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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The sky had the decency to look ominous before it betrayed us.

      As our carriage rattled along the road to Netherfield, I watched the clouds gather in great grey banks that swallowed what little winter light remained. Snow had already begun to fall in the delicate, almost polite manner that suggests a charming dusting upon the fields and nothing more. It thickened with every mile. The lace upon my glove grew damp where I had touched the glass, and the air in the carriage felt tighter with each jolt of the wheels.

      “We shall be quite snug at Netherfield,” my mother announced, as if she had personally arranged the weather. “The roads will not be fit for travelling back tonight. Mark my words, Mr. Bennet. We shall be obliged to remain.”

      My father lowered his book an inch. “I had hoped to be obliged to remain by the fire at Longbourn. Alas, my hopes seldom interest Providence.”

      Lydia, pressed against the opposite window, squealed as the snowflakes thickened. “If we are trapped, I shall make snowballs and throw them at the officers when they ride by. Only imagine, Lizzy, Colonel Forster with snow in his hat.”

      “Officers are not likely to ride anywhere in such a storm,” Mary replied, her expression severe as she clutched her volume of sermons. “And you ought not to wish for other people’s discomfort.”

      Lydia rolled her eyes so vigorously I feared they might become permanently dislodged. Kitty giggled in support, though I suspected her amusement owed more to habit than conviction.

      I met Jane’s eyes and saw in them the same mixture of amusement and resignation that I felt. She had been staying at Netherfield to nurse a lingering cold, which of course had delighted my mother, who deemed it the most romantic illness in Hertfordshire. The rest of us were only meant to pay a brief visit, inquire after Jane’s health, and return home before supper. That increasingly delicate plan now seemed about to share the fate of the disappearing road.

      The carriage lurched. We were thrown lightly against one another, and my father muttered something about the follies of visiting wealthy neighbours during December. When we finally turned into the drive of Netherfield Park, the snow had become so thick that the house appeared only as a dim, golden smudge against the white.

      Servants hurried out with lanterns to meet us. The wind stole my breath as soon as I stepped down. Snow stung my cheeks and settled on my bonnet. For a moment I could barely see the house at all, only the swirl of white and the shapes of my family huddled together. Then Charles Bingley himself appeared upon the steps, hatless and smiling as if the storm were a surprise party thrown in his honour.

      “Miss Bennet, Miss Elizabeth, Mrs. Bennet, Mr. Bennet, Misses Bennet!” he cried, his words carried away by the wind. “You are most welcome. Pray come in. It is beastly out here.”

      “You are a gallant young man,” my mother declared, clutching his arm as though the wind might remove her entirely if he did not keep hold of her. “How fortunate that Jane is in such capable hands. I knew she must not be left without her family at Christmas.”

      I doubted very much that Jane had been lonely, surrounded as she was by Mr. Bingley’s sisters, the warmth of Netherfield, and a pianoforte that was not perpetually out of tune. Still, I was glad to see my sister again, which occurred only a few minutes later when she appeared at the top of the stairs, pale but smiling, wrapped in a shawl of soft blue wool.

      “Lizzy,” she cried, and the pleasure in her voice made the entire journey worthwhile.

      We crowded into the hall, dripping snow and opinions. Mrs. Bennet exclaimed over the size of the staircase. Lydia exclaimed over the size of the footmen. Kitty coughed theatrically. Mary chastised us all with a look that suggested we had just trod upon sacred ground.

      I noticed, almost at once, the garlands. Sprigs of holly and ivy had been twined together and hung along the banister. The air carried a faint scent of pine and something spiced. It seemed Netherfield had already begun to dress itself for the season. Despite the wind rattling the windows, warmth rolled toward us from some unseen fire, wrapping itself around my chilled fingers.

      “Mrs. Bennet,” came a cooler voice, “Miss Bennet, Miss Elizabeth.”

      I turned. Mr. Darcy stood a little apart from the general bustle, tall and dark against the pale paneling. Snow clung to his shoulders, evidence that he too had ventured outside a moment ago. His expression was, as ever, composed. He bowed with grave formality.

      There is a particular sensation that accompanies the sight of a person one has thoroughly resolved to dislike. It is a tightening in the chest combined with a ridiculous quickening of the pulse. One resents the body for failing to receive the message that the mind has sent. I experienced all of this at once.

      “Mr. Darcy,” I replied, with a curtsy that I flatter myself was perfectly correct and not in the least dramatic.

      His eyes flickered over my face, searching perhaps for some sign of continued hostility. He would not need to look hard to find it. The memory of his proposal at Hunsford still burned in my mind, along with his proud indifference to my family and his interference in Jane’s happiness. I had forgiven him nothing. The only charity I allowed myself was the hope that I might see as little of him as possible.

      As if summoned by my unspoken plea, the wind chose that moment to howl against the house with such force that the front door shuddered.

      Bingley glanced toward one of the footmen. “Have the horses been seen to?”

      “Yes, sir,” the man replied. “We were fortunate to reach the stables at all. The snow grows heavier every minute.”

      “I fear we cannot allow you to return to Longbourn tonight, Mrs. Bennet,” Bingley said, turning back to us with his customary good cheer. “The roads will be impassable in a very short time. You must do us the kindness of remaining at Netherfield until the storm passes.”

      My mother put her hand dramatically to her bosom. “We must stay?”

      “Indeed you must,” he insisted. “It would be quite dangerous to attempt the journey. We have more than enough rooms, and we shall all be excellent company for one another.”

      I could almost hear Mr. Darcy calculating, behind those dark eyes, exactly how much company each Bennet represented.

      “Well,” my mother said, recovering herself, “if it is a matter of absolute necessity, I suppose we have no choice. I would never risk my girls. Think of the drifts. Think of the wheels. Think of my poor nerves.”

      “Your nerves would not bear the journey, my dear,” my father agreed, his tone so mild that only I heard the mischief in it.

      And so it was settled. We were to remain at Netherfield, the entire Bennet household, until the storm relented. An expression of unalloyed joy spread over my mother’s face. Lydia and Kitty immediately began to speculate about the likelihood of dancing. Mary murmured something about providence and moral instruction. My father asked, very politely, if Netherfield’s library were large enough to compensate for the company he was forced to keep.

      As for myself, I looked briefly at Mr. Darcy and saw in his eyes the same dawning horror that fluttered in my own breast. The sight comforted me in a perverse way. If he were not pleased by this arrangement, at least we suffered together.

      Bingley clapped his hands. “Excellent. I shall have rooms prepared at once. Mrs. Bennet, you must allow my housekeeper to attend to you. Miss Bennet, you must not exert yourself. Miss Elizabeth, I hope you will find Netherfield a tolerable place to be imprisoned.”

      “If one must be imprisoned,” I replied, “it is a comfort to be so in company one esteems.”

      The words were perfectly polite, yet I felt Darcy’s gaze sharpen, as if I had accidentally aimed them at him. I turned away before my own expression betrayed too much.

      Once the servants had been summoned and our trunks carried in, Netherfield descended into the pleasant sort of chaos that occurs when a house is obliged to expand itself in a moment. Doors opened and closed. Footsteps hurried along the passages. A maid nearly collided with me while carrying a stack of linens that threatened to swallow her entirely.

      “You will be with me, of course, Mama,” Jane said, as we followed a maid along the corridor. “Lizzy, you shall be in the room next to mine.”

      “Then I shall be certain to hear your coughing,” my mother replied. “Which will either comfort or distress me, though I am not yet sure which.”

      “I am very nearly recovered,” Jane assured her. “Really, I am quite well. I only wish the snow had not grown so heavy. I would not see any of you inconvenienced on my account.”

      “Inconvenienced?” my mother cried. “To be forced to spend several days in the society of Mr. Bingley, with every hallway full of Christmas greenery and every room full of opportunity? Jane, you talk nonsense.”

      “That is not exactly what I meant,” Jane said, her cheeks flushing.

      I slipped my arm through hers. “Never mind. We shall make a holiday of it. We will decorate, we will sing, we will eat too much plum pudding, and we will pretend not to notice when Mama drops hints about weddings into every conversation.”

      “I never drop hints,” my mother objected. “I make perfectly clear observations.”

      Our rooms proved to be comfortable and warm, with a view of the white fields stretching away into soft oblivion. While Jane and I removed our cloaks and tried to coax our curls into some semblance of order, we heard the wind beating against the panes and saw the snow continue its tireless descent. The world beyond Netherfield’s walls dissolved into whiteness.

      “It is rather romantic,” I admitted, watching the small whirlwinds chase each other across the lawn. “All this snow, and us shut away together, like characters in a gothic novel. Only we lack an attic ghost and a villainous steward.”

      “We have Mama,” Jane reminded me gently.

      “Yes. That will serve.”

      By the time we joined the others in the drawing room, Netherfield had organized itself into what I suspected would be the pattern of our confinement. A huge fire roared upon the hearth, crackling and sending up occasional sparks that made Mrs. Hurst squeal and Miss Bingley look offended on behalf of the upholstery. Garlands of evergreen boughs had already been draped over the mantelpiece, studded with sprigs of red berries and little cones. It all looked very pretty, and very much as if the house itself had prepared to host a party and then been surprised by the nature of its guests.

      “My dear Mrs. Bennet,” Miss Bingley said, in her sweetest, most strained tone, “you must tell us at once how you keep Christmas at Longbourn. I should be enchanted to hear.”

      My mother, who never met a topic she could not enlarge, launched into a description of our usual celebrations. She spoke of great joints of beef, mince pies, plum puddings, visits to neighbours, and visits from neighbours. Lydia and Kitty frequently interrupted to recall some particularity, mostly involving mischief. Mary contributed moral reflections on the subject of excess. Mr. Bennet occasionally offered a remark from behind his newspaper that made me bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      Throughout it all, Mr. Darcy sat somewhat apart, watching and listening. When he spoke, it was only to offer a quiet observation or to answer a direct question. His reserve would have seemed disdainful, had I not remembered the letter he
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