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UNWILLING



For my eldest daughter, on the occasion of her tenth birthday.
Dream big, baby girl. The world is yours.



CHAPTERT

E = ""'-«-h;
3 December, 1811

7 Days After the Netherfield Ball

Longbourn, Hertfordshire

Thomas Bennet sat in his study facing his old friend
Withers, a man he had known since they were boys together
and who was a physician in the next town. Once a month, they
would meet for a game of chess and a glass of port to discuss
old times and new discoveries. Today, after their game, which
Withers happily won, Bennet asked his friend if he wouldn’t
mind giving him a bit of an examination. He’d had some chest
pain lately, and though he thought it was likely nothing, it was
frequent enough that he thought he should bring it up.

After an examination lying on the divan in his bookroom,
Bennet sat up and retied his cravat and pulled his jacket back
on while his old friend looked on worriedly. Finally, Withers

told Bennet what he suspected, as much as it pained him.



Thomas Bennet’s heart was failing and he wasn’t long for
this earth.

“Are you sure?” asked Mr. Bennet.

“I’'m sorry, Bennet. I know it isn’t welcome news. But with
any luck, you will have another year, possibly two. It could be

more. These things aren’t always predictable.”

Mr. Bennet nodded slowly. “Is there anything to be done?”
he asked.

“’'m afraid there 1isn’t much. Relaxation, a calm
environment. Some say the seaside is restorative. Perhaps your

family is due for a holiday.”
Mr. Bennet nodded again, his eyes on the floor.

The physician held out his hand. “Don’t hesitate to call for
me if you experience further problems. I will attend you as

soon as possible.”
“Thank you, Withers.”

“Of course. Take care, Bennet.” The physician left the room

and closed the door quietly behind him.

Thomas Bennet sat stunned, staring out the window for he
knew not how long, wondering what would become of him.
Would he go quietly in his sleep? Would he collapse on his
horse in a far off field, not to be found until it was too late?
And his girls! Five daughters between the ages of fifteen and
twenty-one. What would become of them? What of Jane and
Lizzy? His two most sensible daughters did not deserve the

life that was about to be thrust upon them.



After a poor night’s sleep, Bennet rose early with a new

determination.

He may have preferred to ignore the world, but that did not
mean he didn’t know how it worked. His wife had a meager
portion. Her two brothers would surely assist, and perhaps
Collins could be worked on for something, but he couldn’t be
sure. His brother Gardiner was successful, true, but his house

was not large enough to suddenly fit in six grown women.

No, he knew how it would be. His wife would become even
sillier than she already was and would continue to throw his
daughters at every possible gentleman that came within a

hundred yards of them. Now was the time to think and plan.

He was ever good at thinking; of thinking, he’d had no lack.
But what he thought about before his diagnosis and what he
thought about now were very different topics indeed. He must
now use his considerable powers of mind to find his daughters
husbands—good ones. Ones who would look after his widow
when he was gone. Failing that, he needed to prepare them to
earn their way in the world, if it came to it. He imagined Mrs.
Bennet could live with her sister Phillips, and possibly Kitty
and Lydia with her, though it would be tight. His three elder
daughters could move to London with his brother Gardiner. If
only one of them could marry, even moderately well, it would
widen their social sphere and show that the girls were

marriageable.

In a fit of industry rarely seen in the master of Longbourn,

Thomas Bennet went to his desk and withdrew the estate



ledgers. He may only have a year or two left, and he wouldn’t
be able to save anything significant, he should have started
doing that years ago, he knew, but he could do something,

surely.

Firstly, he examined the entail papers and made note of
everything that was not required to go to his obsequious heir,
Mr. Collins—a distant cousin of poor mental powers. Second,
he drafted a detailed will, ensuring his wife retained
everything she had brought into her marriage and all the gifts
he had given her over the years. All of the Bennet family
jewelry that could be separated from the estate he divided
between his two eldest daughters, knowing they were the least
likely to lose it and the most likely to know to sell it if it
became necessary. Perhaps he could convince Collins to

release the artwork as well.

He then went over the estate budget, and as much as he
knew they would not like it, he reduced his wife’s and
daughters’ pin money to a mere pittance, saving the balance
for their future. If they stayed in the country, it could go
toward a small cottage. If they went to town, he would give
the money to his brother Gardiner to invest on his daughters’

behalf. Perhaps the man could make more of it than he had.

With that thought in mind, he began his letters. He sent one
to his solicitor asking him to finalize the will. Another went to
his brother Gardiner, asking if he knew of any seaside towns
that weren’t too expensive but where he might enjoy a pleasant
rest. He also asked his brother if he would consider hosting

one or more of his daughters during the season.



It was a conundrum. He knew his daughters needed to
marry well and that they had the best chance of doing that in
town, but he did not want to part with them when he knew he
had so little time left. His most marriageable daughters were
his two eldest, Jane and Elizabeth, who also happened to be
his two favorite. Of course, he could go to town with them, but
he did not find London relaxing and relaxation was what the

physician had told him he needed. It was all very vexing.
Finally, he asked his wife to wait on him.

“Yes, Mr. Bennet, what is it?”” his wife asked impatiently as

she bustled into the bookroom.

“Mrs. Bennet, please sit down. There is something I must

tell you.”

Mrs. Bennet sat before her husband, her hands clasped in
her lap, her cheeks flushed and her white cap with the lace
trim slightly askew on her head. She looked at him with

pursed lips, clearly ready for him to begin.

“Mrs. Bennet, | have decided to make a few changes to
Longbourn. There is news of which you need to be made
aware.” At that, Mrs. Bennet began to look worried and shifted
in her seat. “We did not yield as much as we had hoped with
the recent harvest, and our income reflects this.” She gasped.
“Now, do not fret, my dear, we are not destitute, but 1 will
need to reduce your and the girls’ allowances for some time.”
She opened her mouth but closed it again before any sound

came out.



“Now, you may find this strange, Mrs. Bennet, but I believe
we need to prepare our daughters for marriage.” At this, Mrs.
Bennet sat straight up and looked queerly at her husband. “Of
course, we don’t want any suitors to be put off by our reduced
circumstances, so you mustn’t say anything to anyone about it.
We don’t want to ruin their chances now, do we?” he said

cajolingly.

“No, of course not, I won’t breathe a word of it.” She wrung
her handkerchief for a moment before asking, “Is it very bad,
Mr. Bennet?”

“No, my dear, not so bad. But we want to urge caution,
don’t we? We’ll have to cut back on entertaining, and the
meals could be simpler.” She nodded vigorously. “Now, about
our girls. What say you to a music master for them? I have

also thought about drawing lessons.”

Not being a very clever woman, Mrs. Bennet never
questioned how they could afford masters when they were
supposedly in financial straits. And so the conversation
continued, Mr. Bennet suggesting he himself would tutor them
in literature, something he knew would not be easy but he
thought necessary if they wanted to pass themselves off as
having any kind of intelligence. Mrs. Bennet suggested French
lessons to which her husband quickly agreed and though she
did not like it, she agreed with her husband’s idea of having
the girls learn some basic cookery skills in the kitchen. Finally,

he came to the most difficult part of the conversation.

“Mrs. Bennet, I must tell you something you will not like.”



She looked at him with wide eyes, surprised after their very
pleasant conversation about their girls. It was amazing what

having an attentive husband could do for one’s nerves.
“What is 1t?” she asked.

“About Catherine and Lydia, I do not think they are

prepared to be out.”

Mrs. Bennet began to protest, her voice rising shrilly as she
went on about what fun they should be having and how pretty
and lively they were. It was almost enough to make Mr.

Bennet give up on his plan entirely.

“Now, now, Mrs. Bennet, listen to me.” He waited for her to
calm before he spoke again in a soothing voice, so unlike his
usual acerbic way of addressing her. “Think about it. We have
five daughters. Taking them all about and dressing them as
they ought will be very expensive. Would it not be easier if

there were only two or three of them to dress and plan for?”

She was about to protest again when she saw his serious
look entreating her to consider his plan. Silly and petty she
might be, but Mrs. Bennet knew the cost of fabric and she

understood his logic, however much she might dislike it.

He could tell she was wavering and decided to add another
log to the fire. “If we can successfully reduce our
expenditures, and if Kitty and Lydia can focus on their music
and studies, | may be able to take you to the seaside for the

summer.”



“The seaside?” Her eyes brightened suddenly and she sat up
straighter in her chair. “Truly, Mr. Bennet? You are not

teasing?”” she asked hopefully.

Mr. Bennet felt the tiniest twinge of guilt over her
enthusiasm and apparent distrust of him, but it was gone
almost as soon as it appeared. “Truly. I would like to take a

house for the summer. I’ve already sent out inquiries.”

That was enough to convince Mrs. Bennet to agree to even
the most stringent changes, and so they continued their plans
for the girls, deciding that Kitty and Lydia could attend family
functions at home. Until at least one of her other sisters was
married or she turned nineteen, whichever came first, Kitty
was not to be out, and Lydia must follow suit. Three daughters
out was enough for anyone to handle, Mr. Bennet told his
wife, and he did not want her to overtax herself. Mrs. Bennet
blushed prettily and smiled at her husband, readily agreeing
that he knew best.



CHAPTER 2

O ver the next se’nnight, Mr. Bennet engaged a music
master, a drawing master, and a French tutor. He
brought all his girls into his bookroom and told them of the
coming changes: he had created a schedule for each of them,
and each day they would be expected to study with the
masters, practice a bit on their own, and assist their mother in
running the household. In addition, they would each meet with
him every week to discuss literature and history. They were
stunned, and for a full minute, no one said anything; the girls
just stared at their father as if they had never seen him before.

Jane finally broke the silence.

“I will look forward to the drawing master, sir. Thank you

for the consideration.”

Her sisters murmured thanks as well and exchanged

confused glances. Mr. Bennet held up a hand.

“That 1s not all. From now on, your excursions and
allowance will depend upon your diligence to your daily
tasks.” Five pairs of eyes widened. “If you complete them

satisfactorily and give your masters no trouble, you will be



granted privileges. If you do not,” he looked at his youngest
two daughters steadily, “you will take your meals above stairs

and not be permitted in company.”

At this, Lydia, the youngest and silliest Bennet daughter,
loudly erupted. She complained of how harsh this all sounded
and wondered when they would walk to Meryton or visit their
friends if they were busy studying all the time. She appealed to
her mother who looked at her husband for a moment before
calmly telling Lydia that she supported her husband’s edicts.
Lydia gaped at her father until he told her that her unladylike
and childish display had just earned her an afternoon in her

room and a meal above stairs.

Lydia stared at her family incredulously, looking to her
sisters for support, but their eyes were trained steadily to the
floor. Finally, Lydia balled her fists at her side and stomped

her way upstairs, loudly slamming the door to her room.

“That will earn her breakfast in her room as well,” Mr.
Bennet said calmly. “Now, here are each of your schedules.”
He passed out a paper with a calendar of sorts on it to each of

his daughters, who in turn continued to stare at him strangely.

“Music lessons every day!” commented Mary and Kitty,

though only one sounded pleased by the prospect.

“Yes. As you can see, your practice times are there as well.
You will each spend one hour with the master and another in
practice each day, though more would certainly not hurt you.”
He looked at Elizabeth significantly. She gave him a sheepish

look. “I’ve ordered the pianoforte in the back sitting room



tuned and it shall be used to practice while the music room

shall be used for lessons. Any questions?”

Mary timidly spoke up. “What do you mean by ‘non-

religious texts’?”

“I mean that your reading time should be spent reading
something other than doctrine and Fordyce. Now,” he looked
at each of his daughters authoritatively, “you know what needs
doing. Get to it.”

He turned back to his desk and sat down, his initiative used
up for the day. He remained upright, watching them carefully,
though, not wanting them to see his weakness. He told himself
it would only be difficult in the beginning. Once they had a

rhythm going, everything would move along smoothly.

Longbourn was a very noisy house that morning, Mary
pounding away on the pianoforte in one room, Elizabeth
tinkling half-heartedly in another, Jane huffing quietly as she
attempted to draw a bowl with appropriate shadowing and
Kitty repeating her French tutor with a very bad accent, though

it must be said that she made up for it with enthusiasm.

Sitting alone and thinking about what was to come, Mr.
Bennet had a moment of regret for not demanding Elizabeth
marry Mr. Collins the month before. Yes, the man was an
obsequious toad, but perhaps she could have made something
of him. He’d no doubt that she could have managed him, had
she set her mind to it. But he had not known then what he
knew now, and he wasn’t sure which Elizabeth would have

hated more: being married to Collins or having to earn her



living as a governess or a companion. If another suitor came
along, for any of them, he would have to say yes out of simple
necessity. As long as the man was good, respectable, and
solvent, he saw no reason to withhold his blessing. Had
Collins asked after his diagnosis instead of before, he did not

know how he would have acted.

He simply did not know.

N\Do

By mid-afternoon, each of the Bennet girls, save Lydia, had
spent time with a music and drawing master, had been told by
said master what she should work on and accomplish before
her next lesson the following day, and had spent an hour
learning French with the tutor. The two eldest girls, Jane and
Elizabeth, would take their lessons together and be one
another’s practice partners. Kitty and Mary would continue on
individually and practice together in the afternoons, which
neither was very happy about, Mary being very serious and
Kitty being very silly. When it was time to dress for dinner,
Longbourn had never seen four more tired young women

trudging up the stairs to change.

Dinner that evening was a subdued affair. The girls were
tired and confused by their father’s recent actions. The elder
were worried that something had occurred to cause so drastic a
change—for before, he really had been a very indolent father
—and the younger were by turns happy to be studying
seriously (Mary) and pleased the day was over (Kitty). It



should be said that Kitty did miss her younger sister Lydia, for
the first little while, at least. She missed having someone to
talk to and giggle with. But it should also be said that while
Kitty was a very silly girl, she was also a girl of hidden talents.
She had done well with her scales in her music lesson and the
master had complimented her high, delicate voice, and to her
great surprise, the drawing master told her she was learning
the quickest of all her sisters. Though exhausted and confused
and missing her sister slightly, Kitty Bennet went in to dinner

just a tiny bit happier that day.

N\Do

Lydia Bennet was in a fine mess. She had thought having
dinner in her room wouldn’t be so very bad. She had a
delicious novel to read and everyone at the table would miss
her lively conversation and her father would be sorry he sent
her upstairs. Come breakfast, they would all be thrilled to see
her again. She changed her mind when she saw the tray of
lumpy porridge Sarah, the maid, brought to her room. When
she asked about it, sure there must have been some mistake,
the maid informed her that it was brought on Mr. Bennet’s
orders and he’d said that proper food was served in the proper
dining room to proper ladies. The maid’s cheeks burned as she
recited the message, and Lydia positively quivered with anger.
She balled her fists and stamped her foot and let out a most
unladylike grunt. Sarah bobbed a quick curtsey and dashed out
of the room, just in time to avoid the heavy spoon Lydia threw

at the door.



Mrs. Bennet heard the commotion from upstairs and
worried over her youngest and most favored child, but her
husband reassured her and said that Lydia just needed time to
adjust and would accept the changes in good time. She nodded
and attended her meal, imagining how jealous Lady Lucas
would be when all five Bennet daughters sang in perfect

harmony at the next neighborhood party.

The following morning, Lydia was surprised when the maid
came in with another tray for breakfast: porridge again. There
was a tiny bit of jam dolloped in the middle, but it was an
uninspiring meal. She huffed and sat down to eat, thinking the

sooner she was through, the sooner she could leave this room.

“Sarah, you’ve forgotten the spoon!” she called to the

retreating maid.

“The master’s orders, miss. There’s a note from him there.”
She pointed to a small piece of folded paper on the corner of

the tray and quickly left.

Lydia picked up the note and read, “Silver is not a ball

meant for throwing. See you don t treat it as such.”

Lydia became so angry, the tips of her ears turned red. He
expected her, Lydia Bennet, to eat without a spoon? How was
she going to manage it? She certainly couldn’t put her face in
the bowl like an animal. Huffing, she crossed her arms and sat
on the edge of the bed, trying to ignore her growling stomach

and maintain her ire. It was exhausting.

Finally, her hunger won out and she held the bowl carefully
and tipped it toward her mouth. It did not work. The porridge



was far too thick. The only thing she accomplished was sliding
the jam across the top and onto her own nose. Wiping her face,
she poured a little bit of milk from the tiny creamer and stirred
it in with her finger. She then licked the digit clean and tried
her pouring system again. She was more successful this time
and managed to get most of the porridge in her mouth and
very little on her chin and only a few drops on her gown.
Finally, after several minutes of very undignified eating, she
wiped her face, washed her hands in the basin, and left her
room to find her sister. Perhaps they could go visit Maria

Lucas and walk into Meryton to buy some new ribbons.

Once downstairs, Lydia was met with the sound of Mary
practicing the pianoforte in the back sitting room while Jane
very painstakingly worked her way through basic scales in the
music room. She stepped into the morning room where she
found Elizabeth bent over a sketchbook, looking back and
forth at a bowl on the table while a thin young man looked on.
Searching for her sister Kitty, Lydia wandered back into the
main hall where she was quickly met by Mrs. Hill, the

housekeeper, who immediately greeted her.

“Miss Lydia, your father has said it’s your time for your
French lesson. The tutor’s waiting for you in the parlor.” She
quickly ushered Lydia into the room and left, leaving her alone
with a portly man about forty years old with a curling gray

mustache.

In quick order, Lydia was sitting and repeating words the

man told her to say and wondering why she was being forced



to undergo such torture when she would so much rather be

having fun.

She made it through the first lesson unscathed, but when she
got to the music lesson, she refused to sing or play the scales
the master instructed her in and stubbornly sat on the edge of
the bench, her arms crossed and her lower lip jutting out.
Altogether she looked like an angry little duck. Her father was
quickly summoned and he sent her to her room, informing her
she would miss another dinner and more besides, but she paid

him no heed.

Lydia continued to be trouble. By the end of the third day,
she had taken every meal in her room, all porridge, and while
this did create some small improvement for the times she was
downstairs, 1t was short-lived. Mr. Bennet was forced to admit
what he had ignored for so long: his youngest child was a
spoiled little beast. Sighing, he rubbed the bridge of his nose
and told himself to go ahead and do what needed to be done—
putting it off would get him nowhere and might even sabotage
the work he’d already put in. Mr. Bennet was not in the habit
of putting large amounts of effort into anything, and he had no
desire to see what he had already established fall away.
Summoning all his reserves of energy and a good bit of
stubbornness, he called Hill and informed him of the changes

he wanted implemented.

He sent Lydia on a walk around the grounds with her sisters
—she really had grown quite plump—and set to work. Lydia’s
things were removed from her room and taken to the nursery

the next floor up. It was accessed by a staircase at the end of



the hall and the remainder of the floor was used for the
servants’ quarters. When each of the girls turned sixteen, she
had moved out of the nursery and into her own chamber.
When it was time for Kitty to come down last year, Lydia had
wailed about being left all alone upstairs and had convinced
her mother to allow her to move into the second guest chamber
across the hall from her sister’s. In the end, Mr. Bennet had
allowed it, not wanting to argue with his wife or his very vocal
fourteen-year-old daughter. Now he saw that he had done her
no favors and that he was reaping the sour fruit of his

nonexistent efforts.

So it was that by the time Lydia came back from her walk,
hungry, tired, and complaining of poor treatment, she found
her room locked up and all her things being put away in the
old nursery, which had been closed and under sheets just that
morning. A great wail was heard through Longbourn the likes
of which had never been heard before. Lydia railed on about
the injustice of it all, and Mr. Bennet did find himself sorely
tempted to hide away in his bookroom, but when his youngest
daughter looked at him red-faced and angry and, in the heat of
the moment, cried out that he was an unfair and mean old man,
his resolve instantly hardened. How had he let her get so far
out of hand? True, she did look shocked at her own outburst
and backed away slightly, but there was no excuse for such

disrespect.

With great swiftness, Lydia was informed that she would no
longer be allowed to visit anyone unchaperoned, not even her

friend Maria Lucas, and no matter how well she behaved or



how hard she studied, she would not attend family parties nor
receive any kind of allowance. She would no longer wear her
hair up like a lady, but would go back to the braids and bows
of a little girl. All of her gowns would be remade for her
sisters as she would now be dressing her age, and until she
learned to behave like a lady, she would be treated like the
child that she was. If she could not behave, she would not even

be permitted to eat with the family, ever.

Lydia was shocked into silence and when she finally
regained her senses, she ran up the stairs to the nursery as
quickly as she could and slammed the door behind her. She
flung herself across the narrow bed and sobbed noisily, hoping
her mother would rescue her soon. She couldn’t stand this

long. She simply couldn’t.

Mrs. Bennet stood in the hall twisting her hands and looking
worriedly between her husband and the stairs her daughter had
just stomped up. Normally, she would console her child or
make whichever girl Lydia was fighting with give her what
she wanted to shut her up, but in this case, Lydia was fighting
with her father, not her sisters, and he /ad promised to take
them to the seaside... He had even brought Mrs. Bennet into
the bookroom just that morning to ask her opinion on a house
he’d received word of and inquired how near to the beach she

would like to stay.

That settled it. She would side with her husband. Lydia’s
wails were not so loud from the nursery and she did so want to

spend the summer at the seaside.



N\Do

And so the days established themselves. Each morning, the
girls rose and had breakfast with the family, except Lydia who
ate in the nursery on her own, then went on to one hour each
of music, French and drawing lessons, though not necessarily
in that order, followed by an hour of music practice. Once a
week they would meet with their father to discuss what they
were reading and give him a progress report on their other
lessons. Twice a week they sat down with their mother and
reviewed menus, looked at ledgers for household purchases
and servants’ pay, and wrote and answered letters and
invitations. Three times a week they met Cook in the kitchen
and learned a thing or two about how to prepare food,
something that Mrs. Bennet did not want them to learn but that
she grudgingly admitted would be useful if one of them
married a clergyman or an attorney. Of course, she didn’t think
that was likely, at least not for Jane or Lydia and possibly not
Kitty either, but she did admit it was a possibility for Mary and
Elizabeth. At least it kept them all occupied and out of her way

for an hour or two. And of course, nobody needed to know.

Kitty had taken the news of her reduced status in stride. Of
course, that was largely because she had seen the punishments
enacted on Lydia, and she had no desire to return to the
nursery or eat nothing but porridge noon and night. And
though it was uncharitable, Kitty felt a certain amount of glee
in Lydia’s set down. Her younger sister had been usurping her

for as long as she could remember and Kitty was ready for her



own moment in the sun. She thought her chances were good
that Jane and Elizabeth would both marry soon, and then it
would just be she and Mary out; she could easily outshine her
very serious sister. Then it would be a full two years before
Lydia was out, and with any luck, she would be married or
engaged by then. In the meantime, not being officially out
relieved her of making tedious calls with her mother and
entertaining bores in the drawing room. No, Kitty Bennet did

not mind the change much at all.



CHAPTER 3

B y the time the Gardiners, Mrs. Bennet’s brother and his
wife, arrived from London for Christmas, the household
was in a smooth routine. The girls had been practicing with
their masters for more than two weeks, and the results were
already beginning to show. The meals were much simpler, per
the master’s request, and while tired, the girls were proud of
their progress and satisfied in the way only a hard day’s work

can provide.

They were a very merry party and there was significantly
less cringing than there had been before. The officers
continued to call, but Mrs. Bennet planned no parties for them,
and without Kitty and Lydia running into town and dragging
home soldiers for tea, fewer of them ventured out of Meryton.
Once it was made clear that Lydia would not be coming down
at all and that Kitty was not formally out, the visits tapered

down considerably.

There had been one officer, a Mr. Wickham, who had had a
particular interest in Miss Elizabeth. He had shown her great

attention and flirted and smiled with ease. She had received



him with joy and had taken a certain feminine pleasure in
being the object of such a man’s attention. He was a great
favorite among many in the area, especially among the Bennet
women. He had favored Elizabeth enough to tell her about his
past and about a particularly difficult experience with Mr.
Darcy, Mr. Bingley’s friend who had visited the area in the

autumn.

Mr. Wickham told Elizabeth that he had been the son of the
previous Mr. Darcy’s steward and had grown up with Darcy,
and that he was Mr. Darcy Sr.’s godson and had been that
man’s favorite. He and the younger Darcy had been friends,
but Darcy had grown jealous of his father’s affection for
another and when his father passed and left a living for Mr.
Wickham, Darcy had prevented the disbursement of it on some
sort of technicality, and poor Mr. Wickham was reduced to

poverty and forced to eke out an existence in the militia.

Elizabeth was greatly touched by his tale of woe, being of
tender heart and vain spirit. Mr. Darcy had insulted her before
they were even introduced, and in a very humiliating way,
though there may not be another way to be insulted. At the
first assembly he and his party had attended in the
neighborhood, Mr. Darcy’s friend Mr. Bingley, an amiable and
cheerful man, had suggested he dance with Elizabeth who was
currently without a partner. Looking her over disdainfully, Mr.
Darcy declared that she was not handsome enough to tempt
him to dance. She! Elizabeth Bennet! Second of the Bennet

sisters, famed as the most beautiful family in the county.



Elizabeth liked to think she was a fair lady, with good
judgment and a kind disposition, but, oh, how she hated Mr.
Darcy! She had laughed and told her friends the ridiculous
story, for really she did not think he could have looked at her
very closely, or perhaps there was something wrong with his
eyes, or maybe he was accustomed to done-up women and did
not appreciate simple beauty, and of course, she was not so
vain, but it did sting. Yes, it did. She had decided then and
there that though he may be rich, in her eyes, Mr. Darcy was

most assuredly lacking.

Her subsequent encounters had been much of the same. He
had not overtly insulted her, but he had been proud, arrogant,
and dismissive. When Mr. Wickham told her of his
mistreatment at the hands of the horrid Mr. Darcy, she readily
believed him, for had she not been witness to his disdain
herself, and in quite a personal matter? No, Mr. Darcy was not
a good man—that, she was sure of. He was pompous and
difficult and thought he was above everyone else. She disliked
him heartily.

Mr. Wickham’s constant attentions were a balm to her
wounded pride and went some way to rebuilding her image of
herself in her own mind. She was not undesirable; Mr.

Wickham was clearly quite tempted by her beauty.

Alas, Mr. Wickham was poor and Elizabeth was not much
better, having only a small dowry and not even receiving that
until her mother passed on. There was no future for the two of
them and she found that she did not really mind. He was

charming, to be sure, and she was greatly flattered and



appreciated his attention, but she knew her heart was not
touched. Mr. Wickham was, well, she did not like to admit it
because it made her sound terribly mean, but he was, quite
simply, not enough. She was not sure what it was that he was
lacking, or who would be enough, but she thought she would

know it when she encountered it.

She discussed all of this in great detail with her Aunt
Gardiner, a kind and understanding woman, and her aunt
helped her to make sense of her convoluted feelings and
congratulated her on not feeling anything very deep for Mr.
Wickham, for he could not afford to marry her, and his
prospects were severely lacking. In any case, by the next
month he had moved on to another lady, a Miss Mary King
who had recently inherited ten thousand pounds. She had not
felt his defection keenly at all, confirming the untouched state
of her heart, but Elizabeth did not like the words and looks of
her neighbors who teased her for it. She reminded them that a
man must have something to live on and that she and

Wickham were only friends, no more.

One evening, after they had attended a party at Lucas
Lodge, Jane and Elizabeth sat on Jane’s bed, brushing out their

hair and discussing the evening.

“What do you think will become of us, Jane?” Elizabeth
asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, do you think we will ever marry? Or will we live

with uncle after father passes? Or worse, will we have to take



employment?”’

“Oh, surely not! We will not be as poor as that. And Papa is
young still. He might live many more years. Surely we do not

need to worry about that now,” Jane soothed.

Elizabeth could not be so easily comforted. Her father was
acting strangely, not just with his recent edicts about their
comportment and education, but with his own activities as
well. He no longer went for solitary rides—he had asked Jane
to accompany him the last three times he’d ridden out. And he
drank less wine at dinner, not that he had ever drunk much,
and he often looked at her in a way that made her feel eerie, as
if someone had stepped over her grave. Jane was not the
person to discuss this with—she was determined to see the
bright side on every matter and whatever evidence Elizabeth
produced, Jane would find a way to explain it away. It was a

maddening and endearing quality.

She wished she had someone to talk to, but Jane would not
do and Charlotte would usually be her next choice, but she
was marrying the ridiculous Mr. Collins soon and busy with
preparations for the wedding and leaving her home. Besides
that, she had changed, at least in Elizabeth’s eyes. She had
made a strange decision, to marry a man she neither respected
nor held in any affection. Elizabeth supposed she must be
looking at it as a sort of business arrangement—he would
provide her a home and she would keep it for him, but she
could not approve of so worthy a woman as Charlotte being

wasted on so silly a man as Mr. Collins.



For now, she would keep her thoughts to herself and hope
that all was well with her father.

N\D.

January brought with it a return of Mr. Collins, the heir
apparent to Longbourn, for his wedding to Charlotte Lucas.
Mrs. Bennet wanted to lament the loss of an eligible suitor, for
after all, Mr. Collins had desired to marry a daughter of
Longbourn to heal the breach in the family, and her home
along with it, but did not. Her husband had commanded a
peaceful house and as he was being so kind and attentive and
taking such good care of their girls, she wanted to give him
what he’d asked for. The three eldest Bennet daughters and
their parents attended the very awkward wedding of their dear,
sensible friend Charlotte and their annoying, but thankfully

distant, bore of a cousin.

At the breakfast afterward, Charlotte asked Elizabeth, her
particular friend, if she would come visit her at her new home
in Hunsford Village in Kent when Charlotte’s family made the

journey in the spring.

Elizabeth couldn’t help but imagine how awkward such a
visit would be. After all, Mr. Collins had proposed to her a
mere three days before proposing to, and being accepted by,
her friend. Could there be a more awkward situation? She
thought not. However, Charlotte was her very dear friend and

had been for many years now and she didn’t feel quite right



saying no just because she didn’t like her friend’s husband—or

her motives for marrying him.

So Elizabeth said she would ask her father and promised to

write.

N\Do

By early February, Mr. Bennet had secured a house on the
seaside for the summer. It was in a quiet section of Margate, a
seaside town in Kent not too popular with tourists. He agreed
that Elizabeth could go visit her friend Charlotte at Easter,
largely to keep peace with Mr. Collins They would collect her

on their way to the seaside.

Jane had been invited to London after Christmas to stay
with the Gardiners with the hope that she would see Mr.
Bingley, the young man who’d stolen her heart and callously
left the area last November. In the end, Mr. Bennet said no to

the journey.

He didn’t know how much longer he had left with his
family, and he did not want to send off one of his favorite
daughters when he knew his days were numbered and thought
it was unlikely she would even see Mr. Bingley, making the
entire journey an exercise in heartache. She was doing well at
home, making progress in drawing and French especially, and
her singing was improving. No, he would not send his sweet,
beautiful daughter off to the wolves of London to have her
heart broken. It would be much more prudent for her to

continue her studies and find someone at the seaside. Perhaps



he would send her to London for part of the season in the
spring. For now, she would stay safe with him, where she

belonged.

As the winter passed on, the girls at Longbourn continued
their lessons and had two very proud parents to show for it.
Having finally gotten tired of eating porridge, though it took
over three weeks, Lydia agreed to participate and put forth
effort in her lessons, which earned her regular meals that
included meat and vegetables and the accompanying silver
with which to eat them, but she still ate above stairs and was
not permitted to sit with the family unless it was a holiday or
she had been particularly well behaved. When they had guests,
which wasn’t terribly often but happened once or twice a
fortnight, Kitty would eat upstairs with her and they would
giggle and laugh like old times. When the family went out to
neighborhood parties, the two youngest stayed home and read

books or worked on their needlepoint.

The family soon learned why Lydia had been reluctant to
sing or play for the master after she had performed tolerably
well for the French tutor. She sang like a magpie. It would
appear that the poor girl was positively tone deaf, which was
very odd considering all her sisters had at least some sense of
musicality and very disappointing to her mother’s dream of
having five daughters all singing like angels from heaven. No
matter, she would learn to play tolerably well and leave the

singing to someone else.

She looked quite different with her hair down in curls and

her old dresses cut like a girl’s instead of a woman’s. She



looked more like the girl she was and was subsequently treated
like one by her sisters, but in the best possible way. She was
read to by Jane when she complained her eyes hurt, and helped
with her scales by Mary, who was the most disciplined of the
Bennet sisters, and even snuck a sweet treat or two by her
sister Elizabeth, who knew how much she liked raspberry
biscuits. It took the length of a long cold winter, but Lydia
eventually made peace with her place in the family as the
doted on youngest sister and was pleased enough with that.
Mr. Bennet was simply relieved that she had quit throwing fits,
complaining incessantly, and flirting with everything in
breeches. And, of course, he was proud of her French, which

he was told by the tutor was quite good.

February brought with it Jane’s twenty-second birthday
which strengthened Mr. Bennet’s resolve to find husbands for
at least two of his daughters before his demise, preferably for
his two eldest. Jane put up a brave front and never complained,
but he could tell she was still saddened over Mr. Bingley’s
removal from the neighborhood. The cad had not even said
goodbye. He had paid her an inordinate amount of attention,
singled her out on every possible occasion, then hied off to
London promising to be back within a few days but never
actually returned. His sister had sent a letter, of course, but it
was no substitute for his presence and it was not a kind note,
deftly killing all of Jane’s dreams with a swift stroke of the
pen. But what else could be expected from Miss Bingley, a

woman with such a spiteful tongue and prickly nature?



Mr. Bennet increased his time with Jane, hoping to make
her just a bit more worldly-wise if he could, assigning her
books with themes of betrayal and strategy in order to open
her eyes to the darkness of the world. He feared for her tender
heart when he was gone. She was still his first-born, his
darling little girl handed to him by a midwife and held
awkwardly in his shaking arms. He had never known love like
he felt for the tiny little being that was his daughter, and he felt
it still. The sense of responsibility and protection that he had
felt so long ago was reasserting itself, and he vowed to put
extra effort into Jane’s preparation. She deserved it, for she
was so sweet and kind, and more importantly, would be
considered on the shelf in a few more years. Anything that was

to be done had best be done now.

He spoke with Mrs. Bennet and she ordered new spring and
summer gowns for the three eldest girls. For her birthday, he
gifted Jane with a beautiful gold necklace on which a large,
single white pearl suspended delicately. He knew it was
extravagant, but he saw it as his final gift to his beloved
daughter, a sort of token to remember him by. Already he was
planning birthday gifts for each of his girls to be given

throughout the next year.

Mrs. Bennet was not entirely in agreement with Mr.
Bennet’s plans and preferences. She still thought Mary had
little chance of securing a husband, except for possibly a clerk
or clergyman, and that it would be wiser to promote Kitty in
her stead. And while she was happy with the attention being

bestowed on Jane, she felt that so many dresses would be



wasted on Elizabeth. In truth, it was only three day gowns, two
morning dresses, and two ball gowns—one suitable for the
theater—with matching pelisses and reticules. But Mrs.
Bennet had always struggled to understand her second child.
Elizabeth had always been more like her father and her mother
didn’t understand him either, despite twenty-three years of

marriage.

Mr. Bennet was able to dissuade her from buying new
things for Kitty and Lydia, which they could ill afford under
his current scheme to save money and pay for masters and

trips to the seaside, by encouraging her to focus on Jane.

“Just 1imagine how pretty Jane will be in her new gowns,”

he said convincingly.

And that did it. Jane was her prettiest daughter, even prettier
than her mother, who had been a celebrated beauty in her time

and was lovely still.

“How clever you are, Mr. Bennet! Yes, we will focus on
Jane! Oh, how splendid she will be!”

“And you must find the most flattering things for

Elizabeth,” he continued.

“Oh, that girl! She will never find a husband with the way

she goes on!”

“Elizabeth will have no problem finding a husband, and I’'m

sure he will be an exceedingly good one.”

She gave him a look that showed how strongly she

disagreed with him.



“Surely you know I understand men and what they want
better than you, Mrs. Bennet, being one myself? Trust me,

Elizabeth will be perfectly fine,” assured Mr. Bennet.

Mrs. Bennet huffed and said no more about it, but smoothed
her skirts and pursed her lips, swallowing her disagreement

whole.



CHAPTER 4

C harlotte’s father, Sir William Lucas, and her sister
Maria, planned to visit her at her new home in Hunsford
in early March. Sir William invited Elizabeth to ride with
them, but Mr. Bennet did not like to lose her company so soon
and convinced his old friend to delay several days by telling
him that the roads would be in much better condition once
winter was firmly behind them. It was decided that the
carriage would drop Jane in London to spend some weeks with
her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner and enjoy the season, and Mr.
Bennet would collect both his daughters on the way to

Margate.

Mr. Bennet made his daughters promise to keep up with
their studies while they were away. Jane would continue with
French and the pianoforte with the assistance of Mrs.
Gardiner, and the drawing master had given her several tasks
to complete. Elizabeth had no such resources at her disposal,
not even a pianoforte, but she was sent with assignments
nonetheless. Her music and French master gave her weeks’
worth of daily assignments, and she was given a sketchbook

by her drawing master that she was ordered to fill before her



father collected her in five weeks’ time. Her father sent her
with two histories and a book of poetry; they would continue
their discussions through correspondence. Elizabeth sighed but
packed the books away with her belongings and promised she

would do as she had been directed.

Mr. Bennet did not give Jane as many tasks as Elizabeth
because he knew she would do them without being told, as she
always had, and secondly because he wanted her to spend her
time socializing and hopefully meeting a man she could
respect and esteem. He had spoken at length with his brother
Gardiner when they were in Hertfordshire over Christmas. He
did not share his diagnosis—he had shared it with no one—but
he was sure his brother suspected something by the way he

looked at him so shrewdly.

Regardless of his suspicions, Gardiner had agreed to host
Jane for a time during the season and to introduce her to as
many eligible men as he could. Between the two of them, they
decided a well-off tradesman might be best and most realistic.
Jane was sensible, something a man of business would surely
need in a wife, and very kind and gentle, qualities a man living
near the warehouses could appreciate even more than the
residents of Mayfair. And of course she was beautiful, easily
the most beautiful woman of one’s acquaintance. The fact that
she was the daughter of a gentleman would bring a sense of
prestige to whatever match she made. With his marching
orders in hand, Gardiner was prepared to find his niece a
husband.



N\Do

Her second day in town, Jane attended a dinner party with her
aunt and uncle. Her spirits were still low due to the absence of
Mr. Bingley, the most amiable man she’d ever met, but she put
forth a strong effort to be agreeable. She smiled and asked
questions of the people she met before dinner and was very
pleasant to her dinner partner, a Mr. Eastman. He was very

kind, very handsome, and very recently married.

Mrs. Eastman shot interested glances at Jane throughout the
meal and was overly inquisitive when the ladies withdrew, but
Jane answered simply and discreetly, not giving the nosy
woman any satisfaction. She was serene and agreeable, as she
always was, but she was not blind to the looks she received
from the women. At first, she told herself they were merely
curious of a stranger to their circle, but eventually she began to
recognize that the young unmarried women were not pleased
by her presence, and neither were the older women with a
daughter of marriageable age. The young married women,

with the exception of Mrs. Eastman, were kind to her, though.

Jane stayed close to these women and hoped the night
would end soon, wondering slightly when she had become so

negative. Was this disillusionment?

The following weeks were much of the same. Dinner
parties, balls both private and public, and outings to the
museum and Hyde Park. Jane became friends with a Mrs.

Caldwell who had recently married a merchant of no small



means, and her cousin Mrs. Pearson, who was not much older
than Jane herself, but had been married two years and had an

infant son.

The three ladies went on outings together, took walks in the
park, cooed over young Master Pearson when his nursemaid
brought him in to see them, and took tea together several times
a week. Mrs. Pearson was the second daughter of a wealthy
ship magnate and had married into the gentry. Her large dowry
had attracted Mr. Pearson and his failing estate. She was given
entry to the quality through marriage; he was saved from
destitution and humiliation. Mrs. Pearson had refused to give
up her familial ties when she married, and so straddled the line

between tradesman and gentry.

More importantly, Mrs. Pearson had an elder brother, Mr.
Walker, who had been very attentive to Jane on the few
occasions he had met her. The last time she took tea at Mrs.
Pearson’s, he had unexpectedly dropped by, just to say hello to
his sister, and stayed for half an hour, talking almost

exclusively to Jane.

Mr. Walker was pleasant and very gentlemanly in his
address, always kind to Jane and to everyone she saw him
interact with. After three weeks in town, Jane had danced with
him twice at two balls, attended two dinners at his sister’s—
one only a small family party, and attended a musical soiree at
his father’s home. She found his family to be genteel and kind,

and all seemed disposed to like her a great deal.



It was quite refreshing to be surrounded by genuine people,
which she was shocked at herself for noticing, but after
sending three letters unanswered to Caroline Bingley and
calling on her only to be told the lady was not at home when
Jane could clearly hear her talking to Mrs. Hurst in the
drawing room, she was less sure of her friendship in that
quarter. It seemed quite clear that Miss Bingley was ending the
acquaintance and Jane could not think of why, unless it was

that Miss Bingley simply did not like her.

Poor Jane felt very misused, after Miss Bingley had made
such a fuss over her in Hertfordshire and gone on about what
great friends they were. Why would she suddenly change her
mind when Jane had done nothing at all? Or had Miss Bingley
never truly been her friend and only acted as if she was? But if

s0, to what purpose?

Jane believed that all people were not only basically good,
but actually good, and if their rude actions could not be easily
explained, there must be some sort of great need that only they
knew of that caused them to behave in such a way. She only
ever had kind motives herself, and she simply could not
comprehend how some people were vicious, or mean, or
unkind on purpose; that some people actually meant to hurt
others, or that they were unfeeling and selfish, doing what they
wanted, when they wanted, without a thought about others
affected by their actions. She was sure that they must simply
have not realized what they were doing, that no one had ever
taught them how to do right, that they were unaware of the

consequences of their heedless decisions.



Her father had had many discussions with her over the past
few months about the nature of people, using literature as a
guide, impressing on her that not all could be trusted and that
some were actually purposely dishonest while having all the
appearance of goodness. Jane had not wanted to believe him,
indeed had argued with him that there could be some sort of
misunderstanding, but her father had been firm and without
realizing it, Jane had learned something of the darker side of
life. She was not at all pleased by it, and the disturbance of her

mind was great.
If all in the world was not bright and clear, what was it?

So it was with great surprise and trepidation that she turned
around at the small ball at Mrs. Pearson’s only to come face to

face with Mr. Bingley.
“Miss Bennet!” he cried, surprise all over his face.

“Mr. Bingley.” Jane was no less shocked. She colored and

looked to the floor.
“What brings you to London?”” he asked.

“I am visiting my aunt and uncle.” She glanced quickly
behind her at the stylish looking couple talking to Mrs.

Pearson’s parents.

“Ah.” Bingley seemed to run out of things to say and looked
about awkwardly until Mr. Walker approached and reminded
her that their set was next. She curtseyed to Mr. Bingley and
left gratefully, her heart thudding in her chest.



Bingley walked the perimeter of the dance floor, not talking
to anyone, simply watching Jane Bennet dance. She wondered
what he was about, staring at her so. He had never looked at
her like that in Hertfordshire. Would he ask her to dance?
Would she accept?

Two sets later, Jane and Bingley stood across from each
other. The dance was a sedate one, leaving plenty of time for
conversation and cross examination. The first few minutes
were spent in silence, each looking around them or at the floor,

but never at each other.
“How do you know the Pearsons?” he finally asked.

“Mrs. Pearson has lately become a friend,” she answered.
“And you?”

“Pearson and I were in Cambridge together.”

She nodded and they continued on 1n silence. Feeling all the
awkwardness of quiet where there had once been no lack of

conversation, Jane spoke.
“How are your sisters?”

“Well, thank you. And your family? Are they well?” he
asked.

“Yes, they are, thank you.”

The niceties were painful to both but Bingley seemed

determined to go on. Jane was not sure how she felt about that.

“Are any of them here with you?” He gave a cursory glance

around the ballroom.



“No, I am in London on my own. My younger sisters but
one remain at Longbourn.” At his questioning look, she added,
“My sister Elizabeth has gone to Kent to visit our friend who

has recently married and moved there.”
“Oh? Anyone I know?”

“Yes. Miss Charlotte Lucas married my father’s cousin Mr.

Collins. They have settled in Kent where he has a living.”

“Really!” He smiled brightly. “When you see her, please
give Miss Lucas my heartfelt congratulations. She is such an

amiable lady.”
“Yes, she is. She 1s well missed in the neighborhood.”

He squeezed her hand before releasing it to walk around her.
“I am sorry you’ve lost a friend, Miss Bennet. But surely you

can visit each other! Kent is not so great a distance.”

“No, it is not, but I fear that her new responsibilities will not

allow her to travel overmuch.”

He nodded and they lapsed into silence again. When it was
time to take her hand, he held it a little too tightly and kept it a
little too long. They soon overcame their shyness of looking at
each other and once he had caught her gaze, he stared at her,
his grey-green eyes never leaving hers, and thus they finished

the dance without looking at anyone else.

That night as she lay in bed, Jane was in turmoil. What
could he mean by holding her hand in such a way? She had
convinced herself that she had been wrong about him, that he

had only meant to offer her friendship and that her desire for



more had