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      Though Mr. Bingley and his sisters had been gone from Netherfield Park for some months, Elizabeth Bennet’s ability to forget them, and the arrogant presence of Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, had escaped her. It was clear that Jane was in mourning for something that might never have been real at all, but Elizabeth could not bring herself to say so. 

      It was very clear that Jane had developed a strong affection for the gentleman, but given his sudden departure from Hertfordshire the month before Christmas, it was Elizabeth’s opinion that the gentleman did not deserve such affection in the first place. 

      On a bright spring day, Elizabeth received a letter from Hunsford. It had barely been two months since Charlotte’s marriage to Mr. Collins, but it seemed that the newly made Mrs. Collins was already pining for her home in Hertfordshire. 

      “Look here, Jane,” Elizabeth said as she read Charlotte’s letter, “an invitation to Hunsford! Sir William and Mariah will also be making the journey—we are both invited…” But Elizabeth’s words trailed away as she saw the expression on her sister’s face. 

      “I do not think I am quite prepared to travel,” she said. “Now that spring is here, perhaps Netherfield Park will be occupied again. I can think of no other time of year that is more beautiful in Hertfordshire. I should never forgive myself if I were unable to welcome Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst after so many months away.” 

      “Of course,” Elizabeth replied gently. She should have known that her sister would decline such an invitation, but she had not realized the depth of Jane’s sorrow… nor her eagerness to welcome such vicious creatures back into her life. Caroline Bingley was, most assuredly, the instigator behind their departure and continued absence from Hertfordshire, and Elizabeth could think of no other culprit. 

       She wrote back to Charlotte of her willingness to make the journey, and revealed her decision to visit Hunsford over supper. 

      “Married only two months and already needed a reprieve?” Mrs. Bennet laughed. “I wonder now if Mrs. Collins might regret her eagerness to become the mistress of Longbourn!” 

      “Mama, do not be so unkind,” Elizabeth said. “You know very well that Charlotte feels terribly about her situation in regards to the entailment. I have no doubt that she will treat us very well when the time comes.” She lifted her fork and looked down at her plate. “And it has been three months since her marriage.” 

      Lydia snorted into her cup and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She ignored Jane’s grim look and grinned at Elizabeth. “If I were married to Mr. Collins I would find every opportunity to be away from him. I cannot imagine being trapped in the same house as him with no escape!” 

      Elizabeth frowned down at her food. She did not disagree with Lydia, but she could not encourage her by laughing or smiling. Charlotte had felt that she had no other choice but to accept Mr. Collins’ proposal—Elizabeth, herself, had done her best not to think about the fact that she might be in the very same position one day. 

      She had decided, not long ago, that she could only be tempted into matrimony by the very deepest love. And until such a thing presented itself, she would be content… although she did not know what the very deepest love should look like, she was confident that she would know it when it did arrive and would not be foolish enough to let such a thing pass by. 

      At least, that was her hope.  

      

      *** 

      

      Not a week after she had written to Charlotte to accept invitation than word arrived from Lucas Lodge that Sir William and Mariah Lucas would be thrilled to journey with her to Hunsford and a carriage had been ordered to take them to London and then onward toward Kent.

      “Oh, Jane, I wish you would come with me,” Elizabeth said on the morning of her departure. Jane, however, was determined to stay. 

      “Mama needs me here, and there will be enough excitement here to keep me well occupied. Charlotte will be glad of your company.”

      Elizabeth kissed her sister’s cheek as the carriage pulled into the drive and waved at her yawning sisters as they huddled in the foyer to see her on her way.   

      “Do give Mrs. Collins our best,” Mrs. Bennet called out and Elizabeth gritted her teeth at her mother’s hypocrisy. It was only for the benefit of Mariah and Sir William that she spoke the way she did and Elizabeth disliked the lie immensely. 

      Thankfully, Sir William did not seem to notice any irony in Mrs. Bennett’s good wishes, and Mariah was fast asleep under a blanket. With a sigh of relief, Elizabeth greeted Sir William and settled herself back against the seat. As the carriage pulled away, Elizabeth waved to her family and fell to chatting with Charlotte’s father while Mariah snored lightly beneath the blanket. 

      

      They stayed in London long enough to change carriages, but, to Elizabeth’s delight, she and her companions were able to visit the Gardiners at their Gracechurch Street home. While there, Mrs. Gardiner told them of her plans to travel the Lake Country come the turn of summer. She extended an invitation to Elizabeth, but as she was already on a journey away from home, she could not answer as quickly as she would have liked, but promised to consult her father first. 

      Elizabeth had not been away from Longbourn for any long stretch of time, and though she longed to see more of the country before the weight of a marriage and a family took the opportunity away from her, she did not see any reason for urgency in such a matter.

      The following day, in possession of a fresh set of horses and a lovingly packed luncheon from Mrs. Gardiner’s kitchens, Elizabeth did her best to focus the entirety of her energy upon the scenery that passed by the carriage window. 

      Sir William had been a dear friend of their family for many years, and while his company was pleasant enough, the older gentleman had a habit of relaying the same stories over, and over again without much change to their events, and Elizabeth had heard every one of them several times. Mariah Lucas, Charlotte’s younger sister by several years, was no better than Lydia and Kitty and had nothing more to talk about aside from her imaginings of what Rosings Park would look like, another topic which Elizabeth cared very little about. Mr. Collins had very clearly spoken at length of his patroness and the estate which supported his parsonage. She could hear some of her cousin’s language repeated in Mariah’s description of the grand house and tried to hide her expressions of boredom behind her hand or bit her lip to keep from replying in too sharp a manner. It was not Mariah’s fault that she was enamored of Rosings Park, this would be her first time traveling beyond London, and Rosings was no doubt much grander than the draughty rooms and echoing hallways of Lucas Lodge.  

      As the carriage approached Hunsford, Mariah began to call out the landmarks that her elder sister had set out in her letters. The garden sloping to the road, the whitewashed house with stone fences surrounding, a pale stand of birch trees barely coming into their leaf, and the thick laurel hedge that blocked the westerly wind.

      The green-painted door of the parsonage opened and Mr. Collins appeared first, with his hand clapped atop his head to hold down his wide-brimmed hat while Charlotte followed behind and shaded her eyes from the spring sunshine with her hand. The carriage stopped at a small wooden gate painted a merry shade of green which matched the front door of the house quite sweetly. 

      Elizabeth stepped down out of the carriage and Charlotte welcomed her with a tight embrace and a swift kiss to her flushed cheek. She also noticed instantly that Mr. Collins’ manners had not been altered by marriage; his formal civility was just what it had been, and he detained her some minutes at the gate to hear and satisfy his enquiries after all her family. They were then, with no other delay than his pointing out the neatness of the entrance, taken into the house; and as soon as they were in the parlour, he welcomed them a second time with ostentatious formality to his humble abode, and promptly repeated all his wife's offers of refreshment before escorting his father in law to the small drawing room to leave Elizabeth alone with Charlotte and Mariah.

      Tea was brought by an older woman who did not look pleased to be there, but she smiled thinly as she set down the tray and Charlotte thanked her for her pains. The woman said nothing and disappeared down a corridor that presumably led to the kitchens. 

      “A very jolly housekeeper,” Mariah observed quietly as she reached for a biscuit. 

      “Mrs. Cranley is not our housekeeper,” Charlotte said. “Lady Catherine has been kind enough to send us some of her servants a few days a week—as we were expecting company she thought I would benefit from some help in the kitchens.” 

      “How kind, indeed,” Elizabeth said. Charlotte looked strangely pained, and Elizabeth hoped that her friend was not pretending to be in good spirits for their benefit. 

      By the time supper arrived, Charlotte's initial stiffness had faded away, and Elizabeth was pleased to see that her friend’s smiles were not, in fact, pretense. She seemed content in her new life, though she would not call Charlotte ‘happy’ in her situation.    

      Over supper, Mr. Collins seemed to take great pains to pay particular attention to Elizabeth, as if he wished to make her feel what she had lost in refusing him, but though every aspect of the house and garden seemed neat and comfortable, she was not able to gratify him by any sigh of repentance. 

      When Mr. Collins said anything of which she herself might reasonably be ashamed, which certainly was not unseldom, she involuntarily turned her eye on Charlotte. Once or twice she noticed a faint blush upon her cheek; but in general Charlotte seemed very wisely not to react to her husband’s speech and affectations. Sir William was as jovial as ever, and delighted Mr. Collins with his stories, while Elizabeth and Charlotte exchanged glances as the familiar tales were told once more. Only Mariah was not able to keep her sighs of boredom to herself. 

      After sitting long enough to admire every article of furniture in the room, from the sideboard to the fender, to give an account of their journey, and of all that had happened in London, it was late in the evening and Elizabeth felt the exhaustion of their travels weighing heavily upon her shoulders. 

      “You must forgive me, I fear that I am quite overcome by our journey and should be glad of some sleep,” she said as the dessert dishes were cleared away by a sour-faced maid who also seemed to be on loan to the parsonage from Rosings Park. She would have to speak to Charlotte in the morning about this arrangement. Lady Catherine seemed very interested in the activities of the Collins household, and Elizabeth was curious as to how far that extended.

      “My dear cousin,” Mr. Collins said as he rose from his seat. “I do hope that you will feel more energetic in the morning. I had hoped to escort all of you through the garden. I have seen to the cultivation myself, and Lady Catherine has been most encouraging of my work—she believes it to be a respectable pleasure for a gentleman to have.” 

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth said with a small smile. “I would very much like to see it.”  

      Mariah watched her leave the table with wide, jealous eyes and Elizabeth bit her lip to keep from smiling at the younger girl’s obvious distress. She would have to get used to Mr. Collins now that he was family, and there would be no better opportunity to do so than this visit. 

      Elizabeth took the candle Charlotte offered her and climbed the stairs to the small bedroom she had been given for her stay. She entered the room and used the candle to light one of the small lamps that sat upon the bureau before sitting down upon the narrow bed with a sigh. There was a small fire built in the hearth that awaited a match if she felt a chill, but she was quite comfortable in the little room and the bed had been laid with several warm woollen blankets and brightly quilted coverlets. 

      She prepared for bed quickly, pondered whether or not she should write a letter to Jane and then decided against it. Her sister would want to hear all about Mr. Collins’ grand exclamations and something about Rosings Park as well—she did not believe that her cousin could resist taking her to Rosings Park for very long in his quest to ensure that she understood the full extent of the life she had so harshly refused. 

      Elizabeth slid beneath the coverlets and laid back upon the small pillow. The bed was comfortable and the light of the candle flickered gently. Elizabeth’s thoughts were filled with the scenery they had seen on their journey from London, but in the back of her mind, Elizabeth could not shake the memory of Jane’s pained expression when she had asked her to come to Hunsford. 

      What was it about seeing Charlotte that could cause her sister such distress? Surely it was not because Jane had thought she would be married by this time… But what if it was? Could she not push aside her disappointment to be happy for Charlotte? That was not Jane’s disposition at all, but Elizabeth could not convince herself that it was not so. Even if she had no interest in becoming Mrs. Collins, Jane had been removed from her cousin’s scrutiny by virtue of Mr. Bingley’s affection for her. 

      Surely, Jane could not blame herself for what had happened? 

      Elizabeth turned onto her side and looked out the small window at the starry sky outside the window. What if Jane had, indeed, been available to accept Mr. Collins’ attentions? Would she have consented to be the wife of a clergyman instead of Charlotte? 

      “Preposterous,” Elizabeth muttered. 

      Her eyelids grew heavy, and the exhaustion of the day swept over Elizabeth’s shoulders and carried her away to sleep. 
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      At breakfast the next morning, Mr. Collins yet again extended his request that they all take a walk in the parsonage gardens. There would be no opportunity to decline such a thing and Elizabeth could only smile weakly in
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