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PROLOGUE

“Lizzy! Are you ready?” 

“Coming, Aunt.” Elizabeth Bennet left her room at the Lambton Inn and descended the stairs, greeting her favorite aunt with a smile.

“Your uncle and I thought we would drive to Pemberley today and take a tour of the house and grounds,” her aunt Gardiner remarked once Lizzy joined her at the bottom of the wooden staircase.

“Pemberley?” Lizzy stilled. Of course, her aunt and uncle did not know of Mr. Darcy’s proposal at Rosings – Hunsford Parsonage, to be exact – and her refusal of it – and him. And then, upon her return home to Longbourn, the letter she had received from him – detailing his history with Mr. George Wickham – and his confession that indeed, he had interfered with the blossoming relationship between her sister Jane and Mr. Bingley.

“Yes. Although, I do not think we will see Mr. Darcy there. The inn staff said that he is not expected back from his business trip quite yet.”

“Oh.” Relief coursed through Lizzy. It should be quite safe to visit that stately home, after all.

They set off in the carriage, Lizzy admiring the bucolic scenery, so green and lush, yet there were majestic mountain peaks in the distance behind high, woody hills. Quite different to her home in Hertfordshire!

Her aunt and uncle Gardiner had invited her on a touring holiday – originally it was to be the Lakes District – but unfortunately her uncle had to return to London sooner than expected, so they had compromised by touring Derbyshire instead. 

And, since her aunt had previously lived in that area, and gave the impression she would not be averse to visiting it once more, Lizzy could hardly refuse.

She could not, of course, tell her aunt what had happened at Hunsford Parsonage – or that she wished never to see Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy again. How could she face him after his insulting proposal and her rejection of it – and him? And also, to know that she accused him of treating Mr. George Wickham badly, when in fact, based on Mr. Darcy’s letter, George Wickham was the one at fault?

Resolving not to think of such disturbing matters, Lizzy turned her attention to the countryside once more, intent on enjoying herself that day.

CHAPTER 1

A horse screamed in panic. Carriage wheels shrieked. 

She lay on the ground, flung from the overturned carriage.

Staring up at the sky, she wondered if she were in heaven. The sky was so blue – a cerulean blue with puffy white clouds – and now the air was so still – no noise at all.

Apart from her shallow breathing.

Her eyelids fluttered closed. Her head ached so. Surely her head would not ache in heaven?

***

“Miss Bennet.” A concerned male voice intruded upon her rest. The gentle touch of a hand on her arm roused her.

She blinked, the vision of a well-dressed, handsome man with dark brown hair blurrily coming into focus. Worry furrowed his brow.

Who was he talking about? She was not this Miss ... Miss Bennet. Was she? She racked her aching head but drew a blank. Surely she must know her own name?

Her eyelashes quivered shut as she concentrated, blotting everything out, apart from the brush of his fingers on her arm – that, she found very distracting.

Nothing.

“Who—” she licked her dry lips “—who is Miss Bennet?”

He looked flummoxed.

“You are,” he said after a pause. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet.” Looking behind him, he seemed to make a rapid decision. “I am Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. We have met—” crimson stained his cheeks “—previously in Hertfordshire, where you live. I was on my way home to Pemberley, here in Derbyshire, when I came across you and your companions. I’m afraid there has been a serious carriage accident.”

She looked behind him, her eyes widening. A carriage and horse was overturned on the road, and two middle-aged people lay on the ground.

“Are they all right? My ... companions?” She had no idea who they were. “The horse?”

“I have checked them and they are conscious, although there might be one or two bones broken. I propose to take you all to my home, where I will fetch the doctor. My coachman will see to the horse.”

She touched her hand to her throbbing head. 

“That is very kind of you.” She attempted a smile.

“Allow me to assist you.” He frowned. “Do you think you have any broken bones?”

Considering the question, she slowly shook her head. “I do not think so, sir. Nothing feels like that, apart from my poor head.”

“If you will permit me?” He gently touched her hair, parting it, his fingers deft and sure. “I cannot see any superficial wounds, which is good. But...” his hands dropped to his sides. “You do not seem to know who you are.”

“No,” she agreed faintly. Casting a look at the two people lying on the ground, she forced herself to remember their names. But alas, she could not.

“Come, let me help you up.” 

She sat up, relieved she could undertake such a simple task by herself. The gentleman – Mr. Darcy – placed his hand around her waist and assisted her in standing. The warmth of his hand soothed her, yet at the same time, made her senses tingle. It was most peculiar.

He helped her cross to the two people lying on the road, now groaning. 

“Lizzy!” The middle-aged lady addressed her. “Are you all right, my dear? I scarcely know what happened!”

Mr. Darcy said gravely, “I’m afraid Miss Bennet seems to have lost her memory.” 

“No!” The other woman pressed her hand to her cheek. “Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry. I am your aunt Gardiner, and this is my husband, your uncle Gardiner.” She gestured to the man lying near her on the road. 

Her uncle Gardiner gave her a feeble wave.

“Forgive me, ma’am,” Mr. Darcy said to Mrs. Gardiner. “I am Mr. Darcy of Pemberley. My estate is not far from here. My coachman and I will help you into my carriage, and we will go to Pemberley directly.” 

“It is very kind of you, sir,” her aunt Gardiner said. “We thank you.”

“It is nothing.” Mr. Darcy attempted to wave off her thanks. “Anyone would do the same.”

Was her name really Elizabeth Bennet? And her nickname Lizzy?

The woman who called herself her aunt Gardiner looked kind and friendly. So, too, did her apparent uncle Gardiner, although he groaned in pain once more.

She watched Mr. Darcy and his coachman assist her aunt into the upright carriage, then return for her uncle.

“Can you remember anything, Miss Bennet?” Mr. Darcy asked, returning to assist her into the fine carriage.

“No, I’m afraid not.” She shook her head in denial, wincing as the throbbing started once more.

“Please, do not alarm yourself.” He handed her into the coach, his strong hand sure and firm, yet gentle. 

As she seated herself against the plush cushioning, she noticed her uncle’s arm dangling uselessly by his side. Was his arm broken?

“Indeed, I fear it is, Lizzy.” The man who was her uncle Gardiner confirmed her fear. “Broken, and quite hopeless at the moment.”

“I’m sure the doctor will be able to fix it, my dear.” Her aunt Gardiner laid a comforting hand on his good arm. 

“I should never have driven the carriage.” Her uncle shook his head. “I just hope the horse does not pay the price for my vanity.”

“You are quite a good driver and you know it,” Aunt Gardiner soothed him. Turning to Mr. Darcy, she added, “We thought it a fine notion to drive ourselves today. Mr. Gardiner is quite an accomplished driver, although he has not driven for a few years. But the other carriage—” she shuddered in remembered horror “—did not seem to have a care for anyone else using the road. Why, it did not even stop to see if were all right. And, as you can see from my husband – and Lizzy, who does not know who she is – we are not fine!”

For a moment, she – Lizzy – wondered if Mr. Darcy had been the culprit – the occupant of the other coach – and had returned to make peace with his conscience. But if it was so, wouldn’t her aunt have recognized his carriage as being the same one that had caused the accident?

“It looked quite a rackety coach,” her uncle Gardiner said thoughtfully. “Perhaps they had a reason not to stop and help us.”

So it was not Mr. Darcy who was at fault. She did not know why, but she was glad.

From the coach window, she saw Mr. Darcy’s coachman assist the horse to stand, and run his hands over the creature’s trembling limbs. She just hoped the horse was not suffering in any way.

“The horse seems all right, sir.” The large, jovial looking coachman peered in the window. “Had a bit of a fright, like, but I think he’ll come good.”

“Thank you, John,” Mr. Darcy said to his employee. “Do you think he will be able to make it back to Pemberley if he follows the carriage?”

“I reckon so, sir.” The coachman nodded.

A few minutes later, John Coachman sprang into the driver’s seat. “I’ll take it slow and steady, sir,” he called out.

“Good man,” Mr. Darcy replied.

After the initial jolt, the carriage glided forward smoothly. Craning her neck, Lizzy saw from the coach window the horse plodding along behind, tied with one of the reins from the now broken carriage her uncle had driven. 

She noticed her aunt constantly touching her ribs. 

“Are you all right ... Aunt?”

The other woman winced. “I’m sure I’ll be fine, Lizzy. No need to worry.”

“I shall have the doctor attend to you as soon as he arrives,” Mr. Darcy assured her. “And to your husband and Miss Bennet.” He looked at all of them in concern.

“We greatly appreciate your help,” her aunt Gardiner replied with a wan smile.

“Yes, you are most kind, sir,” Mr. Gardiner murmured, sinking back against the cushioned padding of the coach. “Most kind.” Pain flashed across his face.

Why could she not remember? Lizzy wracked her brain, over and over, during the drive to Mr. Darcy’s home, but her mind was a complete blank. She could not remember anything at all, apart from Mr. Darcy calling her Miss Bennet and rousing her from her state of unconsciousness. 

Was she a respectable person? A kind person? Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner seemed to be of good character, which was a relief. She looked down at her gown, a green and white muslin with matching spencer, just now noticing she clutched a reticule in her hand. 

Did she have other family? Or did she live with the Gardiners? Where did they live in Hertfordshire, as Mr. Darcy had told her? 

“We are almost at Pemberley, Miss Bennet,” Mr. Darcy’s voice broke into her thoughts, almost as if he sensed the questions she pondered. “I shall send for the doctor immediately.”

“Thank you, sir.” She smiled at him, noting, not for the first time, what a handsome man he was. His shirt and waistcoat seemed to be of the first stare, and his breeches and boots were made of superior materials. In fact, everything about him spoke of good breeding and wealth. The carriage was luxurious and seemed to be well maintained, and the way the coachman had spoken to him, with deference and respect, implied that Mr. Darcy was a good employer.

Was he also a good man?

Although most people would stop to help victims of a carriage accident – apart from those individuals who had apparently helped cause it in the first place – there was an expression of concern in Mr. Darcy’s demeanor that seemed a little more than she would expect from a stranger.

But were they strangers?

Had not Mr. Darcy said they had met before – in Hertfordshire? Where she lived? Perhaps if she asked him for more particulars of their first meeting, it would assist her memory.

“Mr. Darcy, you said we met before – in Hertfordshire. How, exactly?”

A faint flush swept his brow.

“It was at an assembly at Meryton. I was there with my friend Mr. Bingley, and his two sisters.”

She searched her mind, but nothing he spoke of seemed familiar.

The rhythmic clip clop of the horses’ hooves as the carriage glided smoothly along the road did nothing to help her memory either.

“I’m afraid I cannot recall, sir,” she admitted.

A flicker of what could be relief passed across his face. But why
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