to leave a wife and children behind, nor did he wish for them to follow him from camp to camp. He knew that with each campaign on which he was sent, there was every likelihood that he could come back maimed, if he came back at all. Neither a crippled nor a dead soldier was the sort of husband any woman needed or deserved — especially not Caroline Bingley.

  “Go,” he said to Darcy, who still stood near the door. “I will come down and be civil, as I should be.”

  “This is not like you,” Darcy muttered.

  Richard could not agree more. He was feeling very unlike himself. When was the last time marriage had entered his mind? He was certain he could not remember it. It may have been before he crossed the channel to the continent his first time. He shrugged. That was likely when it was.

  He worked his feet free of his boots and extended them toward the fire.

  And what had caused him to begin thinking of Caroline Bingley in such terms?

  He dropped his head back and scrubbed his face.

  He blamed Darcy and Elizabeth — Darcy because he was finally marrying, and Elizabeth? Well, she was likely the guiltier of the two. If she had not pointed out to him how to view Caroline as something other than the attractive but annoying sister of Darcy’s friend, he would likely be downstairs now with warm feet, taking note of all of Caroline’s faults. But Elizabeth had made him consider Caroline differently, and now all his mind saw as he looked at Bingley’s sister was a desirable woman with a fortune and a longing to be accepted.

  He scrubbed his face again.

  He knew what it was like to feel like the unfortunate one. He was a second son with no title, after all, and he was not so handsome and wealthy as his cousin. He had a small inheritance waiting for him, but it was not at all what he had become accustomed to as a child or wished for as a gentleman. It was also not what many ladies sought. Oh, he knew they would have him if he pursued them after they had not been successful with wealthier men. He shook his head. Until a few days ago, these thoughts had not bothered him nearly so much as they presently did.

  He blew out a breath and rose from his chair. His feet were no longer cold. He should put on his shoes and his pleasant facade and descend before Darcy returned and either dragged him from the room or a confession of the state of his heart from his lips.

  ~*~*~

  Caroline eyed the man next to the fire as she entered the room.

  “Did you find them?” Louisa asked her sister.

  Caroline, who had gone in search of a particular pair of gloves about which she had been telling Georgiana, turned her eyes from the colonel and smiled as brilliantly as she could for her sister. “They were in my small bag in my room, just as I suspected. Are they not just the softest leather, Georgiana?” she asked as she placed them on the table where her brother, Hurst, Louisa, and Georgiana were playing. She had bowed out of playing to make the trip to her room to find the gloves — a trip on which she had discovered more than just those gloves. She had also discovered how a particular gentleman viewed her. She stole a glance at the colonel.

  Georgiana placed her hand of cards on the table and slipped on one glove. “They are deliciously soft,” she said as she bent her fingers and extended them. “And you said you found them at Harding’s?”

  “Indeed, I did.” Caroline was pleased that her selection of an accessory met with Georgiana’s approval. Georgiana was one of those ladies born to the knowledge of the fashion and finery of the upper class. Caroline had been born with a love of such things, but her mother had not been the sort to take her on extensive shopping trips. Caroline had, however, listened and observed where she could and, recently, had studied the Belle Assemblée as diligently as she had ever studied a French primer or work of Mozart. Fashion was the visible mark of the well-to-do lady. Other accomplishments, no matter how masterfully learned, would pale and possibly never be noticed if a lady’s first appearance in society did not inform others of her status.

  Therefore, Georgiana’s approbation was confirmation to Caroline that her diligence was not in vain. Soon, she might even be accepted readily in society, a fact that would now surely be harder than she had hoped. Being Mrs. Darcy would have assured her a proper reception, but since that gentleman seemed intent on not having her, she would have to look to her own abilities. Oh, she could pursue him until he was married and perhaps even after, but what point would there be in that? It would only make her look as foolish as she felt after being rejected by him.

  She sighed as she took the gloves back from Georgiana. She was stuck here in Hertfordshire where the only gentlemen of worth or interest were either betrothed or, her eyes narrowed as she once again looked at the man standing by the fire and the object of her current thoughts, disagreeable. Twaddle, indeed! The correct knowledge of fashion was anything but twaddle! Insufferable man!

  “I will have to visit that shop when I return to town,” Georgiana said, drawing Caroline’s attention back to the group with whom she was sitting.

  “I hope to one day return to town,” Caroline said with a pointed look at her brother.

  “Hurst can take you any time he likes,” Bingley replied with a grin. “In fact, after the new year, I might wish to have you gone.” His grin grew, and she shook her head.

  Married. He was actually going to marry Miss Bennet — and as quickly as possible.  Those blasted Bennets! First, Darcy and now, her brother. She folded her gloves together and then unfolded them. Perhaps what she needed to do was observe the Bennets and discover their secrets for taking in a rich gentleman and causing him to fall in love with them. Jane was beautiful, but so were others whom her brother had passed over. There must be a look or manner that Miss Bennet possessed which made her desirable. Miss Elizabeth — Caroline’s brows furrowed — was not beautiful or charming. There was nothing Caroline could see that would recommend Elizabeth to Darcy, save for her contrary, teasing opinions. Teasing was not something in which Caroline was well-versed. Jane might be the better of the two sisters to attempt to emulate.

  “You are rather quiet, Caroline,” Bingley said as the round concluded, and he tossed his cards into a pile in the middle of the table.

  “I believe I am fatigued from travel,” she lied. What tired her was not travel but the state of her life — her desperately unfortunate life — and the thought of remaining unmarried and being passed from brother to sister and back until she became too feeble to be moved.

  “You may retire early if you wish,” Bingley said with concern. “You are not unwell, are you?”

  “No,” Caroline assured him with a smile. “However, if Louisa will not miss me…”

  “Of course, I shall miss you, but I am fully capable of seeing to our guests in your absence.”

  “Very well.” Caroline rose as Darcy and his cousin approached, their tête-à-tête apparently at a close. “Then I believe I will retire to my room to read.”

  “You are leaving?” Richard asked. “We have not even had a chance to speak.”

  Caroline forced her lips into a tight smile. “I am certain you can make do without my twaddle.” She fluttered her lashes and added, “The Lady of the Lake awaits,” before dipping a shallow curtsey and quitting the room.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  A full night’s sleep did nothing to aid Caroline in feeling more charitable to a particular gentleman. However, as she dressed, she scolded herself into performing her duties as hostess as flawlessly as she could. She would be civil and polite. Everything would run as it should. Meals and tea would be perfect. She would go over the accounts with Mrs. Nichols and begin her preparations for the Twelfth Night celebration as soon as she was satisfied all was ready for tomorrow.

  “Do you wish for this necklace?” Her maid held up a gold chain with a heart-shaped pendant on which was engraved a single rosebud — a precious Christmas rose was what her mother had said it was when she had given it to Caroline. Louisa had a pendant similar to the one that hung from the chain Caroline’s maid held. However, instead of bearing a rose, Louisa’s was engraved with holly — the crowning glory of the forest.

  Caroline smiled and nodded her assent. Her mother might not have been the sort of lady to follow the latest changes in fashion, but she was a lady with exquisite taste. Nothing her mother had ever given to her daughters or created for her home had ever lacked in elegance. Caroline placed a hand on the pendant and held it in place while her maid fastened the clasp.

  “Is there anything else you need, miss?”

  Caroline studied her reflection in the mirror, tilting her head this way and that as her maid held up a looking glass so that Caroline could see the back of her head as well as the front. Satisfied with her hair, Caroline stood and smoothed her skirts. “You have done well,” she said in dismissal of her maid, who scooted out of the room, carrying the items of clothing that would need cleaning.

  Caroline took in her full reflection. She was not short, nor was she particularly tall. In her mind, she was just the right height to look good on the arm of any gentleman — even a gentleman of average height. Her figure was slender. Her curves subtle but always displayed to best advantage.

  She ran a hand down the front of her gown, smoothing it over her abdomen. There was nothing wrong with her features, not a single thing. She was pretty, she told herself, and definitely not wanting.

  “It is only your conversation,” she grumbled to her reflection. “Twaddle! Indeed! Perhaps the good colonel has spent too much time with his men and no longer knows how to participate in regular society.”

  Her eyes narrowed, and she huffed. She really did need to let that comment go and focus on all that needed to be done today. With any luck, she thought as she exited her room, she would be so busy with household affairs that she would not see the colonel except in passing.

  “Good morning, Miss Bingley.”

  Caroline’s eyes rolled upward. Of all the people to be first to greet her as she entered the hall, it would have to be him! She should have taken a bit more time with her prayers this morning, but she had lain in bed a few minutes longer than she normally did and had therefore needed to rush through them. This was likely punishment for such neglect. She shook her head and promised herself that tonight she would say an extra prayer before bed. Then, summoning a smile, she greeted the colonel with a cheerful, “good morning.”

  “Are you on your way to the breakfast room?” he asked, joining her.

  Caroline nodded slowly. “Indeed, I am. I like to have a cup of tea as I consider what needs to be done. I doubt there will be any correspondence to which to attend, but there are some lists of things to prepare for tomorrow.” She placed her hand on the arm he offered.

  “I can imagine it is not an easy task to arrange a Christmas dinner and all with only one day in which to accomplish it.”

  “Do you think I cannot do it?” she asked sharply as a portion of her checked displeasure bubbled forth.

  “No, no. I am certain it can be done. I was just thinking it would be a far easier task if we had not arrived only two days before Christmas.”

  She felt her cheeks grow warm under his scrutiny. Why was he looking at her with so much curiosity?

  “Did you sleep well?” he asked.

  “Perfectly,” she replied. “And you?”

  He shook his head. “Not so well as I would have liked but not so poorly as some nights.” He allowed her to enter the breakfast room before him. “The sunshine is a welcome guest this morning. It will make gathering boughs more pleasant.”

  “Indeed, it will,” said Bingley from his place at the table. “And finding a yule log as well.”

  Richard took a seat next to Bingley after seeing that Caroline had been properly seated. “Has Darcy been here and gone?” he asked.

  “I’ve not seen him this morning,” Bingley replied. “Was Mr. Darcy here already?” he asked a footman.

  “Yes, sir. About an hour ago.”

  “And do you know where he is gone?” Bingley asked.

  “To the stables, sir. Beyond that, I am uncertain.”

  Caroline’s left brow arched slightly as she lifted her cup. She had a very good idea as to where Darcy had trotted off. Elizabeth was known to take early morning walks. Her lips curled up on one side into a half smile. It was not at all proper for them to be rendezvousing so early and likely alone, but then Elizabeth Bennet was not what Caroline would deem proper. However, she would keep her peace. There was no need to anger Darcy. One must protect ties to well-respected men such as Darcy even if one did not particularly like the gentleman’s wife.

  Richard watched Caroline from the corner of his eye as he continued his discussion with Bingley about their plans for the morning. She was smiling coyly as if she knew something. There was a smirk that flashed for a moment and then was gone, to be replaced by a small furrow between her brows. He wished he could know what she was thinking.

  He took a gulp of his coffee as the room slid into silence, save for the sounds of cutlery on china and cups being returned to saucers. Caroline picked up a pencil and began jotting a few things down in a small notebook. Richard attempted to see what her penmanship looked like. He suspected it would be close and neat with a feminine flourish just as it should be, but unfortunately, he could not see it clearly from where he was sitting. Consequently, his curiosity would have to remain unsatisfied for now. He returned to his coffee to wash down the ham he was eating.

  Caroline picked up her cup and cradled it in her hands. That small furrow was back, but this time it was accompanied by a catching of her lower lip between her teeth. Her brows rose, her teeth released her lip, and she drank her tea before returning to the list she was making.

  Richard turned his attention away from her and back to his food. He had never spared a moment to notice her subtle behaviours and expressions before this. He had only noticed her decorum in a social setting such as a full
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