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To my darling Z,

A bouquet of forget-me-nots,

white lilies and violets.

Yours, indefinitely.




 

Floriography—the language of flowers—was used to
communicate secretly between friends or lovers in a time
when society’s oppressive nature did not allow certain
desires to be discussed openly.

This bud of love, by summer’s ripening breath,
May prove a beauteous flower when next we meet.

—William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet (1595), act 2, sc. 2, l. 118
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Chapter One

After procuring several fervent assurances that his wife would apologize sincerely and deeply for his absence from Rosings that evening, Mr Collins reluctantly died.

Charlotte sat by the bed for a few minutes, watching his reddened cheeks grow ashen and pale in the light of dawn. He had been a decent husband, by all accounts—never knowingly unkind, ready to please and be pleased by everybody, and his loyalty never in question. All in all, her four-year marriage had been more pleasant than she had expected, and yet less satisfying than she had hoped. Her fingers pressed into the cover of the leather-bound Bible she’d been reading—Mr Collins’ second-favourite, the first being a gift from Lady Catherine de Bourgh which never left his private study at the front of the house—leaving five temporary starbursts, then she leaned over and tucked it under his limp arm.

Swallowing down a lump in her throat, Charlotte rose and regarded the body with consternation. First, she would need to send Bessie to tell the undertaker, but then what ought she do? Though she was one-and-thirty, Charlotte’s experience of managing death so far had been limited to Mr Collins’ parishioners, since both her own parents were still alive and the rest of her relatives in good health. She owned a black dress, which she’d previously worn only to visit bereaved families with Mr Collins, but a single dress would not do. She would be required to mourn in black for a year and a half before she could wear even the slightest hint of colour, and even then she would be limited to dull purples and greys. She considered her range of dresses, none of which she was particularly attached to apart from a lovely blue silk which her mother had presented to her as a special post-wedding gift. Dyeing two dresses would surely be enough.

No, two would not do—Lady Catherine would expect Charlotte to present in a particular way at Rosings, and would not be slow to chide her inferior if she saw any reason to do so. Charlotte’s fingers twitched into fists upon the realisation that even the very smallest of comforts was to be denied her. The blue silk would have to be dyed too. Mr Collins had always paid her an especial compliment when she’d worn it, though the scant pleasure of his attentions in that respect had usually been accompanied by the pain of knowing that she would be expected to join him later in the marital bed.

The maid and the cook were hovering anxiously in the dim hallway outside the door when Charlotte emerged. “Bessie,” she said to the maid, “pray run down to the village with several of my dresses and ask them to dye them black. Take the blue silk, as well as any two others. I must have something decent to mourn in.”

“Oh, ma’am,” Bessie said, her lip wobbling. “I am dreadful sorry. I’d hope he would soon regain—”

“You’ll need to tell the undertaker too,” Charlotte interrupted. A great wave of aching hollowness threatened to overcome her. There was so much to be done, and focusing on the tasks ahead made her feel steadier. “Have his woman come at the earliest opportunity to help us wash Mr Collins and lay him out. And Mrs Waites, would you please fetch me a pair of scissors and a locket? There ought to be one in a drawer in my room.”

They did as they were bid, Bessie disappearing out of the back door with a clatter, and the cook vanishing into the kitchen. Charlotte stepped back into the room and closed the door. The room, which had seemed so normal to her in the many hours she’d sat there tending to her dying husband, now smelled unbearably stale. She crossed to the window and flung it open. Then, thinking of Bessie’s return and how it might look, pulled it demurely half closed. A cool breeze crept in, making her shiver, bringing with it the scent of the garden. Nothing like the smell of wet roses, her husband had used to say, though he’d never cared much for any of the other flowers beyond the ability to show them off at length to visitors. It must have rained in the night, though she scarcely remembered anything but Mr Collins’ wheezing, labored breaths, his muttered prayers, and her own helpless anxiety. Perhaps she should have opened a window before, and let the smell of wet roses guide him into the arms of God.

The cook returned in short order with both items and, after muttering some further words of consolation, left Charlotte alone. Bending over the body, she cut a small lock of dark hair—the curl that had forever hovered over Mr Collins’ left ear and which impishly grew back no matter how she had trimmed it—and placed it in the locket. The pendant seemed much heavier than it had previously, the metal harshly cold against her palm, so she slipped it back into the drawer instead of putting it on. Making her way along the corridor, she knelt and rummaged amongst the cabinets in the dining room, finally finding a box of black china, which had come with the house for just such a purpose and which she’d never had occasion to use before. She unpacked the crockery quickly, laying it out on the dining room table. It was a little dusty, despite its box, but Mrs Waites would take care of such things. Charlotte picked up a plate from the usual set which adorned the dining table—a rather ugly, silver-edged set which Lady Catherine had purchased as a wedding gift without consulting either bride or groom on their preferences—and began to pack it away, the ache in her chest growing. Even the very crockery must mourn Mr Collins’ departure.

Finding herself exhausted after her night’s vigil, Charlotte retired to a small chamber at the back of the house, which had been her preferred abode except for those nights where her husband had been sick or had requested the pleasure of her company with an ardor which had never outgrown an original awkwardness. Despite these not infrequent requests, her marriage had not been blessed with children, so at least there were no young hearts to break with the news.

Wrapping a grey shawl around her shoulders, Charlotte sat down at an old-fashioned oak desk which had once belonged to the great estate at Rosings, and which Lady Catherine had seen fit to bequeath unto them. Mr Collins’ parents were long dead and he had no relations she knew well bar the Bennets. Picking up her quill, she began a quick letter to Longbourne to inform them of the sad occasion, but halted, a sudden realisation sending a shiver down her spine; with Mr Collins dead, another distant male relative of the Bennets would now inherit the Longbourne estate. The future she and Mr Collins had imagined together—and all the financial security that came with it—had been snuffed out the moment her husband had ceased to draw breath.

Pale sunshine crept into the room, as if anxious not to disturb her, though the air grew no warmer. After she had finished her first letter, she took a fresh piece of paper and, with a less-steady hand than before, wrote:


Dearest Lizzie,

Mr Collins passed away last night after a short illness. I am thankful to report that he did not suffer much. I know that your son is still young, but I miss you terribly and it is so quiet here. I wondered if you might visit, if only for a short time.



For the first time, tears blurred her vision, threatening to spill onto the page. Charlotte added a few words and signed her name, hoping this would do. Though she longed to see Lizzie, in truth she would have even welcomed Mrs Bennet’s absurd dramatics at such a time. She had few friends, and those she did have were scattered widely over England. Her parents were miles away in Hertfordshire, her aunt comfortably settled in London. Loneliness made her chest ache, and she cried a little, feeling guilty that her thoughts were all for herself rather than poor Mr Collins.

Overnight, her situation had become precarious. In all truthfulness, it was now barely more or less so than before she married. Lady Catherine would surely wish to install a new parson as soon as possible, and the man would expect the post to come furnished with the parsonage; a home she had adored for the last four years. Charlotte would have to return to her parents’ home, Lucas Lodge, and either content herself with widowhood or be continuously on the prowl for a new match. She dabbed at her cheeks with a handkerchief and picked up a new piece of parchment. This third and final note she wrote to Lady Catherine to inform her of the sad news.

Charlotte left the addressed letters on the small table in the hallway near the front door. The maid would collect them upon her return, but for the moment Charlotte could do no more. She slept fitfully in the back room for an hour or so, dreaming of nothing, until the maid shook her awake with a cup of tea. “Did you deliver the message to Rosings?” she murmured. Mr Collins would have been proud of her attention to her proper duty, though had he been present at the writing of the letters, he probably would have insisted on Lady Catherine being rightfully first.

“Yes ma’am.” Bessie’s pale blue eyes were ringed with red. “They’re all very sorry for you, ma’am, and Lady Catherine desires that you visit as soon as possible. Oh, and the undertaker says he’ll send his woman to you this afternoon. Would you like Mrs Waites to make you a plate?”

Charlotte couldn’t face eating at that moment. Instead, she fell into another sleep and this time a dream, whereupon her legs were bound fast with tangled, knotted vines as thick as men’s fingers. When she cried out in alarm, strange flowers burst from the ground and grew teeth, sinking their fangs into the vines winding around her legs and nibbling her free.

Charlotte ate alone, staring down the table at the empty chair which had been Mr Collins’ particular favourite. She had not been back into the room which held the body since cutting the lock of his hair. She picked up another piece of toast and buttered it liberally, then cracked the top off a soft-boiled egg, spooning the soft yolk into her mouth without really tasting it. She might not have much appetite, but she would need her strength for what was next; a visit to Rosings. A March breeze, sharp but not cruel, rustled the leaves in the trees overhanging the road, allowing them neither peace nor quiet. Wearing her sole black dress—and hoping that the others were being dyed promptly in the village—Charlotte ventured on foot to Rosings around eleven on the clock, where Lady Catherine offered blunt condolences over tea, fruitcake, and lemon biscuits.

The great lady held court in her favoured sunroom. It was a palatial space only sparsely furnished compared to the rest of the house, yet the sum of the furniture was worth several times Mr Collins’ annual income. The sideboard here had come from India, and Charlotte had heard the story of its voyage so many times she could recite it from memory. The fire was lit in the grate and burned away merrily, though the room was so large that Charlotte did not feel the comfort of its heat at all. Lady Catherine sat in a high, straight-backed blue chair with gilded edges, which always reminded Charlotte of a throne illustrated in one of her childhood fairy tales, and stared sternly out of the window as the servants withdrew.

In contrast her daughter, Anne, the heiress of Rosings, offered Charlotte a warm, compassionate smile, though she looked pale and wan as ever. The spring-green gown she wore did not help matters, but Charlotte knew Anne well enough to distinguish between one of her mild headaches and the first rumbles of a week-long retreat into her sickbed. Such frailty might have put many men off their marriage suits, though when such a large estate was in question, many still would overlook it. Charlotte had often wondered why Anne did not have more suitors, though it would benefit her not to marry at all since any husband would take full control of her entire fortune. Anne had never expressed any particular disappointment over not marrying her cousin, Mr Darcy, and besides, she surely knew that any suitor she had would have to undergo a rigorous and unending series of interrogations from her formidable mother, an action no one with a heart would knowingly inflict on someone they purported to love.

“It would have honoured Mr Collins very much to know that his great benefactress could spare the time to attend his burial,” Charlotte said, desirous of getting the request out of the way quickly. Lady Catherine did not like to feel fooled in any respect, whether intentional or not. “I realise the request may be a little unorthodox, since women do not usually…but then again you are no ordinary woman, and my husband thought so very highly of you.” Archimedes might have claimed a lever could move anything on earth, but flattery could be applied to the same place for the same result and required less machinery besides.

“As well he might,” Lady Catherine said, before catching her daughter’s eye and sighing openly. “Yes, I will attend. I am due in London the week after next, and then in Rome, but I…” She frowned down at her half-empty teacup. “I will grant that Mr Collins was a good man. Always so attentive. If only more were like him, the world would be a better place.” She gestured to Charlotte to take more fruitcake, which she did obediently. It really was very good.

“Indeed,” Anne piped up, her eyes bright with sympathy. She resembled Lady Catherine in some ways—the arch of her brow, the jut of her chin—but she had not her mother’s bullish temperament. Had not Lady Catherine been present on most occasions they’d met, Charlotte suspected she and Anne might have been rather good friends. “A very sweet man. You must miss him dreadfully.”

Charlotte nodded gravely. Do I miss him? she wondered. Certainly the house is quiet without him, and I am sorry that he died. Perhaps the shock of the loss has affected me more than I—

“I am to be away for at least four months, and Anne will be lonely,” Lady Catherine added, interrupting her thoughts. “You must come to tea twice a week at least and keep each other company. Anne simply cannot abide being lonely.”

Anne raised her eyebrow at this declaration of feelings she had neither shared nor claimed, though she did not dare contradict her mother outright. Despite herself, Charlotte had to bite back a smile. “I am sure she will miss you a great deal.”

“Of course she will.” Lady Catherine sniffed, and sipped her tea again. She patted her high nest of white hair, before touching the necklace of emeralds which matched her dress perfectly. “I myself understand only too well what it is to lose a husband. It does rather try one’s patience, does it not, Mrs Collins?”

Oh, Charlotte thought with some surprise, her amusement fading. I am still Mrs Collins. The idea of being referred to as such for the rest of her life made her stomach sink. He had left his mark in every way, and she could never escape it.

“As such, I am willing to put off arranging a new parson until my return,” Lady Catherine said, reaching for another biscuit, and not waiting for Charlotte to answer her prior question. “There will be several clergymen passing through in order to attend some lecture or other in London, and they will take on such duties as they can in the meantime.” She paused, staring down at Charlotte with sharp eyes. “You are a sensible woman, Mrs Collins. I dare say you will take stock of your situation by the time I return.”

She means marry or leave, or ideally both, Charlotte thought. It took me years to land one husband. How can I possibly find another in such a short space of time? There was nothing for it; she would have to move home to her parents and likely die a spinster. After four years of marriage, she would end up right back where she’d started—a burden on her parents. Though none of this had been her fault, and knowing she could not be blamed for any of it, Charlotte nevertheless felt the sharp sting of humiliation amidst the dull ache of grief. She picked up her cup and downed the still-scalding tea, focusing on the pain of it to stop from dissolving into tears in the middle of the handsome Rosings sunroom. “Of course, Lady Catherine. I shall do my very best.”

“Mother, please,” Anne pleaded. “The poor man only died this morning. It is far too soon for Charlotte to have to consider such—”

“Every day dawns afresh,” Lady Catherine said calmly, and reached for yet another lemon biscuit.




Chapter Two

On returning to the parsonage, Charlotte waved away Mrs Waites’ offer of more tea—she was already full enough to feel queasy—and sat for a time in her parlor, staring out of the window. Thick, fluffy white clouds scudded over the sky as if late for a ball. Bessie had said the undertaker’s woman was due to come this afternoon to help them prepare Mr Collins for laying out, though she had not specified a time. The clock on the mantel struck twelve, then one, and still no sign of any visitor emerged.

Sighing, Charlotte got up and paced the room, unable to remain still for too long. The room, though mainly her domain, was full of memories which crowded into her mind unbidden. On Lizzie’s first visit to Hunsford, not long after Charlotte and Mr Collins had first been married, Mr Collins had taken care to show off every article of furniture in the house to their guest. Every angle and aspect of the doors and windows had been commented on and praised to the highest degree, and their guest invited to offer her own compliments. Charlotte had been able to tell from Lizzie’s fixed expression that her friend did not quite know what to make of this performance—that Lizzie perhaps even thought the act put on to spite her, since she had first turned Mr Collins down and had therefore rejected the possession of all that she now beheld.

Charlotte, however, had known her husband too well to suspect anything of the sort. He had been a very predictable man, not prone to sudden outbursts of temper or sullenness and his vanity, whilst conspicuous, was limited to his surroundings and not his own person. He had not been arrogant as some men were, nor vain about his looks. He simply took pride in their parsonage and in his situation, and could not imagine that anyone might do otherwise; a rather endearing flaw that Charlotte had identified from the first, and had known she could tolerate quite easily for the next few decades.

The memory of Lizzie’s countenance—her playful smile, rather than the pitying expression she’d sometimes worn when she thought no one could not see—warmed Charlotte’s heart. Lizzie would soon receive her letter and would surely visit, at least for a week or two, and would offer good counsel. Marriage had softened Mrs Darcy’s tongue, though never her wits, and motherhood seemed to agree with her though she had once or twice complained about sleepless, colicky nights. On the rare occasions she had visited over the last few years, Charlotte had found it harder and harder to part from her friend. The silly old girlhood tenderness came back in full force each time she saw Lizzie’s smile and smelt her familiar perfume.

Charlotte paused in the doorway of her small parlor. Though this room faced onto the back of the house with only a limited view of the garden, here she’d spent many happy days in solitary contentment, reading and sewing and creating floral arrangements. It contained two comfortable green armchairs and a brown couch which could seat three comfortably, a side table which had once decorated the smallest breakfast parlor at Rosings and was in truth far too big and ornate for the room, and an infrequently used pianoforte. Though a set of shelves inhabited one corner of the room, there were fewer books than she would have liked, divided by bright pink and purple geraniums in small, equally colourful pots. Beside the shelves, a large parlor palm sat in a pot on the floor, offering the room a much-needed splash of green. A visiting foreign dignitary had brought it to Lady Catherine a year ago, proclaiming the plant’s symbolic meaning as a bringer of good fortune. Lady Catherine, apparently secure in her fortune, had gifted it to Charlotte on the Collinses’ next visit, complaining that the plant did not look neat enough for her rooms. Charlotte had gratefully accepted, but couldn’t help feeling sorry for all the Rosings plants, who had been excessively pruned and were never allowed to grow according to their own desires.

Instead of entering the parlor, Charlotte sidled back down the hallway to Mr Collins’ preferred room at the front of the house, which overlooked the road, and pushed the door open before really thinking about what she was doing. For a moment she had expected to see her husband sitting there at the desk, surrounded by many papers, a cup of now-cold tea beside him. With a jolt, she realised the room was empty, and that its previous occupant would never again pace back and forth, ruminating out loud. He would never sigh, or laugh, or read a favoured passage from the Bible.

He would never let another cup of tea go cold.

Charlotte pressed a hand to her mouth. The finality of the moment shocked her. One day he had been there, and the next, gone. She would pass too, in time, as would everyone she knew and loved. What a strange experience, to be alive. And yet, said a mean little voice at the back of her mind, could you even have argued yourself to be so alive in the first place? You have achieved nothing of note. He may have only been a simple parson but at least he pursued his vocation and interests with great eagerness.

Charlotte frowned, her eyes falling upon the shelves which lined one wall of Mr Collins’ room. Most of these were religious texts or lectures, but several were books of science which had been gifted by visitors. A passing scientist had once explained Archimedes’ lever to her, which seemed sensible enough, and then followed it up with some story about a crown which she had not quite understood so well. She cast a look of longing at the books. It was not considered appropriate for a woman of her class to desire any vocation beyond being a wife, though she had often yearned to understand even a little of the great rules and laws which governed the world. However, Mr Collins had politely but firmly steered her away from such things. Now, she hesitated on the threshold of the room. Mr Collins would never know. Even so—

Bessie’s voice called along the hallway, making her jump. “The undertaker’s woman is here, ma’am.”

“A moment, please.” Charlotte smoothed her skirts down and hustled towards the kitchen, where a thin woman waited, empty-handed, flanked on either side by the maid and the cook. “Mrs Waites, please make a pot of tea. Would, um—” she stumbled uncertainly, realising she had no idea what the visitor’s name was, “would you like some tea?”

“No, thank you, Mrs Collins. I’ve got several more people to lay out today.” The woman’s cheeks were reddened by the cold, and she was clad in a dark brown dress that had seen far better days. A thick brown shawl hung over her arm. “A nasty sickness over in the village,” she added.

“Oh, how dreadful.” The fact did not make her feel connected with the world at large. Instead, she only felt more isolated, and aware that without Mr Collins to keep her abreast of the goings-on of the parish, she was quite at a loss to know who went where.

Mrs Waites held out her hands. “I can take your shawl, Mrs Peasley. I’ll keep it warm by the fire until you’re done.”

Charlotte cast a grateful eye at the cook, who responded by grinning behind Mrs Peasley’s back. Mrs Waites, with her cloud of grey hair and her permanently affixed white apron, had come with the house and was as much a fixture of it as any of the furniture or garden paths. Charlotte would be sorry to leave Mrs Waites’ cooking behind when she left; the woman could do things to a chicken that stopped only just short of witchcraft. The cook would fare well with any reasonable parson, particularly one who enjoyed his meals—and she had never met one who did not—and Bessie was a good girl who performed her duties in a timely manner. Charlotte needn’t worry about their futures, for their positions were more fixed than her own.

That afternoon, Mrs Peasley and Bessie helped Charlotte to wash Mr Collins’ body before they wrapped it in a wool shroud. The act took longer than Charlotte had imagined, and was conducted in a hushed silence. Bessie, pale-faced and wide-eyed, was clearly as new at this as Charlotte was, but Mrs Peasely directed them deftly, and was much stronger than she looked. By the time they’d finished, the undertaker’s boys had arrived, carrying a temporary wooden casket, and helped them move the body into it. Word got around quickly, and before the afternoon was out, several parishioners had already come to pay their respects.

Once the house was empty again, Charlotte sat down to write yet more letters, including one to her parents, informing them of the sad news and reassuring them that she was well. Please do not trouble yourselves to visit me here, she wrote, for I will see you soon enough. They would understand what she meant, and would be kind enough to welcome her back without fuss. Not everyone had such an easy family. Afterwards, Charlotte ate dinner, though she was too exhausted to manage more than half a plateful of Mrs Waites’ excellent ham with buttered peas, and retired to bed early to dutifully read a few Bible passages by candlelight.

The following days passed in a blur, with more parishioners turning up to share stories and pay respects. Mr Collins was buried hurriedly on a Wednesday when a passing clergyman acquiesced to give a liturgy the dead man would no doubt have found lacking. Worse, the clergyman mispronounced the dead man’s name several times as “Mr Colin”, causing Lady Catherine to glower so ominously that the clergyman stuttered over far more of the ending than he had of the beginning. As the mourners dispersed, Charlotte laid a bouquet of hand-picked flowers on the grave. She’d taken particular care over this, and had chosen dark crimson roses on a bed of green foliage, with strands of ivy woven in; flowers of mourning, interspersed with the symbol of wedded love.

Gardening had been one of Mr Collins’ particular passions when they’d first married, but as Charlotte’s skills surpassed his own, he had soon allowed her entire control of it. Visitors often exclaimed over the beautiful rosebushes, the unusual quantity of bright blooms and startling pinks and oranges amongst the geranium beds, and even the shrubbery, where the Collinses could boast of having American flowering trees like the Carolina silverbell—Lady Catherine had been generous enough to gift them two, after deciding the layout her own gardener had planned was too crowded. A low fence separated the parsonage garden from the lane, where the occasional carriage rumbled past, and Rosings could be viewed directly through a gap in the trees. Indeed, Mr Collins had spent many a happy hour simply standing in this spot on the path, gazing out at the handsome building where his benefactress lived.

Her late husband, Charlotte suspected, had only really enjoyed the garden insofar as it afforded him the opportunity to entertain visitors and point out the proximity of Rosings. While he had enjoyed the sight and smell of the flowers—and always could be relied upon to remark on the industriousness of the honeybee, as well as the flowers themselves in bloom under the light of God’s sun—as his parish grew, he had neither the time nor the patience to spend hours in the garden. Likewise, he had never been interested at all in the meanings of flowers, a subject which had interested his wife very much. Invariably he got them wrong—comically so—and on more than one occasion Charlotte had to repress laughter upon receiving a badly-tied bouquet. His last attempt, given on their most recent anniversary, had consisted of milkweed and geraniums, which represented indifference and folly respectively. He had meant well, she reflected, and did that not count for a great deal? Many men would not have bothered to give flowers at all, had they even remembered such gestures were possible. Still, the attempts had always left her feeling amused, embarrassed, and a little strange.

That morning, Mrs Waites informed her that the local butcher had died, and his three grown sons were now squabbling over the rightful inheritance of the business. Charlotte simply nodded, though she privately thought that Lady Catherine would not consider it below her station to swoop in and arrange the outcome to her satisfaction. In the event that she had already departed for London, perhaps Anne would take charge in the meantime, though she did not have her mother’s desire to get involved in every little aspect of village life. As if hearing her thoughts, a messenger arrived from Rosings, inviting Charlotte to tea with Anne that very afternoon.

Without her overbearing mother present, Anne de Bourgh was a much livelier soul. She pressed Charlotte to take more scones, more fresh strawberry jam, and could hardly bear if Charlotte’s cup were half empty for more than a moment. “It is such a shame,” said she, “that we did not become more acquainted during your time here. Is there no way you could stay?”

“I have little choice in the matter, I’m afraid. Without Mr Collins, I have no real ties to the area. I must return to my parents.”

“I am sure they will be very happy to see you, of course.” Anne picked up her cup, then set it back down again. “There are so few women around here with whom I have had any real friendship. I do not care for balls, as you know, for they trouble my head so.” She picked up her cup again. “If you were to find a husband, as my mother suggests, would that not solve all your problems?”

Charlotte almost choked on a scone. Anne may have seemed quiet and sickly in Lady Catherine’s shadow, but she had certainly inherited her mother’s forthrightness. “I confess I—” She hesitated, hardly knowing what to say. “I do not know who might introduce me to such a man as may want me.”

“Why, I could do so! I know many suitable gentlemen. And you are so kind, so amiable, my dear Mrs Collins, that I cannot think of a single man of my acquaintance who would not be delighted to have your company.”

It was on the tip of Charlotte’s tongue to say no, to declare herself in mourning for life. Yet she hesitated. That answer could be given, but perhaps it would close a door through which a handsome stranger might otherwise have stepped. There could be no harm in allowing Anne to introduce her to one or two men, though it wasn’t as if they were likely to be interested in her in return, and the whole situation might very quickly become humiliating. Still, she could not very well turn down an offer of help from the heiress of Rosings. Not directly, anyway. “Very well,” she said, forcing a smile. “Though I beg you not to go to any trouble for me.”

“Nonsense,” Anne declared. “I shall find you the perfect man, and you shall stay right here in Kent.” She sat back and with a look very reminiscent of a satisfied cat, gestured imperiously for more tea.




Chapter Three


My dearest friend,

I cannot say how sorry I am to hear this news. My own heart breaks to think of you suffering. How I wish I were there to comfort you in some small way.

Unfortunately, my son has taken ill. We do not think it very serious, but Darcy is hesitant to travel given his condition and I am loath to leave either behind to come alone. Therefore I invite you to Pemberley for as long as you please, though I fully understand if you wish to remain home to mourn.



The next portion of the letter looked like it had been written in a different ink, as if added as a hasty afterthought. I wonder if you might consider inviting my sister Mary to stay? She is on her way to Meryton from Canterbury, where she lives with one of our aunts, and will no doubt pass through Kent.

Here, Lizzie had written something and then scratched it out. If Charlotte had to guess, it was probably something uncharitable that her dear friend had pronounced impetuously and then thought better of it. It was nice to see that some things did not change. She smiled, despite the yawn of disappointment widening in her chest. Mary had been the sister she knew least, and from what she remembered, the middle Bennet had been an awkward, plain girl who played the pianoforte well but often could not be induced to stop. The more Charlotte thought about Mary, the more she built up a picture in her mind. Had not Mary been the most devout of that family, always preaching something or other in the background? The thought of having someone around who might be entreated to ramble piously at length struck Charlotte as a strange kind of succour she was unlikely to get anywhere else.

A female companion would be a deep comfort, she decided, and wrote back to Lizzie to say as much.

The carriage arrived in the late afternoon, and the young woman who emerged, waving away the driver’s help to descend into the road, was somehow not at all as Charlotte remembered and yet quite the same; once a solemn girl of nineteen or so, Mary was now a cheerful woman of four-and-twenty. Unlike Lizzie, who was all softness—a perfect English rose in full flower, Charlotte had often thought—the younger Bennet possessed a thinner nose and a wider mouth, though the sisters shared the same fine, dark eyes. Mary offered her condolences immediately, embracing Charlotte as though they had been much closer friends in their youth. Grey clouds had been massing all morning, and Charlotte’s welcome was cut short as they both hurried inside to escape the first fat drops of rain. It wasn’t long until it turned into a veritable torrent, and Charlotte found herself distracted thinking of her poor flowers, and hoping they survived the deluge. She couldn’t very well abandon her newly-arrived guest merely to defend the garden from the opening of the heavens; Mary would think her quite mad.

Charlotte studied her guest’s profile while she removed her travelling cloak, revealing a pretty, though sober, green dress which brought out the tiny golden flecks in her brown eyes. Lizzie had never had such flecks, Charlotte was certain, and she could not stop a blush at the memory of staring into Lizzie’s eyes as her friend talked with lively animation. Leading Mary down the hallway to a guest room at the back of the parsonage, separate from her own only by a single wall, Charlotte fought the urge to wring her hands. The bed was decent, though the iron-wrought frame was really too big for the room, and the writing desk was weathered and creaky. The walls were painted a dull yellow, like the petals of a buttercup on a gloomy day such as today. At least it was clean. She had never worried so much about the comfort of Mr Collins’ visitors, but she supposed her concern was simply borne of the fact that she had not had visitors of her own for a long time. “It is not much, but I hope it will do,” she said, wondering what the younger Bennet had grown accustomed to now that she was out of her parents’ house.

“Oh, this will be perfectly suited to my needs,” Mary declared, while Bessie dragged in the first of her suitcases. “Do not trouble yourself,” she directed at the maid, “I will fetch the other myself.”

The maid gaped for a moment before closing her mouth with an audible snap. “Yes, ma’am.” Her eyes flicked to Charlotte, who gave a half shrug. If her guest wanted to carry her own luggage, who was she to judge?

“Thank you, Bessie. Please tell Mrs Waites that we’d like tea first, and dinner shortly afterwards.” The maid disappeared, and Mary followed her into the hall, only to return a moment later with a bulging suitcase. It must be full of dresses, Charlotte thought, suddenly a touch envious. London was the height of fashion, and Mary no doubt attended many balls and met many interesting people. “Do take a moment to get yourself settled,” she offered. “My parlor is just down the hall on your left.”

She left her guest for a moment and retreated into her parlor, which had been tidied and thoroughly cleaned just the day before. The rain battered against the windows, the wind groaning like a sick man, but the fire had been built up beautifully and the flames crackled with a warm, welcoming glow. Looking around at the parlor, Charlotte could not help compare it to those few London houses she had visited with Mr Collins on their extremely infrequent excursions to the city, and found it lacking in elegance. She wrung her hands, wondering what could possibly be done now to improve the place, and was only interrupted in her spiral of uncertainty by the entrance of her guest. “How cosy,” Mary said, without the slightest hint of insincerity. “As much as I adore being outdoors, I do so love a rainy day and a warm fire, do you not?”

“I do,” Charlotte agreed, her anxiety fading a little.

Mr Collins would have immediately launched into some long ramble about the angle of the room’s walls, or the particular situation of the windows, but she did not wish to repeat his words. Instead, she stayed silent and watched Mary move around the room, exclaiming over the mantel—it was truly a pretty one—and the small collection of potted flowers on the shelves. “Why, these are beautiful,” Mary said, cocking her head and leaning closer to sniff some of the geraniums. “And this?” Her fingers brushed the fronds of the parlor palm which sat in the corner. “It has grown so tall. I’ve rarely seen one this high. Why, it is almost to my shoulder.”

Flattered, Charlotte blushed. “I confess I do like to garden.”

“Really? Lizzie did not mention any such thing. Though I supposed it was not foremost on her mind when she wrote me. I myself am—” She hesitated, as Bessie appeared carrying a tea tray, and the next couple of minutes were taken up with settling themselves into the two armchairs which sat opposite each other nearest the fire, and taking tea.

Charlotte encouraged Mary to try a lemon biscuit, which were Mrs Waites’ particular recipe, encouragement that her guest needed very little of to indulge. Though she was curious as to what Mary had been about to say earlier, Charlotte could not think of a polite way to recall the conversation, and was casting about for a similar topic when Mary spoke.

“Have you lately spoken to my sister?” Mary inquired. “I confess I do not write her as much as I ought to.”

“Yes, Lizzie and I correspond frequently.” Charlotte smiled. “She offered to visit, of course, after she heard the news, but I would not tear her away from Pemberley, and her son is far too young to make such a long trip in any case, even if he were not ill.” A twinge, deep in her chest, reminded her that she was not telling the entire truth. “I really am very grateful that you came. You were in Canterbury, I believe?”

“Indeed. We have a distant aunt with whom I have been staying for almost three years, though I confess she is so rarely there that it quite feels as if I am mistress of the house myself. I am often in London too, though I find the society there rather stifling.” A flash of discomfort crossed Mary’s face, though it was gone so soon that Charlotte thought she might have imagined it. “In Canterbury, one may move around a little more freely, though it is still a very constrained freedom compared to America, from what I have heard.”

“To which balls did you lately attend?” Charlotte asked, remembering the bulging suitcases.

“Oh, none which would please my family, I am certain.”

She blinked, unsure what to say to that. “Oh, I—”

“I do not care for the kind of balls that Lydia and Kitty once wept over,” Mary continued, picking up another biscuit. “I prefer to attend lectures and the occasional salon for those interested in the natural world. Botany is a particular passion of mine.” She chewed, thoughtfully, eyeing Charlotte over her teacup. “Though I prefer to see a flower in full bloom, shivering in the breeze, rather than pressed lifelessly into a book.”

“I see.” Charlotte was not quite sure how to take this remark. Certainly the parlor held potted plants, which Mary had praised, but her own attempts at flower-drying were sitting on the side table in full view. “I suppose while I think it best that flowers are as God intended, growing outside, that it is also nice to preserve some for…for…” She indicated the side table. “Those are for my mother when I see her next.”

“Your parents are coming to visit?”

“No, no. I will have to return to Lucas Lodge. The parsonage was Mr Collins’, and without him, I am at best a burdensome lodger. I must quit the place before the next parson is appointed, for no one will want to take up the post without all the benefits it entails.”

“That is indeed a shame,” Mary said, and seemed on the verge of adding more when Bessie announced that dinner would be served shortly.

They made their way to the dining room. Charlotte seated herself without thinking, then froze. The seat opposite hers was the head of the table, where Mr Collins had always sat. It would be strange to see another in his place, though she was quickly reconciling herself to the fact when, instead of seating herself in the most obvious place, Mary selected the chair on Charlotte’s right, close enough for their knees to touch. Mrs Waites brought out a dinner of fish in a creamy sauce, accompanied by potatoes and carrots liberally brushed with butter and dill. The smell made Charlotte’s stomach rumble. She offered her guest red wine, which was gladly accepted, and Mrs Waites poured two glasses for them. That was another thing which was different now—Mr Collins had only ever drunk a small sherry on special occasions and could not be induced to try anything else. She had rather missed sharing a bottle of wine with someone; it was less about the taste of the wine itself than the experience, the equality of it, the discussion of vintage and year and associated memories which might result therein.

The moment Mrs Waites left the room, Mary leaned closer. “I do think it a shame that you are being forced out, though I understand the reasoning. Women are so often boats buffeted by the tides of men, are they not? With no oars to paddle ourselves.”

Charlotte had expected to receive some pious, lengthy lecturing on morality at best, philosophical rambling at worst, and found herself a little peeved that neither was the case. “Once upon a time, you would have quoted me a Bible verse about moving aside to make room for others. I did not expect you to have matured so.”

“And I expected to find you a weeping widow,” Mary retorted. “Yet here we are, both rather surprised.”

Flushing, Charlotte stared down at her plate. Humiliation trickled through her chest. You’ve barely cried for him, the cruel little voice inside reminded her. Was your husband so undeserving of your tears? Are you so cold and bad-mannered as all that? “I’m sorry.” She cleared her throat. “I did not mean to offend you.”

Mary, however, merely threw back her head and laughed. “Dear Charlotte, were you always so serious? While I recall your tempering influence on Lizzie, I did think you possessed a little more good humour.”

Charlotte forced a smile. Humour had been in short supply in the Collins household. God, Mr Collins had always claimed, did not have a sense of humour. Charlotte had privately thought if that were so, perhaps God had not yet seen her husband without clothes on.

“I apologize for my callousness. I have been too merry when you are so lately—” Mary pressed her lips together, looking ashamed. “Perhaps your grief is too great and private to be on display to a relative stranger.”

“I do not think you a stranger. Though I admit we were never friends.”

Mary picked up her fork and speared a potato. “Upon consideration, that does not surprise me. I have not the exuberance of Lydia, nor Jane’s easy ways. I believe I used to be rather vain, too. No, do not mistake me,” she corrected, seeing Charlotte’s surprised expression, “for I was certainly never the beauty of the family. In fact, if you had asked my mother to rank the looks of all five of her daughters, I believe I would have come sixth.”

Despite herself, Charlotte snorted, and was immediately mortified at the undignified sound.

“I seek knowledge as much as I ever did,” her guest continued, “but as a child I rather thought understanding would come from the accumulation of facts and figures. As an adult, one discovers the more you know, the less you know.”

“Yes,” Charlotte agreed. “One’s self is often a mystery, is it not?” She should be weeping still at the mention of grief. She should feel something akin to agony; her husband was only recently dead, after all. Is there something wrong with me? she wondered, and not for the first time.

After dinner, they moved back into the parlor. “I have been admiring your pianoforte,” Mary offered, glancing at the instrument in question.

“A wedding gift from Lady Catherine. My husband liked to hear me play sometimes.” Charlotte hesitated. “You used to play very well, I recall.”
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