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          1801 ~ LAMBTON

        

      

    

    
      “Slow down! I will never catch up with you if you insist on riding so fast!” little Elizabeth Bennet called out to her friend as he disappeared over a green hill on his handsome raven colored horse.

      Because she was only eight years of age, her parents had not yet allowed her to ride their own horses at home, which was precisely why she so looked forward to their vacations to Lambton. When her family was visiting her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner, Elizabeth was able to creep away and ride with her friend, who had the most glorious stables she had ever seen.

      “Come, now, Elizabeth! If you do what I taught you, you should be able to catch up with me in no time!” he called back, laughing as he charged into a beautiful meadow near a pond on his estate.

      Elizabeth knew how lucky she was to even be at such a grand estate; had the master’s son not taken a liking to her, she would have been sent straight back to her parents the first time she was discovered in the stable. Instead, Fitzwilliam Darcy offered to teach her to ride, and he became like the brother she did not have.

      Elizabeth leaned into her saddle and encouraged the horse to gallop faster with a gentle shake of the reins. Before long, she at least had Darcy in her sights and was close to reaching him. Just as the tail of his horse was close enough to touch, he turned sharply and started to ride back toward the stables.

      “Fitzwilliam! Where are you going?” she called out to him over the sound of her horse’s feet beating against the grass.

      “I must get back before my lessons. We can ride again tomorrow if you can get away.”

      Elizabeth did not wish for her friend to see her gloom, but she hated when he was called away to do the things a boy of his station must do. Darcy was fifteen and not only did he have to go to lessons with his tutors, but his father was training him for the day when he would eventually be master of Pemberley. Elizabeth did not envy his responsibilities but she did wish to know more about the ways a manor as grand as Pemberley was run. Still, her friend never wished to discuss his lessons when they were together. He only wished to ride and explore the land of his family, which stretched as far as the eye could see in every direction.

      It felt as if no time had passed at all before Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam returned to the stables. When they arrived there, they discovered Fitzwilliam’s governess, with a sour look on her aged face. He turned to Elizabeth and shook his head.

      “I have told my father time and again that I am far too old for a governess but he insists that this horrible woman remain in our employ for another year.”

      Elizabeth could not help but giggle. The governess was not amused.

      “Young sir, you were meant to be in the study with your father an hour ago. I could not even tell him where you were,” she said as she lifted Elizabeth down from the saddle roughly. “And what do you suggest I tell him now?”

      Darcy took the saddle from his own horse with no expression at all.

      “I shall tell him that I was riding and forgot the time. Is that not the truth?”

      The governess scowled down at Elizabeth with such a fury, it made her shiver.

      “It is not the entire truth, young sir, but for this girl’s benefit, I shall leave her out of it, as will you. Now, go home! Quickly, before your parents sent the whole village out after you,” she said as she gave Elizabeth a shove in the direction of the road. Elizabeth knew better than to argue with the woman, so she started down the way, but not without turning to wave good bye to Darcy. He waved back a secret good bye behind his back as he followed the governess into the manor.

      It was a long walk from Pemberley back to the home of her aunt and uncle in Lambton, but Elizabeth still returned long before evening. Still, when she walked through the door, her hair wild from the ride and her dress covered in mud, her family was aghast.

      “Elizabeth!” her mother cried. “Where have you been? Jane said she last saw you at the shops this morning!”

      Her father gently touched the hem of her dress and looked up at her with a smile only Elizabeth could see. “You have been riding again, have you not, Lizzy?”

      Elizabeth did not say anything but her mother and aunt gasped at the same time.

      “Elizabeth, we have told you to stay away from Pemberley. You should not be playing with that… with…”

      Her aunt seemed unable to finish her own sentence and Elizabeth did not understand why.

      “He is only showing me how to ride. We are friends. What is wrong with being friends?”

      “Because,” her mother answered with haste, “if Lady Catherine de Bourgh were to hear about a Bennet girl flitting about Pemberley with Fitzwilliam Darcy, we will be lucky to marry you girls off to a stablehand. You listen to me clearly, Elizabeth. You will not see that boy again, do you understand?”

      Elizabeth kicked at the floor but nodded with hesitation.

      “Yes, mama.”

      Mrs. Bennet nodded severely. “Good. Now go change before supper.”

      Elizabeth ran from the sitting room and to the guest room she shared with her sister Jane. It did not matter what her mama and papa said. Fitzwilliam Darcy was always going to be her friend…

      And no one could change her mind on that point. Not one bit.
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          1811 ~ LONGBOURN

        

      

    

    
      The sound of Mrs. Hill finishing Elizabeth’s favorite meal in the kitchen was more than enough to stir the newly eighteen-year-old girl’s excitement over her birthday. While many let the occasion pass by with little fanfare, birthdays were always celebrated in the Bennet household. Mr. Bennet thought that the birthday of each of his daughters was something to be treated with ample joy. Mrs. Bennet generally celebrated only because it meant each of her girls were one year closer to marrying and with any luck, marrying well.

      That was precisely why on Elizabeth’s birthday, she sat alone in the corner of the drawing room, staring out the window with the greatest gloom, as if there had been a death in the family. As far as he was concerned, at eighteen, Elizabeth was more than ready to find a husband, but her headstrong daughter showed little interest in becoming a wife. In fact, she was openly disdainful of the idea, to the point it drove her mother to madness. Mrs. Bennet seemed to be acting particularly unpleasant on purpose, just to vex everyone else in the household.

      “Come now, my dear,” Mr. Bennet said in a hushed voice in the hope that Elizabeth would not hear, though she did. “Surely, you can put aside your worries for a single day to honor Lizzy. Tomorrow we can concern ourselves with any other sort of celebration.”

      Mrs. Bennet looked at her daughter with an obvious air of disappointment, but she seemed as if she were about to change her mind. Yet, before she was able, there was a knock on the front door.

      “Elizabeth? Did you invite anyone to join us today?” Mr. Bennet asked curiously. His daughter shook her head.

      “I wrote to Charlotte but she was going to be in London. Perhaps it is just the stablehand or a messenger.”

      Elizabeth saw no point in conjecture and did not wish to both Mrs. Hill, who was hard at work on supper. Instead, she jumped from her chair and ran to the door to see who had come to Longbourn on her special day. When she opened it, she cried out in excitement and surprise.

      “Fitzwilliam! What in the world are you doing here?”

      Without a second of consideration, she threw her arms around her dearest friend, which caused her mother and oldest sister to gasp in horror. It was not unusual for some of the Bennets to behave this way around Darcy, especially when Elizabeth disregarded propriety in favor of friendly affection. But she had not seen Fitzwilliam since he left for university years ago and she could not believe how much he had changed.

      “It is your eighteenth birthday. Did you truly believe I would allow such a momentous day to pass without coming to visit?” he asked with his same boyish smile. Her friend was far more proper and reserved than he once was, but such was the way of the educated and dignified gentleman.

      “Darcy, young sir,” Mr. Bennet said as he walked into the entry. “University has suited you well. It is a pleasure to have you in our home once again. Will you join us for the birthday supper that Mrs. Hill is presently preparing for Elizabeth? I believe it is pheasant.”

      Mr. Bennet had never objected to the friendship his daughter had developed with Darcy; in fact, he had grown to see the gentleman as the son he was never blessed with. If it were not for his permission, Elizabeth would not have been allowed to maintain her treasured relationship with Fitzwilliam Darcy. She would write him at Pemberley, or at school, and tell him of her adventures with her sisters. 

      In return, he would tell her stories of university, ensure she was keeping up her riding skill, and send her trinkets he discovered on his travels. They may not have seen each other in years, but their friendship had only grown since they were children. 

      Except for Charlotte Lucas, Elizabeth could not imagine a better friend than Fitzwilliam Darcy. She was grateful to her father for allowing them to remain in contact for so long.

      Darcy nodded his thanks to Mr. Bennet but Elizabeth could sense he was about to give his apologies.

      “There is nothing I would like more than to stay, Mr. Bennet, but I fear my visit must be a short one. I am only passing by Longbourn to wish Elizabeth a happy birthday and give her this,” Darcy said as he held out a small box. She took it and opened it with great care, her eyes growing wide with surprise when she saw what was inside. It was a beautiful, delicate opal necklace and just what Elizabeth would choose for herself if she could pick from any necklace in the world.

      “Oh, Fitzwilliam,” she said softly. “It is lovely.”

      All at once, her sisters, her mother, and her Aunt Phillips were gathered around her, gasping once more. Elizabeth heard her aunt whisper to her mother, “is he not promised to the daughter of Lady Catherine de Bourgh?” but Elizabeth just sighed and managed to slip away from all of them.

      “Thank you so much, Fitzwilliam. I will treasure it so,” she said as she embraced him once more. He returned the gesture stiffly and gave her a gentle pat on the arm.

      “I am very happy you like it. But now, I must return to London to meet my sister before she arrives on the train this evening. I truly do wish I could stay, but we shall all see each other again soon. I am sure of it. Have a lovely celebration and Elizabeth, the happiest of birthdays,” Darcy said with a half smile in her direction. 

      Elizabeth knew better than to embrace him again, so she nodded like a lady and returned his smile. “I will write to you soon.”

      As soon as Darcy was gone, her sisters began to grab for the box with the necklace in it so they could get a better look. Mr. Bennet had to send the younger girls out of the room so Elizabeth could have a moment alone to put the necklace on. Jane stayed behind to help her.

      “This is a very beautiful and thoughtful gift, Lizzy,” Jane said as she attached the clasp. “And it was kind of him to come all this way.”

      Elizabeth could hear the insinuation in Jane’s voice.

      “He is my friend, Jane. It is a beautiful and thoughtful gift from a friend.”

      Jane could not argue further because Lydia interrupted them by calling out that supper was ready, the noise of which was followed by their mother scolding her for shouting. In truth, Elizabeth was grateful for the distraction, because she did not wish to discuss her friendship with Darcy any longer. No one seemed to understand how or why a gentleman of such breeding would care at all for a country girl such as her.

      Even as she touched the delicate pearl hanging around her neck, sometimes… Elizabeth could not help but wonder the same.
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          1813 ~ LONGBOURN

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth yawned as she set the book she was reading down on the bench next to her and stretched her arms to the sky. The quiet that surrounded her was so agreeable, she could not help but sigh. Her younger sisters had gone to town to the shops with their mother, while Jane was visiting her new friends, the Bingleys, at their estate. Only Mr. Bennet remained and he was in his study enjoying his own bit of peace, so Elizabeth had the rest of Longbourn to herself. It was such a beautiful day, she decided it would be nice to read her new book in the garden and listen only to the song of the birds.

      Which was precisely why, when she heard the sound of hoofbeats on the road, she did not do much to hide her disappointment at the interruption to her reverie. But then, as the sun cleared from her eyes and she was able to see the rider, her excitement was impossible to contain.

      “Fitzwilliam!” Elizabeth called out happily. “Oh, Papa! Do come out! Fitzwilliam has come to visit!”

      Mr. Bennet arrived at Elizabeth’s side just as Darcy rode to a stop in front of them. When she rushed to embrace him, this time, he accepted her with warmth. It had been two years since their last parting and it was only when she saw her friend’s face that she realized how much she missed him.

      “What are you doing here?” Elizabeth asked as she brushed a bit of riding dust from the proper gentleman’s shoulder. “Are you not needed at Pemberley?”

      They walked with Darcy as he led his horse to the stable for water and so they could hear what brought him back to Meryton once again.

      “Pemberley is in good hands for now. My good friend Charles Bingley recently purchased a country estate here in Meryton. A place called Netherfield. Have you been there?”

      Elizabeth laughed and her father shook his head knowingly.

      “We know Netherfield but have not yet had a chance to visit. Jane, however, knows it well. She and your friend Mr. Bingley have become quite fond of each other. In fact, she is in the company of Mr. Bingley and his sisters at this very moment.”

      “How odd,” Darcy replied with amusement. “He wrote to me of a young lady to whom he had taken a liking, but he did not name her. And here it was Jane all along.”

      Elizabeth felt an urge to embrace her friend once more she knew her father would only overlook so much. “How long are you planning to stay in Meryton, Fitzwilliam?”

      They walked back in the direction of the manner, the warmth of the sun and the joy of Darcy causing Elizabeth to flush. She hoped it was not obvious.

      “I have not decided. I will see how long I can tolerate the company of Caroline Bingley and Louisa Hurst, I suppose. I will have to return to Pemberley eventually, but it is so lovely in the country this time of year. And I realized I had not seen you since…”

      “My eighteenth-birthday,” Elizabeth finished.

      “You will be twenty-one soon, will you not?” he asked.

      Mr. Bennet put his arm around his daughter. “She will! My little daughters are all almost grown women now. Could you ever have believed my wild Lizzy would become such a lovely lady?”

      Darcy smiled as they reached the front door.

      “I still see a bit of that wild girl in her, Mr. Bennet. I do not think that will ever change.”

      In the distance, Elizabeth could hear the chatter of her sisters and mother returning. She did not know if she preferred Darcy escape to Netherfield now, or if it was better just to let the inevitable embarrassment happen? She was in luck, because her father unexpectedly made the choice for her.

      “Mr. Darcy,” Mr. Bennet started with a wink, “would care to join us for supper tonight? I believe Mrs. Hill is preparing her renowned roast goose.”

      Darcy nodded with happiness.

      “I would be delighted. And I hope you will all be my guests at a ball at Netherfield on Friday. Charles will be delighted to meet you and I am sure he has already extended the same invitation to Miss Jane.”

      Elizabeth was not so sure that it was a good idea for the entire Bennet family to attend such a grand ball. Her mother had become desperate to marry off her daughters and was becoming notorious throughout Meryton for her promotion. Nary a man in Hertfordshire had not been offered a Bennet girl as a bride. If Jane and Charles Bingley truly were a match, Mrs. Bennet could ruin it all with one glass of sherry and a rude word. 

      But Mr. Bennet did not seem concerned.

      “We would be honored. I am quite sure Lydia and Kitty will be overjoyed. Now, come inside with haste Fitzwilliam. We will hide you until I have had the chance to tell my ladies of your arrival.”

      Elizabeth watched as her father hurried her friend inside of Longbourn where he would likely leave him in the study with a drink and something to read. She, instead, waited outside so she could have a moment to think. She was so overjoyed to see Darcy again, but this time, when she looked at him, she was overwhelmed with a strange sensation she had never experienced before. Being with him made Elizabeth a little lightheaded, like she had too much port.

      Under normal circumstances, she would discuss such a thing with her best friend, Darcy. But how could she tell him what she was feeling when she did not understand it herself?

      And what could it mean to him?
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      “Lydia! Lydia, for goodness sake, will you leave Mr. Darcy alone? He is trying to speak to your father!”

      Mrs. Bennet was trying to usher her younger daughters away from the door and into the drawing room but having little success. Ever since they discovered that Elizabeth’s handsome and wealthy friend was staying at Longbourn for supper, they were acting like silly little girls around him. Elizabeth missed the days when Kitty and Lydia were too concerned with childish things to even notice Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      “Mama, we just want to see what Fitzwilliam looks like in his fine suit. He’s rich now, you know?” Lydia said with a concerning sparkle in her eye. Elizabeth stepped in front of them all and shut the door.

      “Neither Mr. Darcy’s clothing nor his finances are of concern to you, Lydia. Go assist Mrs. Hill in the kitchen or better still, take Kitty and go for a walk before supper. You will drive the man to madness if you keep sneaking around like little spies.”

      Mrs. Bennet hurried them out the door, but not before Lydia turned around and stuck her tongue out at her sister. Elizabeth was disappointed that she was too old to return the gesture. As soon as the younger girls were gone, Mrs. Bennet turned to her daughter with her hands on her hips.

      “How could you invite a gentleman of Mr. Darcy’s importance to our home for dinner without asking my permission first? What if we did not have enough food for everyone?”

      Elizabeth threw her hands in the air in frustration and walked toward the drawing room.

      “I did not invite him, mama. He just arrived in Meryton and stopped to give his regards. It was papa who invited him just this afternoon. And do not be silly, we have enough food to feed half of the town when Mrs. Hill makes supper.”

      Mrs. Bennet was still not convinced.

      “I simply do not think the house was in proper order to have a man like Fitzwilliam Darcy in it. What will he tell the Bingleys?” she fretted. Now, it was Elizabeth who was gently guiding her mother toward the kitchen to help Mrs. Hill.

      “Mama, Fitzwilliam has been here before. Several times, in fact. And you never once worried about the house or the food before. Now, go see if supper is almost ready and if it is, I will gather everyone to the dining room.”

      Mrs. Bennet left her daughter, unwillingly, which allowed Elizabeth to creep back to the study door and try to listen in to the conversation between her father and Fitzwilliam. Yet, even with her noisy mother and sisters gone, she could hear nothing. 

      It is for the best, she thought as she trudged back to the drawing room with disappointment. Once everyone gathered in the dining room for supper, Darcy would be overwhelmed with questions from every direction. It was probably better that any surprises wait until then.

      She hoped that was true, at least.
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        * * *

      

      Supper at Longbourn was never a quiet or particularly refined affair. While Jane and Elizabeth generally minded their manners, and Mary was lost in a land of her own making, Lydia and Kitty never ceased chattering. No matter how they tried, Mr. and Mrs. Bennet could not convince them to save their gossiping until after the mean. Mr. Bennet even suggested that it gave him a sour stomach to listen to rumors while he tried to digest his dinner. But nothing appeared to work.

      This was precisely why Elizabeth correctly predicted that that evening’s supper would be particularly tedious for all involved if no one interfered.

      As they waited at the dining table for supper to arrive, Kitty and Lydia almost overwhelmed Fitzwilliam with questions.

      “What is it like to go to university?” Lydia started. “Are there very handsome men there?”

      “How large are the gardens at Pemberley? They must be beautiful! Do you ever tend to them yourself?” Kitty asked next.

      “Will there be soldiers at the Bingleys’ ball? Have you met any? Are they handsome?” Lydia interrupted.

      “Girls!” Mr. Bennet said with more force than he likely intended. “I am sure that Mr. Darcy would prefer to speak of other things. You will drive him from Longbourn if you continue like this.”

      For a moment, there was silence. And then, to the horror of Elizabeth, Jane, and their mother, Mary suddenly spoke up.

      “Is it true that you are engaged to marry Anne de Bourgh? The man at the music shop in London said she is a sickly and strange girl.”

      “Mary!” Jane gasped. “What a terrible thing to say! I am sure Anne de Bourgh is a lovely young woman. You should not spread silly rumors you hear from that old man at the music shop.”

      “Aunt Phillips said the same,” Lydia added, most unwelcomely. “It is said she haunts Rosings Park like a ghost. Some believe she died years ago and only remains for the sake of her mother.”

      The sound of Darcy’s great, boisterous laugh managed to relax the mood, which had grown heavy at the mention of Anne de Bourgh. He shook his head, still laughing, and smiled at Elizabeth across the table.

      “While I enjoy that story immensely Miss Jane, Miss Lydia, I regret to inform you that Anne de Bourgh is a flesh and blood young woman. She is plain, to be sure. And she is ill, as well. She is certainly quieter than other young ladies her age. But she is alive, just the same.”

      Elizabeth sighed, grateful that the conversation had ended.

      “But… you did not answer my question. Do you intend to marry her?” Mary asked again, shattering what little comfort Elizabeth had taken in believing this was over. Darcy glanced over at Elizabeth for only a second and then looked down at the table instead.

      “It seems that is the plan that was set forth for me when I was a young child. However, I am still working to ensure the future of Pemberley. I have no plans to marry Anne de Bourgh any time soon. I am afraid I am in no position to be a husband to a woman that is not up to the challenge of being by my side as I grow Pemberley even more. Perhaps one day. But not this day.”

      Elizabeth had to use great effort to hide her joy at hearing that Darcy was not going to marry Anne de Bourgh; not right away, that is. However, she did not understand why it mattered to her so. It would not be long before her own marriage was being planned and then, everything would change between them, especially if Darcy remained a bachelor. Elizabeth was not ready for a marriage either, but she did not have the luxury of simply saying, “not today.” And when her day finally did come…

      She feared she was going to lose her best friend for good.
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      As the Bennet family walked into Netherfield for the first time, Elizabeth understood why Jane enjoyed her time there. It was exquisite, filled with beautiful works of art and lovely furniture. She heard her mother gossip with her aunts about the Bingley fortune but now that Elizabeth could see Netherfield for herself, she thought perhaps her mother was not exaggerating after all. If this is what Jane had to look forward to as the future Mrs. Bingley, then Elizabeth was glad for her sister’s good fortune.

      It seemed as if the entire home was filled with every citizen of note from Meryton. Elizabeth had the same concern once again; she was sure that her mother would embarrass the family before the night ended. There were esteemed, and unmarried, gentlemen everywhere, which would give Mrs. Bennet the opportunity to find a husband for each of her daughters. In order to avoid such humiliation, Elizabeth vowed to stay by her mother’s side for the entire ball.

      “Miss Elizabeth, you have been here at least five minutes and yet you have not joined in a single dance. I think that is quite distressing.”

      Elizabeth turned to find Darcy standing behind her, looking very handsome in his evening dress. Many an eye were on the friends as they spoke.

      “Mr. Darcy, I am surprised you would notice such a thing, as you hate to dance.”

      Darcy bowed to Mr. Bennet, who nodded his ascent, and the pair walked to the dance floor with a chorus of whispers following them. Once they joined the dance, Darcy allowed himself the luxury of a quick smile.

      “I thought perhaps only Jane would come. I am glad you all accepted my invitation,” he said as they turned in unison. “I know you prefer that your mother be kept away from noblemen but I did not wish to spend the evening without your company. I might have actually died from melancholy.”

      Elizabeth kept her eyes on the wall behind her, afraid she would laugh if she looked at her friend for too long.

      “I am quite sure that someone would have provided you with polite conversation. There is an entire table full of ladies just over there who can stop looking at you,” Elizabeth said as she curtsied to Darcy. “And if you dance a second dance with me, I fear we shall scandalize the already scandalized.”

      Darcy nodded but did not hide his smile this time.

      “At least allow me to walk you back to your family?”

      “Of course,” Elizabeth said as she spun around with a little too much haste. Her heel got caught in the hem of her dress and she tripped, falling forward. If Darcy had not reached out to catch her, she would have fallen to the floor and done enough to embarrass herself. Darcy had her back on her feet in the blink of an eye and for a moment, she hoped no one noticed. But then she heard her sisters giggling and knew they had.

      When Darcy and Elizabeth reached her family, she was prepared to censure her sisters for their childish behavior when she realized there was a man standing next to her father. He was tall, but round, and his face was shaped like a pumpkin. His cheeks were bright red and when he saw her, he attempted to smile, but it seemed like a foreign behavior for him. 

      “Elizabeth,” her father began, “I would like you to meet William Collins, your intended.”

      Elizabeth thought that she might never breathe again, that the last breath she took was truly her last. As she surveyed William Collins, she was forced to remind herself that sometimes the most wonderful book came in the most uninteresting binding. But Collins kept clearing his throat in such a way that made her shiver with annoyance. How was she going to say anything ladylike?

      “Collins, is it?” Darcy asked, giving Elizabeth a brief reprieve. “I am Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      Collins developed a sudden twitch that caused everyone to pause and look at him for a moment.

      “We have met before, Mr. Darcy. Several times, in fact. Your aunt, the Lady Catherine de Bourgh, is my patron. I live in the parsonage just outside Rosings Park. I believe I last saw you at Christmas, sir.”

      Collins’s tone was unpleasant and caused Elizabeth to take a step away from him.

      “And what precisely is your relationship to Miss Elizabeth, if I may ask?” His tone did not improve but he attempted to seem more cordial. Collins failed.

      “He is my friend, sir. We have known each other since we were children and remain friends still,” Elizabeth said with more force than she intended. Collins appeared terribly put out.

      “Is that so? I am sure Lady Catherine de Bourgh will be fascinated when she hears of your friendship. If you will excuse me, I believe I see one of my old parishioners near the punch. Mrs. Langdon! Mrs. Langdon!” he called out as he walked briskly away. 

      Elizabeth turned to Fitzwilliam and hoped that he might see the terror in her eyes. That man was her intended? He was the one she had to marry? Of all the men in the world, the many many men, why did her father choose this one?

      What was she going to do?
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      “Papa, how could you? How could you ever expect me to marry a man like William Collins?”

      Elizabeth and Mr. Bennet were in his study and while the rest of the household was meant to be asleep, she was sure they were all huddled at the top of the stairs listening with intent. Her father was trying only to keep his wits about him.

      “I did not and do not know the gentleman well, Lizzy. He is a distant cousin and unfortunately, the nearest relative with a claim to Longbourn after my passing. I do not want my girls to be thrown out into the street. I know this is not what you want Elizabeth, and while I am willing to hear any alternatives you have to offer me, for now… will you please simply consider it? You do not have to marry the man tomorrow, or even the day after, but think about it at least.”

      Elizabeth sat in the chair across from her father and did her best not to cry in front of him. “But why? Why is this even necessary? If Jane can marry for love, why am I forced to marry out of obligation?”

      Her father reached across his desk and took her hands in his own.

      “You are not forced to marry anyone, my darling Lizzy. But when your mother and I were blessed with five daughters and no sons, it meant there was no one to take possession of Longbourn when the time comes. I did not know what could be done and then William Collins wrote me. By that time, Jane was already being courted by Mr. Bingley.”

      “But papa” Elizabeth began, before she found her will to argue exhausted. She could tell from the look in his eye that he, too, was worn from the evening. Instead of pushing the subject any further, Elizabeth simply nodded her head. “I will consider it, papa. I promise.”

      Mr. Bennet held his daughter’s hands tighter and smiled, though his smile was a sad one.

      “Thank you, my dearest. It is all I ask of you.”

      Elizabeth nodded and left her father’s study to the sound of her sisters scattering to their bedrooms. She hurried up the stairs and hardly made it to the room she shared with Jane before she broke down in tears.

      “Lizzy? What is wrong?” Jane asked as she looked up from the letter she was writing. Elizabeth collapsed onto her bed and attempted to hide her tears in her pillow, but there was no hiding her emotions from the sister who knew her best. Jane sat next to her and gently brushed the hair away from her tear-streaked face. “Lizzy, you can tell me.”

      “I do not know what is wrong with me, Jane. I knew that I would have to marry this man. But some way, somehow, I hoped that it would never come to fruition. I thought because mama and papa let you marry for love
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