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      Elizabeth Bennet paced the bedchamber she shared with her sister Jane in a state of what could only be described as furious confusion. Jane sat upon her bed and watched her sister cross the room for the third time.

      “Lizzy, whatever is the matter? You are behaving most irregularly.”

      Elizabeth brandished the letter she had read over, and over again, but the words still did not make any sense to her.

      “How many days has it been since Mr. Collins left Longbourn?” she asked. Jane blinked in surprise.

      “Not more than three I should think. Lizzy, you really must apologize to him. You were very harsh in your rebuke of him.”

      “Was I?” Elizabeth laughed. “It must not have wounded him too greatly.” Though she regretted it, Elizabeth could not keep the scorn from her voice.

      “What are you talking about?” Jane asked desperately. Elizabeth shoved the letter into Jane’s hands and gestured wildly as she resumed her pacing.

      “Read it for yourself,” she said.

      Jane frowned but did as she was bidden. “But, Lizzy, this is from Charlotte Lucas!”

      “It is,” Elizabeth said grimly. “Read it, Jane.”

      “My dearest Lizzy,” Jane began with a sigh. “In hoping that this letter finds you well I also find myself, in truth, filled with the knowledge that there is something of a delicate nature that I must tell you. You know well that Mr. Collins has been invited to stay at Lucas Lodge since his departure from Longbourn—”

      “And not a moment too soon,” Elizabeth interjected.

      “Lizzy…” Jane sighed again and turned her eyes back to the letter in her hands, she was silent for a moment and then gasped in surprise. “This cannot be true?”

      “As true as ink upon paper,” Elizabeth said grimly. She pulled the letter from her sister’s fingers and read the passage that had so shocked her sister. “Mr. Collins has made me an offer or marriage. A practical arrangement that I could not in good conscience refuse.”

      “A proposal… so soon after—”

      “Not three days after making his proposal to me he has offered the very same to Charlotte Lucas!” Elizabeth cried. She was enraged, confused, amused, incredulous… so many emotions swirled through her mind and her chest felt tight as she laughed at the expression on her sister’s face.

      “And she accepted,” Jane breathed. Her eyes were still wide with surprise, as though she could not believe what she had read.

      “She did, indeed,” Elizabeth replied. “And she has asked me to come to tea. She wishes to talk face to face about what has happened.”

      “Lizzy, you cannot refuse her.”

      “No, of course not. Charlotte has been our dearest friend for many years. I would not think to abandon her over something so small as Mr. Collins.”

      “Mama will be devastated,” Jane said quietly. “She had hoped to leave her worry for the fate of Longbourn behind with your engagement to Mr. Collins.”

      Elizabeth made an unladylike noise and re-folded the letter. She tucked it into her writing desk and sat down at the vanity. “Mama should not have laid her hopes upon such an impossible thing.”

      “Surely you can understand her distress,” Jane admonished. “The question of what will befall us when Papa—”

      “Do not say it, Jane. That will be many years from now and we shall all be happily married to very wealth gentlemen who will be all too happy to care for the families of their beloved wives.”

      Jane’s cheeks flushed pink and Elizabeth smiled. Her sister was still riding the wave of euphoria from her evening at the Netherfield Ball. Mr. Bingley had hardly left her side, and she had danced almost every dance with him as her partner. Elizabeth was happy for her sister, and it was clear to everyone who had seen them that there was genuine affection growing between Mr. Bingley and Jane. An engagement would come very soon, of that Elizabeth was very sure.

      Jane’s happy expression faded as she seemed to remember the contents of Charlotte’s letter. “I suppose we must tell Mama the news,” she said.

      “It would be better if she heard it from us than from a gossip in town,” Elizabeth agreed. Jane reached for her sister’s hand and squeezed it gently.

      “Do not take it to heart, Lizzy,” she said.

      Elizabeth shook her head. “It is gratifying to know that Mr. Collins was not so wounded by my refusal as to force him into a life of bachelorhood. Lady Catherine de Bough would never forgive me if such a thing were to happen.”

      “No, indeed,” Jane said with a smile. “And now you shall be able to continue through life without such a pall of guilt hanging over you.”

      “Ay me, that I should have lost the affection of two such admirable gentleman in so short a time. Whatever shall I do, Jane? At this rate, I shall never be married.”

      Jane laughed quietly and rose to her feet, pulling Elizabeth with her. “It is very lucky, indeed, that the two gentlemen to whom you are referring are entirely undeserving of your affections.”

      “Entirely,” Elizabeth laughed. The walked from the room arm in arm, and were just descending the stairs when Lydia burst through Longbourn’s white-painted front doors.

      Their youngest sister’s cheeks were pink from the chill in the air and her eyes were bright with mischief. “Lizzy! Jane! Mama!” she shouted. “You will never believe the news!”

      Elizabeth and Jane exchanged a look of horror. The gossip must already have spread, and Lydia had a way of overhearing many things that she should not. “Oh, dear,” Elizabeth whispered.

      “Mama! Mama, you will never guess what has happened!” Lydia shouted as she ran down the hallway toward the parlor where their mother sat with her embroidery. Elizabeth and Jane rushed down the stairs, but they were too late to stop Lydia and Mrs. Bennet’s mournful wail filled the house as they reached the door of the parlor.

      “Lydia…” Elizabeth could say nothing, it was too late to stop the youngest Bennet girl from relating what she had overheard.

      “It is true, Mama,” she said excitedly. “I can barely breathe for laughing. Kitty and I overheard Mrs. Jacobsen talking about it. To think that Charlotte Lucas will be married to that ferret of a man!” Lydia burst out laughing and Kitty joined in merrily. “Can you imagine such a thing?”

      Mrs. Bennet, however, was not impressed or amused by her daughter’s news. “Oh, Jane,” she moaned. “Can you imagine it? Charlotte Lucas as mistress of this house? I cannot bear it!”

      “Mama, do not worry. I am sure that Charlotte will be kind to us.” Jane’s tone was reassuring, but Mrs. Bennet was in no fit state to be consoled.

      “Kind? What good would that do? Charlotte Lucas might have been your friend, Jane, but you will see how quickly that loyalty disappears when she hold the keys to Longbourn! Oh, my girls, whatever shall we do? If only Lizzy had seen past her own selfishness to accept Mr. Collins’ proposal!” Those last few words ended in a wail and Mrs. Bennet dabbed at her eyes with her ever-present handkerchief.

      “Mama!” Jane’s exclamation was drowned out by their mother’s histrionics, and Elizabeth felt a twinge of guilt that was quickly replaced by a kind of defiant anger. How could she have been expected to shoulder the burden that Mr. Collins presented to the family? She refused to accept the blame for such a thing. Elizabeth was also very sure that her mother would not have given a second thought to her daughter’s happiness if it meant her own future comfort was assured.

      Elizabeth knew that her mother had no intention of leaving Longbourn, and Elizabeth could not help feeling some bitterness at her mother’s unashamed selfishness.

      Unable to bear her mother’s moaning or Lydia’s laughter any longer, Elizabeth left the room in a huff and stomped up the stairs to her room. She sat down at her desk and pulled Charlotte’s letter out to read it again. She could not help but feel betrayed by her own emotions as she read how Charlotte had accepted Mr. Collins’ proposal. Charlotte had always been a practical young woman, and, when she considered it carefully, Mr. Collins’ proposal would have made a great deal of sense to someone like her friend.

      She pulled a fresh sheet of parchment from her writing desk and wrote a quick reply to Charlotte. Of course, she would come to tea. She could only imagine what Charlotte would want to speak to her about, and though she was not looking forward to this invitation Elizabeth knew that she had to push her feelings aside. She had rejected Mr. Collins first, and she should not feel so out of sorts.

      Elizabeth stared at the words she had written until the words blurred before her eyes. The, finally, she signed her name and set down her quill with a sigh.

      “Lizzy? Is everything all right?” Jane’s voice was soft and coaxing and Elizabeth folded the letter as her sister came into the room.

      “Very well,” she replied calmly as she poured a blob of dark red wax onto the parchment and pressed the seal she had been given by her grandmother into the puddle of rapidly cooling wax. “I will go and visit Charlotte tomorrow. Whatever she has to say, in my heart I am glad for her. She had thought that her engagement would never come, Jane. And I should be happy that she has found some measure of security, no matter the source.”

      Jane smiled gently and Elizabeth felt some measure of pity in her sister’s expression. She bristled just a little, but it faded in an instant as she reminded herself that this was not a slight against her own person… she had rejected what Mr. Collins had offered. It had been her choice, and now she would have to manage the consequences.   
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      It was one thing to know that what she was feeling was wrong, but to put that into practice was another matter entirely. As she say across the table from Charlotte Lucas, Elizabeth Bennet tried her best to convey the happiness she knew that she should feel for her friend. Unfortunately, she was failing miserably.

      The tea was poured and a plate of scones, tarts, and biscuits sat nearby, but no matter how tempting the lemon tarts smelled Elizabeth could not bring herself to touch either. “I must admit, Charlotte, I was quite surprised to receive your letter,” Elizabeth said quietly.

      Charlotte set down her teacup and smiled briefly. “Lizzy, you know that I was quite surprised to have to write it.” She folded her hands in her lap and looked at her friend in the direct manner that she so often used. It had taken Elizabeth some time to become comfortable with Charlotte’s directness, but it was a quality she had grown to love. “You know as well as I do that I was never going to find a husband among the officers of the garrison.”

      “Oh, Charlotte, I cannot—”

      “Come now, Lizzy,” Charlotte interrupted her. “Officers are more likely to marry girls with spirit and a ready wit… a young lady who does not place too much importance on the transience of her husband’s position. I am not like that. I have found that as I grow older that I am more inclined to steadiness. Predictability. Routine. Practicality.”

      “But that is not a detriment, Charlotte,” Elizabeth protested. “There are many professions for a young man that do not require the kind of impermanence a military life offers…”

      “Indeed,” Charlotte agreed. “And life as the wife of a clergyman seems ideally suited to my own ideas of what married life should be like. A steadiness. A practicality. Things that are so
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