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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      “Elizabeth Bennet, please come collect this child from under my feet!”

      Mrs. Bennet was in the Longbourn kitchen, trying to assist their housekeeper, Mrs. Hill, as they prepared supper for Christmas Eve. This would be their first holiday together as a family since dear Lydia’s untimely passing the summer before. Their mother seemed determined to avoid any trace of sadness, especially for the sake of Lydia’s little daughter, Helena. 

      When Lydia and her husband George Wickham died in a carriage accident, it fell to Elizabeth to take on Helena’s care. As Elizabeth was meant to marry Wendell Davis in the new year, it seemed only natural that Helena become Elizabeth’s ward. Jane and Charles were expecting their first child in the spring, Mary moved to America the year before, and Kitty could not be trusted to tend to anyone but herself. Elizabeth welcomed the opportunity to care for her niece, whom she loved dearly.

      Wendell, on the other hand, was still adjusting to the idea of being a father to another man’s child.

      Elizabeth was engaged in hanging garland with her father and could not get to the kitchen.

      “Wendell, dear, could you find Helena before she drives mama mad?”

      Wendell, who was reading a paper in the corner, looked up with disinterest. “I will be on the lookout for her. I am sure Mrs. Hill has matters well in hand.”

      Unfortunately, it became clear that Mrs. Hill did not. When Mrs. Bennet had recruited the housekeeper to assist her in the kitchen; they both ceased to pay attention to Helena. Suddenly, the door to the butler’s pantry opened and Elizabeth turned to see a little girl with blond ringlets, a smudge of dirt on her cheek, and one of her shoes unaccounted for.

      “Helena!” Elizabeth gasped as she set the garland on the floor. “Where is your shoe? And more importantly, where is your grandmama?”

      Helena’s big blue eyes filled with tears.

      Elizabeth took the little girl by the hand and led her to a stool. She picked up her missing shoe from the floor and dusted it off, then took a brush from her pocket to slick down Helena’s curls. She was just about to brush the dirt from Helena's cheek when Elizabeth turned to find her mother staring at her in horror.

      “Where has that child been?” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed. “She is dirty! She needs to be washed! Elizabeth, I will not have her in the house on Christmas looking like that.”

      “I will take her to the nursery and wash her, mama. Do not worry yourself. Go help Mrs. Hill.”

      Elizabeth picked up the little girl and made her way toward the stairs.

      “I sent Mrs. Hill to the dairy to fetch more cream for the pudding!” Mrs. Bennet called after her. “Helena, are you hungry? Do you want a biscuit?”

      Helena nodded and smiled at her grandmother. In the meantime, Elizabeth took the little girl up to the nursery. It had been her father's den for many years. However, he moved his things downstairs to make room for the new nursery that Helena would share with Charles and Jane's baby when they visited Longbourn.

      Elizabeth played with Helena while she scrubbed her, wiped her feet, changed her clothing, and brushed her hair. Once they were finished, she looked every bit the picture of a young girl ready for Christmas. Elizabeth was certain her mother would be pleased. She carried Helena back downstairs and found her father sitting by the fire, sipping a glass of port wine.

      “Well, well, well,” Mr. Bennet said as his daughter and granddaughter entered the room. “My favorite girls have returned.”

      “Helena looks beautiful, does she not?” Elizabeth asked. “Your grandmama is in the kitchen, love.”

      Helena ran off to her grandmother once again, leaving Elizabeth alone with her father for the first time in ages. She smiled at Mr. Bennet as he poured her her own glass of port.

      “Mama sent Mrs. Hill all the way to the dairy to fetch the cream for the holiday pudding? Did she not remember to purchase it yesterday at the market?”

      Mr. Bennet laughed.

      “I daresay Mrs. Hill has her hands full tonight. I think we should join mama in the kitchen.”

      Elizabeth followed her father. When they arrived, she found Helena standing by the stove with her grandmother. Mrs. Hill had a bowl of pudding in her hands, but no sign of the cream. The housekeeper spread her hands out before her, as if to say there was nothing she could do.

      “Mrs. Hill,” Mrs. Bennet said, “tell your story again.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Mrs. Hill cleared her throat. “I went to the dairy to fetch the cream for your pudding, as you asked. As I was leaving the dairy, I ran directly into Mrs. Cole, the housekeeper at Netherfield. She informed me that Fitzwilliam Darcy has come to stay, and will be joining Mr. and Mrs. Bingley when they come to Longbourn tonight! ”

      Mrs. Bennet glared at her husband. "Did you know about Mr. Bennet?"

      "I did not. I certainly would have mentioned it if I did."

      Then she turned to Elizabeth, who certainly did not know Darcy was in Meryton. She had done well to avoid him for the last several years and did not wish to renew their acquaintance now... especially while Wendell was at Longbourn.

      "Mama, if I knew Fitzwilliam Darcy was here, do you not think I would have told you?"

      Mr. Bennet held up his hand. "I do not understand. What does that have to do with the cream for the pudding?"

      "I told you." Mrs. Hill said. "I ran directly into Mrs. Cole and spilled the cream. The farmer had no more on hand."

      Elizabeth picked up Helena before she could get her hands in the flour and make a mess of her clean dress. If Fitzwilliam Darcy was coming to Longbourn, it truly would be an unforgettable Christmas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Fitzwilliam Darcy paced the study of Netherfield in frustration. Charles Bingley sipped a cup of tea without a care in the world as his friend traced a trail of his worry in the rug. He did not intend to trick Darcy when he invited his oldest friend to visit for holidays, but when his wife suggested they spend Christmas with his in-laws, he could not come up with a plausible reason to say no.

      “Charles,” Darcy said when he finally ceased pacing. “When I accepted your invitation to Meryton for the holiday, I did so under the assumption we would spend Christmas at your home. Not Longbourn. You know the Bennet family tires me. And there are so many of those Bennet girls!”

      Jane appeared in the doorway and coughed lightly.

      “As a matter of fact, the only sister still at Longbourn is Elizabeth, and that will not be the case much longer. There is plenty of space, which is why we will be staying at Longbourn tonight at mama’s request.”

      Charles sighed with weariness.

      “Oh, Jane. Why did you tell her we would stay? We could have simply seen them at church in Meryton tomorrow and spent the rest of the day here, as planned.”

      “I know, but we are going to be away for the next several months until the baby is born. I thought it would be nice to spend Christmas together.”

      “It would have been nicer if we could have spent it at Netherfield!” Fitzwilliam continued to complain as he returned to his pacing. “This means I will be forced to see Elizabeth again. You must remember, Charles, that I spent many months trying to attract her attentions during my first visit to Hertfordshire... but she would have none of it.”

      Charles shook his head at his friend's stubbornness. “I know, I know. But why does it matter now? You have been away from her for years!”

      “It matters because she turned me down. It matters because she is one of the most vexing, obstinate girls I have ever met. It matters because I could not forget her after I left Hertfordshire. It matters because I have not been able to get her out of my mind.”

      “Fitzwilliam,” Jane said as she took Darcy's arm in her own. “It will be a wonderful time, I assure you. And, most importantly, I need your assistance with the things we will take over to Longbourn. There are gifts for little Helena and a cake for dessert.”

      “You will have to ask your husband,” Darcy said. “I have no intention of going with you.”

      Jane chastised him as you might a petulant child.

      “Come now, Fitzy. Do you truly want to spend Christmas alone?"

      "Yes! Alone. With only my thoughts and a nice glass of sherry."

      Jane sighed in annoyance.

      “You would not truly be alone if you stayed here regardless,” Jane argued, knowing that her husband would not leave Darcy by himself for the night. "You would have the servants for company.”

      “Yes, I suppose I would,” he said, prompting a chuckle from Charles. “Very well. I will come. But no one will recognize me because I scowl forlornly the entire time I am there."

      Charles laughed, but Jane was not so amused.

      "How would that be any different than your usual appearance as of late, Fitzwilliam?" she asked. "Charlie, please tell your friend to cheer up. Mama is making her Christmas pudding and it is renowned far and wide. I promise, you will have a lovely holiday."

      Darcy turned to Charles and crossed his arms over his chest. "What say you, old friend?"

      “Well, I cannot guarantee a lovely holiday while my mother-in-law still lives at Longbourn,” Charles said. “However, I think it is most important that we attend this year. For the sake of little Helena.”

      Jane smiled at her husband before taking her leave. After several moments, Charles cleared his throat.

      “I should go assist Jane. Darcy, old chap, you need to discover a bit of the holiday spirit.”

      Once he was alone again, Fitzwilliam mumbled under his breath as he resumed his pacing.

      “Holiday spirit, indeed."
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The Bennet family gathered in the drawing room as soon as they heard a carriage approach the house. Helena attempted to run to the door, but Elizabeth was able to catch her before she could escape. Charles and Jane stepped inside first, followed by Fitzwilliam Darcy. Elizabeth forced a polite smile, but was grateful she was able to hide behind Helena.

      Mr. Bennet greeted him warmly, as if they were longtime acquaintances. Mrs. Bennet immediately began to coddle the handsome man, asking about his trip from Pemberley and if his sister had recovered from her illness. News of Georgiana Darcy's sudden and mysterious sickness had spread far and wide. According to Charles, however, she was convalescing in a hospital in Brighton and on the mend.

      Wendell appeared by Elizabeth's side and gave her a fright.

      "Did you know Darcy was going to be a guest here this Christmas?" her fiancé asked, his lips pursed. Elizabeth tried to maintain her smile thought it was becoming increasingly onerous.

      "He had a very difficult year, Wendell. Please, be polite to him. If I can manage it, you can as well."

      "But..."

      Elizabeth did not allow Wendell to continue; instead, she put Helena down on the floor so she could assist her sister with her coat.

      Mrs. Bennet was still chatting about Darcy's next visit to Brighton when Mrs. Hill appeared to announce dinner. Elizabeth breathed a sigh of relief as everyone headed toward the dining room. Helena practically ran on her chubby little legs to reach Darcy, much to everyone's surprise, as she rarely showed much interest in strangers.

      “Well, hello little friend,” Darcy said as he held out his arms. Helena hurried to him, nearly tripping over the man's feet. “Shall we take a walk?”

      Helena giggled as Darcy carried her into the dining room and set her in his lap. Elizabeth followed them and sat by Darcy's side. Under normal circumstances, the little girl would have reached immediately for Elizabeth. Instead, she stayed with this mysterious stranger who was feeding her sugar cubes.

      "Mr. Darcy, if she is bothering you, she can eat her supper in the kitchen with Mrs. Hill. I do not want to interrupt your meal."

      Much to her surprise, the gentleman smiled and shook his head.

      "She is quite a delight, Miss Bennet. She reminds me of Georgiana when she was a girl. Your sister did not tell me you had a child."

      Elizabeth felt like she had the afternoon Kitty poured a bucket of cold river water over her head when they were children. The whole table turned and looked at Darcy in horror. He knew he had committed a grievous error, but clearly did not know what it was. Elizabeth felt compelled to take pity on him.

      "I take it you did not hear of the passing of George Wickham and my sister, Lydia."

      All of the color disappeared from his face.

      "I had not. My condolences. To all of you. People tend to avoid talk of George Wickham where I am concerned. If I had known... My deepest apologies. Was she their child?"

      Elizabeth nodded.

      "Her name is Helena and I am her guardian. Well, my fiancé, Mr. Wendell Davis and I, will be her guardians upon our marriage. It has been a very eventful year."

      Darcy cleared his throat and looked down at his plate.

      "I could not imagine such sorrow. I am sorry."

      All of the color slowly returned to the man's face as he looked at Elizabeth. For the first time since they met, she felt as though she was truly looking at him. He had grown up, matured somehow. The last time she saw him, he was so full of himself and his wealth. He was also angry with her for rejecting his advances.

      Mr. Bennet cleared his throat, which reminded the two of the other guests at the table.

      "Darcy, how is your sister?" her father asked.

      "She is well. A family friend is currently staying with her in Brighton while I came to attend some business in Meryton. I am thankful you allowed me to spend the holidays with you."

      Elizabeth noticed that Charles laughed when Darcy said that, and she made a note in her mind to ask him why later.

      "Well!" Wendell said so suddenly he startled everyone. "Shall we eat? At last."

      Christmas Eve dinner was served at Longbourn and while everyone ate with fervor and good cheer, Elizabeth could not help but wonder...

      What had caused such a change in Fitzwilliam Darcy?
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      When dinner was over, the household retired to the parlor to sing carols. Darcy was never one for singing, but the pleasant atmosphere in the Bennet home was improving his spirit by the moment. The fact that he held a sleeping Helena in his arms went a long way to softening his previously hardened heart.

      He looked down at Helena, who stirred a little as he sat in a chair by the fire. In an attempt to prevent her from waking, Darcy sang his favorite carol, "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen," softly in her ear. It was not long before he realized everyone was looking at him.

      "Goodness,” Jane said with amazement. “I do not believe I have ever heard Mr. Darcy sing."

      Charles and Elizabeth exchanged looks.

      "It has been a very long time since I sang with anyone,” Darcy confessed.

      “What a shame! We shall have to remedy that,” Mrs. Bennet said as she clapped and sat behind the piano.“Mr. Darcy, do you know ‘Good King Wenceslas?'”

      Darcy politely nodded, despite the fact that he rarely sang in front of anyone but family. However, Helena stirred again, this time opening her eyes to look about her.

      “Shh,” Darcy whispered to her. “Sleep, little one. Soon it will be Christmas.”

      Halfway through the song, Helen began to cry, only to be silenced when Darcy pressed a kiss to her head.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth watched as Darcy held Helena and tried to figure out what it was that had changed in him. Ever since she rejected his marriage proposal, on the rare occasion they saw one another, he had been polite, but distant. Tonight, he seemed almost... free.

      While Darcy held her niece and sang, it was almost as if Elizabeth was looking at a different man. He was clearly enjoying himself.

      "I am exhausted, Lizzy,” Wendell said when he appeared by Elizabeth's side. He kissed her on the cheek and suddenly, she felt the urge to move away. “I think I will retire for the evening."

      It was still so early and the carol singing had only just started. Wendell always did this at parties; he left just when everyone else was beginning to have a pleasant time.

      Elizabeth paused for a moment and took a deep breath. She had a strange feeling in her stomach; something between dread and curiosity. When she looked over at Darcy, she noticed how attentive he was to Helena.

      "Have a pleasant night, Wendell. I will see you in the morning for Church."

      “Very well,” he said and continued on his way. He did not stop to say goodnight to her family.

      As she approached Darcy and Helena, Elizabeth felt a nervousness she had not felt in a very long time. It was a strange sensation.

      "You... you have changed."

      "What?" Darcy looked up and Elizabeth suddenly realized what she had said.

      "I only meant... you seem different tonight. I did not expect it."

      He smiled as he looked down at Helena. "Nor did I. I suppose your niece has brought out a side of me I had long forgotten."

      When the carol was finished, he gave Helena to Elizabeth, who in turn, took the child to her nursery where she could sleep for the rest of the night. Mrs. Bennet followed Elizabeth to help her change Helena into her night clothes.

      "Mr. Darcy was very good with her,” Elizabeth said as she pulled the blankets around the sleeping girl. “She is usually very wary of strangers."

      "Do not be surprised if he renews his request for your hand in marriage,” Mrs. Bennet said as folded Helena's little dress.

      "Mama!" Elizabeth protested.

      Helena stirred in her sleep and began to cry again.

      "Calm down, sweet one. Aunt Lizzy is here,” Elizabeth cooed. The little girl drifted back to sleep. Mrs. Bennet stood beside Elizabeth and shook her head.

      "I had such high hopes that Mr. Davis might make a good father to Helena, and a good husband. But it is clear Darcy has taken a fancy to Helena. He has a natural instinct for children."

      Elizabeth stifled a sigh. "Mama, do not be silly. I am engaged to Wendell. And just yesterday, if I had mentioned Mr. Darcy's name in this house, you would have forced me to sleep in the stable."

      Mrs. Bennet shrugged as if she were merely making conversation.

      "He seems to be a very good man, Lizzy. I understand why you turned him away once. But if he is still intent on making you his wife, I think you should consider his offer."

      Elizabeth was silent. She did not want to think about this tonight. Not at Christmas. But if Darcy was still interested in her after all this time and he cared for Helena?

      "Will you consider it?" Mrs. Bennet asked again as they left the nursery.

      “Perhaps I should,” Elizabeth said when they returned to the parlor, where the others still sang.

      "Why are you being so agreeable, Lizzy? Are you trying to shock me?"

      Elizabeth ignored her mother's playful smile. The night was young and there would be time for this later. For now... there were carols.
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