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        12th October, 1816

        Hunsford Parsonage

      

        

      
        Dear Cousin Bennet,

      

        

      
        I hope this letter finds you and your family in good health. I, as always, am in the best of conditions, in no small part thanks to the patronage of the dear Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Her kindness and generosity have been a gift from God these many years and I look forward to the days when Elizabeth can meet this delightful and charming woman.

      

        

      
        I write to you today to ensure that the arrangements have all been made for our forthcoming nuptials. As I know I must do my part to make this marriage as appealing to Miss Elizabeth as I am able, I have secured a position for her at Rosings Park, tending to Lady Catherine’s needs during the day while I am at the parsonage. She will read to her from the Bible, write her correspondence, and aid her with any other errands she needs completed.

      

        

      
        In return, Lady Catherine will provide her with one meal that she will eat with the household staff, when her duties are completed of course. I have already thanked Lady Catherine for her generous offer but I am sure she would be most appreciative if Miss Elizabeth should write her and thank her as well.

      

        

      
        I have made plans to arrive at Longbourn in a fortnight, and greatly look forward to visiting Longbourn, which shall one day be my home. I also anticipate the kindness and hospitality of your family. Perhaps Miss Elizabeth can prepare a meal so I may see her skill in the kitchen prior to our marriage.

      

        

      
        I do hope you have convinced Mrs. Bennet and Miss Elizabeth to hold the wedding ceremony at the chapel at Rosings Park, as we previously discussed. While I understand the ladies’ desire to hold the ceremony at their own church, it would bring Lady Catherine great joy to be able to attend our wedding. Please, do what you must to convince them the chapel at Hunsford is best.

      

        

      
        Once again, I look forward to our visit, and calling you Father.

      

        

      
        With greatest affection to you and your family,

        W. Collins
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      Elizabeth sat in the drawing room of Longbourn, her family’s home, and stared out the window as she watched the autumn leaves dance across the walk. She was miserable, and had been for some time. It would be a lie to say she could trace the exact point of her misery: it was the day she agreed to become the wife of her distant cousin, William Collins. At first, she rejected his offer of marriage, as she could not imagine herself the wife of a stranger whom she did not love. While her mother was aghast, her dear father supported her decision and she assumed that would be the end of the conversation.

      But then everything changed most suddenly in the Bennet household. 

      Just before Christmas the year before, Lydia disappeared, leaving only a note behind. She announced that she was leaving Longbourn to marry a soldier in the militia, and would write when they had set up a home. They had received one letter from her since she snuck away in the night, requesting money so that she and her new husband, a man named Barber, might let a flat in Devon. Mr. Bennet sent it begrudgingly, only because Mrs. Bennet hoped it meant Lydia might send further word of their address so the family might visit, and meet her new husband. After the money was sent, no further word had arrived from the youngest Bennet daughter.

      Not long after Lydia left, a young Scottish man appeared at the doors of Longbourn, requesting Kitty’s hand in marriage. She and Killian Baird met at a ball in town while he was visiting a relative and he had become infatuated with Kitty. Their paths had crossed many a time since and Killian made a promise to Kitty that the next time he was in Meryton, he would ask for her hand. He kept his promise and they were married in a small ceremony in Edinburgh only a month later. Mrs. Bennet had quite a fit at the thought of one of her daughters moving so far away, but it was a good match, and Killian Baird was a good man. She was eventually convinced to withdraw her objections and attend the wedding, though she never attempted to appear happy about it.

      As little hope was placed on Mary’s prospects of finding a husband any time soon, and Jane was engaged to be married to Charles Bingley in the winter, the duty of protecting the family home fell on Elizabeth. She changed her answer and accepted William Collins’s offer of marriage, despite her reservations. She knew what would be expected of her as the wife of a clergyman and she couldn’t begin to imagine how awful it would be, especially as she would live at the whims of Lady Catherine de Bourgh, a notorious misery of a woman.

      “Lizzy? Are you ill? Do I need to fetch the doctor? You look as white as the snow.”

      Jane appeared next to Elizabeth and sat in the chair beside her.

      “I wish I was ill. It would be preferable to the truth. I do not want to marry Cousin William, Jane. If I marry, I wish to marry for love, as you and Charles intend. The idea of marrying simply for the convenience of saving Longbourn… it frightens me so.”

      Jane took her sister’s hands in her own. “You do not have to marry him, Elizabeth. No one would be cross with you. There is still time to change your mind.”

      Elizabeth shook her head.

      “I can not bring myself to render our family destitute and without a home should something happen to papa. No; I will do what is right, even if it weighs on my heart.”

      Jane sighed with sadness and patted Elizabeth’s knee gently. “I know you are sad, but remember, tonight we are meant to have dinner at Netherfield! Perhaps the distraction will take your mind off your woes.”

      Elizabeth did not want to go but she knew Jane desperately wanted her there so she nodded and forced a smile.

      “Of course. It will be a lovely distraction.”

      Jane left content, as if she had helped, but Elizabeth did not feel better. She looked out the window once again and wished the leaves outside could carry her away... 

      Anywhere else but Meryton.
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      “Mama, you promised. When we arrive at Netherfield, do not bother Charles about his sisters. We are, indeed, quite lucky they are in London for the season, as they are… unhappy with the match and refuse to hide their gloom. Charles and I have tolerated enough of their behavior and do not wish to discuss it further in their absence.”

      The ride in the coach from Longbourn to Netherfield had felt interminable. Mrs. Bennet refused to accept the fact that Caroline Bingley and Louisa Hurst, Mr. Bingley’s sisters were displeased about the wedding. As far as Mrs. Bennet was concerned, the whole town should be celebrating the marriage of her oldest daughter. She simply could not let the subject go.

      “Jane, I do not understand…”

      Mr. Bennet interrupted. “My dearest, we have arrived at Netherfield. I believe it is time for this conversation to cease and for us to put on our largest smiles.”

      Their mother groaned like a child but as soon as they were welcomed to Netherfield by the butler, she pretended all was well. Elizabeth was quite sure it was for the sake of her own appearance.

      “Please wait here,” the butler said. “The master will be one moment.”

      They were only standing in the foyer for a few minutes before a lovely young girl came bouncing down the stairs. She was dressed in what appeared to be the most expensive frock that one could buy, most likely from London. However, she seemed to be welcoming and pleasant, nothing like the Bingley sisters.

      “How lovely to meet you all!” she said as she reached the bottom of the stairs. As soon as she saw Jane, she took her hands and held them tightly. “You must be Jane Bennet. You are just as lovely as Uncle Charles said you would be. And you are her sisters, Elizabeth and Mary? I do hope you will play the pianoforte for us tonight, Mary.”

      Mary looked more than a little surprised, both that the girl knew her and that anyone was asking her to play for them. “Of course,” she answered with hesitancy.

      “Who might this charming young girl be?” Mr. Bennet asked as he kissed her hand.

      “Where are my manners? I am Georgianna Darcy. I am home from my school for a short time and traveling with my brother.”

      Elizabeth tried to hide her surprise. Jane did not tell her that Fitzwilliam Darcy would be at Netherfield tonight, most likely because if she knew, she would not have come. She had not seen him since their one dance at the Bingley’s ball at Netherfield and she never expected to see him again, given the poor outcome of their conversation. Before she had a moment to prepare herself for what would inevitably be an unpleasant evening, another stranger appeared from the drawing room. This time, however, it was a gentleman.

      A very handsome gentleman.

      He was fair haired and had the loveliest blue eyes, as blue as the ocean in the summer. When he smiled at the Bennets, he greeted them as if they were old friends, and Elizabeth at once found him quite compelling.

      “Georgianna, darling. Will you introduce me to our visitors?” he asked in an accent that gave away his excellent breeding.

      “Of course. Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, Miss Jane, Miss Elizabeth, Miss Mary, this is Lucas Mulgrave, the Earl of Greyside. He is also a Captain in the Royal Navy and one of my brother’s dearest friends. He also cheats at cards so do not make the mistake of playing with him.”

      Captain Mulgraves scoffed at the girl. “Nonsense. I have never cheated at cards a day in my life. Georgianna just enjoys a jest. It is a wonder I visit with her at all. However, it is wonderful to meet all of you,” he said as he bowed to them with an air of politeness that surprised Elizabeth greatly. She was taken aback by his handsomeness, as well as the fact he was so kind and welcoming. As soon as left the room to alert Charles of their arrival, Mrs. Bennet began to shove Elizabeth’s arm.

      “You go speak to him immediately. Go! Go!”

      “What are you doing, mama? Stop!” Elizabeth said as she slapped her mother’s hand away. “I am marrying William. It would be…”

      Before she could finish speaking, her mother gave her a hearty push in the direction of the drawing room. Elizabeth stumbled over her own feet and instead of finding Lucas Mulgrave, she bumped directly into Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      “I am so sorry…”

      “Miss Bennet. Charles did not tell me you were accompanying your sister here for dinner this evening. How fascinating to see you once again.”

      Elizabeth scowled.

      “Fascinating? What is so terribly fascinating about our meeting once again?”

      He was not given a chance to answer as Charles appeared and invited them all to the dining table.

      Fascinating? What is this man going on about?
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