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          On the Road to London

        

      

    

    
      Late September’s arrival in Hertfordshire was accompanied by a cold wind that chilled the entirety of Longbourn to the bone. Autumn was usually mild, and the colder weather was entirely unexpected, and unwelcome.

      Complaints about the weather and the lack of firewood—and Lydia and Kitty’s arguments over blankets to drape over their legs while they were seated in the parlor—filled the house. Mr. Bennet spent long hours in his study with the fire blazing and a rug over his knees so as to avoid the chill that crept through the windows.

      As far as Elizabeth was concerned, her aunt’s invitation to come to London could not have come at a better time. She usually traveled with Jane, but on this occasion, her elder sister had decided to remain at Longbourn. Elizabeth was certain that their mother had been instrumental in the formation of this decision.

      Along with the cold, gossip had begun to spread that one of the large houses in Hertfordshire would be occupied before Christmastide.

      Netherfield Park had been vacant for far too long, and any news of a new tenant was met with a great deal of excitement. Even more so because the tenant in question was a gentleman in possession of a goodly income.

      Mrs. Bennet had been desperate for news of the gentleman, and demanded information from anyone who might have come into contact with the slightest amount of detail pertaining to what sort of gentleman he might be.

      What they did know was that he was unmarried, and in possession of an income that would make any woman a happy wife.

      “I do wish that I could go with you,” Jane said as Elizabeth settled herself into the carriage across from the new maid who had been hired to assist Mrs. Hill with her duties at Longbourn. She seemed a bland sort of girl, but Elizabeth was resolved to make the best of this journey… perhaps there was more to Emily than there seemed. At least, Elizabeth hoped that there might be.

      “I wish the same,” Elizabeth replied. “But you are needed here. Mama would never forgive me if I stole you away for my own selfish purposes.”

      Jane smiled, but it seemed strained. “It is only— I would feel strange to attend an assembly without you by my side. Charlotte will miss you, too.”

      “I believe that if this new gentleman is anything close to what the gossips say, you will have no time to notice that I am not in attendance.”

      “I doubt that very much.”

      “You must write to me immediately to let me know if Mama’s predictions about this mysterious gentleman are, indeed, true. Papa will no doubt visit Netherfield Park to welcome him, but you will have to ask him for any details yourself—you know he will keep the truth from Mama just to vex her.”

      “That is very likely, indeed.” 

      Jane’s smile was genuine now and Elizabeth laid a reassuring hand upon the one that her sister rested upon the edge of the carriage window. 

      “These next few weeks will pass in the blink of an eye,” Elizabeth said. “I shall be back to Longbourn before the invitation to Colonel Forster’s Christmas ball arrives.”

      “Of course,” Jane said. “I shall not keep you any longer. Our aunt has always placed a great deal of importance upon punctuality.”

      “She does, indeed.”

      “I promise I shall write to you immediately,” Jane said as she stepped away from the carriage. 

      Mrs. Bennet waved her handkerchief from the door. 

      “Jane, do come inside,” she cried. “It has begun to rain!”

      Indeed, fat drops of rain had begun to fall and Jane let out a small shriek of laughter as the deluge began. She waved frantically to Elizabeth as she ran back to the house and the carriage pulled away through the courtyard and turned toward the road that led into Meryton.

      Elizabeth let out a long sigh and smiled at the girl who sat across from her. The journey to London was not a long one, but Elizabeth instantly regretted that she had not brought something to read. She hated to sleep on carriage rides, and there was no guarantee that Emily would be an engaging travel companion. 

      

      The motion of the carriage proved hard to resist, and Elizabeth leaned her head against the window, meaning only to close her eyes for a moment. But a sudden jolt made her sit upright and blink her eyes hard. She had most certainly fallen asleep.

      “I should very much like to see the palace,”  Emily said suddenly. “Do you think His Majesty will be in residence? Does Mrs. Gardiner live close by? Could I walk there? And what of the shops? Are they as delightful as I have heard? I have brought some pocket money with me, and I do hope I will be able to take a walk on my own, or perhaps Mrs. Gardiner’s maid can show me around…”

      Emily’s sudden exuberance was a surprise, and Elizabeth pressed a cold hand to her cheek to try and bring her focus back to the girl who sat across from her. The maid’s large brown eyes were wide and hopeful as she looked at Elizabeth.

      She was expecting answers to all of her questions, but Elizabeth could not remember any of them.

      “I do apologize,” she said. “I— where did you want to go?”  

      The maid’s smile faltered somewhat. “I should like to see Buckingham Palace,” she said.

      “Ah. Yes.”

      Elizabeth struggled to recall the last time she had seen Buckingham Palace for herself. Perhaps a few summers previously when she and Jane had taken a carriage past St. James’... She was not preoccupied with such things, but it was no surprise to her that the young woman across from her would be.

      Lydia was enamored with all things royal, but Emily was a good deal older than Lydia. 

      She and Elizabeth were close enough to the same age… but Emily was… not the same as she.

      “I— We shall be in London for a few weeks, I do not see why it would not be possible. Mrs. Gardiner’s housekeeper will, no doubt, be better acquainted with what you are looking for.” 

      Elizabeth looked out the window and tried to regain her bearings. The rolling hills of Hertfordshire had given way to richer green evergreens that signaled the approach of the city, and Elizabeth was looking forward to being out of the carriage. Her back was cramped, and all she wanted to do was stretch and beg her aunt for a glass of wine. 

      The rain had not ceased, and, in fact, it seemed to be coming down heavier. 

      “And His Majesty,” Emily said eagerly. “Do you think he will be in residence while we are in London?”

      “What would it matter if he were?” Elizabeth replied. Emily’s smile tightened and Elizabeth immediately regretted her tone. She had not meant to sound so harsh. She smiled apologetically. “I am sorry,” she said. “It is difficult to say, His Majesty seems to spend much of his time in Brighton…”

      Emily sighed wistfully. “If I had a palace as grand as the one he has built there, I would spend all of my time there, too.”

      Elizabeth could only nod absently. What the Regent did with his time was of no concern to her. She looked out the window and wished that the horses could move faster along the wet road. The sooner they arrived at Gracechurch Street, the sooner she could escape Emily’s tiresome company.

      Elizabeth leaned against the carriage seat and closed her eyes once more.

      “Are you tired, Miss Elizabeth?” Emily asked. 

      “I seem to be,” Elizabeth murmured without opening her eyes. She hoped that her reply would deter Emily from asking more questions that she could not answer. 

      All at once, Elizabeth was thrown forward into the seat opposite her as the carriage lurched to the side. The furious shrieking of the horses and the cries of the driver and groom that accompanied him were muffled through the walls of the carriage.

      Emily clutched the seat cushions and screamed in surprise as the carriage jolted again, and then tipped to the side. 

      As the carriage crashed into the mud, the two young women were thrown to the back corner of the carriage in a painful heap of sharp elbows and knees. Emily sobbed loudly and Elizabeth cried out in pain as the other woman struggled to regain her seat. 

      Rain spattered Elizabeth’s cheek, and she looked up to see the worried face of the driver appear in the window above them. He peered down, blocking the rain, and Elizabeth  realized that she was looking up at the clouded sky behind him.

      She tried to find her feet, but Emily was still in the way, sobbing uncontrollably. 

      The carriage had overturned, that was the only explanation for the angle of his appearance. 

      “Miss Bennet! Are you hurt?” the man cried. He pulled at the door and finally tugged it free. Elizabeth could hear the groom as he tried to regain control of the horses. 

      “I— No. No I am fine… just a little… shaken,” she replied. She glanced down at Emily’s red face and then back to the driver above her. “We are both unhurt.”

      He nodded briefly and Elizabeth held up a hand to shield her face from the rain as the man’s head disappeared to reveal the dark clouds once more.

      Emily finally extricated herself from their tangle of limbs and pulled herself into the opposite corner of the carriage where she huddled with her knees drawn up to her chest and sobbed noisily. 

      Dark mud leaked through the door that was trapped against the road and soaked into the hem of Elizabeth’s dress. She drew back in horror, but did her best to calm herself.

      It is only mud. Mr. Hartford will return in a moment.

      “Emily, unless you are injured, do stop that at once,” Elizabeth snapped. She stood up, bracing herself on the plush cushion of the seat as she set her feet firmly upon the carriage roof that was now below them. “You are not helping anything. Mr. Hartford will help us out and onto the road.” 

      Her voice was sharp and her words caught in her throat, but she was a hair’s breadth away from bursting into panicked tears of her own. They could have been gravely injured or even killed. But she could not not allow herself to dissolve into a useless puddle.

      Emily snuffled and rubbed at her nose, but did not rise from her huddled position. Elizabeth had to reassure herself that if the maid was truly injured and not just frightened by their ordeal that she would have said so by now.  

      “Mr. Hartford?” Elizabeth called out. “Mr. Hartford, where are you?”

      She reached up for the door, but it was too high above her and she was not about to clamber up over the seats. She cursed her small stature for the fourth time that week and let out a furious breath. 

      She was about to lift her shawl up over her head to keep out the rain when a figure appeared above her. 

      “I say now! Mr. Hardford says you are not hurt. Shall I help you out?” The voice was unfamiliar, and before Elizabeth could reply, a hand descended through the open door. 

      “Come now, Miss Bennet. Take my hand and I will help you out!” Elizabeth paused for a moment. 

      “I… I do not know you, sir! This is most—” Elizabeth stammered awkwardly, and the figure laughed at her flustered words. His laughter was warm and comforting, and carried no hint of mockery.  

      “I do apologize, Miss Bennet, you are quite correct. But I must extricate you from the carriage. I promise that I shall make all
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