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      When we last left Hunsford…

      

      “Mr. Darcy, it is a pleasure, indeed, to have you at Hunsford, but I must inquire why you have come? Why could you not just meet me at Rosings Park with Lady Catherine de Bourgh if you were aware I was in her company.”

      Darcy took a sip of the tea that Charlotte brought to them and set it back down with a calm that Collins never possessed.

      “Mr. Collins, I have become aware that you are in possession of information regarding your cousin, Miss Elizabeth Bennet, and myself, and that you were passing that information on to my aunt without speaking to either Miss Bennet or me first. I will disregard the fact that such behavior is neither gentlemanly nor very Christian. As such, I will focus solely on the fact that while Lady Catherine is your benefactor, I would prefer that you speak to me about matters involving myself in the future.”

      It was clear that a confrontation with Darcy had elicited a bout of nerves in Collins, but he attempted to look clever.

      “I never intended offense, Mr. Darcy, but it is my duty to inform Lady Catherine de Bourgh of any events that might reflect poorly on her.”

      Darcy leaned forward and smiled politely at Collins.

      “If that is how you feel, then perhaps there is something else you can tell Lady Catherine, something far more scandalous and important than these current, silly rumors you are spreading…”
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      The day after Mr. Darcy’s last visit to Hunsford, and after Elizabeth’s last unexpected encounter with the gentleman, the general feeling on the estate was one of gloominess. Charlotte seemed to be consumed with an emotion that she did not share, while Lizzy remained conflicted about her relationship with Darcy. The only member of the household who did not appear to be sullen was Collins. Instead, he seemed to be almost giddy with excitement. As they sat down for tea, Collins hardly seemed to notice that everyone but himself was lost in a world made up entirely of their own worries and fears.

      He sat down at the table and clapped his hand together in joy.

      “Well, after my vigorous morning in the garden, I am most excited for something to eat. Ladies, are you not well? Are the tea cakes not to your liking?”

      Charlotte nor Elizabeth looked into Mr. Collins’ eyes, though neither knew why the other was avoiding him. His wife was the first to find the words to speak.

      “They are quite to our liking dear. Perhaps we simply took too vigorous a walk this morning. And you, my dear? How was your walk?”

      Collins placed an entire biscuit in his mouth before he answered. Lizzy now averted her eyes with more urgency, for crumbs fell out of Collins’ mouth and it made her feel ill to witness it.

      “I walked to Rosings,” he said, biscuit crumbs tumbling forth. “I had a most interesting conversation with Lady Catherine de Bourgh. There is the most surprising gossip going about town…”

      Elizabeth very nearly choked on her tea. Surely, Mr. Collins would not bring up a story about me with quite so little delicacy?

      Charlotte attempted to intervene.

      “Perhaps we should not discuss such things at tea, my love?”

      But Collins was having none of it.

      “Certainly, there is no harm in discussing news from the town, Charlotte. I am only passing along what Mr. Darcy himself told me last evening.”

      Now Elizabeth was truly in a panic over what Collins knew. Darcy would never speak out of turn to Mr. Collins, of all people… would he?

      “William, if you wish discuss your news, then please go ahead so we can enjoy our tea.” It was clear that Charlotte had grown as impatient as Elizabeth, though in her case, it was in regard to her distaste for gossip, while Elizabeth feared the subject of it.

      “If you wish, my love. According to Mr. Darcy, a gentleman from London has been courting both Miss Caroline Bingley and a young woman from a very superior family in our own little corner of the world. Mr. Darcy knew not the name of the second woman, but he suspects that it could be Lady Catherine’s own daughter, Anne de Bourgh. Can you imagine the scandal should the same gentleman court them both?”

      Collins was almost giddy with the glee of the news, though both Charlotte and Elizabeth were confused by it.

      “But is not Darcy himself promised to Anne?” Charlotte queried. Elizabeth set down her tea cup, lest her shaking hands give her away.

      “He is, which makes the news all the more surprising. And should the young ladies discover they are both caught in this man’s web?” His eyes sparkled as if the news were most delicious. Elizabeth remained confounded as to Mr. Darcy’s motives. While Elizabeth hardly considered herself an expert on the events in town, she found it impossible to believe that the same kind of gentleman who would pursue Caroline Bingley would also express interest in Anne de Bourgh, a sickly little thing with little to add to a proper conversation. That any man could enjoy the company of such different women sounded like a rude joke the women would tell at parties after too much port.

      “And Mr. Darcy told you?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Well, cousin Elizabeth, you know I detest spreading gossip, but the words came from his own lips directly.”

      Lizzy recalled a memory of the gentleman’s lips and knew that she began to blush against her will. She must speak to him directly to know if it what he said was true, or if he merely meant to avert suspicion away from them. Before Elizabeth could say a word, Charlotte drew her husband’s attention.

      “Dear, perhaps it best if you go to Rosings and warn Lady Catherine of this news. If what the gentleman said is true, I suspect she knows little of any gentleman callers.”

      Collins dabbed with a napkin at the butter that sat on his cheeks.

      “Quite right. I will leave this very moment. Do not wait for me for supper, as I am sure that Lady Catherine de Bourgh will wish me to dine at Rosings.”

      Collins left with little fanfare, as he often did, but as soon as he walked down the path, Charlotte grabbed Lizzy by the hand and took her with haste into her sitting room. When they were sure they were alone, Charlotte turned to her friend in dread.

      “Lizzy, you are quite sure that Mr. Darcy did not tell Collins anything… else? Perhaps about another we know? Someone we know well?”

      Elizabeth knew not what to say.

      “Of course, he did not. If, as you said, he told Collins something about someone… else, I would already be in a carriage back to Longbourn. And I am quite sure that Lady Catherine would have come to Hunsford herself to point out each of my transgression, real or imagined. No, I do not think we need worry. Not yet. Not until I speak to Mr. Darcy, that is.”

      As if summoned by the mere mention of his name, Charlotte’s housekeeper knocked on the door.

      “Yes, Joane?” Charlotte called out.

      “Beg your pardon, madam, but Mr. Darcy is here to speak to Miss Bennet on a most urgent matter.”

      Charlotte turned to Lizzy with an expression of sheer terror.

      “Elizabeth, if he calls upon you yet again without your father or cousin present, I am not sure there will be any gossip fascinating enough to detract from news such as that.”

      Elizabeth did little to hide her own nerves, though her concern had nothing to do with town gossip and everything to do with her joy over seeing Mr. Darcy once more. It felt so odd to experience so much excitement at just the knowledge the gentleman waited for her when not terribly long ago, she detested even the sight of him.

      Lizzy followed Charlotte down the stairs to the entry way, where Darcy was waiting patiently. When he saw Lizzy walk toward him, he offered both ladies a genuine and pleasant smile.

      “Mrs. Collins, Miss Bennet, I apologize for the intrusion on your day, but I was hoping that I might speak to Miss Bennet for a moment.”

      Charlotte appeared greatly afraid to leave Elizabeth, but she also knew that it would be more improper to deny a gentleman of Mr. Darcy’s consequence a request. She nodded and instead of disputing Darcy’s request, pretended that she had only just observed the time.

      “As a matter of fact, Mr. Darcy, I did intend to go into town and speak to the dressmaker. Perhaps I will stop at Rosings to call on Lady Catherine before I return home. Elizabeth, should you need anything…”

      Lizzy appreciated her dear friend’s concern, but she also suspected Charlotte did not wish for stories of anything improper occurring
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