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One


In the seven years of their marriage, Charlotte Collins had learned that her husband’s determination to prove himself capable was exceeded only by the frequency with which he demonstrated the contrary. And she feared that this particular autumn day’s activities would bear out that truth most painfully once again. 
Lady Catherine’s footman had delivered a missive into Mrs. Collins’s hand not a quarter-hour ago. She had given it to her husband without comment and watched him retreat to his study with the suspicion that disaster would soon follow.
Now, alone in his study at Hunsford Parsonage, Mr. Collins read the note once more: 
“Mr. Collins, I require your attendance at Rosings at half past ten. The matter is of some urgency.”
Urgency. Lady Catherine, who typically scheduled his attendance with a week’s notice, never used such words lightly. He examined his reflection in the study mirror, rehearsing his greeting for the sixth time.
“Your Ladyship’s summons finds me entirely at your disposal, eager to demonstrate that ready compliance, which—”
No, that was too obsequious, even for Lady Catherine. He must strike a balance between deference and capability. She valued a rector who could be trusted with serious matters. Whatever this urgency concerned—family trouble? parish business?—he must appear equal to it.
He adjusted his posture, raising his right hand in a gesture of earnest attention. The button caught his eye mid-flourish.
There, in the mirror’s reflection, on his second-best waistcoat, a button hung by a single, treacherous thread.
[image: Regency style engraving of Mr. Collins noticing a loose button in his study mirror.]
Mr. Collins’s prepared speech evaporated. He leaned closer, hoping his eyes deceived him. They did not. The button—bone white, respectable, entirely necessary to the waistcoat’s proper closure—dangled like a tiny accusation of slovenliness. When had this happened? How had he failed to notice?
He consulted his pocket watch. Nine-thirty. One hour before he must present himself at Rosings for a matter of some urgency, looking like a man who couldn’t maintain his own clothing.
It would not do!
Lady Catherine had been in a strange humor these three weeks. Last week, she’d lectured her housekeeper for a quarter of an hour about a water spot on the silver. The week before that, she’d delivered a sermon to a footman about the moral decay evidenced by unpolished boots. A loose button would be proof of unfitness for his office, for her patronage, perhaps for the living itself.
“The button must be secured,” he announced to the empty room.
To summon Charlotte would be an admission of helplessness. No, a gentleman must rise to unexpected challenges. He would demonstrate the resourceful capability Lady Catherine required of her dependents. He would repair the matter himself.
Mr. Collins turned to survey his study. Nothing here would assist him in his endeavors. 
Standing, he hurried to Charlotte’s sitting room, empty at this time of the morning, and there, beside her cushion on the chair, sat her workbasket. Hoping his wife would understand his need to procure her possessions, he returned to his study with her basket in hand.
The embroidery scissors were smaller than expected, delicate in his thick fingers. He extracted a length of thread—white, serviceable—and attempted to thread the needle. The end frayed. On his thirty-second attempt, squinting, he succeeded.
Threading accomplished, he turned his attention to the button itself, pinching it steady while maneuvering the needle into position. The angle proved awkward. He bent closer. The scissors, still clasped in his other hand, pressed against his thumb.
The prick came sharp and sudden.
Mr. Collins jerked backward. The scissors clattered against the desktop. The thread pulled taut, and in his startled recoil, he felt a second button tear free entirely. It bounced once and lay still, white against dark wood.
Two buttons now. And blood—a brilliant crimson bead welling from his thumb, swelling, dropping with terrible precision onto his cuff.
He stared at the spreading stain.
The hour of his meeting with Lady Catherine approached. The matter was urgent, and he must not disappoint his esteemed patroness.
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Two


Mr. Collins located the lavender water in Charlotte’s dressing room—a cut-glass bottle no larger than his palm—and lifted it with utter confidence, as if he had identified the singular solution to all his difficulties. The bottle was a gift from Charlotte’s mother. Mr. Collins did not recall the occasion, though Charlotte had mentioned it recently in passing. He descended the stairs, already composing the mental narrative he would offer should his wife inquire: efficiency, he would explain, and a disinclination to trouble her with trifles. Mrs. Collins would understand the necessity. 
His study awaited him, sermon notes still spread across the desk, the scissors lying where they had fallen. The clock showed half past nine. Twenty minutes had been consumed by the button affair, and he must ready himself to attend to Lady Catherine with all due haste.
He sat and opened the bottle. The scent was immediate and powerful, sharper than he had anticipated. Lavender, yes, but concentrated. 
Undaunted, Mr. Collins dampened a handkerchief with a few drops of lavender water and applied it to the bloodstain on his cuff. The angle proved awkward—the cuff remained on his wrist, and he was forced to bend over the desk to access the stain properly. He set the bottle down near his sermon notes to free his other hand.
He leaned closer to examine his work. The stain had lightened, though not disappeared. 
This was good news indeed. His remedy was working, causing confidence to surge through him. He looked again in the mirror, practicing his words to his patroness. “Your Ladyship has commanded my presence on a matter of urgency. How may I be of humble service to you?”
Refining his word choice and delivery until he was satisfied, he returned to the task of stain removal. He reached for the bottle once more, knocking it with the back of his hand.
The bottle tipped, rolled, and came to rest on its side as the cork—not fully seated—loosened.
Mr. Collins watched—a second, perhaps two, in which the disaster announced itself but had not yet arrived—as the lavender water began to pour.
[image: Regency style engraving of Mr. Collins spilling lavender water on the desk in his study.]
It spread with inevitability, seeking the lowest points of the desktop, darkening the pages of his sermon notes. The ink began to run. His meditation on Ecclesiastes, prepared with such care, dissolved into illegible rivers of black ink. The lavender water flowed toward the scissors, pooled around them, and continued its inexorable path toward the desk’s edge.
Mr. Collins lunged to rescue the sermon. His hand struck the bottle once again. It tumbled to the floor and shattered.
As the bottle descended, lavender water soaked his waistcoat. A cloying wave of scent began to spread. The study reeked of it now, sweet and thick. He sat amid the wreckage—glass shards glinting in the morning sun, his sermon notes transformed nearly into pulp, Charlotte’s scissors lying in a puddle—and felt the sharp edge of something that might, in another man, have been self-awareness.
But Mr. Collins had spent seven years as Charlotte’s husband and more as Lady Catherine’s rector, and he had learned that self-awareness was a luxury ill-suited to a man of his position. What he required was resolve.
The clock struck ten. Half an hour gone to buttons and blood and lavender. And of course, the composition of compliments to his patroness. How had time passed so quickly? Now only thirty minutes remained before his appointment. The walk to Rosings required twenty minutes if he took the lane, perhaps fifteen by the garden path. If there was not time to rectify the damage to his attire, certainly there was enough to compose himself before leaving.
Taking a deep, bracing breath, Mr. Collins coughed at the overpowering scent of lavender. He stood to open the window wider, thinking to air the room, though instead he only perfumed the garden beyond.
The bees in their hives nearby detected the sudden flood of scent, mistaking the concentrated perfume for flowers in full bloom. Antennae quivered. Ever-vigilant worker bees oriented toward the source, detecting something floral, strong, alluring. 
The hum of the bees swelled from the steady, purposeful drone that Mr. Collins had often described as “the proof of their industrious labor.” The sound crescendoed to a worrying pitch.
But Mr. Collins, absorbed in thoughts of his own steadfastness, did not become aware of his surroundings until the approaching sound of footsteps in the hall drew his attention.
Charlotte appeared in the doorway. She paused at the threshold, the scent causing her nose to wrinkle, and said nothing at first. Her gaze moved across the scene—broken bottle, ruined sermon, lavender-soaked husband, her scissors lying in a puddle that would certainly rust the metal if not attended to.
“I can delay your visit,” Charlotte said at last. Her voice held no judgment, only the practical assessment of options. “A note to Lady Catherine explaining a household matter—”
“I could not dream of imposing upon her Ladyship’s schedule for so trifling a setback.”
“Then perhaps a fresh waistcoat—”
He looked at the clock once more, deciding that Lady Catherine would overlook the small flaws in his dress if he was punctual. “There is no time! I must be away even now!”
Upon those words, he gathered his damp sermon notes, which Lady Catherine often reviewed before his homily on Sunday, and straightened his waistcoat as best he could. With each movement, fresh waves of fragrance rose from the fabric. The lavender scent clung to him. The bloodstains had set. The buttons remained absent. But a gentleman did not yield to circumstance. A gentleman persevered.
Mr. Collins turned to the mirror one final time. His reflection displayed what he needed to see: a rector equal to unexpected trials, fortified by purpose. Circumstance could not diminish principle.
Retrieving his walking stick, Mr. Collins made his way into the hall. On most occasions, he opted for the lane, but this morning the matter was urgent and time was short. So he must make haste and use the quicker way through his garden.
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Three


The garden door opened onto morning sun and the hum of industrious labor. Mr. Collins had his hand on the latch when John stepped into view. 
The gardener stood with the patient, implacable expression of a man who had learned that forewarning his employer was a duty, though rarely a productive one. He did not step aside.
“Begging your pardon, sir, but the bees are agitated this morning. Might be wiser to take the lane.”
Mr. Collins paused. The gardener’s weathered face showed concern—genuine, as far as such things could be measured in the lower orders—but to delay for insects would be to place one’s own comfort above duty to one’s patroness.
“I cannot allow such trifles to interfere,” Mr. Collins said, infusing his voice with the firm kindness appropriate to correcting a well-meaning servant. “The matter is urgent.”
John did not move from the doorway. Instead, he gestured toward the hives—three neat boxes arranged just beyond the door within view of the study window, precisely where Mr. Collins had ordered them placed only three days ago.
“I moved the hives closer to the house at your instruction, sir. The bees have not settled and seem especially upset this morning, though I cannot say why.” A single breath revealed precisely why the bees had been stirred to activity, but John wisely held his tongue.
The warning hung in the air, and Mr. Collins felt the faint stirring of doubt. He had ordered the hives moved because their previous location had been inefficient, tucked away where they could not be seen from the parsonage. The new placement allowed the hives to serve their proper function—not merely to produce honey but to demonstrate the industrious piety of Hunsford’s rector.
That the bees required time to adjust to their improved circumstances was natural. That John would frame this as a concern requiring the alteration of his employer’s plans suggested a failure to understand the hierarchy of obligations.
“The bees are emblems of industrious labor, as I have often remarked,” Mr. Collins said with gentle authority. “I trust they will recognize in my own industry a kindred purpose.”
He stepped past John into the garden.
The scent of lavender preceded him, rising from his dampened waistcoat in waves that the open air did nothing to diminish. Mr. Collins consulted his pocket watch again. Ten minutes past ten. Twenty minutes remained. The garden path would deliver him to Rosings in fifteen if he maintained a steady pace.
Time enough to rehearse his greeting as he walked.
He set off down the path, walking stick in hand. Perhaps he might open with acknowledgment of her summons? “Your Ladyship’s summons finds me entirely at your disposal—”
No. Too familiar. Lady Catherine’s note had specified urgency. He must strike a balance between acknowledging the honor of her attention and demonstrating his readiness to assist.
“Your Ladyship’s condescension in requiring my presence—”
Better. Yes. Condescension was always well-received. He must emphasize her graciousness in noticing him at all. He lifted his walking stick, his arm sweeping outward in the graceful arc he had practiced before the mirror. He closed his eyes briefly, picturing Lady Catherine’s approving nod.
The tip of the stick caught the edge of the nearest hive stand.

[image: Regency style engraving of Mr. Collins in the garden striking a bee skep with his walking stick.]
For a moment, nothing happened. The stand tilted, a slow inevitable lean. Mr. Collins, his attention still on the compliment taking shape in his mind, noticed the movement only when the hum changed.
The hive rocked slightly, just enough to shift the entrance, to send a tremor through the interior where thirty thousand bees were going about their morning labor.
The first bee emerged with purposeful speed. Then another. Then a dozen, then a hundred, pouring from the opening in a roiling stream.
The first sting landed on Mr. Collins’s neck, a sharp, hot point of pain that interrupted his rehearsal mid-word.
He froze, one hand still raised, and blinked at the sudden discomfort.
For one breath, the absurdity of his situation flickered at the edge of his awareness—a grown man, reeking of lavender, attacked by bees of his own keeping. But absurdity was merely another test of character, and a gentleman did not acknowledge such tests aloud.
The bees swarmed from the hive in greater numbers. A column of dark bodies rose and expanded around him. Each insect that stung him released some signal—he could not fathom what—that summoned others. The lavender scent that drenched his waistcoat seemed to call them, dozens upon dozens, drawn as if by instinct.
Another sting landed on his hand. Then his cheek.
Mr. Collins waved slowly, carefully, as one might dismiss a minor inconvenience. To flee would be to display weakness. To run—to actually run, like a boy stung while raiding a honey tree—would be to abandon that dignity which distinguished a gentleman from the commoners.
And who would witness such a flight? John, perhaps, still standing at the garden door. Or what if his wife happened to glance from a window and observe her husband fleeing in disorder from his own garden?
No. He would demonstrate that a man of principle could endure adversity without surrendering his purpose.
The swarm expanded beyond his immediate person, rising in a column that swelled and darkened the air. Wings and bodies settled on his hat, crawled along his collar.
Mr. Collins flinched but did not stop. He continued along the garden path, one hand raised in a gesture of rhetorical emphasis.
“Your Ladyship’s condescension,” he began again, his voice tight but determined, “in noticing the improvements of my apiaries—”
The swarm thickened around him, a living shroud of wings and fury. The insects crawled across his face, tangled in his hair. The rest of the cloud grew visible above the garden wall.
Mr. Collins heard nothing beyond his own voice, persisting through pain, rehearsing compliments for an audience that existed only in his imagination.

      [image: ]In the same moment, beyond the garden wall, Carter, one of the many tenants of Rosings, finished securing the last bale to his wagon. The mules stood patient in their harness, ears relaxed, calm in the morning sun.
Carter climbed onto the wagon seat and gathered the reins.
That was when he noticed the dark cloud rising from beyond the wall. At first he took it for smoke, but the shape was wrong. It moved too much, roiled too strangely.
The mules noticed it too, their heads turning at the curious sound.
“Steady now,” Carter murmured.
The cloud expanded, and Carter realized what he was seeing.
Bees. A massive swarm, more than he’d ever seen gathered in one place.
The first insects reached the road in ones and twos, then more—dozens, a stream spilling over the wall. They began to land on the wagon, on the harness, on the mules’ backs and flanks and faces. The animals stomped their hooves and swished their tails in an attempt to dislodge the insects. Alas, this only served to aggravate the swarm further.
The first sting made the left mule flatten its ears and toss its head. The second made it sidestep. The third made it bray.
Carter tightened the reins, hoping to steady them. He kept his voice purposely calm. “Easy. Easy now.”
But mules, for all their steadiness, were still animals. And animals in pain knew only one imperative.
They bolted. Carter hauled on the reins, desperate to gain control of the panicked mules and somehow guide them to safety.
The garden wall stood between them and the rector—four feet of stone, with a gate that Carter, hauling desperately on useless reins, could see standing open twenty yards ahead.

      [image: ]Mr. Collins, reaching the gate of his garden, did not notice the panicked braying. He did not hear Carter’s voice. He heard nothing beyond his own compliments and the high, angry hum that surrounded him.
“—reflects that elevated taste, which—”
The bees were unrelenting, and so must he be, for he had come too far to abandon the performance now.
Lady Catherine awaited. The matter was urgent. A gentleman did not yield to circumstance.
Mr. Collins walked through the garden gate. The mules ran blind with pain. He stepped onto the road.
The distance between them closed with every passing second.
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Four


Carter hauled the reins until the leather cut his palms, his voice cracking on a final, hoarse warning that went unheard. 
The word ended mid-syllable.
There was only the thunder of hooves. The awful impact. A sudden, terrible silence.
Then dust, rising in the morning sun like a curtain drawn across a scene too stark for gentle observation. The bees, their fury spent, dispersed with the same efficient purpose that had summoned them. They returned to their hive, their work—such as it was—concluded.
Carter’s anguished cry was the only sound.
The wagon stood motionless twenty feet beyond where physics and fate had intersected. The mules trembled in their harness, flanks heaving, the pain of their stings already forgotten in the larger shock of what pain and panic had driven them to do.
Carter dismounted, shaking. He approached the still form on the path and stopped.
Mr. Collins lay without motion, his body angled forward as though he had never seen it coming, caught mid-step in his progress toward Rosings. His walking stick had fallen an arm’s length away. The sermon notes he had carried—those carefully prepared meditations, already ruined by lavender—now scattered across the garden path, lifting slightly in the morning breeze.
Carter covered the rector’s face with his own handkerchief and then turned away.
The bees hummed peacefully in their hives. The sun continued its measured progress across the sky. A robin called from the apple tree, oblivious. The ordinary morning persisted. But Mr. Collins’s last compliment would never be completed.
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Five


Alerted by the shouts and sounds of the unfortunate crash, Mrs. Gordon, the housekeeper, appeared at the garden gate, John behind her. She saw what lay before her and raised one hand to her mouth. 
In Mr. Collins’s waistcoat pocket, his watch ticked on, its hands showing twenty-eight minutes past ten. Two minutes before he was due at Rosings.
Someone would have to tell Mrs. Collins.
Steeling herself, Mrs. Gordon went to the doorway of Charlotte’s favorite sitting room, her hands folded and tragedy written in the set of her mouth.
Having rescued her mending basket and embroidery scissors from Mr. Collins’s study just after he’d left the house, Charlotte looked up from her mending. The light through the window hinted that the hour was still too early for the housekeeper to interrupt unless something required immediate attention. Mrs. Gordon did not enter. She did not speak. The quality of her silence said everything.
Charlotte held her needlework with steady hands, but the needle ceased its motion.
“Mrs. Gordon.”
The housekeeper’s mouth opened. Closed. She was not prone to hesitation, but these words required gathering. At length, she said, “Mrs. Collins, I’m afraid there’s been an accident.”
Charlotte heard the words as though from a great distance. She did not stand. She did not gasp. Some part of her had learned to observe without reaction.
“An accident,” she repeated.
“In the road, just outside the garden gate, ma’am. The bees…” Mrs. Gordon faltered. “They became aggressive, and Carter’s mules bolted. Mr. Collins was in their path.”
Charlotte required no further explanation to grasp that her husband had departed the mortal plain.
Taking a beat to digest this news, she looked down at the needlework in her lap, the half-finished seam marking the exact moment her life had divided into before and after. She studied it—white thread against white linen, nearly invisible—and felt something move through her chest, sharp and quick as a needle’s prick, gone before she could identify whether it carried grief or relief or some undiscovered country between the two.
“Where is he now?”
“John and Carter carried him inside, ma’am. Into the front parlor. I thought—” Mrs. Gordon’s voice caught. “I thought it best not to bring him upstairs.”
Charlotte met the housekeeper’s eyes and understood the kindness in that choice, protecting her from having Mr. Collins’s body in the bedroom they shared. Indeed, the parlor—the most formal room in the parsonage—would suit Mr. Collins’s taste for ceremony and formality. He would have approved of this choice.
“Was he”—Charlotte paused, looking at Mrs. Gordon while searching for the correct question—“was he in pain?”
“No, ma’am. I’m told it was very quick.”
Quick. Charlotte turned the word over in her mind, testing its shape. Quick like the decision she had made seven years ago in the parlor at Lucas Lodge, weighing security against every other consideration and finding security sufficient.
She rose. Her voice, when she spoke, carried the same practical firmness she had used to manage the household, to deflect her husband’s more absurd pronouncements, to survive.
“Please send word to my father at Lucas Lodge immediately. Tell him—” She paused again. What should she tell him? That his daughter’s husband, the man he had congratulated her on securing, was dead before their tenth anniversary? That the marriage had ended as abruptly and awkwardly as it had begun?
“Tell him there has been an accident and my husband is dead. Ask him to come at once.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And prepare the house for callers. There will be condolences.”
Mrs. Gordon nodded, her eyes bright with tears. She turned to go, then hesitated.
“Ma’am, if there’s anything—”
“Thank you, Mrs. Gordon.”
The words were simple, but Charlotte held her gaze as she spoke them. Understanding passed between them—acknowledgment of seven years witnessed, of a marriage’s true nature known to those who kept the house. Mrs. Gordon inclined her head, and something in her expression softened.
Charlotte waited until the door closed before she allowed herself to set aside her mending. She folded her hands in her lap, pale against the deep gray of her morning dress. Not mourning attire yet—that would come later, with the proper clothes and proper ritual. For now, just the ordinary darkness of an ordinary morning.

      [image: ]The hours that followed passed in a strange compression of time. Charlotte received the apothecary who confirmed what everyone already knew, directed the laying out of her husband’s body, and accepted the murmured condolences of servants who appeared at the parlor door with questions about black crepe.
By midafternoon, Mr. Palmer, the vicar from the neighboring parish, arrived. Having been pressed into service now that Hunsford’s pulpit was vacant, he appeared at her door with his hands clasped behind his back. Beside him, hat gripped in his bandaged hands, stood Carter.
The poor gentleman could barely meet Charlotte’s gaze. 
“Mrs. Collins,” Mr. Palmer began, his voice warm with professional sympathy, “I cannot adequately express the sorrow this tragedy has occasioned. Your husband was a man of exceptional devotion.” 
Charlotte inclined her head. “Thank you, Mr. Palmer. You are very kind. And thank you for coming so quickly.”
Mr. Palmer nodded to the downtrodden man beside him. “I have brought Mr. Carter with me. He wanted to express his condolences as well.”
Charlotte, feeling great compassion for Carter, immediately reached for his poor, wounded hands. “Please do not trouble yourself, sir. I have been given an account of what transpired, and I do not hold you accountable in any way.”
Carter met her gaze uncertainly. “I am so very sorry. The mules were in such pain. I could not—”
“There is no need to explain.” She pressed his hands gently. “I do not blame you or the mules.”
Carter nodded once, slowly, and then looked fully at Charlotte. “You are very gracious, ma’am. I thank you.”
“An accident,” Mr. Palmer confirmed. “A tragic accident, born of the rector’s admirable dedication and duty to Lady Catherine. The bees unsettled, the mules startled by the swarm. These things happen. No fault attaches to any man here.”
Charlotte knew very well that John had cautioned her husband against placing the hives so close to the house and, indeed, had warned him of the insects’ agitated state that very morning. She was also quite aware that Mr. Collins often pressed on with what he was warned against.
Her husband’s death could have been avoided had he listened to his gardener even once. Alas, he had not.
But the story was taking shape before Charlotte’s eyes, smoothing itself into respectability. An accident. No one to blame. A rector, devoted to duty, struck down by tragic misadventure. No mention of vanity. No mention of refused help or ignored warnings or buttons that sparked a fatal chain of absurdity.
It was a story everyone in the village could live with. A story that would reach Lady Catherine with everyone’s honor intact. A story that would allow Charlotte to hold her head up, to be pitied rather than whispered about. A story that cast Mr. Collins’s death in a light more respectable than he’d ever attained in life.
Absolved, Mr. Carter took himself back to his animals, and Mr. Palmer came inside Hunsford Parsonage to discuss the funeral arrangements.

      [image: ]The next day, the necessary letters were written, the funeral arranged, and the house prepared for mourning. That evening, Charlotte received her parents and sister, who had come with all haste from Hertfordshire to attend her.
Now, they were gathered in Charlotte’s favorite sitting room. Charlotte’s black bombazine felt heavy and foreign, as though she wore someone else’s grief. The mirror above the mantel showed a figure she barely recognized—pale face framed in black, every trace of color erased.
Her father sat beside her mother on the sofa, his face grave with the particular sorrow of a man who has married his daughter to security and seen that security vanish in an instant. Lady Lucas dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief, her distress genuine. Maria, Charlotte’s sister, sat on the window seat, her young face uncertain. She watched Charlotte with careful attention, as though trying to read in her sister’s composed features some instruction on how to bear such moments.
Charlotte conveyed the details of what had transpired as judiciously as possible, and just as she finished there was a knock at the door.
Mrs. Gordon entered with a letter on a silver tray. “From Rosings, ma’am,” she said.
Charlotte reached for the letter, knowing that it carried true weight. Breaking the seal, she read silently.
Rosings Park
Kent
Mrs. Collins,

I was exceedingly shocked to learn of Mr. Collins’s untimely death. The rector of Hunsford has always been a position of particular interest to me, and I had not anticipated the necessity of filling the living again so soon. Mr. Collins was sufficiently attentive to his duties, and his loss is felt.

I must inform you that the matter which required Mr. Collins’s attendance on the morning of his accident has been satisfactorily resolved. My daughter Anne, in a moment of unaccountable willfulness, had refused to read aloud from Fordyce’s Sermons as is her custom each morning. I required Mr. Collins’s counsel on the management of such shocking defiance. However, Anne has since recognized her error and apologized with appropriate contrition. The crisis has passed, and my household has returned to its proper order.

As you will understand, the parish of Hunsford cannot long remain without spiritual guidance. I have already written to my solicitor regarding a suitable replacement. A Mr. Whitmore, recently ordained and possessed of an excellent character, has been recommended to me. He is shortly to be married, and I understand his wife is a woman of proper understanding and genteel connections.

Under these circumstances, I must request that you make arrangements to quit the parsonage within the month. Mr. Whitmore will require the house for himself and his bride, and it would not do to delay their establishment. I trust you have family who will receive you. Your father, I believe, maintains a humble estate in Hertfordshire.

You may apply to my housekeeper should you require assistance in the removal of your personal effects. The furniture and appointments of the parsonage must, naturally, remain for Mr. Whitmore’s use.

I remain, with appropriate condolences on your loss,
Lady Catherine de Bourgh
Charlotte conveyed the necessary information to her family, omitting the most egregious of Lady Catherine’s sins. Her husband’s patroness might be subtly evicting her from the parsonage, but Charlotte would not quit the area so easily.
Perhaps Charlotte might yet prevail upon her charity. Perhaps there was another dwelling on the fringes of Rosing Park of which she might make use.
When Charlotte’s explanations were complete, Sir William Lucas cleared his throat. “Charlotte, my dear, you must know that you do indeed have a home at Lucas Lodge for as long as you require it. Your mother and I would be most happy—truly, we would consider it our duty and our pleasure—to welcome you back.”
“Thank you, Papa.” Charlotte kept her voice steady. “You are very good.”
She envisioned the future he offered: a return to her girlhood home, dependence restored, the brief adventure of marriage and independence folded away like a dress that no longer fit. She would be Charlotte Lucas again, the eldest daughter who had made an unfortunate match and been returned by death to her father’s household. She would occupy the same room, sit at the same breakfast table, endure the same limited prospects she had fled by accepting Mr. Collins’s proposal.
It was generous. It was proper. It was everything a dutiful father should offer his widowed daughter.
But Charlotte could not desire it.
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Six


Later that night, Charlotte stood outside the study door, a single candle in her hand, and listened to the silence. Her parents had retired an hour ago, her mother’s gentle weeping fading at last into exhausted sleep. Maria had kissed her cheek with wordless sympathy before withdrawing to the guest room. The servants had banked the fires and retreated to their quarters. For the first time since the accident, Charlotte had a chance to plan her own future. 
She opened the door.
The study received her like a held breath. Moonlight silvered the window glass, but the corners remained deep in shadow. Charlotte set her candle on the desk—the same desk where her husband had spilled lavender water in his panic, where he had refused her offered help, where the fatal cascade had begun. The scent still lingered, sweet and cloying, mixing with the smell of old books and beeswax polish. Outside, the house settled into its nighttime rhythms, the old timbers creaking softly.
Charlotte opened the small desk drawer. The buttons sat inside, bone-white and blameless. Charlotte picked one up, turned it in her fingers. Such a small thing. Such ordinary vanity. The choice to conceal one flaw had authored a catastrophe—bloodied thumb hidden, sermon ruined, embroidery scissors in danger of rust, bees disturbed, warnings ignored. Her husband had died as he had lived: rushing toward consequence, deaf to sense.
Charlotte returned the button to its drawer and closed it.
Tomorrow, they would bury her husband. But tonight, she had business to attend to.
Charlotte reached for the desk’s locked drawer—the one her husband had kept secured, as though anyone in Hunsford would covet his private papers. She knew where to find the key: in the tobacco jar on the shelf, hidden with the same transparent cunning he had brought to everything.
The lock turned smoothly. Inside, she found what she had come looking for: the marriage settlement documents, bound in faded ribbon. The papers felt stiff and cool under her fingers.
She untied them.
The candlelight flickered across familiar legal language, the terms negotiated seven years ago when she was still Charlotte Lucas and security seemed worth any price. She read carefully, tracing each clause with careful attention.
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A modest sum. Not a fortune—Mr. Collins had possessed no fortune to leave. But if the principal were invested in the Funds at four percent, Charlotte would have enough for lodging in a respectable town, if she chose carefully. Add the quarterly dividends, reduce expenditure to essentials, maintain strict economy, and Lady Catherine could be prevailed upon to find her a modest dwelling on her estate for a time…
Sufficient. Just sufficient.
She sat back, the documents still in her hands, and considered two futures.
Lucas Lodge waited, where she would be cared for, protected, dependent. The eldest daughter, returned to her proper place. Safe. Limited. Known.
Or.
She could choose differently now.
Charlotte had spent her entire adult life weighing security against autonomy and finding security necessary. But the mathematics had changed. She was no longer Charlotte Lucas, aging daughter with dwindling prospects and the specter of poverty driving every choice. She was Mrs. Collins, respectable widow with a modest sum of money to her name. The difference was everything.
For the first time in her life, the choice was entirely hers.
Charlotte returned the documents to their drawer but did not lock it. She would need them again tomorrow, when she began writing the necessary letters. Tonight, it was enough to know that the door to a different future existed, that she could walk through it if she chose.
She extinguished the candle and sat in darkness, listening to the quiet house. Outside, the bees hummed softly in their hives, returned to their ordinary rhythms.
Tomorrow she would bury her husband. And the day after, she would begin the work of claiming her future.

      [image: ]Morning came with pale light and the peculiar hollow quality of a day set aside for grief.
Charlotte sat at the study desk, already dressed in her mourning blacks. The funeral was set for two o’clock. Before then, there were letters to write.
She had just sealed a letter to her husband’s solicitor when the knock came.
“Come in.”
Maria entered hesitantly, still in her dressing gown. “I thought you might want company. Or—or solitude. I wasn’t sure.”
Charlotte set down her pen. Her sister looked so young standing in the doorway, caught between the desire to help and the fear of intruding.
“Company would be welcome,” Charlotte said. “Sit.”
Maria settled into an empty chair, her eyes drifting to the papers on the desk. “You’re writing letters?”
“Financial arrangements. There are matters that cannot wait, even for grief.”
“Oh.” Maria’s hands twisted in her lap. “Charlotte, I—may I ask—what will you do? After?”
The question hung in the morning air. Charlotte considered her sister: nineteen, unmarried, still sheltered by their parents’ household. Still able to believe that marriage and feeling might align, that choices could be made from a position of plenty rather than scarcity.
“I will not return to Lucas Lodge,” Charlotte said.
Maria’s eyes widened. “But Papa said—he offered—”
“I know what he offered. It was generous.” Charlotte kept her voice gentle but firm. “I am grateful. But I have another option.”
“What option?”
Charlotte gestured to the documents spread out on the desk. “Mr. Collins’s settlement includes a small inheritance. Modest, but sufficient for independence if managed sensibly.”
“Independence?” Maria’s voice climbed with surprise and something else—concern, perhaps, or incomprehension. “You mean to live alone? But Charlotte, people will talk, they’ll say it’s strange for a widow to refuse her family’s protection, and—” She paused, searching for words. “Won’t you mind the solitude terribly?”
Charlotte heard genuine worry beneath the questions. Maria could not yet imagine choosing solitude over society, autonomy over belonging. The distinction between loneliness and solitude had not yet revealed itself to her.
“I have lived seven years performing deference to absurdity,” Charlotte said at last. “I think silence sounds rather restful.”
Maria absorbed this. Finally, she said quietly, “I think you are very brave.”
“I am only practical.”
“Brave,” Maria insisted. She reached across the desk and squeezed Charlotte’s hand. Then, as though the thought had just formed: “When your mourning period ends, I shall visit you, wherever you are. Often. And I will reintroduce you to society. There will be assemblies, and calls, and—and you need not be alone forever, Charlotte. In time, you might meet someone—someone better than…”
She trailed off, but Charlotte understood. Her sister was imagining a future where widowhood might lead to a better marriage, where Charlotte’s story might yet have a romantic conclusion. It was kindly meant, if naive.
Charlotte felt a flicker of warmth. “I would welcome your visits,” she said, and meant it.
They sat together in companionable silence as the morning light strengthened. Around her, Charlotte could hear the household stirring: Mrs. Gordon giving quiet instructions, the rattle of breakfast preparations, the muted bustle of a house preparing for burial.
Maria rose at last, pressing Charlotte’s shoulder as she passed. “I should help Mama. She will be in a state about her mourning attire.”
Maria slipped out, closing the door softly behind her.
Alone once more, Charlotte rose from the desk and crossed to the window.
The garden spread before her in the clear autumn light. Everything looked peaceful, ordered, ordinary. As though nothing had happened at all.
John had removed the hives to a more fitting location. The bees moved among the flowers with their characteristic purpose—in and out of the hives, visiting the last of the autumn blooms.
Charlotte watched them and thought: His bees, at least, remained true to his example—busy beyond the bounds of reason.
The observation arrived complete, precise, edged with the dry irony she had learned to keep private. Mr. Collins would have been pleased to hear his bees praised for their industry. He would not have heard the truth beneath the compliment: that industry without sense was merely busyness, that constant motion could signify nothing but anxiety, that his beloved improvements had been the instruments of his own doom.
The village had granted him dignity in death. She would let them keep their charitable fiction. But here, alone, she could name the truth: her husband had died exactly as he had lived—performing virtue for an audience that did not care, refusing help he desperately needed, certain that appearances mattered more than sense.
And she had survived him by doing the opposite: accepting reality, offering competence without performance, managing quietly what he had bungled loudly.
She thought of the future she had chosen. Modest lodgings in a town she had not yet selected. A small household—perhaps just herself and a single servant. Quiet mornings. The absence of a husband’s demands, a patroness’s condescension, a household’s constant needs. Solitude, yes, but solitude of her own choosing. Silence that was restful rather than oppressive.
Maria would visit, as she had promised. Perhaps other connections would form—friendships, companionship, the possibility of society on her own terms. The door to such things remained open. But it would be her choice when to walk through it.
That was the gift her husband’s death had given her: choice.
Charlotte heard the clock in the hall chime noon. Two hours until the funeral. Guests would soon arrive. There would be more condolences to accept, more performances of grief to witness. Mr. Palmer would deliver his sermon praising Mr. Collins’s devotion and industry. The village would gather to honor a man who had never quite earned their respect in life but would receive it posthumously because that was what decent people did.
Quickly, she gathered up the papers, putting them safely into Mr. Collins’s desk drawer. This desk, this room had been his domain. But she had claimed it these past three days, had made her own decisions here, had chosen her future within these walls.
The house was silent again, and she allowed herself one last look at the garden. The quiet held no loneliness, only possibility. And possibility, Charlotte had learned, was a luxury she had never before been able to afford.
Her future, she decided, was a garden she might tend as she pleased—and this time, she would keep the hives at a sensible distance from the path.
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Thank you for reading 
“The Last Compliment of Mr. Collins!”
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To find out what became of Charlotte after Mr. Collins’s death, read Charlotte Collins: A Continuation of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice.
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