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      "A man like Mr. Darcy will never marry. Is there a woman in the whole of England who could thaw his frozen heart?"

      As the New Year begins, Elizabeth Bennet carries many cares on her shoulders. Her dear father is ill, her youngest sister has fled abroad in most unsuitable company, and her mother has taken to her bed. Jane is now a married woman, and Mr. Bennet declares Lizzy is "the only sensible creature left at Longbourn". She holds the family together, with good humour and patience. But the strain is undeniable.

      At Mrs. Bingley's first ball, Mr. Darcy's tactless remarks make a bad situation worse. Elizabeth resolves never to waste another moment in the company of one so arrogant. Does the man have no compassion or emotion at all?

      It is most unfortunate that they are snowed in together at Netherfield that very evening.

      When a crisis hits the Bennets, Elizabeth must reassess everything she thought she knew. Is it too late for her to secure her family's future?

      And will Mr. Darcy reveal his true character at last?
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      To Win a Frozen Heart is set in the world of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, using Miss Austen’s own characters.

      A handful of side characters have been devised especially for this story and do not appear in Miss Austen’s original text.

      This book is written in British English, using British English spellings and grammar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

    

    
      
        Your Next Read: Back in Time for Darcy

      

      
        Mr. Darcy In Love

      

      
        Marrying Mr. Darcy

      

      
        Coming Soon: The Darcy Bureau of Investigation

      

      
        Please Join Me At The Salon

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Books by Clara Winfield

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do stop fussing, Lizzy. I am not in need of a nurse just yet.”

      Elizabeth adjusted Mr. Bennet’s pillows anyway. She stood back then and surveyed the frail old man before her.

      “Very well, Father. I shall leave you to read in peace. But be sure to ring the bell if you need anything. I have instructed the servants to fetch me at once, if you should feel—” She hesitated. “If your health worsens.”

      “Fiddlesticks. I shall be up and about in no time, Lizzy. Mark my words. You know, I’ve never had a day’s illness in my life. This chill will pass quickly.”

      Mr. Bennet opened his leather-bound book and turned his attention away from his daughter. He had always prided himself on having a strong constitution, capable of repelling any malady. Indeed, he frequently insisted to his family that he had never succumbed to a single cough or cold since the day he was born.

      Elizabeth doubted the truth of this, and rather suspected his memory had grown hazy over the years. Yet it was certainly true that her father had never been restricted to his bed by the doctor before. Neither had Mr. Bennet ever found the simple tasks of daily life difficult, until that morning three weeks ago, when Kitty had found him lying on his side on the sitting-room rug. He had explained that he had been on his way to sit by the fire, and had tripped over something. Yet Elizabeth had checked the room afterwards, and had found no hazard that could have tripped him.

      As she reached the doorway, her father called after her.

      “Whatever you do, don’t let Mary come upstairs and sing to me again. If anything is likely to finish me off, it will be one of Mary’s tuneless arias.”

      “I shall do my best to dissuade her,” Elizabeth said, closing the door behind her with a smile.

      Downstairs, a welcome surprise awaited her in the drawing room.

      “Jane! How wonderful to see you again so soon!”

      The sisters embraced. Elizabeth immediately felt the cares of the day lifting off her. It was always pleasing to see her beloved Jane. The Bennets and the Bingleys had celebrated the New Year together just two days ago, but Jane and Elizabeth still had plenty to talk about. They always did.

      “Mr. Bingley is attending to some business on the estate, so I took the chaise on a whim. I had been hoping for an opportunity to see you once again, my dear Lizzy. I had hoped we might find a quiet spot for a conversation.”

      “And I am very glad you came. Shall we take a stroll around the gardens?”

      Jane laughed. “Heavens, no! The north wind is bitingly cold today. Much too cold for a walk.”

      “Is it?” Elizabeth glanced out of the window. She hadn’t noticed the iron-grey sky and the bending of the young tree saplings. Now she saw what her sister meant. As she turned back from the window, she caught Jane frowning.

      “If another of us should fall ill this week, it would be a disaster.”

      Elizabeth turned this statement over in her mind. “It would be unfortunate during any week, surely?”

      “Oh, Lizzy.” Jane took her sister’s hand. “Have you forgotten so soon? The Twelfth Night ball is in three days’ time. It will be my first ball as the lady of the house. And it is to be our last social event at Netherfield before we return to London for the remainder of the winter. I really must be in full health to undertake my duties as hostess.” Jane looked at her lap, her face troubled. “In truth, I am somewhat nervous about the responsibility. There is much to oversee.”

      Elizabeth squeezed Jane’s hand and shot her an apologetic look. “Forgive me, Jane. I do not know how I could have forgotten. Please do not worry, though. The ball will run like clockwork. I’m sure of it.”

      “You are distracted with domestic matters, are you not?” Jane smoothed one of Elizabeth’s more unruly curls off her face. “It must be very different at Longbourn with just three sisters remaining. I expect Mary and Kitty look to you for all sorts of help and advice.”

      Elizabeth sighed. “Hardly. Mary and Kitty think I am a boring old maid with no sense of humour. They choose not to spend much time in my company these days. Plenty of giggling girls their own age in Meryton to talk to, you see.”

      “They must miss Lydia.”

      “They do. We all do.” Elizabeth’s nagging sense of worry about Lydia grew stronger each hour that they did not hear from her. “She is a silly girl at times, but she has never failed to return on time from a friend’s house before. We are told she is travelling in their company and just omitted to ask Father’s proper permission, but it is unsettling. At some point, we may need to send someone to find and retrieve her.”

      “And Father? Is the doctor still concerned about him?”

      “Yes. I’m afraid Father is sicker than he admits. And Mamma is still in a foul temper about Lydia. She has not left her bedchamber since we returned from Netherfield on New Year’s Day.”

      “Oh dear. Is Mamma sick, as well as furious?”

      Elizabeth gave a wry smile. “No. I think she just wants to demonstrate to the whole village how terribly she takes the news of Lydia’s escape.”

      “Escape! Lizzy, you make it sound as though you are all living in a prison.”

      Elizabeth pondered this. “Well, I suppose I don’t feel entirely at liberty. I cannot avoid thinking about what will happen to the family if Father—” She could not finish.

      Jane understood. She took her sister’s hand, and gave it a squeeze.

      “Try not to think of that, dearest Lizzy. Father is far too stubborn to give in to any disease. I’m sure he will recover swiftly. And Mother will soon come to terms with Lydia’s irresponsible behaviour, once she returns, and will resume her normal activities.”

      “I hope so.” Elizabeth settled down by the fireside with Jane. “Now tell me all about married life, Mrs. Bingley. We could not speak privately two days ago. I simply must hear everything.”

      Jane’s cheeks flushed a little. “It is most agreeable, Lizzy.”

      “And three months on, is Mr. Bingley everything you hoped he would be?”

      “Everything and more.”

      Jane’s eyes sparkled when she spoke of her new husband. Elizabeth wondered if she would ever meet a gentleman who made her eyes sparkle like that. She could not imagine it.

      “Have Mr. Bingley’s sisters been at Netherfield this week?”

      “No. The Hursts have no plans to come down to the country for Twelfth Night, as far as I know. And Miss Bingley prefers to remain in London whenever possible. I do not know if any of them will attend the Netherfield ball. They have not notified me of their intentions.”

      The sisters exchanged a look. Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley could be difficult, and Elizabeth was glad to hear that Jane would not be required to deal with them too frequently in daily life.

      “Well, that is all for the best, I am sure.”

      “Yes, it probably is. We have plenty to do, and many guests arriving over the next two days. This evening, we have visitors arriving from Derbyshire.”

      “Indeed? Are they friends of Mr. Bingley?”

      “Yes. A gentleman and his sister, named Mr. and Miss Darcy. Mr. Bingley speaks so highly of Mr. Darcy that I am sure he will make excellent company. The Darcys will remain at Netherfield for the ball, and then we shall all travel back to London together. It will be splendid.”

      “If Mr. Darcy happens to be an unmarried gentleman, you had better keep him away from Mary. She is convinced she is to be the next Bennet sister to be wed. I rather think she has dismissed me as a hopeless case.”

      They laughed.

      “On the contrary, Lizzy. I wondered if perhaps Mr. Darcy might turn out to be a suitable match for you.”

      Elizabeth was astonished, and quite forgot what else she had meant to ask her sister. “Goodness, Jane! I have yet to meet the man. Have you even been introduced to the Darcys?”

      “Not yet. But if my husband favours Mr. Darcy, I am inclined to think him a very pleasant fellow indeed. And there is the small matter of his fortune.” She cleared her throat, as though bashful for a moment. “I know you do not care for talk of money, and ordinarily neither do I. But Mr. Darcy is certainly able to support a wife. That is a consideration worth noting.”

      Elizabeth looked out of the window again. Light flakes of snow had begun to fall. They did not settle, but melted as they touched the ground. Even without carpeting the lawn, they did bring to Lizzy’s attention just how cold it was outside that day.

      “I promise I shall be very polite to him when we meet, Jane. And I shall not rule him out completely, if he proves to be an amiable sort. Will that do?”

      “Perfect, Lizzy. I could ask for no more.” Jane sat forward on the edge of her chair. “I must soon call my maid and return to Netherfield, before this weather gets worse. But there is one other thing I wished to speak to you about, beloved sister.”

      “What is it?” Elizabeth scanned her sister’s face for signs of worry, but there were none. If anything, Jane looked happier than ever.

      Jane opened her mouth, then closed it again. She seemed to be having trouble phrasing what she wanted to say. Her hands rested absent-mindedly on her abdomen, as she grappled for words.

      Something dawned on Elizabeth. She gasped, and grabbed Jane’s hands in her own.

      “Jane! You’re not… Are you?”

      “Possibly,” Jane said, unable to hide her smile.

      “Are you with child?”

      “I believe so,” Jane whispered. Tears of joy glinted in the corners of her eyes. “Please do not tell a soul, Lizzy. We cannot make a formal announcement for some time yet.”

      “Oh, Jane!” Elizabeth leaped from her chair and kissed her sister. She felt tears prickle in her own eyes too.

      All Jane had ever wanted was to be a wife and mother, and her dreams were all coming true, one by one. It was such glorious news.

      “I am so happy for you,” she said, kissing her sister’s cheek again. “So very happy. You deserve this joy, Jane. You both do. I promise I will not tell anyone.”

      “Thank you, dearest Lizzy.” Jane looked as though she might burst with happiness. “And I am sure it will not be long before we find you a gentleman of your very own. ”

      Elizabeth smiled at her sister, but privately she doubted it. She had never received a proposal, and she could not imagine that would change. There were never any suitable single gentlemen around Meryton, or the surrounding areas. Even in London, when visiting her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner, she had very rarely met a man worth talking to for long. If any one of them happened to seem interesting, he soon proved himself to be wholly unsuitable in various other ways. Elizabeth had lost faith in the entire institution of marriage.

      For her part, their mother had all but given up hope of Elizabeth marrying. Her younger sisters considered her past her prime. At twenty-one, and with no suitors, they considered that she was already on the shelf. Now it seemed their youngest sister may yet bring shame on the family.

      Lydia had disappeared with a female friend, of course, but the whiff of possible scandal lingered over the whole affair. Lydia was not blessed with the most astute common sense. She could easily have been talked into something illicit, and then what? None of the Bennets would put it past her. Thank goodness she did not have a suitor, Elizabeth thought. It would be almost impossible for any of them to seal an engagement while Lydia’s whereabouts remained uncertain.

      But Elizabeth did not want to spoil Jane’s happy mood by disagreeing with her about finding a gentleman of her own.

      “Yes, perhaps,” she replied at last. “Perhaps I shall find my own perfect match at Netherfield, Jane. Just as you did.”

      Jane called her maid up from downstairs and sent her to notify the coachman that they were leaving.

      “Oh Lizzy, will you come to Netherfield tomorrow, to help me plan the party games? I shall send a carriage for you at noon, if you agree. It would be most useful to have a second pair of eyes.”

      “If Father is well enough,” Elizabeth said, “and if Mamma can spare me, I should be glad to. But I shall come in our own carriage, for yours may all be needed by your guests.”

      “As you wish.”

      The two sisters embraced again.

      “Goodbye until tomorrow, Lizzy.” Jane’s maid slipped her travelling cloak over her shoulders, and she pulled it across herself. “I look forward to spending time with you then.” Her eyes shone.

      Elizabeth had never seen her sister looking more radiant. She watched from the window as Jane’s carriage left the driveway.

      The horses’ hooves drummed away gradually, as the snow swirled around Longbourn.
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      The next morning, Mr. Bennet was well enough to leave his bed and read by the fire in the library, with a rug over his lap. At long last, Elizabeth was content to leave the house. She left instructions with the servants to send word to her at Netherfield if she were needed.

      Mrs. Bennet remained in her own bedchamber, which adjoined her husband’s. Elizabeth wondered how her mother was feeling. It was quite unlike her mother to spend any time at all being quiet and reflective. Perhaps she really was unwell?

      After a moment’s hesitation, Elizabeth decided to put her head around her mother’s door. She would check how Mrs. Bennet was feeling, and gauge whether there was anything to worry about.

      Fortunately, she found her mother so talkative and full of righteous indignation at Lydia’s behaviour that Elizabeth had no further concerns for her health.

      Mary and Kitty agreed they would sit with Mr. Bennet while working on their embroidery, at least until dinner time.

      “And Father, you must return to your bed for a rest in the late afternoon. The doctor insisted that you take as much time to recover as you need.”

      “Very well, dear.” Mr. Bennet did not even try to protest. Elizabeth was glad.

      “I shall fetch you your choice of book when you awaken,” promised Mary.

      “That will be lovely,” Elizabeth said. “But remember that it is important that we keep Father in a fully relaxed state. For example, you must not excite him with any music.” She glanced conspiratorially at her father, whose pale blue eyes twinkled back at her.

      Mary nodded solemnly. “Of course. I promise I will follow the doctor’s instructions. No music for you, Father, until you are a great deal better. I know you will be sorry for it, but we must make you well again.”

      Mr. Bennet winked at Elizabeth. “Very well. I shall do my best to bear the disappointment.”

      As a result of all her preparation, Elizabeth was confident that the household would run smoothly in her absence. The day would pass without a hitch. She was not needed.

      When the carriage had been prepared and brought to the front of the house, she felt quite content to climb inside it with her maid. Now she could travel the three miles to Netherfield without worrying about her family.

      The weather was still very cold, but the sky was a clear soft blue, and there was no more snow. Crossing the countryside was straightforward, except at one point on a narrow lane when the horses slowed down considerably.

      “Is everything all right?” Elizabeth called out to the driver.

      “Ice on the road, ma’am. Can’t drive the horses too harshly. Won’t do no one no good.”

      “Of course. I quite agree.”

      Fortunately, the rest of the journey passed without any further hitch. Before long, they were at Netherfield.

      Loud chatter rang out from the hallway as Elizabeth and her maid stepped through the heavy oak front door. The house was a whirl of activity. It seemed there were people everywhere. Smartly-dressed manservants traipsed up the grand staircase, carrying huge trunks.

      Elizabeth passed her cloak to a servant, while her own maid made her way downstairs to the staff quarters.

      “Miss Bennet!” called a familiar voice.

      It was Miss Bingley, who was back at Netherfield most unexpectedly. Her elder sister Mrs. Hurst was at her side, and so was another young woman Elizabeth did not recognise.

      Elizabeth’s heart sank. Mr. Bingley’s sisters had arrived in time for the ball after all. What a pity.

      As always, Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst were very smartly dressed, and immaculately groomed. Elizabeth felt they were looking down their noses at her, as they always did. She lifted her chin and gave them the breeziest smile she could manage.

      “What a pleasant surprise, Miss Bingley,” Elizabeth said. “And Mrs. Hurst too. How lovely to see you both again.”

      Miss Bingley gave a fleeting, insincere smile. All three women curtseyed, and Miss Bingley pushed forward the unknown young woman.

      “Miss Bennet, allow me to present Miss Carrington, of Lincolnshire. Jemima, this is Miss Bennet, Mrs. Bingley’s unmarried sister. Now, Miss Bennet lives in a little house three miles hence, all crammed in with her huge family. They manage terribly well, in the circumstances.” She gave a tinkling little laugh.

      Elizabeth ignored the mocking tone in Miss Bingley’s voice as she emphasised Elizabeth’s unmarried status and the meagre size of her house. It was tempting to bite back with a cutting remark, but Elizabeth resisted the urge. She resolved to stay pleasant to all three ladies, for Jane’s sake.

      Miss Carrington curtseyed, and gave a weak smile.

      The poor thing looked miserable. Elizabeth noted her trembling hands and felt sorry for her. She could only have been around twenty-three or twenty-four, yet she carried a weariness much older than her years. Her mousy-brown hair and watery-blue eyes gave her a washed-out look, like old linen which had faded in sunlight.

      Mrs. Hurst took up the story. “Our fathers met at school, and were firm friends all their lives. We grew up almost as sisters, did we not Jemima?”

      Elizabeth found this surprising, as she had never heard Miss Carrington’s name mentioned before by her sisters-in-law. However, she said nothing to contradict Mrs. Hurst.

      “And how is Mr. Hurst?” Elizabeth said to his wife, when the conversation paused.

      “Oh, Mr. Hurst is away again, for at least a few more days. I shall just have to soldier on without him. Shan’t I, dear?” She smiled at Miss Bingley.

      “Indeed you shall, sister.” They both looked perfectly content with the situation. Elizabeth wondered if they might not actually prefer it this way.

      At that moment, Jane appeared in the hallway too, her arms full of mistletoe sprigs. She smiled when she saw Elizabeth, and then stopped suddenly in the middle of the floor when she spotted her sisters-in-law. It seemed that their arrival had come as a surprise to Jane too.
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      With haste, Jane handed her armful of greenery to a footman. He removed it at once.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Hurst. Good afternoon Miss Bingley.” Jane cleared her throat and curtseyed to her sisters-in-law. “Please forgive my unkempt appearance. I was gathering greenery for the ballroom, and I did not know we would have the pleasure of your company today.”

      Miss Bingley’s smile was fixed and artificial. “Did Charles not tell you we were coming? Silly man. You’d think he’d have had the decency to tell you.”

      “Yes,” agreed Mrs. Hurst. “What was he thinking?”

      Elizabeth wondered if Miss Bingley or Mrs. Hurst had really told their brother of their intentions. She did not like to think ill of anyone without proof, but she rather suspected they had made the journey without notice to anyone. But that was impossible to verify.

      Regardless of the facts of the matter, Miss Bingley was obviously determined to blame Mr. Bingley for the lack of communication. Nobody could contradict her without insulting her. Elizabeth knew Jane would take the information at face value. She never seemed to spot it when people were stretching the truth.

      Jane faltered. “Mr. Bingley has been very busy this morning. I expect he⁠—”

      “We have brought a friend with us too,” Miss Bingley said hurriedly, as though her sister-in-law had not spoken. “Mrs. Bingley, please allow me to present Miss Carrington.”

      Among the curtseys and greetings, Mrs. Hurst looked around with a faintly appalled expression. “I do
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