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        “The loss of virtue in a woman is irretrievable. A woman’s reputation is no less brittle than it is beautiful, so we cannot be too guarded in our behavior towards the undeserving...”
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      Now that Charlotte Lucas had gone away from Hertfordshire to become Mrs. Collins, Elizabeth Bennet found herself feeling lonely for the first time in a very long time. The company of her sisters had always been her solace, however, Charlotte’s steady presence and constant friendship was something she cherished.

      The day’s journey to Hunsford was not enough to discourage her, and Elizabeth was determined to visit her friend to see how she was settling in to her new status as the wife of a clergyman. Elizabeth supposed that Charlotte, though she would never admit it, would be feeling the isolation of her new position... Elizabeth could not fathom how she would have coped with listening to Mr. Collins’ speeches and fawning words.

      Elizabeth pulled her writing desk from under her bed and set to writing to Charlotte. She would ask her father’s permission in the morning, sure that he would grant her at least a fortnight away from Longbourn.

      “And not a day more,” Mr. Bennet said firmly. “Though the house be full, it feels empty when you are gone, Lizzie, and I will not suffer it gladly.”

      Elizabeth smiled and thanked her father, and left him to his books to pack for her journey. Charlotte’s letter welcoming her, as eagerly as Charlotte could, to Hunsford arrived later that day, and Elizabeth set about preparing for her journey.

      When the mail coach came the next morning, Elizabeth handed her valise to the coachman with a smile even as Mrs. Bennet stood on the front steps waving her handkerchief tearfully.

      “If they enquire after your father’s health, tell them nothing, Lizzie! They are vultures, vultures I say!”

      Elizabeth pressed her lips together to prevent her reply, Mrs. Bennet was nothing if not petty, and her insistences that Mr. Collins was plotting to take Longbourn out from under them had become more than tiresome.

      At least, she reasoned with herself, she would have silence on the carriage ride to Hunsford and time to read. If nothing else, perhaps she would be able to prepare herself to bear the onslaught of Mr. Collins’ conversation.
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      “Cousin Elizabeth,” Mr. Collins welcomed her warmly, and Elizabeth shuddered at the remembrance that not long ago, he had made overtures of marriage to her. She could not have borne the prospect of being his wife... even the merest thought of it made her cringe.

      “You are most welcome to Hunsford, I trust that your journey was a pleasant one?” Mr. Collins was all smiles and warmth, and Elizabeth put a smile upon her face to attempt to push aside her feelings for him. If the letters Mr. Collins had sent to Mr. Bennet were to be believed, his marriage to Charlotte had changed him, and Elizabeth hoped that it was for the better. His hair was still plastered too flatly to his shining forehead and his jacket was still too big on his portly frame.

      Charlotte was waiting beside her husband, and Elizabeth noticed that where Mr. Collins looked fatter and happier, Charlotte still looked much the same as she had before leaving Hertfordshire. She had hoped to see some happiness in Charlotte’s eyes, but if there was any there, it was at seeing her friend again, and not due in any part to Mr. Collins.

      “Cousin, you will be most overjoyed to hear that we have been invited just this evening to take supper at Rosings Park with Lady Catherine de Bourgh herself! Such a kindness is to be expected of her Ladyship, and I did suspect that when she learned of your visit that an invitation would be extended, but I did not think that it would be so soon after your arrival.”

      Mr. Collins was clearly overjoyed at the prospect of dining at his patron’s table, and a genuine smile crossed her face as he explained excitedly the nature of the table that was set at Rosings Park and what she could expect from the evening’s fare.

      “Lizzie,” Charlotte said as she stepped forward, interrupting her husband’s loud exclamations over the quality of the baked pears that he had been treated to at the last supper he had been invited to. “I am so very glad to see you. It seems as though years have passed though it has only been a few months since the wedding.”

      “Indeed, it has been too long,” Elizabeth replied, returning her friend’s embrace warmly. “I am eager to see how you have settled in here at Hunsford. Mr. Collins hardly ceases in his praises of Rosings Park, and I confess that I am quite curious to see if it lives up to his esteem.”

      “It is undoubtedly a great house, however, I believe that nothing could ever live up to Mr. Collins’ descriptions of it. Lady Catherine is a very kind patron, and she invites us to Rosings Park to dine often enough to remind us of her patronage.” Charlotte did not seem bitter towards the arrangement, and in truth, she seemed quite content.

      Elizabeth was happy to her friend, though she did not envy Charlotte her choice of spouse, she did envy the security and calmness that Charlotte now enjoyed. As a wife of a clergyman, she would always have a home, and would always have a parish patron... it was more than someone of her station could have hoped for, and while she might not have been in love with Mr. Collins, she could at lease be sure that she would never be in want of a home, something that was a very real worry for Elizabeth. The irony was not lost on her that at some point, her dear friend Charlotte would be mistress of Longbourn. While the idea did not rankle her as it did her mother, Elizabeth could only hope that she would be properly settled and installed in her own home when that day finally came.

      “Come, bring your valise and you may change before Lady Catherine sends a carriage. If there is one thing her Ladyship does not tolerate, it is tardiness,” Mr. Collins exclaimed. Charlotte pressed her lips together and nodded knowingly, and Elizabeth wondered how many late arrivals had been scolded by her Ladyship.

      “I do not wish to be the cause of Lady Catherine’s displeasure, I promise that I will make all haste to shake off the weariness of travel and I shall join you presently,” Elizabeth said as Charlotte showed her the room she would be staying in.

      “I am glad you are here, Lizzie. I have missed our walks,” Charlotte said with a smile. “Lady Catherine will, I am sure, find some other cause for displeasure.”

      “I do hope not.”

      Elizabeth doubted that Charlotte’s assessment was incorrect, but she also hoped that her friend had been able to find some happiness in her time at Hunsford, but the prospect seemed more than a little bleak.

      As Elizabeth dressed for supper, she wished that she had brought something a little finer to wear. She had not expected to be invited to Rosings Park, nor into Lady Catherine’s presence at all during her stay, and so she felt woefully unprepared to be in her ladyship’s presence.

      She pulled a pale blue gown from her valise, it was not her best dress to be sure, but she had recently sewn lengths of white velvet ribbon along the hem, sleeves and neckline of the dress to refresh it, and Jane had further added to the reawakening of the gown by adding some whitework embroidery to the small puffed sleeves.

      “It will have to do,” she breathed as she pulled it over her chemise and tied the ribbons at her shoulder. Elizabeth stood before the looking glass and adjusted the neckline of her gown, wishing again that she had brought something even a little more appropriate. Perhaps Lady Catherine would not notice the small grass stain at the hem.

      “Cousin Elizabeth!”

      Mr. Collins’ shout came from downstairs, and Elizabeth looked out the window to see a carriage with two horses standing in the gravel of the courtyard.

      “Cousin Elizabeth!” Mr. Collins shouted again and Elizabeth heaved a sigh before tucking a wayward curl back into her hairstyle and wishing that she had something to pin to her dark locks.

      She could hear Charlotte’s frantic footsteps on the stairs and before Charlotte could knock on the bedroom door, Elizabeth flung it open. “Here, I am ready. I would not think of making us late for supper.”

      “I had hoped you would think so, Lizzie. Lady Catherine is a great admirer of promptness, especially where mealtimes are concerned.”

      “Then we shall not keep her waiting any longer,” Elizabeth said with a smile. Although she did not relish the thought of a stuffy supper at Rosings Park, she would suffer through it for Charlotte’s sake.

      

      “Lady Catherine takes great interest in the happenings of our little home,” Mr. Collins was saying as the wine was poured. The first course had not yet been served and Elizabeth was already weary of Mr. Collins’ conversation. Lady Catherine herself seemed not to mind Mr. Collins’ infatuation with her. In fact, she seemed to expect it, though she took great pains to ignore him and talk over him at every opportunity.

      “Miss Bennet, you are from Hertfordshire, are you not?” Her Ladyship regarded Elizabeth carefully as she sipped her wine. “Mr. Collins tells me that your family is descended from gentle stock, which I must say is a great relief. I have always said that there is nobility in trades, but it is nothing to having a distinguished bloodline in one’s history.”

      “Yes, your Ladyship, although I cannot speak to the quality of my bloodlines, nor where they began.” Elizabeth knew that Lady Catherine’s mention of tradesmen was directed at Charlotte, and the small insult rankled her.

      “Can you not?” Lady Catherine asked incredulously. “I have given it careful study over the years, and am proud to say that I am able to trace the line of our family, de Bourgh’s and Somerset’s both back several hundred years... it is a most agreeable pastime, and very rewarding indeed when such a topic of conversation arises.”

      “I can only imagine,” Elizabeth replied, only because she did not know what else to say. The subject of bloodlines and breeding made her feel more like a piece of horseflesh for sale than anything else, and she refused to believe that anything related to that could be rewarding. Had her family been as great as Lady Catherine’s then perhaps she would have paid it more attention, but as it was not, it seemed a waste of her time to obsess over such a small thing.

      The conversation moved on, and Elizabeth was spared more questions about her family, until Lady Catherine looked at her squarely and set down her soupspoon with a clink.

      “Miss Bennet,” she said imperiously. “Mr. Collins tells me that you have four sisters. So many girls in one home...”

      “Yes, the youngest is not yet sixteen.”

      “And all out? Before the eldest are married?”

      Elizabeth was not sure where Lady Catherine’s line of questioning was leading, but she was not able to answer the question before a footman opened the dining room door. Lady Catherine was very surprised, and she made sure that the poor man knew it.

      “What is the meaning of this interruption?”

      “Your Ladyship, Mr. Darcy and Colonel Fitzwilliam have arrived,” the man said with a short bow.

      “Indeed? Well, their tardiness is most irregular. Have Mr. Petrie bring in the next course. Clear this away,” Lady Catherine flapped her hands airily at the table. The footman snapped his gloved fingers
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