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“The reader sees incidents from Pride and Prejudice anew in a story that’s very much of the 18th century as well as to a degree contemporary, including, discreetly and amusingly, the sex life of Charlotte and William Collins. Throughout, Charlotte’s moral dilemmas, sensible outlook, and loving heart illuminate this delightful novel. Highly recommended.” —Historical Novel Society Review


“I loved this addition to Austen’s books. I’ve read all six many times over the years, as well as her earlier juvenile works; the books that she had started which have been completed by modern authors; her letters; and most new biographies of Austen, as well as new offshoots of her books. This is one of my favorites, and I highly recommend it to anyone who wants more of these characters who were so wonderfully invented by Austen.” —BookLoons


“A poignant, compelling novel about loss and love, power and powerlessness, and finding direction and meaning in the life you have chosen. Charlotte’s Story will sweep you away with its beautifully crafted prose from the first page to the unforgettable conclusion.” —Katherine Cowley, award-winning author of The Secret Life of Miss Mary Bennet


“Korsmeyer captures and deploys Austen’s unsentimental observation of how people really are, and does so by presenting her story from the perspective of a clear-eyed, believable heroine. Happily, the novel is true to Austen’s unsparing sense of the ridiculous. If it differs from Austen, it is only in giving the reader a rather more comprehensive look behind the scenes than Austen was inclined to impart. But that’s all to the good.” —E.M. Dadlez, author of Mirrors to One another: Emotion and Value in Jane Austen and David Hume, and editor of Jane Austen’s Emma: Philosophical Perspectives


“Korsmeyer’s Charlotte is an intelligent and perceptive narrator, bringing her surroundings to life and grounding the readers in the atmosphere and details of Austen’s time. A beautiful love letter to Jane Austen and a highly enjoyable read. Highly recommended.” —Kimberly Sullivan, award-winning author of Rome’s Last Noble Palace


“With the romantic story of Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy in the background, Charlotte’s Story adds some realism, an outspoken protagonist, and contemporary attitudes on love and marriage, making Charlotte’s Story a modern tale for the rest of us.” —Megan Lloyd, author of The Valiant Welshman, the Scottish James, and the Formation of Great Britain

“If you love Pride and Prejudice, this book is for you! Charlotte’s Story takes us back to the fictional world we love and explores a parallel plot in which Charlotte Lucas seeks a solution to the problem of her unhappy marriage. Faithful to the original yet modern in its sense and sensibility, Charlotte’s Story speaks to concerns that are as vital today as they were two centuries ago.” —William Irwin, General Editor of the Blackwell Philosophy and Pop Culture Series
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Charlotte’s Story was originally published by TouchPoint Press in 2021. Several years later, I requested and received a reversion of rights to both the interior text and the cover art. The text of this second edition, now published independently, is identical to the that of the first publication. 

Writing is solitary work, but my weekly conversations with my old friend and fellow writer Barbara Andrews sustained my efforts over the several years that it took to complete this novel. Jenn Haskin’s skillful, light-handed editing smoothed production of the final copy for the first edition. And this second edition has been brought into being by superb formatter and designer, Elaine Schroller. Heartfelt thanks to all three. 

With a work of this sort, honor must also be paid to the original model, Jane Austen herself. Her books are populated with such vivid characters that they jump off the page and into our imaginations, seeming to demand further attention. Charlotte Lucas is one such: a woman whose lot is not a romantic finale, but whose courage and wit might craft a life with charm of its own. 
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Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy are two famous lovers engaged in one of the most tangled courtships in all of English literature. But there are other characters in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice whose strivings after happiness are almost equally complicated. Foremost in this category is Elizabeth’s good friend, Charlotte Lucas. Unlike Elizabeth, Charlotte is not pretty, nor is she sufficiently rich that she can anticipate her position will invite a good marriage. Utterly the realist, Charlotte accepts the proposal of the comically loquacious and unlikable Reverend William Collins. We learn rather little about Charlotte after her marriage, although a visit from Lizzy suggests that her life is likely to be filled with compromise and disappointment.

This book imagines how the events launched in Pride and Prejudice might transpire from Charlotte’s point of view. Many of the characters from the original novel reappear, including Mary, the ill-favored middle Bennet child, and Anne de Bourgh, the nearly silent daughter of the disagreeable Lady Catherine de Bourgh, although Anne is considerably more talkative as reimagined here. 

Charlotte’s story is anchored in the very text that begat her. Occasionally, a few snippets of conversation are taken directly from Pride and Prejudice, indicating how Charlotte’s choices dovetail with what happens with Elizabeth and Darcy’s romance. (Readers may recognize these quotations in chapters 1, 4, 8, 9, 12, 15, 23, 28, and 48.) Told from Charlotte’s wry and unromantic perspective, it is a tale of difficulties and disappointments, of steadfast friendships, of unfolding self-knowledge, and eventually of an unconventional and daring solution to the accidents of fortune.








  
  

Chapter 1: Consternation
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It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must naturally assume that any woman possessed of less will welcome his proposal of marriage. Mr. Collins had every expectation that his eligibility would only be enhanced with the prospect of his eventual acquisition of the Longbourn estate. That he would inherit the property solely because he was the only available male heir did not strike him as an injustice, so convinced was he that it served merely to amplify his other virtues. It is therefore easily imagined how dismayed he was to discover that Miss Elizabeth Bennet was less than eager to accept his offer. That she should prefer to be turned out of her family home rather than continue to stay as the wife of the man who, in the fullness of time, would inherit it, appeared to him to be virtually out of the question. 

But perhaps I should say that initially he was perplexed rather than dismayed, for at first Mr. Collins remained steadfastly optimistic in the belief that his proposal would eventually succeed. Young ladies, he surmised, often protected their chaste reputations by pretending not to welcome the attentions of worthy and ardent young men, in which category he counted himself. But he did not reckon on the straightforward and habitually candid attitude of my dear friend Lizzy, whose reputation was in no need of protection, at least not yet—how time would prove that wrong! —and whose good nature was rather harder to prevail upon than that of her more placid older sister, Jane. Indeed, had the latter not been on the brink of engagement herself, according to the somewhat premature declaration of her mother, Mr. Collins would have directed his entreaties to her. But a quick revision of the cast available to play in his imagined future redirected his attention to Elizabeth. He did not anticipate that his new target would have been aversive to what was, in his view, an eminently desirable offer.

How very different can be the individual members of a single family! I have known the Bennets of Longbourn since childhood, as they are our near neighbors and long-time acquaintance. Elizabeth is my oldest and dearest friend, despite all that we have experienced together that might have sundered our affection. It is a family to be sure, but one hardly describable in terms of mutual resemblance. I would say rather that Mr. Bennet and his two eldest daughters form a group of similar character and personality; Mrs. Bennet and the two youngest form another, but described by entirely different tastes and proclivities; and then there is poor, dim Mary in the middle, fitting in neither but too industriously high-minded to notice. It has never been a harmonious family. But then, all families present their complications, a fact with which I am uncomfortably familiar, and which explains why I married as I did. 

But I get ahead of myself. 

While everyone knew that the property of Longbourn was entailed, that awkward fact was such old news as to have fallen from gossip years ago, and the estate was always and only referred to as belonging to the Bennets. So enclosed is our circle that no one was aware that the eventual heir now resided so near our precincts, let alone that his advancement into our acquaintance was imminent. I do believe that, apart from the Bennets themselves, I was the first to discover how his entry into our world would unfold.

It was one morning in early November, sunny and unusually clement for the season, when I dropped by the house for a visit, hoping to entice Elizabeth and Jane for a walk in the fine weather. I intended to propose that we venture in the opposite direction from Meryton to ensure that the younger girls would choose to stay home, for they were fixated on the charms of the regiment stationed in that town, and their chatter about handsome officers in their red uniforms quickly became wearing. But before I had time even to remove my bonnet, I was greeted in the vestibule by the youngest Bennet, Lydia. She was more energetic and effusive than ever, which is to say, positively boiling over with intrigue and mischief and the ready supply of words to spread both. She pounced on me as I entered and hissed in a whisper that might as well have been a shriek for all its discretion. 

“I am glad you are come, for there is such fun here! What do you think has happened, this morning? Mr. Collins has made an offer to Lizzy, and she will not have him.” 

Elizabeth had already retreated upstairs from whatever drama had just transpired, but Mrs. Bennet was stewing in the breakfast room, whence Lydia and I hurried, she to glean details of the fracas and assess the potential for more fun, and I because I could not in the moment decide where else to go. The good lady immediately appealed to me to prevail upon my friend, for, as she put it, her daughter would be as good as dead to her if she persisted in her folly, and I had a sensible head and a persuasive manner and might therefore convince Elizabeth of the recklessness, the imprudence, the downright idiocy of her refusal of so beneficial an offer. She foamed on in this manner for some time, fortunately leaving me little space to reply, for I was barely acquainted with the gentleman in question and not at all certain of the reasons for Lizzy’s aversion. Perhaps it could be overcome, perhaps it could not; perhaps it could be but ought not. 

I know Lizzy to have a keen eye for any indication that a person’s character might deviate from the strictly upright angle. She is, therefore, a far better judge of others than is her mother, though I grant that she can be a severe critic and holds a standard that few can meet. I have often had occasion to suggest that her expectations for virtue and conduct aim higher than our fellow humans are apt to reach, flawed as we are born to be. I am not myself especially gifted at reading people on first acquaintance, though I own to having a flair for calculation in the long run. But good calculation requires data to chew on before a reliable conclusion can be spit out, so I remained silent as Mrs. Bennet carried on, and soon the room was filled with all five daughters clustering around their mother but quite failing to stem the histrionic tide of her distress.

The uproar might have continued for some time, but it suddenly ceased when Mr. Collins himself entered the room. Silence descended, replaced with quivering attention, and all heads swiveled in his direction like compass arrows fixed upon a magnet. There was interest, there was embarrassment; there was panting curiosity. Mrs. Bennet drew breath and prepared to launch one more salvo in an attempt to redeem the catastrophe, but grasping a late shred of propriety, she first asked the girls to exit the room. They slipped away, relieved to flee the scene, except for Lydia, who wouldn’t budge. And I, trapped between the table and the far wall, my feet impeded by a basket of garden produce left on the floor by a careless maid, merely turned my back and peered out the window, hoping to become temporarily invisible. I could not have been invisible, of course, but apparently being inconsiderable sufficed, for Mrs. Bennet erupted in a plea: “Oh, Mr. Collins!” I have no doubt that she would have continued with a litany of apologies on Lizzy’s behalf, as well as an even longer list of her virtues and reasons why he should renew his offer, but she was brought up short by the gentleman himself. 

And here I must interject that Mr. Collins is the only person I have ever met whose own supply of verbiage outstrips the fund that Mrs. B. has at her disposal. As contestants in a game of discourse he would surely prevail. But again, I get ahead of the tale. 

“My dear Madam,” he interrupted. “Let us not speak any further on this subject. I bear no resentment towards your daughter, no more to you yourself, nor your esteemed family.” 

Even in the window reflection I could see that this restrained sentiment was belied by his heightened color and rigid posture, but still he was quite proper in his expression. 

“Resignation to inevitable evils is the duty of us all,” he continued, and I recollected that he was a clergyman, recently ordained. It appeared that he sought to take the high road out of his chagrin, a commendable, if difficult, task. “Indeed, Miss Elizabeth’s frank rebuff I choose to regard as a boon rather than an injury, for otherwise I might not have discovered so early in our acquaintance the probable, nay, the certain, absence of compatibility between the two of us which is so necessary for a peaceful and mutually satisfactory connubial union.” 

So, the bloom was fading fast from the prospect of Lizzy as a wife. He carried on in this vein for several more sentences, each more decorated than the previous, for the man’s vocabulary is enormous. He chooses one word, then accompanies it with another with almost the same meaning, and then he adds an additional turn of phrase to put the matter in yet another way, until his interlocutor cannot fail to divine his intent. I began to wonder if I would have to stand there like a statue until afternoon. But then he uttered something that struck me as so sharp that it caused me to study even more carefully his reflection in the glass at my nose.

“I have often observed,” he said, “that resignation is never so perfect as when the blessing denied begins to lose somewhat of its value in our estimation.”

How true, thought I. How very true. An insight perhaps lost on those who have not discovered the need to resign themselves to a settlement not immediately desired. But surely more of us have than not, for resignation is the lot of many. I wondered if he might find sufficient virtue in that state of acceptance to embroider the subject for one of his upcoming sermons.

Discretion mandated that I not turn around, but the sun had passed from this side of the house and the window pane was polished to a shine, becoming a virtual mirror to the scene unfolding behind me. I could see clearly the back of Mrs. Bennet, who stood rigidly still except for her wringing hands and the ribbons of her cap, which almost vibrated with the force of her perturbation. And beyond her, the rejected suitor holding forth. 

I saw a large man dressed in sober black, his thick hair springing back from a face rather more pear-shaped than oval. In the heat of the moment his complexion was flushed in a manner that might indicate health or choler, and now was probably both at once. The effect was not entirely unpleasant. It might even have appeared leonine and manly had the face been blessed with rather more defined features, though fleshiness was the major impression that one received from the spread nose and the heavy jowls. His posture was upright, his shoulders back, his girth broad enough that one could see either side of his waistcoat even though the plump Mrs. Bennet stood in front. 

A substantial man, I thought. A man of substance.








  
  

Chapter 2: Windfall
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After this awkward speech Mr. Collins quitted the house, and soon I could see him through the window pacing in the garden, doubtless in search of quiet and repose after his unexpectedly disappointing morning. 

Mrs. Bennet recalled my presence then, and far from being embarrassed that there had been a witness to her guest’s change of heart about her daughter, sought my opinion as to her next move. Do you think all is lost for Lizzy, she inquired, buzzing about the room as though released by a spring from the necessity of standing still before the disapproving suitor. Do you think that perhaps this afternoon his temper will have cooled and she might approach him again with an apology? Surely all is not lost. Surely he will welcome the possibility of a union with a daughter of Longbourn. He must recognize all the advantages of having a wife who grew up here and possesses a childhood love of the place!

But this thought reminded her that the estate itself would slip away from her immediate family and brought on another episode of wailing resentment that under the laws of entail daughters were prevented from inheriting—so unfair, so very stupid, so cruel to families not blessed by sons, and why didn’t Mr. Bennet approach the lawyers or the courts or the Regent himself or whoever was responsible for such legal iniquities to redress the situation. And on and on into thickets of grievance so tangled and bewildering that I ceased to pay much attention.

At a moment when she paused for breath, I felt that I had to express my doubts about the prospects for a change of heart on Lizzy’s part, given her apparently inflexible aversion to Mr. Collins, for surely the most insensitive gentleman would retreat from such an emphatic rejection as she had delivered. And Mrs. Bennet burst forth anew bewailing the headstrong will and imprudent judgment of her second eldest daughter. In the midst of all of the noise we were joined again by Lydia, followed by Kitty, who both scurried to peer out the window and chart the disposition of the rejected supplicant as he paced amid the withering remains of last summer’s greenery. I hoped that their giggles were not so shrill as to penetrate into the garden and make matters even worse. As soon as I could exit without offence, I collected my shawl and made my escape just as Mrs. Bennet was beginning to wonder aloud if Mary might in fact be next in line for Mr. Collins’ attention, for her character was surely more disposed to a match with a clergyman than was Lizzy’s, or even Jane’s. (She was probably right; I could just imagine Mary’s habitually lofty pronouncements about virtue competing with the ornamental circumlocutions of Mr. Collins.)

I hesitated outside the house, wondering if I ought to return home rather than pursue my plans for the day, or if Elizabeth might appreciate some company after the fraught morning. Surely Jane was now upstairs receiving her sister’s version of the troubling episode. Of a certainty Jane, being of so kind a temperament as to be virtually uncritical, was responding with sympathy and concern. Sympathy and concern are all very well, but I doubted that she would prompt much laughter, despite the public absurdities that had ensued from the unwelcome offer and its maker’s huffy attempts to gather about him a few tatters of dignity. I myself find that laughter is often more solace than sympathy, and since Lizzy and I share a certain disposition, she might be pleased if I joined them upstairs.

Then I discovered that Mr. Collins had not ventured very far. He was loitering by the roses, his head bent in an apparent sniff of one of the late blooms, its drooping petals still exuding its heavy, last scent. I surprised myself with a burst of speech.

“Do you not find,” I heard myself say, “that the flowers that remain longest in the late season often carry the sweetest scent?” 

Startled, Mr. Collins swiveled towards me, evidently not having heard my approach. His blotchy and belligerent face seemed prepared for combat against further insult. I was momentarily taken aback, for although not really fearsome, his was not an attractive countenance. It was a face that had needed a longer period of privacy to compose itself than my sudden appearance had permitted. I turned my eyes to the flowers, which were on the brink of final collapse with the approaching winter.

“Perhaps flowers experience something like age in humans,” I rattled on, making up an idea as I went along, “and when they sense that their time is near the end, they feel with greater force all the sweetness of the life they are leaving behind.”

This preposterous sentiment exhausted my supply of conversation, so I bent my head and sniffed the bloom as well. It was not sufficiently heady to justify my flight of fancy, and I wished I had remained silent and retreated in the other direction rather than making my presence known in this awkward manner. 

Even while bent over a bloom as sweet as a late rose, one can inhale for just so long. When, somewhat out of breath, I straightened, I was relieved to see that the flush that had suffused his face had retreated, and Mr. Collins was smoothing his waistcoat as though merely repairing the disturbance of a playful breeze. I shivered and drew my shawl closer against me. To my surprise, Mr. Collins observed this and sought to regain a presence of some gallantry.

“I see that the chill perturbs you, Miss Lucas. It is Miss Lucas, is it not? We met so briefly the other day that I may have mistaken your name, in which case I beg your pardon, for I would never intentionally offend. But I hope you are not uncomfortable out here in the brisk air. I have often remarked that ladies with their fragile natures feel the cold with greater sensitivity than we gentlemen do.”

I had not thought that he had noticed me at all on the brief occasion when we had met previously. Perhaps he had heard me discussed in the Bennet household, where there is so much gab and chat that one might confuse what was experienced first-hand with what was merely a snatch of gossip. But I saw no profit in a trivial cavil. 

“It is but a slight breeze, thank you,” I responded. “As soon as I start the vigor of my walk home, I shall be quite warm enough.” 

His back was still turned towards the house, but I could see Lydia and Kitty crowded in the parlor window craning their necks to see around the bushes and discern more clearly what Mr. Collins was doing in the garden. I began to sidle in a direction that remained partially screened from their view, for reasons that I was only beginning to clarify in my own mind. At that moment I simply meant to thwart the curiosity of those exasperating girls. In such trivial things can one derive pleasures, which are in truth rather mean but also sweet if taken in doses small enough not to tarnish the soul. (As that thought passed through my mind, I thought I might be capable of a sermon myself.)

“Are you off already, then?” he queried, “after such a brief stay at your friend’s house? Perhaps the events of the morning have not been to your taste and have quite worn you out, in which case may I extend my own condolences, founded on true sympathy and indeed deep personal involvement with the unanticipated travails hereunto encountered.” He continued in a somewhat confusing babble, and I surmised that the deluge of words was designed to sort through the tumult of his own feelings. The capacity to articulate succinctly was simply lacking in the man, who substituted verbosity for wit. In any event, we found ourselves walking side by side halfway back to Lucas Lodge. 

I do not believe that Mr. Collins stopped his flow of words for the entire time of our walk together. Being human, he occasionally did pause for breath, just long enough for me to insert a murmur that he took appreciatively as invitation to carry on. I might have been affronted, although it was evident that he meant no offense, and as I had little to say myself it was easy enough to walk by his side and let the tide roll. As we progressed, I developed a vivid picture of the painful scene with Lizzy by interpreting the pauses and the diversions of topic that punctuated his discourse. The surprise, the persistence, the failed hopes, the received disdain—none mentioned by name but easily imagined. More than once I had to suppress a smile at the comic picture he must have presented that morning, but I was not utterly without sympathy. Lizzy is a daunting critic. She herself has seldom suffered the scorn of others, and this absence of experience tells in a certain lack of feeling for those whom she considers ridiculous (and there are many in that number). 

But it was hard not to see how ludicrous the amorous scene had been, for Mr. Collins had cast his proposal in terms of absurd presumptions that, even if true, would have best been kept to himself. Our reasons for actions are often not in line with strategies needed to execute those actions, and Mr. Collins evidently had trouble filtering sharable thoughts from those that deserve to be held back from speech. With what foolish declarations had he ventured his proposal: That as a clergyman his position required a wife? Hardly the personal address that a lady would find flattering, even in a handsome man! That his patroness, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, (whom he was surprised I had never heard of) approved of his marrying in short order? It was a wonder that any woman would greet this man’s proposals with eagerness, let alone my strict friend Lizzy. Poor man, he was quite on the wrong foot.

As our conversation progressed, it transpired that he intended to stay in the area for a little while longer, and he now opined that what would have been a trial for him after the morning’s tumult he now looked forward to. His anticipation was couched with high-minded description that defies remembering, but we parted eventually with mutual expressions of delight that we would meet again the following day. “Indeed, Miss Lucas,” he declared, “you are a delightful conversationalist.” Not an accurate statement, as I had participated so little in our discourse, but I thanked him and smiled before turning and heading for home with a sense of relief, for his company was taxing. 

I walked the rest of the way by myself, satisfied that I had, at least, brought comfort to one person’s wounded feelings that day. My own feelings were also much stirred and awakened to unexpected possibilities, and I found that Mr. Collins stayed in my mind for some time. As I entered the old orchard that borders our cultivated property, I had to step carefully, for its paths were thick with fallen apples picked over by birds and turning to cidery mush. I found their scent as heady as the late rose. 

The word ‘windfall’ came to mind.








  
  

Chapter 3: The Proposal
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From my upstairs window early the next morning I could see a figure making its way towards Lucas Lodge. It took no little time for me to discern it was Mr. Collins himself, his somewhat lumbering walk quicker than it had been during his gallant escort from Longbourn the previous day. It was far too early for the usual social call, and suddenly I was almost certain that I divined his intentions. My heart quickened with the prospect of what I was about to do. Hastily I turned to the mirror that hangs in the corner of the bedroom—a small glass in which one can only see a portion of oneself at a time—to smooth my hair and pinch color into my cheeks. I then hurried downstairs and set out to meet him in the lane. 

My anticipation was prescient. Even before we entered the house he was talking, indeed more or less erupting with encomia to my virtue and spinning blissful visions of a life to come—if only I would honor him, be so gracious as to accept him, would take it upon myself actually to bless him with my answer. Little had I dared to hope that so much eloquence awaited me. It all poured out in a flood, and I suspected that this was more than his habitual chatter but also a signal of the fact that the man might have a bit of sense about him after all, for he was in a state of high anxiety and clearly worried that he might receive another rebuff. 

I had no delusion that his sudden ardor was rooted in love. It had been all too obvious from our previous conversation that he was in the throes of a conviction that he needed a wife to complete his position in the parish where Lady Catherine de Bourgh had granted him the living. But I did not take this fact amiss, for his need matched mine. I had no intention of playing the shy or teasing maiden, although it did take me some while to honor and accept his proposal, because the tide of his verbiage had just begun to flow and required to reach its peak before it could ebb enough to permit me, to put it crudely, to get a word in edgewise. My own answer took considerably less time, and although I tried to be moderately eloquent, I could have expressed my reply in one word: Yes.

After my description of the scene that had occurred in the Bennet household the previous day, it is perhaps to be wondered that I would look forward to greeting this clumsy man so readily, would have sought to intercept him outside even before he reached the door; let alone that I would take him as a prospective husband after knowing him for such a short while, and hardly under flattering circumstances. What young woman would regard favorably the advances of a suitor so unappealing? What female with any pride of self would have welcomed his approach and all that it implied? Well, I can tell you what kind, for I am one: realistic, tolerant, and ever-so-slightly conniving. Yes, I connived; I contrived; I calculated. 

Gentle Reader, do not judge me harshly. I gave up romantic illusions at an early age. It was a brief but painful moment when I realized that romance was a fantasy that did not suit a woman like me. Romance combined with plainness is doomed to disappointment. Realism combined with compromise holds promise. And I am nothing if not realistic. About myself and about the conditions at home that threatened to anchor me in an increasingly tenuous position.

The Lucas family is but recently elevated in rank, thanks to my father’s knighthood, a status which pleases him more than anything. It still brings a smile to my face to see how he enjoys calling our home by the name of Lucas Lodge, as if the family had long occupied a baronial manor. But my smile cannot avoid a touch of wryness, for his title led him to relinquish his moderately prosperous business in town and to live on his invested income, which is hardly enough to provide five children with the prospects that would make them marriageable on economic grounds alone. For, alas, let us be realistic: it is those material grounds that tempt a mate when nature has not supplied sufficient bounties to attract. 

What is more, our property is entailed just as the Bennet’s is, and hence will go eventually to Andrew, the older of my young brothers. And then there remain concerns for the prospects of Frederick, the youngest boy, and of my two younger sisters, nice girls both, and at least Maria has a pretty enough face. I am the eldest and have reached twenty and seven years of age without a whiff of an offer of marriage, and my number of years is an increasing source of pessimism on my part, not to say incipient panic. Already I can see that Mother is preparing herself with the near certainty that I shall always be at home. She will soon regard me as the mainstay of the household, a spinster daughter whose eventual role will be to care for them in their declining years and to oversee a household that will never be really hers. 

That little mirror in my bedroom is in the corner for a reason. I do not care to pass it frequently as do many other girls, who flick their eyes glass-ward repeatedly to check on their appearance. I have oft seen Lydia Bennet parade before the ornate mirrors that decorate the rooms at Longbourn, sliding her eyes towards her reflection with each passage to admire her bright curls, her ready dimples, the arch of her slender neck, her rosy cheeks. She is the prettiest of that lot, at least for now, though Jane has a serene beauty that will likely stand the test of years, and Elizabeth’s bright expression and fine features will attract many a gentleman. But I have drifted away from my own description, which I shall now straightforwardly report.

To call a meal good ‘plain’ fare is to praise its ungarnished nutrition. To call a home ‘plain’ suggests tidy simplicity. To call speech ‘plain’ connotes its honesty. But to call a girl ‘plain’ is but another way to say that she is unattractive. Not quite ugly; I do not wish to exaggerate. My appearance does not offend. But neither does it appeal. My mirror shows a sallow, slightly flat face, a small nose that extends just a bit too near my narrow lips, eyes of medium brown beneath level brows ever so slightly too low. Light brown hair of a quantity adequate to cover the scalp but not sufficiently abundant to count as flowing locks. Not entirely unpleasant. But plain. I wasted only a few tears on that realization, for what cannot be cured must be endured.

It is difficult to identify with precision just what marks the separation of pretty from plain. The tiniest shrinkage of distance between the eyes converts deep, expressive pools to a squint-eyed stare, a chin ever so slightly receding turns an otherwise sculpted jaw into pudding at the neck, a smile crooked on one face is gamine on another. When I turned twenty, I stood in the bright morning light carefully studying my face and trying to adjust it in my imagination into something beauteous. It was not only my birthday that had prompted this scrutiny but also a disappointing encounter at a recent dance. Both the wandering eyes of the gentlemen who condescended to dance with me but who kept scanning the room for their next partner, and the mirror in my hands confirmed the brute fact that neither God nor nature intended me for a beauty. 

Recalling that evening now, I thought of the recent dance at Netherfield hosted by Mr. Bingley, the newly established resident there. It had been a memorable, elegant affair during which Jane Bennet and Charles Bingley commenced falling in love; and the dour Mr. Darcy offended Elizabeth so gravely with his disdainful remarks that she would not even dance with him. It takes a beauty to refuse a man that handsome.

If a woman has sufficient money, her less than beautiful features are proportionately compensated. She may choose to improve her appearance and decorate herself with silks and ribbons with confidence that they will not make her seem desperate, for she is unlikely to remain standing at the margins of a dance floor or sit among the matrons gossiping about the cakes on offer and the flirtations of girls at their first ball. I thought of an acquaintance on the other side of Meryton, a woman already past thirty when she wed on the heels of an unexpected inheritance. How public regard for her changed with that event! Wealth contributes a handsome glow to the plainest face. That prosperous glow was inconceivable within the Lucas clan. This I know. I used to keep father’s books. I studied his balance sheets and early developed an eye for figures and measures.

Given all of this, it does not take a mathematician to do the calculation regarding a marriage prospect. On the positive side of the ledger, consider the relative happiness that will ensue from a prosperous home of one’s own, sufficient money to furnish it and to eat well, and eventually young ones to keep one company. I had enjoyed growing up in a large family and desired to have one of my own. Such were the goods to balance against the negative side, which must acknowledge the permanent company of a person who, by all predictions, would be an awkward and prolix husband. But weigh that balance sheet against all the negatives toted up from a life pursued as a spinster whose only option is to care for a household and her aging parents; to be regarded with gratitude and relief by her siblings that she has shouldered family responsibility that would otherwise require sharing; and publicly praised for her sweet disposition and her virtue, but privately spoken of with pity by friends who exhale sighs of relief that they have not met the same fate. Is it to be wondered that I appreciated Mr. Collins’ attention and grabbed him before he came across another woman with a similarly realistic cast of mind? Some might call me cynical, but it is not cynicism to look at the world with clarity of mind and see exactly what it promises. That is realism.

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single woman possessed of neither beauty nor fortune must welcome the proposal of just about any man of property.








  
  

Chapter 4: Realism vs. Romance
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Soon the news of my engagement was known abroad. 

Of course, with all due propriety, my parents were appealed to first for their consent and their blessing, which Mr. Collins requested very prettily and at length. Both consent and blessing were granted so readily that one might have thought my family eager to be rid of my company. But I understood their attitude to be one resulting from calculation akin to my own. Behind their loving congratulations I could tell that Mr. Collins’s present circumstances made it a most eligible match for their daughter, to whom they could give little fortune. And although she would never have spoken such thoughts aloud, I divined that my mother began directly to calculate with more interest than the matter had ever excited before, how many years longer Mr. Bennet was likely to live. A daughter married well bestows a certain prosperity on her family, and my siblings had their own causes for rejoicing. The younger girls formed hopes of coming out a year or two sooner than they might otherwise have done; and the boys were relieved from their apprehension that I might die an old maid.

I took none of this amiss. Mr. Collins, to be sure, was neither sensible nor agreeable; his society was irksome, and his attachment to me must be imaginary. But still he would be my husband. Without thinking highly either of men or of matrimony, marriage had always been my object; it was the only honorable provision for well-educated young women of small fortune, and however uncertain of giving happiness, must be their pleasantest preservation from want.

We had started off well from both our perspectives, for Mr. Collins (he had yet to ask me to call him by his Christian name so I refrained from calling him “William”) declared repeatedly how congenial was my company compared to other young ladies of whom it had been his privilege to make acquaintance, how easy was our conversation, how amiable my presence. It was not hard to divine the comparison he had in mind. I had listened with sympathy and deferential attention in the wake of his humiliating encounter at Longbourn, affording him the space to decide that he had accomplished a dignified retaliation. I had not intruded opinions that contradicted his state of mind, and most of all, I had accepted his offer of marriage. He predicted a blissful life together based on our compatible harmony. Words could not describe that harmony, he declared, although he spent many trying to do so.

The only flaw in my satisfaction came from the knowledge that I would soon have to impart my changed circumstances to Lizzy, my best friend, a relationship which, I worried, I might have put in jeopardy by my decision to wed the very man she had so vehemently rejected. I insisted to Mr. Collins that he not broadcast the news before I had time to tell her in person, and although it required a degree of restraint that nearly burst his lungs, he managed to resist dropping even a hint into his conversation prematurely.

Thus, I was able to secure a quiet moment alone with her to impart my news. Perhaps I did it clumsily, for her response was immediate and unrestrained by any whiff of the tact that friendly sentiment might have been expected to furnish.

“Engaged to Mr. Collins! My dear Charlotte—impossible!”

I confess I was discomfited, even a trifle offended, despite the fact that I had anticipated her surprise. It took me a moment to compose myself before replying in what I hope was a steady and even-toned voice. 

“Do you think it incredible that Mr. Collins should be able to procure any woman’s good opinion, because he was not so happy as to succeed with you?”

That way of putting the question forestalled continued objections on her part, for rather by accident I had cast my response in a way that put her on the defensive. She could not say that he had to settle for me because he could not win the greater prize of her own hand; her modesty and kindness made that impossible. Nor could she castigate my tastes without presenting her opinion as a definitive judgment from which she could not retreat. Friendship forbade that she pursue her dismay. We both used the strained silence to gather our thoughts.

“I see what you are feeling,” I continued. “You must be surprised, very much surprised—so lately as Mr. Collins was wishing to marry you. But when you have had time to think it all over, I hope you will be satisfied with what I have done. I am not romantic, you know; I never was. I ask only a comfortable home—and considering Mr. Collins’s character, connections, and situation in life, I am convinced that my chance of happiness with him is as fair as most people can boast on entering the marriage state.”

I confess that when hearing my own voice declaring aloud this resigned if sensible attitude towards what I had done, a thought intruded that I had abandoned any chance of a more appetizing route towards the future. I ceased speech, for my throat closed with sudden sadness, and while I waited for it to pass Lizzy delicately looked away. After a moment she put her arms around me and wished me happiness, and if there remained an incredulous tear in her eye she blotted it away before I could see. Nonetheless, her reaction had stung, and a breach had opened.

I must acknowledge that her surprise had ample foundation. The strangeness of Mr. Collins making two offers of marriage within three days was difficult to conjure with. This sense of abnormality was compounded shortly as my father arrived at Longbourn to announce officially our engagement to the larger assembly of the Bennet family, and he had to deal with the incredulity of Mrs. Bennet, who could not fathom that the tide had turned so unexpectedly against one of her daughters. She was astonished, she was disbelieving, she was impertinent, she was downright rude. “Good Lord, Sir William,” she shrilly declared, “what a preposterous story! Surely you know that Mr. Collins wants to marry Lizzy!” I was proud of my father’s restraint and calm demeanor, for he was surely hard pressed. We both were relieved when Elizabeth put an end to her mother’s diatribe by calmly confirming the news and wishing us both, formally, much happiness. Mr. Bennet, who had remained on the sidelines with an odd smile on his face (when he surely should have curbed his wife’s spew of insults) added his own good wishes and came forward to shake his neighbor’s hand. Neither father nor I was entirely sure of the thoughts that lay behind his congratulations, but regardless of his motives, his words were appreciated.

Strangely enough, although Lizzy’s initial response had caused a whisper of doubt to enter my mind, the small tempest that had just erupted had the reverse effect and confirmed the wisdom of my decision. 

I offered my thanks to Mr. Bennet and smiled. I would be content. I could be even happy. 

I would make sure of it.








  
  

Chapter 5: A Strategic Wedding
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The banns were quickly published, and soon thereafter we were wed in our parish church. I do believe that my husband was less ecstatic about the union with his new wife than he was about the coach-and-four that Lady Catherine de Bourgh sent to transport us to the parsonage at Hunsford, which, although I had yet to lay eyes on it, would henceforth be my home. That noble lady had professed satisfaction at our nuptials but declared herself unable to attend the ceremony, though she desired that we repair to her vicinity immediately; hence the coach. 

Perhaps he had been contained by the venerable structure of the service, for Mr. Collins repeated the wedding vows in a correct, even dignified, manner and refrained from embroidering on the ancient text with any of the variations about wedded bliss with which he had regaled me for days. But afterwards his pent-up fund of speech burst forth with all the energy of an unclogged pipe, and I was grateful that the rhythmic clop of sixteen hoofs on the roadway muffled his unstoppable conversation. I feigned fatigue and lay my head against the window, though I did not doze but gazed out with half-shuttered eyes. The countryside passed by us with good speed through villages and towns that I had never visited, despite their proximity to Meryton. I realized anew how limited was my experience, for apart from two visits to London and a short stay in Bath as a child, I had never ventured very far from home. I felt a glimmer of excitement that I was heading into a new part of the world, even though it was likely to resemble the familiar one.

It is possible that my husband was describing the sights as we passed them, but I fell into a practice that I suspected would serve me in good stead, namely, I could hear the wash of his voice without attending to its content, rather as one hears the rain against a window while directing one’s attention to difficult needlework, or tunes out the voices at a gathering in order to converse with just one person.

I say this without rancor or remorse. Speech is simply his way. It is his inclination and apparently his pleasure, perhaps in the way that some men choose to ride all morning until their horses tire and others to play at cards an entire night, William—I supposed I had to become accustomed to his first name—takes satisfaction in talking. It would have benefitted his conversation to have an interlocutor, but he is not the only person whose custom it is to continue speaking as if addressing an assembly where the audience has no need to reply. He is, after all, a clergyman and used to issuing sermons. We all have our ways, and they become so much a part of us that we ourselves do not notice them any more than we notice the backs of our own heads.

After many hours and only two stops for refreshment, we turned off the high road and onto a narrow passage bordered by trees, poplars judging from their thin uprightness. The horses seemed to know the avenue well. They quickened their pace and probably desired to reach their own stables posthaste, but the driver convinced them to take us first to the parsonage. I was glad that the horses could be so persuaded, because my husband was showing signs that he also would like to divert first to Rosings and pay his respects to Lady Catherine de Bourgh in immediate order to thank her for her generous, her nobly condescending, her lavish and gracious loan of the coach-and-four. And of course, to introduce his new wife. I stirred myself and suggested gently that it would be most unwise to disturb the lady at this hour, that in fact it might display inadvertently a presumption that she would find offensive. He quailed at this thought and was immediately persuaded that the morning would be a better time for us to present ourselves, and he switched to anticipatory effusions about how marvelous the morrow would be. It is unlikely that the coachman would have changed the route anyway; he must have had his orders from the Lady herself, who probably had already settled in for the evening and would hardly desire company so late.

The days were short now and it was fully dark by the time we reached my new home. My first impression of the parsonage, therefore, was indistinct. The grounds appeared extensive though not much under cultivation at the moment. The fields we passed were full of overgrown vegetation as well as the stalks left by a harvest. The drive rather petered out before completely reaching the house, which seemed substantial enough: two full stories with a gabled roof and a scattering of outbuildings.

We were met at the door by the housekeeper, one Mrs. Finlay, who greeted me civilly enough. And I her, though I immediately sensed her reserve and suspected that she was accustomed to running the household in her own way, and that I might meet some resistance before she granted me the authority that was now my due. There were two maidservants in residence, who curtsied and were dispatched to bed, and a cook, who lumbered into the room to pay her belated respects. A young man who seemed to be a stable hand unloaded our luggage and heaved it upstairs before having a quiet word with the coachman. And then sixteen hoofs went on their way and Mr. and Mrs. Collins were left alone to find their way into domesticity together.

Candles had been lit only in the parlor, where plates of meat and fruit had been laid for us along with a small flask of wine—presumably celebratory. Mr. Collins fluttered around in attendance, plying me with tasty morsels gone slightly dry, for we had arrived somewhat later than anticipated. He set about assuring me of the commodiousness of the dwelling I now occupied, details of which I would appreciate by the light of day. His excess of words was matched by my silence, doubtless our respective signs of increasing nerves, for it suddenly occurred to me—as I expect it did to him—that this was our Wedding Night and that events marking that occasion were soon to unfold. 

Had the servants properly lit all of the rooms to greet me things might have seemed more normal than they did, but in the evening gloom the house took on a gothic quality. Following Mr. Collins and his upraised candle, I made my way up the stairs into a dark hall and virtually felt my way along the wall into a jumble of rooms. There were bumps and stumbles ahead of me and cautions to make a turn just here, to step over this stool inconveniently left by the wall, to take hold of the railing to my left to guide me along. In my fatigue, our progress through the halls seemed endless and I began to wonder if, having become a bride with undue speed, I was forever to be delayed in becoming a wife in the fullest sense of that term. 

Mr. Collins made a wrong turn and suddenly loomed before me. “My apologies, my dear,” I heard him say, quite loudly now that he was facing me, “but I seem to have led us towards the servants’ quarters by accident, so if we just backtrack a little—ah, yes, this is the hall. Step carefully now. You will find by the light of day that the house is quite pleasant and not confusing at all.” He gestured as he spoke, his hand diving in and out of candlelight as he counted off the rooms until we reached where we were to sleep. It seemed an absolute warren, and I trusted that by daylight the number of rooms there seemed to be would reduce by half. 

Mr. Collins continued to assure me that in the morning I would be able to explore the house and even to survey the property from the upstairs window and see all the way to Rosings. Indeed, on a clear day, unless the trees were in too full a leaf, the chimneys of that noble dwelling poked upwards into the Hunsford sky, a beneficent mark on the vista of the county. Oh, and of course there was the parish church quite nearby, not to be overlooked, the site of his own living by the grace of Lady Catherine, which I would see in due course on Sunday when he would resume his ministerial duties. 

I could hear him continuing those ramblings as he retreated out of sight. I gathered from the words that drifted back that his own bedroom was across the hall, and that the chilly cube in which I was deposited was to be my own. The fire in the grate had dwindled to a heap of glowing embers, but I was able to stir it to sufficient life to put on my nightclothes without shivering. Fortunately, a housemaid had made the rounds with a warming pan and the bedclothes were welcoming.

I cannot remember ever having been so exhausted. The past several weeks had been taxing, what with the haste required to arrange the wedding, to ready my clothes with cleaning and pressing, and to acquire much-needed purchases that, in the words of my betrothed, befit the wife of a clergyman near a distinguished estate. I must appear respectable, sound of economy, and not too beautiful. (Mr. Collins has a dull ear for unfortunate implications.) And then there was the added strain that continued between dear Lizzy and myself, which both of us had striven to repair, but that required cautious attention in place of the easy friendship we formerly enjoyed. I had not slept much the previous night either, and now with my husband’s steady drone coming from across the hall, the comforting crackle of the fireplace, and the warmth of the covers, for the first time in weeks I felt my muscles uncoil and I relaxed into comfort. So much so, in fact, that I quite forgot the purpose of the wedding night that would keep many a bride wide awake. 

Gentle Reader, I fell asleep.

At first my repose was dreamless. A luxurious absence of awareness while all the trials and strains of the past weeks drifted away. And then suddenly I began to dream that a force had jolted me sideways and that I had been cast into a rocking boat. That boat was spun by a giant wind that tossed my nightdress over my head and let in a cold draft, and then the draft was blocked by a suffocating bulk from which my husband’s voice could be heard issuing more profusions of rapture for his connubial bliss. And then—nearly awake and almost reassured that I was not about to drown—a sharpness pressed within me and I recognized the inevitable Intrusion. 

The weight upon me squashed the air from my lungs and prevented outcry, though I was aware of someone’s groaning exhale before the boat began a violent rocking. Waves crashed upon the beach with ever increasing intensity that surely would have sunk a real boat. There was a final heave and an exclamation: “Oh, Mrs. Collins!” and the weight rolled to the side and the boat was still.

Oh Mrs. Collins? 

Was I never to be Charlotte to this man? I felt hilarity bubble up at his rhapsodic utterance but quickly quashed the urge to laugh. A bride might be light-hearted, I suppose, at least if she doesn’t discover herself on a rocking boat, but giggling at one’s husband’s declaration of passion is a poor way to initiate a marriage. 

Fully awake now, I contemplated my new situation and took a moment to ponder what had just happened. The world was changed for sure. My world. I was now a wife, maidenhood relinquished in accordance with the dictates of law and nature. Assessing my own state, I decided that apart from a certain stickiness, I remained much the same. Yet I sensed that there was still more to be noticed and recorded, though it took me a moment to identify exactly what was different. And then I realized that Mr. Collins, too, was changed.

He was no longer talking. 
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