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      “I say again, Mr. Bennet, I do not like the contents of this letter and you cannot convince me otherwise,” Mrs. Bennet huffed. 

      They were seated in the parlor; Mrs. Bennet upon her chair with Kitty at her knee helping to wind a ball of knitting yarn that would do doubt gather dust with the rest of her mother’s abandoned projects. Mary was at the pianoforte with her sheet music, and though she had promised not to play so as to avoid aggravating her mother’s headache, Elizabeth could see her fingers touching the keys tentatively. 

      Elizabeth and her elder sister Jane sat upon the sofa with books in their laps. Lydia, the youngest, had gone out with Mrs. Hill to collect autumn apples from the trees that grew at the northern edge of their estate, and Elizabeth was glad of her absence at a time like this. Lydia had a way of exacerbating every situation, no matter how small. And this was no small matter. 

      Mr. Bennet sighed heavily and re-read the letter he held in his hand. He leaned against the fireplace mantle almost casually, but Elizabeth could see strain and confusion upon his brow.

      “Read it again, Papa,” Elizabeth said. “Perhaps it will make more sense this time.” 

      “Again?” Mrs. Bennet cried. “Lizzy, this is the third time, and I daresay it will still be nonsense by the end.” 

      “I agree with Lizzy,” Jane said, and their mother fixed her eldest daughters with a meaningful glare. 

      Mr. Bennet cleared his throat and snapped the parchment of the letter. “To Mr. Alfred Bennet, greetings, I write to you with the duty set to me by my client, Mr. Fairfax, lately of King’s Garden. My client has named you as the heir of a certain property, and that, upon his death, that you should be contacted at once.” 

      “A certain property,” Mrs. Bennet snorted delicately. 

      “Mama,” Elizabeth said sternly. “What else, Papa?” 

      “You well know that Mr. Kennington goes on to say that I have been named in particular as the new owner of an estate in Derbyshire. It has a pleasing aspect, a lake stocked with brown trout, and a good sized woodland for timber and game.” 

      “Derbyshire,” Mrs. Bennet huffed. “I had never thought to be even farther from London!”

      “Mama!” Jane admonished. 

      “How did such a thing happen?” Elizabeth asked. 

      “Some years ago your father was in business with that scoundrel, Mr. Fairfax,” Mrs. Bennet said bitterly. 

      Mr. Bennet sighed. “Mrs. Bennet is correct. It seems that Mr. Fairfax has taken some advice I had given him many years ago to heart and turned his eye to the purchase of estates and land.” 

      “And he has willed one such estate to you?” Elizabeth said incredulously. 

      “A vile, rat-infested hovel no doubt,” Mrs. Bennet interjected. 

      “Mama, I am sure it is no such thing,” Elizabeth said calmly. “How did the lawyer describe the estate again, Papa? A large wooded area, a lake with trout?” 

      “And a very pleasing aspect,” Jane finished.

      “Indeed,” Mr. Bennet agreed. “A fine estate for any gentleman. It would be unthinkable to refuse such a gift.”

      “Unthinkable,” Mrs. Bennet huffed. “What is unthinkable is to leave Hertfordshire for such a gift.” She was not pleased, and would make no secret of it, of that Elizabeth was certain. But despite his wife’s frustration, Elizabeth saw that her father was very pleased with the contents of the lawyer’s letter, and she could not begrudge him such a thing.
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      “I do not understand why Mama is so opposed to the idea,” Jane said quietly after they had gone up to bed. Supper had been an awkward affair, and Mrs. Bennet had made much of her displeasure with the gift that had been bestowed upon them.

      Jane sat on the edge of her bed and wrapped her hair ribbons around her fingers thoughtfully. “I should think she would be pleased to be free of that wretched entailment and the watchful eye of Mr. Collins.”

      “Perhaps it is because she was not able to make any advantageous matches for us,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “She was so hoping that one of us would be inclined to be Mrs. Collins and save the family from certain woe.” 

      “Thankfully, dear Charlotte was able to make that decision before we were forced into it,” Jane said ruefully. “I do not doubt that Charlotte would have seen to the care of Longbourn, and its remaining inhabitants, very well, indeed. Though Mama would surely make every day a misery.” 

      “Without a doubt,” Elizabeth agreed. “I, for one, am intrigued at the prospect of an estate in the north country—abandoned to tragedy? How romantic!”

      “Better suited to Lord Byron or Mary Shelley, I’m afraid,” Jane said. “I am not sure that I like this idea, but if it means we will be able to remove ourselves from Mr. Collins’ influence, I am not opposed.”

      “Imagine never hearing about what Lady Catherine’s preferences for anything ever again,” Elizabeth sighed wistfully. 

      “It is too much to hope for,” Jane laughed. She leaned over to blow out her candle and Elizabeth slid beneath her coverlet and pulled it up to her chin. 

      “Perhaps,” Elizabeth sighed. “But it would be quite something, indeed. Even if it is a hovel as Mama has predicted.” 

      “Mama has never been farther abroad than London,” Jane replied. “I do not believe for a moment that Papa’s friend, and a former associate no less, would leave him something as terrible as she is inclined to believe.”

      “I will hold out the hope that it is grander than Rosings Park, although Mr. Collins’ descriptions make it sound as though the King himself, would feel very much at home there.”

      Jane laughed quietly and Elizabeth heard her sister turn over in her bed. “If Mama has her way we shall never see it at all,” she sighed. 

      “Papa would not turn down an opportunity for an adventure, especially with the season just beginning to turn. It will be a wonderful journey—and such beautiful country. Our aunt had promised to take us on a tour this summer, but I should very much like to see it in autumn.” 

      “I do agree, Lizzy, but perhaps we could talk about it in the morning?” Jane yawned. 

      “Of course,” Elizabeth whispered. “I just cannot stop imagining what it might look like—”

      “Lizzy…”

      Elizabeth closed her mouth, but that did not stop her mind from tumbling over and over with thoughts of what Pemberley could offer. 

      Pemberley in Derbyshire.

      It did not matter what she imagined, Elizabeth knew that the house itself would not measure up to what she could conjure in her mind. Already she was envisioning an expansive garden full of ancient roses with thick thorny vines and heavily scented blossoms, a conservatory filled with citrus trees and exotic orchids brought from the colonies. Perhaps even an orange tree. Hallways filled with portraits of the estate’s illustrious former masters and rich damask curtains hung from every window. 

      Elizabeth sighed deeply and tried to quiet her mind, but the excitement of the mysterious house kept her awake long into the night, and when she did finally sleep, she dreamed of walking on gently rolling hills carpeted in thick emerald grass while the wind pulled at her dark curls.
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      The morning sun shone into the parlor windows and Elizabeth did her best to hide her yawns behind her book while her younger sisters tried to bargain their way out of the journey to London.

      Lydia had already stomped out of the room, but Kitty persisted in her questions while their mother grew increasingly frustrated. Elizabeth could see the color in Mrs. Bennet’s cheeks changing ever so slightly as Kitty poked at her teacup with one finger and sighed dramatically at the unfairness of it all. 

      “Kitty, you will cease your pouting or I shall leave you in the care of Charlotte Collins  instead!” Mrs. Bennet cried.

      Kitty’s mouth fell open at her mother’s threat. “Mama, you would not!” 

      “Your father has decided that we are going to Derbyshire to tour this monstrosity he has inherited, and I cannot bear your complaining!” Mrs. Bennet was seated in her chair in the parlor while the bad news was delivered. Kitty, Lydia, and Mary would be staying with Mrs. Gardiner while Elizabeth and Jane accompanied their parents north. 

      “I don’t know why I should be taken to London as well,” Mary said dryly. “Surely, I can be left here with Mrs. Hill?” 

      “Indeed not!” Mrs. Bennet huffed and held a scented handkerchief to her nose. Out of the three younger Bennet daughters, Mary was the only one Elizabeth would have trusted to be on her own. She would likely have appreciated a silent house in which to practice her singing and pianoforte as she wished—Kitty and Lydia were the ones who required supervision. It might have seemed unfair to Mary, but Elizabeth saw the wisdom in having all three girls under their aunt’s watchful eye. 

      “In any case, Mrs. Hill is well overdue for a holiday,” said Jane warmly as the housekeeper entered the parlor with a tray laden with cakes and tea. Mrs. Bennet sighed dramatically and accepted a small plate of sugared scones. 

       “If I had my way we should all pretend that cursed letter had never arrived on our doorstep,” Mrs. Bennet moaned.

      “But, Mama, would it not be grand to have an estate all to ourselves?” Kitty asked. “The way the letter described it, it must be very fine, indeed!” 

      “Very fine,” Mrs. Bennet snorted. And what is very fine if there is no income to support it! A house like that requires servants and tenant farmers! No, no. It will not do at all!”

      “I am sure Papa has considered all of that,” Elizabeth said gently. “He would not take us away from Longbourn for a false hope.” 

      Mrs. Bennet grumbled into her tea and Elizabeth shared a glance with her elder sister over their mother’s histrionics. Mrs. Bennet was a creature of contented habit, and the only excitement she tolerated was the occasional social event—a ball or a dinner party—and visits from friends announced well in advance. Such a journey, and on such short notice, was well beyond her comfort and Elizabeth had a suspicious feeling that the journey north would be a tedious one. Mrs. Gardiner would offer for her to stay, but the kind offer would be declined with much groaning and possibly a few tears.   

      “This is most unfair,” Kitty muttered as she covered a scone with jam and frowned at it. Mrs. Bennet sniffed dramatically and set down her teacup with a determined click. 

      “For once, Kitty, I agree with you,” she sighed. Elizabeth bit her lip to keep from laughing at the dramatically dour mood in the parlor. Lydia’s stomping footsteps echoed above them and Mrs. Bennet glared upwards as though it would make her youngest daughter cease her pacing.  

      It seemed to Elizabeth that the only occupants of Longbourn who were excited at the prospect of a new adventure—for that was exactly what Pemberley represented—were herself and the benefactor of the late Mr. Fairfax’s estate. 

      Jane seemed to be looking forward to the change in scenery as well, and Elizabeth was glad that she would have her sister’s company on the journey ahead. 

      

      The sullen faces of the younger Bennet girls remained in place for the duration of the week, and as the day of their departure drew near the complaints, bargaining, and arguments began anew. Mary seemed to have resigned herself to the course of events, but Lydia would not be consoled, especially as a Regimental ball had just been announced. 

      “But Mama, we will not be back in Hertfordshire in time to mend our dresses - even if I were to purchase new ribbons
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