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      The lights inside of The Gooseberry Inn were dim as the winter sun set only an hour ago. The small Meryton inn was a popular place for the local residents to stop after a busy day of work and have a beer or gin. It was rare for a stranger to be spotted at The Gooseberry, even though they had small rooms for anyone passing through town. Visitors to Meryton were more likely to stay at The Meryton Inn, as it had a more comforting, welcoming sort of appeal... 

      Which is why it was so unexpected for the regular Gooseberry visitors to see the unfamiliar man sitting at the bar, causing quite the ruckus.

      “Another beer, barkeep! And a round for the others! We are celebrating my recent good fortune!”

      The owner of The Gooseberry Inn, a man named Marley, gave the boisterous stranger another mug of beer but did so begrudgingly. He did not trust this loud braggadocio to pay his own tab, let alone a tab for the entire bar. 

      “Oi, you right bull calf. I would prefer if you tossed a few shillings my way before you go being generous with my beer.”

      The man let out a booming laugh that practically shook the bottles of gin on the wall behind them. The whole of The Gooseberry Inn went silent and watched the man with suspicious eyes. While strangers passed through Meryton with some measure of regularity, there seemed to be a silent agreement amongst the patrons that this man was not to be trusted. However, if he was aware of this, he gave no indication. Instead, he continued to laugh as he slammed his fist on the bar.

      “You have no need to worry, barkeep. I have my very own farm in this very town with quite the yearly income. I will keep you in business once I evict the current tenants! You will see. Old Roydon Fowler will be your very best customer.”

      Marley stared at him as he cleaned a glass. As the owner of an inn in a small town, there was little going on in Meryton that he did not hear about as soon as it happened. There were no farms for sale in Meryton or anywhere surrounding it, and no one had died since last spring. Marley could smell a liar from two towns away and this Roydon Fowler fellow appeared to be quite the swindler. He did not trust him, farm or not.

      “Mr. Roydon Fowler,” said Marley, “I do not give away my beer on time. If it is in your gut, you need to pay me for it.”

      The man sighed and reached into his coat pocket, then dropped a handful of pennies and pence on the bar, mixed with bits of string and paper. Marley sighed and tossed the trash to the floor. There was hardly enough money there to cover half of what this Mr. Fowler drank.

      “No more for you, Fowler and I am starting you a tab, sir. Tabs must be paid by the end of each month or you will be forbidden to enter The Gooseberry Inn again. Do we understand one another, Fowler?”

      The bulbous man laughed once again, stood up from the stool he had occupied for hours, and tipped his hat.

      “I will return with the remainder and more, good sir. A pleasant evening to you and your patrons!”

      Roydon Fowler stumbled through the doors of The Gooseberry Inn and out into the streets of Meryton. He may not have obtained lodgings for the night, but soon, it would not matter. He would have a warm comfortable house on a farm with a whole staff of servants.

      All he had to do was evict those wretched Darcys from Maplewood. Then it would all be his.
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      “Darling! We are here, at last!” Elizabeth said as she glowed with joy. 

      They were in the carriage for days, traveling with their infant twins, George and Emma. The trip from Pemberley was long for all of them but none more so than the babies, who had not yet spent so much time away from their home. Mrs. Bennet convinced them to come back to Meryton for Christmas, which thrilled Elizabeth to no end because that meant they could return to her beloved Maplewood. Neriffe, her favorite horse, rode confidently beside them as they arrived in front of Maplewood Manor.

      Mrs. Nicholas, their housekeeper at the farm, was already outside and waving at them. Jasper, the stablehand, was waiting to take Neriffe to the stable, but Elizabeth couldn't wait to introduce them to her babies. The small staff at Maplewood was like their family now and she missed them dearly when they were at Pemberley.

      Elizabeth practically leapt from the coach with baby George in her arms and Mrs. Nichols rushed toward her.

      “Oh, dear. Let me have those little ones, Mrs. Darcy! We must get them out of this biting cold and in front of the nice warm fire. We have prepared the house for the children, Jasper and me. Your return has been the talk of Meryton!”

      Darcy walked up from behind Elizabeth holding Emma.

      “I am not sure that is positive news, Mrs. Nichols. That means we must prepare the house for visitors, and many of them.”

      The housekeeper laughed with delight as she took one baby in each arm.

      “Nary a household in Meryton will miss a chance to meet these beautiful angels. Jasper, will you assist the Darcys with their trunks while I get these little ones warm?”

      Jasper, who appeared beleaguered already, rolled his eyes as he pulled the trunks from the top of the coach.

      “She has been unbearable for the last week, Mrs Darcy. She has talked of nothing but those babies. She even made them little Christmas gifts. I hope I did not ruin a surprise, but as they were for the children…”

      Elizabeth patted him on the shoulder as she retrieved a small bag of the babies’ toys from the coach.

      “We will act as shocked as we are able, Jasper. Thank you for your assistance with our things, and Neriffe. I was wondering… have my parents been to Maplewood at all in the last fortnight?”

      She was worried about her father and mother traveling in the cold weather, even though Maplewood was not far from Longbourn. Were they to be caught in a sudden snowstorm… 

      Elizabeth could not even bear the thought.

      “No, ma’am. Though Mrs. Bennet has sent along several letters. In fact, our only visitor has been the milkman and the gentleman from the post. Those letters are on Mr. Darcy’s desk.”

      Darcy shook Jasper’s hand.

      “Good man, Jasper. Go to the kitchen and have a cup of tea and something to eat. You have worked hard these last few weeks and I release you from your duties for the night.”

      Jasper fidgeted with the hat he was holding in his hands. “No, sir, that would not be proper…”

      “I insist on it, Jasper! Enjoy a quiet night in front of the fire. I will see you in the morning to go over the particulars of the farm from when we were away.”

      Jasper nodded with a small but grateful smile and disappeared into the house. Elizabeth turned to her husband, her heart filled with adoration for him.

      “You are happy to be back at Maplewood. That means you will have to tend to the horses tonight.”

      He kissed his wife on the forehead.

      “A small price to pay for a hard working man’s happiness. Come, my dear. Let us see how our little ones are faring in their second home.”
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      Much to his surprise, Darcy had come to love his wife’s small inherited farm. As soon as they stepped across the threshold, he felt a calm that he did not feel at Pemberley, though he loved his ancestral home as well. At Maplewood, there was little he needed to tend to, and that meant he could simply enjoy the peace of the country with his wife and now, his children. Once the horror with Anne de Bourgh and her mother was settled, and Anne promised to leave his family alone, life had been bliss.

      The babies seemed to grow like flowers in the garden, blooming more and more each day. Georgie could laugh and crawl about the nursery and Emma would call for her “dada” from across Pemberley. He took great pleasure in watching his children play and learn. 

      It was not so very long ago that he was not even sure he wanted a family, but now he could not imagine his life without them. It was a sort of perfection he did not anticipate. Simply the sight of his wife and children happy would make his heart swell with joy.

      “Will! Come see what Mrs. Nichols did for the babies! It’s so lovely!”

      Darcy followed the sound of his wife’s voice to what used to be a small guest room in the back of the house. Now, it was a lovely little nursery, with two matching cradles that had each baby’s name carved into the end. There were toys everywhere and little paintings on the walls. It seemed as if everyone had already made themselves quite at home. The twins were already sitting on the floor, playing contentedly with a set of small wooden animals.

      “The beds are beautiful, Mrs. Nichols! Whenever did you find them?” Darcy asked as he ran his fingers along the smooth wood.

      She beamed with an unexpected pride.

      “Jasper made them, sir. He fashioned them from wood from the forests that surround the farm. We thought it would be special for them. And you, of course.”

      Elizabeth threw her arms around Mrs. Nichols, her eyes filled with tears.

      “You and Jasper are wonderful. We will be sure to thank him when we see him next.”

      Darcy knelt down next to the babies and made one of the bears nuzzle against Emma’s cheek.

      “Yes, Mrs. Nichols. This will be wonderful for the children. We are most grateful.”

      The housekeeper also had tears in her eyes that she hastily wiped away.

      “Happy to do it, Mr. Darcy. Mrs. Darcy. I must… prepare for supper. I am sure you would like to rest. And the little ones must need a nap.”

      Elizabeth nodded as she picked up George and Darcy reached for Emma, then they placed them gently in their new cribs. Both babies fussed for a moment and then fell right asleep, likely exhausted from their journey. Mrs. Nichols excused herself, leaving the proud parents in the company of their sleeping children.

      Once they stepped out of the room, Darcy took Elizabeth into his arms.

      “Happy to be home, darling?”

      “Thrilled,” she said with a sigh. 

      Darcy could not help but agree with her. This was going to be a truly lovely Christmas.

    

  

OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/christmasatmaplewood.jpg





OEBPS/images/daisy-chain-publishing.jpg





