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“Painful recollections will intrude, which cannot, which ought not, to be repelled.”
 
Jane Austen
 

Chapter 1 ~ Desperate Measures

Dunsmore, 1796

The brown-eyed little girl sprang to the window. Peering outside, she spoke barely above a whisper. “Where am I?” She spun around and faced the elderly man who found her what must have been days ago. “You said you were bringing me home.” Tears threatened to burst from her weary eyes. “This isn’t my home. I want to go home.”
A tall, proud man, with a noble mien, the Duke of Dunsmore looked down at the elegant woman standing next to him and responded to her questioning stare with the utmost compassion. “My dear,” he began, “the child is a bit overwhelmed. We must give her time to grow accustomed to her new circumstances.”
Now sobbing feverishly, the little girl tumbled to her knees. She wailed in protest of this unfamiliar place, these unfamiliar people.
“Your Grace, she is more than a little overwhelmed. She’s frightened,” said the beautiful lady with rich golden hair. Crossing the room, she lowered herself to the child’s eye level. She pulled a dainty handkerchief from her sleeve and gently dabbed the little girl’s tears. “There, there, my child. Do not be afraid.”
“Where’s my papa? Where’s my mama?” She tore her eyes from the kind woman’s eyes and threw a glance about the room. “Where’s Jane?”
“Oh, my precious child, it pains me to see you so saddened. Pray, what is your name?”
The forlorn child’s spiritless gaze fell to the floor. “My name is Lizzy.”
“Lizzy—what a beautiful name you have. I suppose it is short for Elizabeth. My own mother’s name was Elizabeth. Lady Elizabeth. As I am to be your mother, thanks to the kindheartedness of my excellent father, I think I shall use your given name. I believe that we shall call you, Lady Elizabeth—Lady Elizabeth Montlake.”
The child shook her head furiously. “No! I have a mother, and a father, and a beautiful sister Jane. She looks just like an angel! And we have a little baby … Mary!”
Her countenance riddled with concern, the elegant lady looked at the tall man. He shrugged. “The poor child does not yet realize what has befallen the family who cared for her. We must give her time.”
Another woman came into the room. “There you are, Miss Pruitt. Please take the child—young Elizabeth—up to her room.”
Her desire to comfort and protect the sweet innocent child evident, the elegant lady held out her hand. “I will come too, Miss Pruitt.”
A highly esteemed man, whose greatest purpose in life was protecting his family, the duke said, “No, my dear, I would have a word with you.”
Lady Sophia Montlake, the widow of the duke’s recently deceased son, objected. “Your Grace, I ask if that will wait. You must certainly see that little Elizabeth is upset. My presence is what I think she needs.”
“Very well, but do return to see me soon, for I have a matter of grave importance to discuss with you concerning the particulars of young Elizabeth’s coming to be here. There are certain arrangements that must be made.”
Lady Sophia took young Elizabeth’s hand and silently signaled her readiness to part to the young maid.
It was just as well that his daughter-in-law had left with the child. This gave her time to start forming an attachment with her new daughter. More importantly, it gave him extra time to rehearse the speech he had planned for her ladyship, as well as the rest of the world in general. His repeated questioning of the child had yielded quite a few findings. Included among those details that the duke was at liberty to share were her age and her birthdate. At least there was that bit of truth that would serve as the basis for her new life.
Any misgivings he suffered were owing to the fact that the remembrance of what he had done would be his constant companion for the remainder of his days. How he wanted to believe that snatching the child from the street in Lambton had been wholly unselfish and that all he had done was borne out of love for his family.
His daughter-in-law’s life had been a torment since she lost her husband – the duke’s only son and heir - and her precious little girl, young Lady Bethany Montlake. How uncanny it was that the child’s name was similar to Bethany’s name. What’s more, young Elizabeth reminded him so much of his beloved grandchild—same dark eyes and lovely brown hair.
He swept both hands over his face and took in a deep breath, wishing to block out his pain. I suppose the child’s being here will be a much-needed balm for my grief as well.
Losing his only child had been quite devastating. He could well imagine how losing both her husband and youngest child in the carriage accident affected Lady Sophia. It had closed her off completely from the rest of the world. The duke made his way across the room and poured himself a drink. With his drink in hand, he walked to the window. The sun had gone down and now rendered the window a mirror. He studied his reflection in the window pane as if looking for a more bearable reason to explain what he had done. One that showed him in a righteous, honorable light—as the decent and upstanding man he was—not some vile creature who had been the means of ruining another family’s happiness.
Surely one who did not know the pain of losing a child would be at a loss to understand his desperate act. That was indeed what he had done. He’d acted in desperation.
In that one perfect instance, he saw in one child what his family had suffered and sorely missed since young Bethany died. One simple act and the devastating effect Bethany’s loss had rendered on not just his daughter-in-law, but on his grandson and yes, even himself, would be erased. For one perfect second, there was the thought of how this child would be the means of healing all of their wounded hearts.
Thinking such thoughts was one thing. Thinking such thoughts was harmless –unsound and born out of grief, but harmless. Deep in his heart, he knew that acting upon such thoughts was unjustifiable. Nevertheless, he had done it. Without pausing to consider the consequences, he snatched the child in his arms and scurried into the alleyway.
It was cowardly. It was wrong. It was criminal.
The duke slammed his glass on the table. Part of him whispered that he stole the child with yet another scheme in mind, but that part of him was wrong. He refused to listen. He picked up his drink again. Gripping the glass tightly, he huffed and threw back another swallow. The hot sting of the liquor burned and caused his face to twist into a tight grimace.
Who allows a child to wander alone on the streets? By now, these words were his familiar refrain. In all likelihood, the child is indeed an orphan. Yet another lie he told himself, for everything about the child indicated that she was well cared for, even if she was alone. True, her clothes were not fashionable, but they were clean and the child’s hair was tidy as well. Clearly, she was not of the servant class. He never would allow the child of a servant to be reared as his own granddaughter. He surmised she was the daughter of a landed gentleman—at worst, a tradesman.
All too aware by now of the exhaustive search for the missing child, he also knew her surname—a fact he planned to take with him to his grave.
“This is what it has come to,” the duke said aloud as he made his way back across the room and poured himself another drink. There is nothing to be done now except to make the best of things. There are worse things than being raised as the granddaughter of a duke—to be raised as a proper lady with a handsome dowry and every favor that comes along with that. Young Elizabeth—Lady Elizabeth—shall have every advantage in the world. 
He took another swallow of his drink. “Indeed, Lady Elizabeth’s life will be everything it ought to be, far better than the life she would have suffered had I not acted as I did in Lambton. I shall make it my life’s mission.”
Lady Sophia tapped lightly on the half-opened door, just loudly enough to beckon the duke’s attention before entering the room. “Your Grace.”
“Come, come, my dear. How is the child?”
“She is asleep—the poor little creature. She insists that her name is Lizzy and she is not to be called otherwise.”
“Lizzy. It is short for her given name, Elizabeth. She will grow accustomed to our addressing her by her proper name. We must give her time.”
 “One can only imagine how difficult it will be for her to comprehend the loss she has suffered and to adjust to her new life.”
“My dear, I am afraid that I have not been entirely forthcoming with you as regards young Elizabeth’s ... family.”
Her ladyship took a seat on the settee. “Oh?”
“You see, my dear ... well the truth is that young Elizabeth did not merely lose her family in a horrific fire that resulted in her being placed in an orphanage. Indeed, I did find the child in an orphanage. I am obliged to explain what led to my seeking out this particular child. I wish there were a more fitting way to tell you this, but I am afraid there is not. The fact is that young Elizabeth was ... she is a Montlake by birth.”
Her ladyship colored. She gasped. “Do you mean to say that the child is yours?”
“If only that were the case, but I am afraid it is not.”
“Then, she is a niece ... a distant cousin, perhaps.”
There was no easy way to speak the lie that lay on the tip of his tongue. “She is my granddaughter. She is my beloved Frederick’s child.”
Her ladyship grew faint and the duke immediately began to feel the pain of his lie. By God, he had besmirched his own son’s good name in an attempt to cover up his own misdeeds. There was no turning back now. “My solicitor notified me that I would find my grandchild at the orphanage. Of course I did not believe it, but upon ascertaining the truth of the matter, I would not rest until I brought her here to live with us so that she may enjoy all that she is entitled to.”
Her tongue held captive by her astonishment, Lady Sophia was silent for a long time.
The duke said, “Surely you see what a blessing this is. The house has not felt like home since my beloved Frederick - your husband - and little Bethany, your precious daughter and my only granddaughter, perished in that carriage accident last year. With young Avery away at school, young Elizabeth’s being here will be the means of this great big empty house feeling once again like a home.”
Composing herself, she placed her hand on her bosom. “For me to accept what you’re saying is tantamount to my believing my dear Frederick was an adulterer—an unfaithful husband—a betrayer. That is not the man I knew him to be.”
“Do you suppose I would be telling you any of this if there were a chance in the world that it was not true? I, who loved my son above all else?” He swallowed hard before commencing his next lie. “I have seen the proof. The people whom young Elizabeth spoke of as being her parents were paid to care for her. Once my son died and the monthly payments ceased, inquiries were made to ascertain if alternate arrangements could be put in place, but it never truly came to that because once I was convinced that young Elizabeth was indeed my grandchild, I claimed her.”
“If what you are saying is true, then why did you first say her family perished in a fire?”
“That is indeed what happened to them. Young Elizabeth was the sole survivor as she had been away from the house. She had not been in that dreadful orphanage for a week before my solicitors finally located her.”
“But what of her own mother? The woman who gave her life … my husband’s—”
Sparing her ladyship the agony of voicing what undoubtedly brought her a fair amount of pain, the duke said, “It is my understanding that she died during childbirth and that is why the child was placed in the care of another family.”
He took his daughter-in-law into his arms and gently coaxed her to rest her head on his shoulder. “Please tell me that I do not ask too much of you to love her as you would your own child—as you love Avery—as you would have loved our precious Bethany.”
“Indeed. I would not deny the child what is rightfully hers.” Her ladyship drew away from his embrace and wiped away her tears. “Young Elizabeth wants nothing but a mother’s love, and I shall love her just as if she were my own daughter. Her being here is truly a gift—one that will surely go a long way towards healing the aching sorrow I have known for the past six months. How can I thank you, Your Grace?”
“Seeing the joy return on your face is all the thanks I shall require, my dear.”
Lady Sophia was a passenger in the carriage that day. Guilt persisted in place of gratitude. What was the point in her surviving the crash that robbed her of the happiness she enjoyed as the wife of the future Duke of Dunsmore and the mother of an adorable little girl? How she wished she had died too, but for her young son. Still, her grief had made her a very inattentive mother. All that will change now. Elizabeth needs me just as much as I need her. She is so very young. Soon, she will forget the caregivers whom she considered her family.
“You have given me back my life — given me a second chance to be a mother of a beautiful young girl. I know that your grandson will love her as dearly as a brother is expected to love a younger sister. I say this shall be the means of healing his broken heart as well.”
She is a true Montlake. We are her family. Just as my Frederick was her father, I am her mother. I shall devote every day of my life to seeing that Elizabeth lives a charmed life in which she will never have cause to suffer pain again. 
 
 

Chapter 2 ~ For Her Own Convenience

Hertfordshire, days later …

How does a young couple get on with their lives after hearing their child has vanished? Is such a notion even conceivable? Mr. Thomas Bennet of Longbourn, a village just outside of Meryton, and his wife, Fanny, were destined to find out.
Mr. Bennet, who was equal parts caprice and witticism, knew his share of sorrow and pain. Having lost his parents at a young age, he had overcome heavy odds to make the most of his family’s lot in life and go about the business of being a husband, a father, and a provider. In the ways that really counted, he had it all: a lovely wife, three beautiful children—daughters and God willing, a son and heir on the way.
While it could be said that his first-born had the countenance of an angel with her fair skin, cherubic face and golden mane, it must be said that his second born child was the air that he breathed. How he doted on her. Her dark eyes, so bright and curiosity-laden, were the same as his mother’s.
How it had always pleased him that she was so smart and witty, even at an early age and that she bore just a hint of tom-boyishness with her wont of rambling about the village; seeking every mud puddle she could manage. She possessed a certain air. He was sure she would be a force to be reckoned with once she came of age.
Just as Mr. Bennet cherished his second born, so had Jane fallen in love with her younger sister. She affectionately referred to her as Lizzy - a name that everyone who knew her best soon came to embrace. He had insisted her given name be Elizabeth for a very good reason—in honor of Queen Elizabeth the first, for he surmised a future life for her marked by distinction and deference.
His brother Edward Gardiner, in whose care Mr. Bennet had entrusted his two young girls, had waited until that morning to convey the devastating news, desirous of doing so face-to-face. Despite his being a strong, virile man in the prime of his life, Thomas Bennet tumbled to his knees when he heard his brother’s account.
“Search parties combed all of Lambton. No one who might know anything was beyond questioning. The constable had engaged his entire crew; all the locals took part in the search. Abandoned buildings, wells, streams, fields—there was no sign of her.” Mr. Gardiner shook his head. “I know not how to account for it. Little Lizzy dashed away from our party and before we knew what she was about, she rounded the street corner. We were separated for no more than a few minutes—minutes.”
“Why did you let my little Lizzy venture so far ahead of you on the streets of Lambton? How could you have allowed yourself to take your eyes off her for even a second, Edward, knowing as you do her spirited nature?”
“It was not like that at all. You know her fondness for dogs—how much she loves chasing after them. In this instance, one she had been admiring tore across the street and little Lizzy chased after it. Both of them narrowly avoided being hit by an oncoming carriage, which impeded my chasing after her by mere moments. I saw her round the corner just ahead. By the time I did likewise, she was gone. Vanished. The dog was there, but I saw no signs of our little Lizzy. What’s more, there was no one in the general vicinity—no bystanders, no onlookers, not another soul to question. It is as if little Lizzy vanished into thin air.”
Mr. Gardiner’s voice filled with remorse. “Words cannot express the depth of my sorrow. But I assure you, the search continues, and I shall return to Derbyshire to do all in my power to recover our dear Lizzy.” Mr. Gardiner had a flourishing business venture in town that was always on the verge of becoming something more than it was. Hence, he was not a rich man. His repeated assurances of doing all in his power to find young Lizzy carried little weight.
“I thought it was best to bring young Jane home. The poor child has suffered her sister’s loss to the detriment of her health,” said Mr. Gardiner. “Indeed. I mean to leave my dear wife here as well to be of comfort to the family while I return to Derbyshire to resume my part in the search.”
Through the shock and the pain, one thing was clear to Mr. Bennet. He would not rest until he recovered his most beloved child. “I have every intention of leading the effort.”
“I was sure you would, Brother.”
Mrs. Bennet sat silently as her brother paced the floor relating his tale. She should have been screaming at the top of her lungs at her brother and sister for their negligence. She did not. Mrs. Bennet did not blame the Gardiners for her dear child’s mysterious disappearance half as much as she blamed herself. She had been more than happy to have the girls go off with the Gardiners on their trip to the North. In fact, she was the one who had insisted the girls join her brother Gardiner and his wife on the trip and largely for her own convenience. With daughters aged six, four, and two, and another child on its way, she was overwhelmed with the trials of being a young mother. Besides, little Jane and little Lizzy adored their aunt Gardiner. The girls had even stayed with the Gardiners in town when Mrs. Bennet was in confinement with her youngest daughter, Mary.
Through her tears, Mrs. Bennet pressed her handkerchief to her mouth. Oh! How could this have happened?
Now her husband had vowed to take part in the search. Considering the honorable man and loving father that he was, of course, such action was precisely what everyone expected of him. Still, the thought of his traveling hundreds of miles away from home for who knew how long left her uneasy. What if a terrible fate befalls Mr. Bennet on his journey; what then would become of the rest of us?
Mrs. Bennet rested her hand on her stomach. She refused to entertain her favorite wish of the child she now carried being a son. How many times had she prayed that her first-born would be a boy? Her prayers she supposed had fallen upon deaf ears, and thus she prayed louder that her second born would be the son her family needed to secure her place at Longbourn should her husband precede her in death. Then, she never need suffer childbirth again if she could help it. Indeed, she meant to turn her husband away if necessary.
She had cursed the birth of her second born. Hours and hours of arduous labor and insufferable pain, and what had it yielded her? A bloody girl, she recalled protesting at the time. Mrs. Bennet shook her head in despair. I truly did love my Lizzy. That is to say, I truly do love her—as much as I love my Jane.
With her eyes heavily laden with tears, she gazed at her brother and listened to what he was saying or, rather, not saying. Were she to rely upon his dire countenance rather than his words laced with desperate hope, she knew she was never going to see her second born child again. Mrs. Bennet wanted to cry aloud, ‘Dear God, why have you forsaken me?’ A silent knowing voice impeded her. She knew with certainty the reason. This is God’s punishment.
Her eyes filled with disquiet, Mrs. Gardiner studied her husband. So full of regret, he was pacing the floor and endeavoring to explain the unexplainable confluence of events that had brought them to this—the worst time in all their lives.
How easy it was to discern what one should or should not have done in hindsight. He blames himself for our niece’s going missing while in our care. Already she could see the effect this tragedy had wrought on him. Who is to say how detrimental it will be? This is in every way bad for all parties concerned save perhaps the terrible person or persons who had a hand in this heinous crime.
A child does not simply disappear from the street during the middle of the day. Somewhere out there, someone knows precisely what happened to our little Lizzy. How I pray the person will do the decent and honorable thing and come forward.
Having felt herself more of a mother to young Jane and young Lizzy than she thought their own mother was capable of being, Mrs. Gardiner also carried the heavy burden of having the children disappear while in her care. She had lost count of the number of times young Elizabeth and her older sister, Jane, had been relegated to her care owing to their mother’s insistence.
A young bride, Madeline Gardiner loved Elizabeth and Jane as though they were her own children. Having no children of her own, she was always happy to spend time with the girls who did not always receive the sort of attention from their own mother. Indeed, her sister Mrs. Bennet was too distracted with producing a son who would inherit the entailed estate.
Little Lizzy, so full of wonder, had a habit of venturing off on her own. I should not have allowed her to wander from my side for even a second. I would not blame my sister if she hated me.
Memories of young Jane clinging to Lizzy’s doll ever since she was told her little sister would not be coming home that first evening flooded her thoughts.
No, Mrs. Gardiner did not need Mr. and Mrs. Bennet’s disapprobation. She felt the burden of what happened to young Lizzy every time she looked at little Jane, every time she found herself saying ‘I am sorry, my child—our Lizzy is not here,’ and every time she held the sobbing child, clinging to the tiny rag doll, until sheer exhaustion carried them both off to sleep. Moreover, every moment that Mrs. Gardiner spent otherwise, she prayed that the next person she saw would be her precious little niece, Lizzy.
 
 

OPS/images/image2.png
P

i v

P@rxm\\' 2.0.Dixon





OPS/images/image1.png
Everythingc\% Change
sk Ore

P.0. Dixon





OPS/toc.xhtml
		About the Author

		Chapter 1 ~ Desperate Measures

		Chapter 2 ~ For Her Own Convenience

		Chapter 3 ~ Tried in Vain

		Chapter 4 ~ But One Purpose

		Chapter 5 ~ Overbearing and Officious

		Chapter 6 ~ Merely a Misunderstanding

		Chapter 7 ~ Her Brother’s Friend

		Chapter 8 ~ Such a Courtesy

		Chapter 9 ~ His Stolen Liberty

		Chapter 10 ~ A Frivolous Matter

		Chapter 11 ~ Outlandish Conjecture

		Chapter 12 ~ Consideration in the World

		Chapter 13 ~ Pang of Empathy

		Chapter 14 ~ How Lasting the Effect

		Chapter 15 ~ A Proper Conclusion

		Chapter 16 ~ No More Misunderstandings

		Chapter 17 ~ In the Usual Way

		Chapter 18 ~ With Great Enthusiasm

		Chapter 19 ~ Unfounded Accusations

		Chapter 20 ~ An Incredible Tale

		Chapter 21 ~ Not Inconsequential

		Chapter 22 ~ What Manner of Proof

		Chapter 23 ~ Knows His Own Mind

		Chapter 24 ~ A Charming Creature

		Chapter 25 ~ Her True Feelings

		Chapter 26 ~ A Solitary Goal

		Chapter 27 ~ His Misdeeds

		Chapter 28 ~ The Answers Await

		Chapter 29 ~ His Instinct

		Acknowledgments

		Parting Thoughts

		Author’s Books






