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  Chapter One: The Visit Begun - 1812



The road to Hunsford did not improve on acquaintance, but Elizabeth Bennet had learned, in one-and-twenty years, to be grateful for roads that went somewhere. This one went away from Longbourn in March, away from her mother's nerves and her sister Lydia's noise, and the specific friction of a household confined to itself through a long winter. Sir William Lucas and his daughter Maria had made the journey with her, propriety requiring a companion for so long a road, and Sir William being amiable enough to supply one without making the obligation feel like one. They had deposited her at the parsonage gate that afternoon and gone on, their part in the arrangement discharged with characteristic good humor.
Charlotte, now married these four months to her cousin, Mr. William Collins, met her at the gate of the Hunsford parsonage where they lived under the patronage of Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Collins stood to inherit Longbourn upon Mr. Bennet's death, the entail having arranged things so. The match had been, to Elizabeth, a surprise; to Charlotte, she suspected, a calculation. They had not spoken of it directly. 
Charlotte met her with the composed warmth of a friend who has made her choice and intends to be well, and Elizabeth, stepping through the gate, saw at once that she looked it: not merely settled, but composed in some more deliberate way that Elizabeth had not seen on her before.
The parsonage was orderly in a way that Longbourn, with five daughters and one ironic father, had never managed to be. The furniture was placed with a care that suggested thought rather than habit, not the care of a woman decorating, but of one who had studied where she would need to sit and arranged accordingly. The fire in the parlor was built to be warm without being extravagant. There were flowers on the table near the window, not many and not particularly fine, but positioned to catch what light the March afternoon offered, which was less than one might wish but more than nothing.
"You have made it very comfortable," Elizabeth said, and meant it.
"I have had time to consider what I wanted," Charlotte said, setting Elizabeth's traveling bag near the door.
Mr. Collins appeared before she had fully removed her gloves. He expressed, at considerable length, his gratification at her visit, his admiration of Lady Catherine's condescension in permitting it, Lady Catherine de Bourgh being the great lady of Rosings Park and the principal authority of the neighborhood in every sense she could arrange, and his settled conviction that the distance from Longbourn, though not inconsiderable, was nothing to a journey undertaken with proper planning and fair weather. The weather having been, he acknowledged, somewhat variable, but not, in his judgment, prohibitively so. He asked after her mother and sisters with the warmth of a man who had recently become part of the family and wished to make good on the connection. He asked after Mr. Bennet's health in a way that suggested he was preparing complimentary remarks for later use. He made observations about the journey that implied he had not made it himself but had formed strong opinions in the abstract, which was, Elizabeth supposed, the next best thing.
She answered him warmly, because he was Charlotte's husband and would be for the rest of Charlotte's life, and that fact had to be worth something in how one addressed him.
During this exchange, Charlotte had moved without appearing to move to the far end of the parlor, where she stood examining the arrangement of objects on the mantelpiece with the attentiveness of someone who has found, through practice, the exact distance at which a husband's remarks become inaudible. The distance was not large. Perhaps eight feet. Elizabeth noted it and put it away, with the comfortable room and the well-placed flowers and Charlotte's composed look at the gate, in a drawer of her mind she intended to return to.
She did not know what to make of any of it. She had had four months to decide, and found she was no closer.


      [image: ]In the days that followed, the parsonage and its habits became familiar. Charlotte managed the household as she managed everything: without display, and with a thoroughness that left very little to chance. She had arranged the rooms so that the study Collins occupied in the mornings was at a remove from the parlor she preferred. She had arranged the daily schedule so that he was often out during the hours she appeared to value, to the garden, the lane, a visit to Rosings, an errand whose nature was never quite specified but which reliably produced an hour or two of quiet. The house, in his absence, ran with efficient calm. The house, in his presence, ran with slightly louder efficiency, Charlotte directing the cook or reviewing accounts in a way that gave her occupation and Collins the impression of industrious domesticity, two things that were not always easy to reconcile and which she appeared to have reconciled without visible effort. 
Whether this constituted happiness, Elizabeth could not determine. It constituted something. Charlotte did not appear to be suffering. She did not appear, either, to be someone for whom the question of suffering had recently been relevant. She was occupied, purposeful, and entirely engaged with the business of managing what she had chosen to manage. She asked Elizabeth about Jane, about the winter, about their mother's nerves and Lydia's latest escapades, with the warm interest of someone who had arranged her own life satisfactorily and remains genuinely curious about other arrangements. Elizabeth answered and watched and could not always tell, when Charlotte laughed at something, whether it was contentment expressing itself or discipline doing the same.
One morning she sat in the kitchen doorway and watched Charlotte direct the cook through the week's provisions; Monday the cold chicken, Tuesday the pork if the butcher proved reliable, a remove of some kind on Thursday, the preserves from the stillroom to be assessed before they planned any remove at all. Charlotte moved through the list with the calm of someone who had identified what mattered and made certain it was attended to, and the cook received her directions with a respect that came from experience of being well-managed rather than from ceremony. The kitchen ran. The garden ran, under Collins's enthusiastic stewardship, according to principles Lady Catherine had communicated and which he reproduced with the devotion of a man writing down scripture. The whole establishment ran reliably and smoothly on the energy of Charlotte's precision.
It was not the life Elizabeth would have chosen. But she had not been offered it on Charlotte's terms, at seven-and-twenty, with the drawing rooms thinning and the alternatives narrowing to a point. She did not think she was in a position to say with any confidence what she would have done.
She did not say this. Charlotte did not require her to, which was its own evidence of something Elizabeth had not yet classified.


      [image: ]On the second day, Mr. Collins walked her through the garden and along the lane and through the general geography of his consequence, which was considerable and required some time to convey. He pointed out the gap in the hedge through which Rosings was visible. There was one tall chimney and a section of east-facing gable in view, promising great things beyond. He indicated the road by which Lady Catherine's carriage most often passed, and the road from which her ladyship could sometimes be heard before she was seen, which constituted, he implied, an anticipatory pleasure available only to those who lived close enough to benefit from it. He showed Elizabeth the kitchen garden and the flower beds and the gate at the far end of the lane, and then he showed her the gate again from the other direction, because it was through this gate that Lady Catherine had once entered the parsonage grounds and declared herself satisfied with the cultivation of the beds; satisfied being a word he repeated with the gravity of someone quoting primary scripture. 
"She must be a great comfort to the neighborhood," Elizabeth said. "So much attention distributed so generally."
"A comfort!" Mr. Collins stopped walking and turned to her with an expression of such earnest agreement that the word comfort seemed to have fallen significantly short of the thing. "She is, Miss Bennet, the most condescending of all great ladies. The word does not… it cannot fully… she condescends to interest herself in everything. The condition of the lane. The welfare of the poorer cottagers. She has opinions about the timing of the harvest in the home farm, which the steward receives, one understands, with great respect. The arrangements of this household are naturally also — that is, Charlotte is very sensible of the privilege. We both are." He looked back toward the parsonage with the warm satisfaction of a man who has surveyed his prosperity and found it good. "I cannot imagine a more fortunate situation for a young clergyman."
Elizabeth said that she could see it must be a very agreeable thing to have so engaged a patron.
Mr. Collins said that engaged was the word, exactly the word, and then found several more things to show her, and she looked at all of them and said what was required, and kept her face in order through the portion of the circuit that passed within sight of the gap in the hedge, through which the chimney of Rosings stood against the sky in a way that was, she thought, admirably suited to the purposes of Mr. Collins's particular happiness.


      [image: ]The visit to Rosings occurred on the third evening. Elizabeth described it to her father that night, at the writing desk in the small room Charlotte had allotted her whose window faced east and away from Rosings, a detail she thought probably intentional. 
She told him about the drawing room: large and cold and grand in the way of rooms arranged to produce an impression of grandeur, which is rather different from rooms arranged for the comfort of people who must sit in them. She told him about the fire, situated at the end of the room farthest from the guests, a distance that seemed, on a March evening, to have been decided upon by someone who was not planning to feel cold. She told him about Sir William and Maria, who had accompanied them and whose sense of occasion had been so engaged by the grandeur of the proceedings that their wonder performed the useful function of making Elizabeth feel, by contrast, entirely at her ease.
She told him about Lady Catherine.
Lady Catherine de Bourgh was very large in presence and very decided in opinion, and appeared to feel that these two qualities, taken together, constituted wisdom — a confusion, Elizabeth had observed, common to people who have never been seriously contradicted in a room they own. She had conducted a thorough inventory of Elizabeth during the course of dinner: her age, her education, whether she had had a governess, whether she played and to what standard, whether she drew, whether she sang, whether her sisters were also out and did not their mother find it rather trying to manage so many of them at once without anyone to relieve her. 
She delivered observations about Elizabeth's answers before Elizabeth had quite finished giving them. She had opinions about the Bennet household's management, Elizabeth's playing, the scheduling of young ladies' accomplishments, and the general approach to winter travel, none of which she had been invited to share and all of which she appeared to consider well within her jurisdiction, the limits of her authority extending, as far as Elizabeth could determine, to whatever room she happened to be occupying.
Elizabeth had answered every question with a composure she was reasonably pleased with. Lady Catherine appeared to regard the composure as either admirable or insolent and had not yet settled the matter, the ambiguity seeming in itself to constitute a mild impertinence that she intended to investigate further. Elizabeth rather looked forward to the investigation.
She told him that the plate was very fine and very numerous, and that Mr. Collins had catalogued it on the walk home, so that no one need feel uncertain about its provenance or quantity.
She told him she was very glad she had come.
She sealed the letter and set it on the corner of the desk for the morning post. The candle had burned down while she wrote, and she did not immediately get up to replace it but sat in the partial dark for a while with the house quiet around her. Through the east window, the lane was a pale line. She was thinking, with some part of her mind, about Lady Catherine's certainty that her observations were owed to whatever room she entered, the absolute fluency of it, the way she moved through opinion as through owned territory. And with another part, rather more quietly, about Charlotte managing a household in the precise direction she had chosen, eight feet from whatever remarks she had decided not to hear.
She was not thinking about the future with any urgency. The future was Longbourn and Jane and her father's letters and the texture of a life whose shape she knew exactly. It would be there when she returned. It always was.


      [image: ]His reply came four days later. One page, in the hand she would have known without a signature. 
He had read her account of Rosings with, he said, very great satisfaction. It confirmed several suspicions he had long entertained about the internal temperature of grand rooms and the principles governing where fires were placed in them. He was assembling questions for Lady Catherine's particular method of wisdom and intended to put them to Elizabeth upon her return, at which point he trusted she would have gathered sufficient evidence to supply authoritative answers. 
He was well. Her mother was very sensible that the Lucases should have had the pleasure of the journey when no Bennet daughter of equivalent usefulness had been free to take it. He did not say which daughter would have been equivalent, but the implication was clear enough. 
Kitty had a cold and was managing it with the energy she generally brought to things that attracted sympathy. Lydia had visited Meryton three times in four days, which was not a cold but might, he suggested, benefit from the same treatment: confinement, some distance from other people, and the limited stimulation of a quieter room. Mary had discovered an author on the subject of moral improvement whose arguments she was pursuing with an intensity he expected either to have reformed her entirely by spring or confirmed her in everything she already believed, the distinction being, he thought, probably immaterial.
He had enjoyed her letter very much. He generally did.
Elizabeth read it twice: once for the sense of it, and once more slowly, for the pleasure of his company at a distance, which was one of the more reliable pleasures of her life and one she appreciated in direct proportion to the distances she had tested it over. She folded it carefully along its original creases and placed it in the writing case, in the section where she kept his letters, which was where she kept all of them, without having made a conscious decision to do so.
It was, she thought, exactly what she had expected him to say.
Outside the east window, the afternoon was bright and still. Mr. Collins was visible at the far end of the garden with a spade, doing something methodical and absorbed that had the quality of a man executing instructions he had received on good authority and intended to honor. From downstairs came the sounds of Charlotte in the parlor: a page turned, a chair adjusted, the fire worked with a small iron that rang once and then was silent. The house held these sounds the way it held everything — quietly, efficiently, with the particular competence of a place that was arranged to work.
Elizabeth's own life was waiting for her at a distance she could calculate exactly: Longbourn, Jane, her father's next letter, the familiar disorder that was, in the end, her familiar disorder and therefore entirely different from anyone else's. She could return to it whenever she chose. She would, in a fortnight, close the writing case and put it in the coach and go back to all of it, and it would be exactly as she had left it.
She put the writing case on the shelf above the desk and went downstairs.
She was nearly at the parlor door when the maidservant appeared from the hall with the small correspondence tray, and on it a letter. It was not the ordinary morning post, which had come and gone already, but an express by the look of it, the paper thicker, the seal pressed in haste. She took it before the girl had finished offering it. The direction was in Jane’s hand. The border of the envelope was black.






  
  Chapter 2: The Express


She had received Jane’s letters all her life. She knew the handwriting from a hundred notes and a few years of correspondence sent back and forth during visits of varying length, the careful regularity of it, the even spacing of the lines. She recognized it the moment the tray was offered, and she had taken the letter without looking at the maidservant. The maidservant had withdrawn, and Elizabeth was still standing in the doorway of the parlor with the letter in her hand, because the border of the envelope was black. 
Charlotte’s pen had stopped moving. Elizabeth was aware of this without turning toward it. She was aware, also, of the fire and the arrangement of the chairs, the room entirely as it had been a moment ago when she had come downstairs expecting nothing more than tea. She crossed to the table, sat down, and broke the seal.
She read the first line and then she read it again, because the grammar of it did not resolve on the first pass into anything she recognized as possible. The second reading produced the same result as the first. The sentence remained what it was.
Her father was dead. A seizure, sudden, two days ago. There had been no illness before it, no period of decline that might have softened the fact by making it something that was coming rather than something that had arrived. He had been at breakfast, Jane wrote. And then he had not.
Elizabeth sat with the letter in her hands and did not move. The fire was the same fire it had been a moment ago. The flowers Charlotte had placed near the window were the same flowers. Outside, the lane ran between the same hedges in the same thin March light. Charlotte's pen continued its movement across the page. None of this was altered. Elizabeth was aware of each of these facts with a sharpness that had nothing to do with caring about them, the mind fixing itself to the surfaces of things when the thing it is actually required to absorb is too large to absorb directly.
Charlotte had looked up. Elizabeth did not know how long ago that had happened. It could have been moments or longer. Whatever her own face had done in the interval, it had been enough, because Charlotte set her pen down without any explanation being offered and came around the end of the table and sat. Not across from Elizabeth, beside her close enough that the presence was felt without being imposed. She did not reach for the letter. She did not ask what had happened. She did not offer the quality of sympathy that requires the recipient to attend to the feelings of the sympathizer, the kind that produces more work than it relieves. She said nothing and was there, and Elizabeth, who had not known until that moment what she required of another person, understood that this was precisely it.
She read the letter a third time. She read the sentence about breakfast. Jane had written it plainly, without softening, because Jane understood that the plain sentence was the honest one and that what Elizabeth would want was the honest account. She read the apothecary's note, transcribed in Jane's careful hand, and the brief account of the house in the hours afterward, and the sentence about their mother, which said that Mrs. Bennet was in great distress and that Mr. Jones had been sent for a second time. 
Jane did not editorialize. She had never been a person who editorialized. She reported what had happened in the order in which it had happened, and Elizabeth was grateful for this in a way she could not have explained to anyone who had not, at some point, desperately needed facts rather than comfort.
"My father," she said.
Charlotte said she was very sorry. She said it once and did not add to it. The brevity was the right choice. Elizabeth received it as it was meant.


      [image: ]Mr. Collins returned from the glebe before noon. He came into the parlor still carrying his hat, his outdoor color high, his expression arranged in advance into something that announced itself as solemn attention. The maidservant had told him something, evidently, enough to allow him time, on the walk back from the gate, to prepare. He set his hat on the side table. He looked at Elizabeth. He drew a breath that was its own small performance. 
He expressed himself at length. He began with the uncertainty of human life, moved through the dispensation of Providence, touched on the particular affliction of losing a father as opposed to other relations, and arrived at the duty of Christian resignation, which he recommended warmly and in some detail. He spoke of Mr. Bennet with a generosity that owed more to the occasion than to personal acquaintance, attributing to him several qualities of diligence and piety that Elizabeth had not, in two-and-twenty years of observation, noticed him to possess in any great degree — though she understood that this was Collins being kind, in his fashion, which was not nothing.
Then he addressed the entail. He had felt it necessary, he said; he trusted Elizabeth would understand that it was necessary to raise the subject directly, since it was a matter she would be aware of and since he did not wish there to be any sense of obscurity or embarrassment between them on a point that was already, he feared, a source of considerable distress to the family. 
He wanted Elizabeth to know and he hoped she would convey this to her mother and sisters that the entail was not a circumstance of his own devising. He had not written the laws of property. He had not arranged the documents that governed the descent of Longbourn. He had inherited the legal situation as he had found it, and he intended, he was quite decided on this, to approach whatever practical arrangements became necessary with every consideration for the feelings and comfort of the bereaved family. 
He would not be in haste. He wished them to understand that. He would not act with any want of feeling for their situation. He intended to handle the matter with the utmost - here he paused and selected the word - delicacy. Yes. Delicacy. He hoped they would believe him.
Elizabeth said that she was sure of it. She said that it was very thoughtful of him to address the matter so directly. She said that she was grateful for his condolences and for his kindness, and that she was sure her mother and sisters would feel the same. She said these things with the steadiness of someone who has located a particular resource within herself and is drawing on it carefully, aware that it is not inexhaustible. Then she excused herself and went upstairs.
She climbed the stairs slowly, not because her legs required it but because the landing was a place between rooms and for a moment she did not know which room she was going to or what she would do when she arrived in it. She was aware, on the stairs, of the sounds of the house continuing around her: Collins's voice saying something to Charlotte in the parlor below, the cook moving in the back of the house, the ordinary household noise of a Tuesday morning at the parsonage, unchanged, all of it unchanged, and her father three days dead and the letters on the desk in her room waiting to be read again.
Before she left the room, she caught Charlotte's eye for the space of a second. Charlotte did not say anything. The look said that she had heard every word her husband had spoken, had understood its practical implications rather more clearly than she would ever say aloud to anyone, and that Elizabeth might want to think carefully, and with some urgency, about what her situation actually was. It was efficient. Charlotte had always been efficient.


      [image: ]Aletter arrived in the early afternoon on Friday. Elizabeth was at the writing desk in her room, Jane's letter open before her having been reread several times, the east window showing a sky that had flattened to dull white, a day that had given up on being fine without committing to rain. This letter was from her aunt, Mrs. Gardiner of Gracechurch Street, her mother's brother's wife and the most practically intelligent person of Elizabeth's acquaintance. Mrs. Gardiner did not write letters carelessly. Every sentence was written to be read. 
She had received Jane's express and was writing with further information now that there was some to share. She wrote with the precision of a woman who had assessed the situation and concluded that what Elizabeth needed first was not sympathy but information, sympathy being better received once the recipient knows clearly what they are being sympathized about. Her father had died on Sunday morning. Mr. Gardiner had gone to Longbourn at once, arriving Monday evening. The following was the state of things as of Wednesday, the day she wrote.
Mr. Collins had sent an express letter to Longbourn. It had arrived, Mrs. Gardiner noted, early Wednesday morning, which said a great deal without requiring her to say it. The letter had expressed condolences. It had also communicated Mr. Collins's intention to take possession in a manner consistent with the legal situation, and had expressed the hope that the family would find themselves in a position to make whatever arrangements were necessary within the month.
Mr. Gardiner was doing what could be done. Mrs. Bennet was not, at present, able to assist in the management of the household's practical affairs and was not expected to become so in the near term. Jane was managing with admirable composure and should not be left to manage alone longer than necessity required. As to the question of funds for Elizabeth's return to Hertfordshire: the household accounts were not, at present, equal to the expense. Mr. Gardiner expected to arrange something within the fortnight, though he could not at this moment commit to a precise date. She trusted Elizabeth was comfortable at Hunsford and that Mr. and Mrs. Collins had been attentive.
Elizabeth read this letter straight through, and then read it again from the sentence about the household accounts. She had not misread it. She set it beside Jane's letter on the desk and looked at both of them and the room was very quiet.


      [image: ]Sir William and Maria were due to pass back through in two weeks on the way to Hertfordshire. She could ask, without difficulty or ceremony, to travel with them. Sir William was entirely agreeable by nature, and Maria would welcome the company. The road was the same road. She could be home before the end of the week, if she asked. 
She could be home, that was, if home was a place she could return to. And that was the question the two letters had combined to make genuinely uncertain in a way it had not been before this morning.
She had not thought about the entail with any real seriousness before today. It had always been present at Longbourn in the way that certain large uncomfortable facts are present in a household. It was acknowledged in outline, referenced occasionally in her mother's more agitated speeches, but never examined directly by the people most affected by it because direct examination would require sitting with conclusions that nobody was prepared to sit with. Her father had managed it with irony, which she had taken, without ever articulating the assumption, as a way of managing it at all. Her mother had managed it with anxiety, which was her method for managing everything, and which had the effect of making the anxiety about the entail indistinguishable from the anxiety about the next assembly, or the state of a particular bonnet, or whether a given officer had been sufficiently attentive to Lydia. The result was that Elizabeth, at one-and-twenty, understood the broad view of her family's situation without having worked through what it all meant in practice when the entail was no longer a vague future fact but a document in motion.
She worked through it now. The estate went to Collins. That was the center of it,  the point from which everything else proceeded. The house went. The home farm and its income went. The contents of the house were her father's and therefore now, in a sense she did not have time to be precise about, Collins's as well, though in practice she thought he would not press that particular point immediately. 
Her mother's own income was something under fifty pounds per annum, derived from her marriage settlement and entirely independent of Longbourn, which was one fact on the right side of the ledger. Her own portion and those of her sisters were approximately one thousand pounds each, left by her uncle Philips and generating perhaps forty or fifty pounds a year in interest at any reasonable rate. She was one of five daughters. The five portions together amounted to perhaps two hundred pounds a year in income, added to her mother's fifty. Two hundred and fifty pounds a year, for six people, assuming they could all live together in a single establishment. Two hundred and fifty pounds a year was not nothing. It was also not, by any honest arithmetic, enough.
She went through the connections. The Gardiners were generous and would do what they could, and she trusted them to mean it, but Mr. Gardiner was a man in trade supporting a household of his own, and Gracechurch Street had its limits. She could not ask the Gardiners to absorb five Bennets for any extended period without that generosity beginning to constitute an imposition on a family that had done nothing to deserve imposing upon. 
Her Aunt Philips was in Meryton and had a smaller house than Longbourn and fewer resources. There were cousins on her mother's side: the Longs, who were comfortable, and the Gouldings, who were not exactly comfortable, and there was a connection in Derbyshire that her mother occasionally mentioned, and there were one or two others that she worked through in turn, holding each one against the question, and each one failed it in some respect that could not be rearranged away.
Jane had not found her situation. She was two-and-twenty, steady, and genuinely good and had not, as yet, found it, and the winter had not produced anyone likely to supply it. Netherfield had been emptied of its hope when Bingley left in November without a word that adequately explained his departure. 
Without a household to operate from, Jane's prospects for finding her situation were materially reduced, because the society that produced eligible men required the kind of continued presence in that society. That required an address and an income to support it. Lydia and Kitty were younger and further from the question, which meant they were also further from any solution it might supply. Mary's priorities were spiritual and literary and not, as far as Elizabeth could determine, oriented toward the practical problem currently before all five of them.
She could go to Hertfordshire with Sir William on Thursday. She could be on the road within two days, in a respectable carriage, with companions who would ask nothing of her beyond ordinary civility. She could arrive in Hertfordshire at the end of the week.
But the thing she had been planning to return to, Longbourn, the known disorder of it, her father's study with his particular books in their particular disorder, Jane in the room next to hers, the lane between the house and the road that she had walked since she was a child was not, she now understood, what she would find when she got there. 
What she would find was a house that had been served notice. A household in the process of being vacated of what made it a household. Sir William's carriage could carry her to Hertfordshire. It could not carry her to the thing she had been calling home when she was thinking, this morning, about going there.
She got up and went to the window. The lane was still there. The gap in the hedge at the far end showed the chimney of Rosings above the trees; the same chimney Collins had pointed out with the satisfaction of a man surveying the outer borders of his good fortune. She looked at it for a moment. Then she returned to the desk.
She picked up Mrs. Gardiner's letter and read the relevant passages one more time, in case she had misread something. She had not. She set it down and picked up Jane's and read the sentence about breakfast - her father at breakfast, and then not - and then she set that down as well.
She took up the pen. She went through the figures one more time, arranged them in order, and examined the result. She had made no error. The numbers came out the same way they had come out before, and the same way they would come out if she did it again, which she did not intend to do.
She put down the pen.






  
  Chapter 3: The Limits of Collins


The difficulty with Mr. Collins was not malice. Elizabeth had thought, in the first hours after Jane's express, that malice might have been easier, something to push against, a reason to feel the anger that kept circling the grief and not quite landing. But Collins was not malicious. He was impervious, which was an uncommon thing and harder to manage. 
He came to find her the morning after she had received Mrs. Gardiner’s letter, while Charlotte was in the kitchen and the parsonage was quiet. He wore his expression of condolence like a garment selected with some care; not ill-fitting exactly, but belonging to someone else, and the face of a man who had imagined grief often enough to produce a reasonable facsimile of it.
“My dear Cousin Elizabeth,” he said, “I trust you have found some comfort in reflection upon the natural order of providence, which ordains that all earthly arrangements must come to their appointed conclusion.”
Elizabeth said she had.
“The entail,” he continued, settling into the chair across from her with the air of a man preparing to be helpful, “is of course a very ancient and rational instrument, designed by those wiser than ourselves to ensure the proper succession of property. I am certain that Mr. Bennet himself, in his more composed moments, would have acknowledged the justice of it.”
She was watching a spider negotiate the corner of the window frame. The spider was making better progress than this conversation.
“I have taken the liberty,” Collins said, “of writing to Longbourn on the matter of the estate’s administration, so that your mother and sisters may have early reassurance as to the orderly transition that will follow. I flatter myself that my letter will provide a measure of comfort.”
He looked at her with an expression of modest satisfaction.
Elizabeth said that was very good of him. It came out more flatly than she intended, but he received it as warmth.
He had offered, the evening before, to write on her behalf to arrange the particulars of her return journey, to smooth the way, as he put it, for her passage back to her family. The offer had sounded like assistance. Examined overnight, it contained no actual provision: no mention of funds for the posting fees, no arrangement with a neighbor who might share a carriage, no practical mechanism by which Elizabeth Bennet, currently a guest in a house that now belonged to him, was to get herself from Kent to Hertfordshire on less than two pounds and the goodwill of the road.
Charlotte appeared in the doorway. Her glance at Elizabeth was brief and contained considerable information.
She looked at her husband and said, “I believe you were expected at Rosings this morning.”
He was. He had entirely forgotten. He gathered himself with the efficiency of a man who keeps his obligations to Lady Catherine organized above all others, expressed again his sincere condolences, and was gone.


      [image: ]Charlotte sat down in the chair he had vacated. She did not speak immediately. Outside, a great deal of wind blew across the gardens . The window rattled once and then settled. 
“How long had you planned to stay?” she asked.
The question was asked in Charlotte’s usual manner, quietly, as if she were asking about the weather and not about the fact that neither of them could say directly what they were both thinking.
“Three weeks,” Elizabeth said. “I had not planned beyond that.”
Charlotte nodded. She picked up her mending from the basket beside the chair, not to work it, Elizabeth thought, but to have something in her hands.
“The arrangements here,” Charlotte said carefully, “are naturally somewhat dependent on—” She paused and chose her words. “Mr. Collins has his own household now to consider.”
Which was not Charlotte’s household. Which had never, technically, been Charlotte’s household, though Charlotte had arranged every part to suit herself and managed it with the quiet competence of someone who understood perfectly that the bargain she had made was a bargain, and that a bargain honored efficiently was the best that could be said of it. Elizabeth had always respected this about her. She respected it more now.
“I understand,” Elizabeth said.
“I am not--” Charlotte began, then stopped.
“I know you are not,” Elizabeth said. “Charlotte. I know.”
She looked up from the mending she had not touched. Something in her face that had been managed very carefully for the past days shifted, briefly, into the expression of someone who would have said more if more could be usefully said. Then she folded the mending and put it back in the basket.
“I will ask about carriages going north,” she said. “Someone passing through will have room, perhaps.”


      [image: ]Elizabeth wrote to Jane that afternoon. 
“I cannot come yet. Tell me what is happening with the house. Tell me what you need.”
She sealed it and gave it to the boy who ran letters to the village. Then she sat at the writing desk and wrote nothing else for a considerable time.
The desk was Charlotte’s. It was practical and neat, with a small jar of dried lavender set in the corner that Elizabeth had not noticed until now. She noticed it now. She thought about her father’s study, which smelled of pipe tobacco and old paper and a particular variety of must that she had always associated with books that had been loved rather than preserved.
She had not written to tell anyone in Hertfordshire what she had worked out. There was no point in it yet. The arithmetic was straightforward enough: the posting fees for a private carriage would take more than she had with her, and sharing a chaise required coordination that took time, and time was the one thing that was also running out.
Mrs. Bennet could not manage the correspondence with Collins. Elizabeth knew this the way she knew the sound of her mother’s voice when it reached the register that meant panic had overtaken sense. Jane could manage the correspondence, but Jane was already managing their mother, and the younger girls, and the household, and whatever her own feelings were on the matter of their circumstances; all of it with the composure that Jane applied to things when composure was needed and nothing else was available.
The letter from Jane arrived the following morning. It had crossed Elizabeth’s own in the post.
About Mr. Collins, “He has been civil,” she wrote. “Very civil. He expressed his sincere condolences and his intention to take possession at the end of the quarter. I cannot be certain, but Collins’s name was mentioned in a letter we saw Mother reading, and she has not been calm since. Mr. Gardiner has been written to. He is in trade, Lizzy, and you know he cannot simply leave his business. He will come again as soon as he is able.”
Elizabeth read this twice. Then once more.
“At the end of the quarter” was six weeks. Six weeks from now, her family would require another address. Mr. Gardiner could not be in Hertfordshire before the week was out at the earliest, and even then, his authority was moral rather than legal. He could advise, he could advocate, he could write letters; he could not alter the entail. Collins would take possession of Longbourn. The only question was what happened to the Bennet women when he did.
She folded Jane’s letter into the writing case beside her father’s last note: the wry, brief, pleased letter from three weeks ago, which now read like a dispatch from a country that no longer existed.


      [image: ]She went for a walk. 
The path behind the parsonage ran along the edge of the park and then out into a lane that eventually reached the road to Rosings, but she turned before the road and walked instead toward the field where Collins’s glebe land gave way to common ground. The wind was still up. Her half-boots were not ideal for the mud near the stile, and she navigated it with the attention it required.
She thought about the entail.
Not as an injustice. She had thought about it as an injustice many times, had said sharp and accurate things about it in conversation, and none of it had produced any practical result. She thought about it instead as a mechanism: a set of specific actions that Collins was legally entitled to take, arranged in a specific sequence, with specific consequences at each step.
Door closing. Furniture assessed. The question of where Mrs. Bennet was to go, and Lydia, and Kitty, and Mary, and Jane. Jane who would not complain, and who deserved better than to spend the next several years in a situation she had not chosen and could not correct.
And Elizabeth, who was in Kent.
There was nothing shameful in being in Kent. She had come at Charlotte’s invitation and with her father’s blessing, and she could not have known, two weeks ago, that his blessing would be the last thing he gave her. The situation was not her fault. The situation was also not improved by the assignment of fault.
She walked back to the parsonage. The mud had got into the seam of her left boot somewhere near the stile, and she felt it with every step on the return, a small, cold, specific discomfort that required no interpretation.
Charlotte had left tea on the table in the front parlor. She was not in the room, but the tea was fresh. This was, Elizabeth thought, a very Charlotte thing to have done.
She poured a cup and sat down and considered her options with the same method she had applied to the entail: not as an emotional question but as an arithmetic one. What she had. What each possibility cost. What the numbers came to.
By the time the tea was cold, she had run through the arithmetic twice. It came out the same way both times.
She needed either money or a plan. She was not certain yet which was more likely to arrive first.


      [image: ]The answer, when it came, was neither. 
The reply from Jane the following day. Her second letter, written after she had received Elizabeth’s, was composed in Jane’s particular style of conveying alarming information in the most temperate language available.
“Lizzy, I think you must not hurry back on our account, because there is very little that can be done at present, and I have the Gardiners’ letter to expect within the week. Mother is better than she was, though she requires a good deal of managing, which Mary has attempted with more earnestness than success. Collins’s letter was rather formal, which I think alarmed her less than a warmer one might have done, because she could not find in it any cruelty to fix upon. We are all quite well. I hope you will not worry.”
Elizabeth read, “I hope you will not worry” and set the letter down.
Jane, who had written that sentence while managing their mother and the household and the correspondence with Collins and the uncertainty about their home, was asking Elizabeth not to worry.
She was going to worry. The worry was rational, and the information warranted it.
What she would not do was despair, because despair was not useful and she had not the luxury of it.
She went to the writing desk and took out a fresh sheet of paper and tried to think of who else she might write to, and what they could be reasonably expected to do, and what the practical effect of it would be.
She wrote three letters and tore up two of them. The third she kept, because it said only what was true and asked only what was possible, and there was no point in anything beyond that.
She sealed the letter and left it for the post. Then she sat a moment with her hands flat on the desk, looking at nothing in particular, until Charlotte came to say that dinner was nearly ready.
She went.






  
  Chapter 4: Darcy and Fitzwilliam Arrive


They arrived on a Tuesday, as they always did, Darcy and his cousin, every spring, as regular as the cherry trees along the Rosings drive and considerably less welcome to Elizabeth’s nerves. 
She had known they were coming. Charlotte had mentioned it with the careful evenness she applied to most news she suspected Elizabeth would rather not hear. Elizabeth had received it the same way: a fact, manageable, to be filed alongside the entail mechanics and Mrs. Bennet’s last letter and the ongoing question of what could be arranged before Collins required his house. She had been doing a great deal of filing lately.
She went to the dinner because Charlotte was right that she should, and because refusing would cost something she could not afford to spend.
After dressing in the gray she had brought, the only thing she owned that would still pass for half-mourning in a room where Lady Catherine would be looking, she walked with Charlotte along the road that Collins had shown her three times, each time as if she had not seen it before. The evening was cool, but not unkind. That was the best she could find to say for it.
Collins was already positioned in the drawing room when they arrived, at an angle that suggested he had calculated the sightlines some time before their entrance. He greeted Elizabeth with the warmth he reserved for moments when Rosings was watching, and she returned it in kind, because they had reached
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