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Chapter One
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“Netherfield Park is let at last!”

The exuberant pronouncement came from Mrs. Bennet, Elizabeth’s mother, and half the assembly hall heard it.

“What do you mean, Mama?” asked Elizabeth.

Her youngest sister, Lydia, rushed to join their group.

“It’s true,” she said, breathless with news. “I’ve had it from Maria Lucas just now.”

“New neighbors!” cried Mrs. Bennet. “Do you suppose they are in attendance tonight? I could not find it out.”

The question occupied some time as the others surveyed the room with intense interest. Elizabeth observed the proceedings with amusement, her smile growing as her dearest friend approached with a curious look on her face.

“Why do you smile?” asked Charlotte. Charlotte Lucas, aged twenty-six, was the daughter of Sir William and Lady Lucas, foremost among the families of their quiet country town of Meryton, and exceedingly well-liked among their neighbors, apart from that dreadful business with a maid not long ago. Sir William had been elected once again to serve as mayor, and he took the position very seriously indeed. His eldest daughter had been Elizabeth’s closest friend and confidant for years.

“Have you heard?” asked Elizabeth, watching her mother rise to the greatest height her slippers would permit as she searched for any unfamiliar faces. “We’re to have new neighbors.”

“I have heard,” said Charlotte. Though Elizabeth might have sworn the two of them spoke too softly to be understood, Mrs. Bennet descended on them instantly.

“Do you know them, Miss Lucas?” she cried, her enthusiasm commanding the attention of the other girls. Kitty, the Bennet sister nearest to Lydia in age and understanding, clasped Lydia’s hand in anticipation.

“We were introduced this afternoon,” said Charlotte. 

The raptures of Mrs. Bennet and her younger daughters could not have been more effusive, and Charlotte gave freely of the information she possessed. Mr. Gastrell, she was informed, had inherited a fortune from a relative in trade–shipping, by most reports. Mrs. Bennet would later, perhaps, turn up her nose at such provenance–the Lucases might well call it respectable, for their own fortune had come down in a similar fashion, excepting the part where Sir William had worked in a trade himself–but in the interim, she was too keen for information about their newest neighbors to sneer. She dared not deter Charlotte in her description, and for perhaps the only five minutes that night, did not interrupt her even once.

Summer in Meryton had been in utter drought of news and Mrs. Bennet did not endure idleness well. She much preferred the activity of earlier that month, when a servant had been found dead in Sir William’s lake. The subsequent activity had kept the neighbors in gossip for weeks. Not that Mrs. Bennet preferred to be surrounded by criminals; murder was distasteful, and rather disruptive. Still, for novelty, nothing else compared.

For those five minutes or so, Elizabeth appreciated the respite from her mother’s raptures, however temporary they might have been. She herself had begun to search the room for signs of the anticipated party, though she did not hold such high hopes for such entertainment as did Mrs. Bennet. Elizabeth was perfectly content to converse with Charlotte and their everyday acquaintance; one murder in the area was quite enough for her. And if she and Charlotte had idly revisited their adventures of those thrilling weeks, and if they savored their part in the capture of the villain, well–idle talk meant nothing. Elizabeth was happy to see the cadence of her life return to normal. It was nothing at all like indolence–it was everything to do with peace. She was content.

And yet, as she caught sight of an unfamiliar silhouette, her heart picked up its beat.

“You are certain they are to attend this evening?” Lydia was asked for perhaps the third time.

“I am,” said Charlotte, laughing. “In fact, I do believe I spy them near the door even now.”

The room moved as one and and a hush fell upon them, as though Charlotte had shouted the words. At the far end of the assembly hall, framed in the wide wooden entry, stood a man and a woman. They might have been entirely unnoticeable but for the quality of their dress, which was exceedingly fine. Indeed, Elizabeth had never seen such finery.

“Oh, my,” breathed Mrs. Bennet. The low din of conversation resumed and after another moment, the crowd regained its boisterous air. “Have you ever seen such fabric? Jane, dear, look. When you marry, we shall absolutely consult her dressmaker. How very fine she looks.”

Jane shifted slightly. Elizabeth glanced at her elder sister. Jane was accustomed to hearing such offhand remarks from her mother; rarely did they incite any reaction. Jane met her eyes, smiled slightly, and the moment passed. 

“Were I to inherit a shipping fortune, I should prefer to wear it, too, I suppose,” observed Elizabeth. Charlotte made an equivocating noise, but supplied no riposte.

“You disagree?” asked Elizabeth, turning her attention from the new arrivals, who were now being escorted through the room to one party after another as introductions were made.

“I could not say for myself,” said Charlotte. “Only for Mrs. Gastrell there, they come very dear.”

“What do you mean?”

“They are newly married, you see,” said Charlotte. 

“Ah,” said Elizabeth. “You mean she married him for his money.”

“I expect material concerns must be foremost in the mind of any woman when she is to marry,” observed Charlotte, “but what I mean is that she is only very recently out of mourning.”

“That might explain her countenance just now,” said Elizabeth. “Mourning for whom?”

“Her husband.”

Elizabeth observed the woman more closely. The lady smiled politely, and whatever her provenance, she appeared equipped with enough social graces to move about the room without causing embarrassment, though of course they could not hear her speak. Yet she was possessed of a sober, melancholic air that seemed ill-suited to a newlywed wife.

“Lizzy!” 

The call came from Mrs. Bennet, who hurried in their direction, waving at her daughter. 

“I am summoned,” said Elizabeth, moving to obey. “Will you join me?”

“Yes, please,” said Charlotte. “I believe I should like to see your mother meet a shipping magnate.”

The new neighbors at last approached amid a room full of curious onlookers. Elizabeth attempted to hold her first impressions until they had, at least, been introduced, but on arriving at the group, her every feeling was repelled by Mr. Gastrell. He was rotund, red-faced, and exuded an obvious sense of self-importance. All this, and then he spoke–

“Another daughter, Mrs. Bennet?”

Mrs. Bennet chortled. “You are correct, sir. This is my second daughter, Elizabeth. Elizabeth, this is Mr. Harold Gastrell–” they greeted, “and Mrs. Gastrell.”

The lady was the opposite of her husband in every way. Mrs. Gastrell was slight, so much so that Elizabeth feared one wayward draft might send her off across the room. She was pretty, in an elevated way, and pale-faced. Elizabeth considered that her own opinion might be influenced by the sheer disparity between them.

“How many daughters did you say?” asked Mr. Gastrell. “A dozen?”

Mrs. Bennet laughed again; in it, Elizabeth discerned an edge of distaste. If even Mrs. Bennet did not like the man, their acquaintance would not be long-lived.

“No luck there,” continued Mr. Gastrel, still speaking solely to Mrs. Bennet. “Not enough men in this part of the country.”

A short silence filled this indelicate observation. 

“I daresay good men are in short supply everywhere,” said Elizabeth. 

“It comes of being needed,” said Charlotte. “Supply flows where demand requires it.”

Mr. Gastrell turned to her sharply. “You are Sir William’s daughter,” he said. Charlotte nodded, greeting him. “He lets you read Adam Smith?”

“I have been choosing my own reading for some time, sir,” said Charlotte. Elizabeth could hear the humor in her friend’s voice.

“I can see that,” said Mr. Gastrell. 

All humor faded. The silence this time was more pronounced. 

“Where the devil is that servant?” he said loudly. Mrs. Gastrell’s face took on a faint pink hue. 

“If you’ll allow me, Mr. Gastrell,” said Charlotte, indicating in the direction of her parents. “My father would love to tell you about the wine. It comes from–”

Mr. Gastrell followed without taking his leave.

“I beg your pardon, Miss Bennet,” said Mrs. Gastrell, “and yours, Miss Elizabeth. My husband is unaccustomed to such gatherings.”

“It is good that you are able to help him,” said Jane, without any evidence whatsoever to support her claim. “You must be a great help to him.”

For some reason, this prompted the return of the blush to Mrs. Gastrell’s cheeks. “You are very kind,” she said quietly. 

“How do you like Meryton?” asked Elizabeth, tempering her tone.

“Very much,” said Mrs. Gastrell. “Everyone has been so kind.”

When no other reply seemed forthcoming Elizabeth tried again. “I am told you are to take possession of Netherfield Park. Have you seen it?”

“Not as such.”

Elizabeth was unable to discern anything from that reply except that it meant no. Jane–merciful, blessed Jane–took the poor creature in hand and led her to Mrs. Long, where Elizabeth did not doubt she would spend a good deal of the rest of her evening being regaled with stories of people whom she had not and would likely never meet.

“Well,” said Mrs. Bennet, when they would not be overheard. “I daresay they will not be with us long.”

“Mama!” Kitty’s cry was shocked. Mrs. Bennet glanced at her, entirely puzzled. “You cannot possibly be suggesting...” She seemed very close to tears, which was not at all an unfamiliar state for her. Age fifteen had been very trying for Kitty.

Elizabeth discerned her meaning and began to laugh. Mrs. Bennet became cross, looking between them, until the inference dawned on her, too.

“Catherine Bennet,” she cried. “If you dare to insinuate the death of our neighbors again, I shall–I shall–” 

Whatever Kitty’s punishment might be was lost to the gifted instrumentalists of the assembly hall, for they’d chosen that moment to begin their set. 

Mr. Gastrell, for all his distasteful qualities, was not wrong–there were too few gentlemen, and Elizabeth, though enjoyably engaged for a few sets, found herself sitting near the wall without a partner some time later when she was rejoined by Charlotte.

“Have you dispatched the Gastrells, then?” Elizabeth asked.

Charlotte communicated her opinion with a telling look. Elizabeth laughed.

“Do you suppose the firmness of opinion comes with inheriting a fortune?” she asked.

“I think it must,” said Elizabeth. “Consider how many people one might be able to pay to be agreeable.”

“I think you are right,” said Charlotte. “But I suspect Mr. Gastrell’s certainty to be innate, not the reward of his inheritance.”

“Divine inspiration?”

“You are very nearly blasphemous, Lizzy.”

“Not at all,” she said. “I merely mean to suggest that he sees himself that way.”

Charlotte looked at her askance. Elizabeth laughed again.

“”What a piece of work is a man!” In any case, I expect we will not see much of our new neighbors going forward,” said Elizabeth. “They appear to have little enough use for the likes of the Bennet family. No want of connection, no need for neighborly introduction, no unmarried young heir to match. Pity that.” This last was said with sincerity, for though she did not anticipate connubial felicity for her own sake, Elizabeth realized a keen interest in her sisters’ being happily situated in life, not to mention Charlotte. An unmarried gentleman or five would not go amiss. 

“I am forced to correct you on that point,” said Charlotte.

“It is not a pity?”

“They have a son,” corrected Charlotte, amused. “His name is Percy and I believe he is ten.”

“Ten years old,” said Elizabeth. “I suppose his being unmarried is excusable.”

Charlotte chided her, and Elizabeth was able to form one or two more entertaining remarks before they lapsed into silence to watch the dancing.

Jane Bennet was presently paired with a young man by the name of Bertram Cowell, known as Bertie to his friends. Mr. Cowell had recently begun to pay her sister more attention, enough so that Mrs. Bennet had been prompted to comment on its increase in the form of encouragement. Jane bore the increased attention from all parties with inborn grace, and the smiles she gave to Mr. Cowell made Elizabeth wonder whether she had been too hasty to require five unmarried men for her friends and sisters; perhaps four would suffice after all.

“Your sister is doing well,” said Charlotte. Elizabeth was not surprised she had noticed. She missed very little. “Another month and I expect they’ll be calling the banns.”

“Perhaps,” said Elizabeth. “Though–speaking only for myself, mind you–I want a little more understanding between them.”

Charlotte glanced at her. “I will not ask you whether they are engaged,” she said after a moment’s pause, “But I hope, for her sake, they are.”

“To the best of my knowledge, that is not the case.” Not yet, she amended to herself. The thought of losing her very dearest sister, the steady and steadfast Jane, to matrimony shook Elizabeth to her very foundation. The prospect of Longbourn without Jane was bleak, indeed. Elizabeth shook her head to dispel the image.

“Jane has beauty on her side,” said Charlotte, “though one cannot rely upon it forever.”

Mr. Cowell stumbled ever so slightly in the turn, causing him to bump into his partner unexpectedly, and Elizabeth caught the faint hint of a blush on her sister’s cheeks, though her expression did not change. 

“It is not serious,” Elizabeth determined. “It would be poor sport to speculate further.”

“Then perhaps I should ask you about Mr. Henry Chapman.” Elizabeth turned to fully face her friend, whose expression was entirely mischievous. 

“Perhaps I ought–” Elizabeth’s reply was cut off by the sudden arrival of her sister Lydia, which was, perhaps, for the best.

“Lizzy! Oh, hello Charlotte, it’s good you’re here. Have you seen it?” Before either could reply, she continued, waving a paper in her hand excitedly. “Maria’s had the papers from London.”

“Since when does Maria concern herself with newspapers?” asked Elizabeth. She eyed the pages with suspicion. “I do not remember the London papers being so short.”

Lydia scoffed. “Not newspapers,” she said, in the tone of one who suffered very much. “The society papers, of course.”

Elizabeth was far too ladylike to scoff in public like her fourteen-year-old sister, but she thought about it.

Charlotte leaned forward to accept the pages from Lydia, raising an eyebrow at Elizabeth as she did so. The music picked up once more and they were forced to lean in to hear her. 

“I have told Mother more than once they ought to mind her correspondence,” said Charlotte. “We’ve cousins in London who fancy themselves quite the haute ton.”

Elizabeth knew these cousins, and kept her smile to a minimum. Mercy it was which kept Charlotte’s cousins occupied in London more often than not.

“Lizzy, you’re famous!” said Lydia, quite at the end of her patience, gesturing frenetically at the society papers Charlotte now held.

Charlotte read quickly, scanning the pages for familiar names.

“Here it is,” she said. “The Intrepid Investigations of the Country Misses.” My, how droll.”

“Let me see,” said Elizabeth. A few moments later– “They’ve got your name wrong, Charlotte.”

“I’m happy to be misidentified. At least my descriptors lack the word “toothsome”.”

Elizabeth yanked the pages out of reach, folded them up, and set them aside, ignoring her sister’s protest. All attempts to retrieve the pages failed, and Lydia was soon forced to find other enjoyment. Fortunately the refreshments were replenished and she was consoled at the table where she and Maria commiserated the loss of their papers.

An uproar across the room interrupted them all. Elizabeth and Charlotte stood quickly, only just in time to see Mr. Gastrell, newly arrived to Meryton, swing his meaty fist at a waiter standing nearby.
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Chapter Two
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“I do not understand you, Lizzy.” Mary’s observation came from the far corner of the sitting room. The warmth of midday was encroaching on Longbourn, and Elizabeth sat primly, sheltered a little from the warm sun in the corner. 

She lowered her book, but only a little. Mary was the middle of five sisters, and her attention knew little persistence. She might well forget she’d asked a question before ever requiring its answer.

“I’ll gladly enlighten you,” said Elizabeth, “if you will tell me what you mean.”

Mary gestured to the book in her hand. “Shakespeare?”

“What of him?”

“I thought you preferred novels.”

“I do,” Elizabeth said, perplexed by Mary’s angle of approach.

“Then why do you read Shakespeare?”

Elizabeth blinked, slowly. It took several seconds before she was able to determine that Mary was entirely serious, and that she now expected an answer. She attempted twice, before successfully answering.

“I appreciate his words, regardless of their vehicle.”

Mary appeared to consider this with all solemnity.

“Do you enjoy it?”

“Do you mean, do I enjoy reading Shakespeare?”

“Yes.”

Elizabeth stifled a laugh. It seemed inappropriate, and while she had never yet found a subject about which she could not joke, Mary’s perplexation appeared entirely sincere, and somehow terribly sad all at the same time.

“Do you not enjoy reading, Mary?”

Mary was surprised by the question. “Of course I enjoy reading. What a question. You yourself saw me reading sermons this morning.”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth, “But I rarely see you reading for pleasure yourself: not Shakespeare, nor Donne, nor even Burney.”

“Oh, that,” said Mary, with a dismissive wave of her fingertips. “I much prefer the sermons. Last week I found the most fascinating epistolary.”

A description followed, to which Elizabeth could only reply, “Ah,” in places where it seemed expected. No questions followed Mary’s speech, and Mary did not seem to mind. She returned her attention to the book in Elizabeth’s hand.

“I shan’t describe it for you, but I may lend it if you are of a mind to enrich yourself,” said Mary after a protracted silence. “Which play is it, then? Or is it poetry?” The look of dawning horror on Mary’s face was irresistible. 

“The sonnets,” said Elizabeth, misrepresenting herself cheerfully. She raised the book once more. “Shall I read to you? They are quite lovely. A poet’s soul such as your own must enjoy them very much.”

Mary was halfway out of the room before Elizabeth had ceased to speak, murmuring her apologies as she made her escape, and very nearly upsetting Jane who was just entering from the hall.

“Lizzy, there you are,” she said, unaccountably flushed. “Have you seen my blue hat?”

“I saw it hanging in the hall after church,” said Elizabeth, despairing of the Bard entirely and laying the book aside.

“I looked there. I cannot find it anywhere.” Jane was exasperated, a state in which Elizabeth could only remember seeing her sister a handful of times in their lives.

“Are you well, Jane?”

Jane inhaled deeply. “I am perfectly well, thank you.”

“I ask, because you do not seem well at all.”

“You are exceedingly clever, Lizzy, but here there is no mystery to unearth. I am quite well.”

Elizabeth studied her elder sister, who did not meet her eyes but instead searched the room, presumably looking for the errant hat.

“I am, perhaps, not clever enough,” said Elizabeth thoughtfully. “I am told we are to expect visitors today.”

“Yes,” said Jane. She fairly blossomed with color, a pretty pink hue which suited her complexion and made her beauty appear at a distinct advantage. Elizabeth was only sorry she witnessed it alone. “I believe we have reason to expect Mr. and Mrs. Gastrell today.”

Elizabeth made a sound in her throat. “I hope not.”

“Lizzy!”

“The man is abhorrent, Jane. Even you will not dispute that.”

“I maintain that he must surely have been provoked,” said Jane, her color returning to its normal state. “Surely Mr. Gastrell would not have struck anyone without intense provocation. I daresay he acted in defense of Mrs. Gastrell. Though I cannot account for what the servant might have said. How very unfortunate.” 

“It is indeed unfortunate,” said Elizabeth, “that Mr. Gastrell must be permitted to move in polite society after such a display.”

“Lizzy.”

“Even you cannot deny it,” Elizabeth said, feeling quite vindicated by such a feeble response. “I am sorry we must receive him, it is true, though I will say, I am far more sorry for Mrs. Gastrell. To have married a man of such a temper.”

Jane looked shocked. “You do not mean to suggest he is unkind to his wife?”

Elizabeth shook her head, all her previous amusement falling away. “He would hardly be the first, and such men are known to behave much more poorly at home than in public.”

“Oh,” said Jane. She could not reconcile Mr. Gastrell’s apparent character with her view of the world.

“You would have him justly provoked,” said Elizabeth. “It is a testament to your own unfailing character. I am, myself, convinced that he is not a good man, and further–” she continued speaking, though Jane protested– “I am sorry for his wife. She must surely bear the brunt of such attention in private.”

“But they have a son,” said Jane, formulating an answer at last. “Mr. Gastrell would not behave in such a way in front of their child.”

“The boy is his by marriage, not in fact,” said Elizabeth. “He bears the name Gastrell now because his father was lost at sea. I do not see that preventing any evil which might aim the boy’s way.”

“You are too cruel,” said Jane. 

“Not I,” said Elizabeth. “Except that I persist in telling you my view of the world.”

Here Elizabeth rose to cross the room, embracing her sister. 

“Forgive me, Jane,” she said, releasing her with a smile. “You would have us all convinced the Gastrells were a happy addition to our acquaintance, but for my interjection.”

Noises in the hall alerted them but briefly before the sitting room door opened once more, and Mr. Bertram Cowell was announced. Jane blushed becomingly once more, and Elizabeth knew a moment of deep irony that only moments ago she wished someone else to behold her sister’s particular beauty as such; now she vehemently desired their audience to be gone.

Bertram Cowell was handsome enough; tall and sturdy, with a decidedly English cut to his jaw. His lineage was acceptable–some might even call it refined–and no one spoke ill of him at all.

Such a staggering recommendation, Elizabeth thought privately, was more telling than any public praise; no one thought ill of him, which she wholeheartedly believed was because no one thought of him at all.

He greeted herself and Miss Bennet with cheer and obvious good breeding. His manners had been excellent, and if Elizabeth considered him dull, it was likely her own vivacity by which he suffered in comparison. In short, she knew she was being unfair in her judgement, and she did not care. The man would, given any encouragement at all, very likely be the means by which her beloved Jane was removed from Longbourn, and while Elizabeth would not deny her sister any single happiness which she might desire, she could not easily permit her leaving on so little an inducement.

However, Elizabeth loved her sister, and so, after pleasantries and an appropriate interval, she excused herself from the conversation, retrieved her book, and removed as far as possible to give them space to speak.

Mr. Bertram Cowell did not appear to appreciate the condescension.

“Shakespeare,” he said, observing the text as Elizabeth made to walk past. “Do you often read the Bard, Miss Elizabeth?”

“I do,” she said with a smile. His expression became concerned.

“And do you, Miss Bennet?”

Jane blushed again, and Elizabeth could mark the very instant when Mr. Cowell noticed. 

“I have enjoyed his plays,” said Jane. Elizabeth would have teased her for not answering his question, but Mr. Cowell spoke first.

“I do not see merit in teaching young ladies to read beyond their lessons,” he said, his brow furrowed. “It does not seem to lead to any good.”

Jane and Elizabeth exchanged a glance. Elizabeth sat very still. 

“What do you mean, Mr. Cowell?” asked Jane, all gentility and good will.

“Just that,” he said, indicating the book in Elizabeth’s hand. “What use is it to expose young ladies to such–” he faltered a moment–“ideas, when their delicate minds might be better aimed?”

“What, then, would you suggest?” Elizabeth asked. Jane’s color returned, faintly, giving away her distress. Elizabeth ignored it.

“Practical applications,” he said, with an air of surprise. “Or perhaps in the further study of the moral conditions. What say you, Miss Bennet?”

Jane smiled politely. 

“Certainly it is good for young ladies to pursue that which is moral, or useful.”

“Or both,” added Elizabeth. Jane gave her a telling look, which she did not heed. 

“I agree,” said Mr. Cowell, with emphasis. “If at all possible, young ladies ought to apply themselves to the moral and useful wherever possible.”

“Reading does not qualify for either purpose?”

Mr. Cowell inclined his head, giving the matter all appearances of deep consideration. Elizabeth lips began to quiver.

“In the case of sermons, or the Scriptures themselves, reading can, of course, be a moral pursuit,” he said at last. “However, outside the very necessary information one requires to converse, I do not see that it is useful.”

“I understand there are texts which give direction on applications of the household.”

“Well, yes, of course,” said Mr. Cowell, beginning to appear flustered.

“And of course, it becomes difficult to discuss the more important works of our great nation if one cannot begin with Shakespeare.”

“Lizzy,” said Jane, but the protest was soft and when no further admonition came, Elizabeth returned her attention to the subject at hand.

“Far be it from me to make assumptions, Mr. Cowell,” she said, “but ought we to suppose you have, then, no use for poetry?”

The man’s countenance changed immediately, surprising both ladies.

“I believe poetry is the very essence of the human soul,” he said. 

“How wonderful,” said Jane. “I have always admired Thomas Gray. Do you have a preference?”

Mr. Cowell looked fairly heartsick. Elizabeth believed he might have proposed on the instant had she given them the room.

“His Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard is the dearest to my heart,” he said in a dramatic hush. “Never has another human so captured that exquisite feeling with such fealty.”

If Elizabeth recalled correctly, that particular work dealt chiefly with death. Thus armed, she advanced.

“You prefer the sonnets, then?” she asked, indicating her Shakespeare.

“If I must,” said Mr. Cowell, sneering slightly. 

“Are young ladies intended to miss the joys of poetry, then?” asked Elizabeth, when Jane would have interrupted the direction of the conversation. “It seems a great loss to the language, were the fairer sex disallowed it.”

“No one should be denied the true beauty of human expression,” said Mr. Cowell, looking at Miss Bennet. She blushed again. “But I concede your point, Miss Elizabeth. The world would be worse should we deny young ladies the beauty of the poet’s soul.”

Elizabeth had been on the point of allowing the subject to pass, but now a suspicion prevented its exit.

“Do you write, Mr. Cowell?”

The man dipped his head and flushed. The action was so very unbecoming that Elizabeth had to stifle a laugh. Jane would never forgive her if she drove him away.

The admission was obvious: Mr. Cowell wrote poetry, would not consent to its witness, and would not admit the advantage to anyone else on the subject of reading. Poetry and instruction were his only concessions, particularly for young ladies. Elizabeth wondered mightily at her sister’s interest, but she could not deny Jane’s interest. She was authentically, deeply interested in the young man, and Elizabeth could not account for it other than that there were so few men in Hertfordshire with so respectable a reputation, who were also so very conveniently situated. Mr. Cowell would reside very near to Longbourn, once his father’s estate passed to him, and Elizabeth could see that Jane would prefer to be near her family, even once she married. 

And marry she would. Too kind for spinsterhood, and too beautiful by half; Miss Jane Bennet was destined to marry, and to marry well. Elizabeth’s love for her sister elevated her to the highest possible hopes, but as there were no dukes calling for her hand, nor a title in the country (at least, no eligible men with titles of whom she knew), she could see the appeal of Mr. Cowell, such as it was.

Still, she would not concede her sister lightly. Some Cupid kills with arrows, some with traps.

When Mr. Cowell had gone, Elizabeth smiled at her sister with chagrin.

“Shall I apologize?” she asked. Jane shook her head and smiled. Elizabeth fancied the expression contained a hint of sadness, or perhaps disappointment.

“Mr. Cowell is a good man,” she said. When she did not elaborate, Elizabeth had her answer.

“Jane,” she said. She waited until Jane met her eyes. “I am sorry for teasing Mr. Cowell. I did not intend to upset you, not for the wide world.”

“I am not upset, Lizzy.”

“Whatever you are, it is not happy.”

Jane hesitated a moment. “I believe I could be.”

“Could be happy, you mean?” Jane nodded. “With Bertram Cowell?” She nodded again.

“He is a good man,” she said. “Whatever his opinions on the reading habits of young ladies.”

Elizabeth scoffed. “His opinion is that they ought not to read at all.”

“Lizzy.”

“Or perhaps they ought to be relegated only to sermons and poetry. Has he written you a poem, Jane?”

Jane blushed so fiercely that Elizabeth laughed aloud and could not be stopped, despite her sister’s hushing.

“I am amazed,” said Elizabeth, dabbing tears of laughter from her eyes. “You surprise me, Jane; you, whom I thought I knew so well. He has written to you.” A sobering thought occurred, and before she could consider it fully, she asked, “Are you engaged to him?”

Jane shook her head. Elizabeth felt a relief she could not permit to be seen; Jane would not take it well, and Elizabeth needed time yet to consider her own feelings, not least whether they would merit concealment.

“Will you be angry with me,” said Elizabeth, squeezing her sister’s hand, “if I tell you that I am glad? I am not ready to part with you, Jane.”

Jane smiled, genuinely this time. Elizabeth could not help but compare it to the half-smiles she had seen granted to Mr. Cowell. Whatever Jane’s feelings for the man, he had not yet captured her heart. Elizabeth would rest a little more easily at the knowledge.

Still, she knew that should Mr. Cowell’s attentions toward Jane continue–and why should they not?—Elizabeth would absent herself as much as possible going forward. He would not appreciate teasing, she suspected, and Jane would not delight in his discomfort. Elizabeth would not have her sister dissatisfied, nor did she wish to anger Jane by intervening in that way. Mr. Cowell did not deserve her, and yet, Elizabeth realized that no man alive could do so and that Mr. Cowell ought not to be punished for failing to achieve the impossible. She vowed going forward, to insert herself no longer into conversations between Jane and her favourite. She would simply find other methods to occupy her time during their visits.

With that thought foremost in her mind, and not without humor, Elizabeth retrieved her book from the sitting room and settled down to continue the adventures of Benedick and Beatrice.

“Some Cupid kills with arrows, some with traps.”

“Thou and I are too wise to woo peaceably.”

“Seek not to alter me.”

“I will never love that which my friend hates.”

“Though it be not written down, yet–”

“A kind of merry war,”
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Chapter Three
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On most summer days, the little copse near the house was a favored reading spot; Elizabeth knew she was unlikely to be interrupted. Today was the exception.

Mary, Lydia, and Kitty had somehow observed her escape, and commenced to follow her there. They would not be satisfied until she had agreed to walk with them to Meryton, or at least part of the way thither. The walk was uneventful, and enjoyable, the company pleasingly civilized compared to the behavior of Mr. Gastrell, and that same person occupied his share of the conversation because of it. Lydia, ever wild, ever loud, was tamed to modesty by the outburst, though it certainly invigorated her lively nature to observe such wildness in another. Elizabeth thought it an unhelpful development, that her youngest sister ought to have observed such behavior in a public forum, but it could not have been helped. She did the best she could to underscore for Lydia and the other girls how unacceptable had been the man’s actions at the assembly, and that they ought not to expect to see such ill manners again in their lives, if they were lucky. The youngest Miss Bennets did not agree; the spectacle had been the sole point of conversation of their neighbors all week. They could not hope to be half so famous, save an eventful marriage.

A visit was paid to their Aunt and Uncle Philips. Mrs. Philips, the younger sister of their mother, was a generous sort of woman when she felt it was due, and her nieces were favored. The company, of course, spoke of the Gastrells above nearly all else.

“I spoke with poor Mrs. Gastrell herself just yesterday,” said Aunt Philips. “She looked very ill indeed. I believe her husband’s outburst will not ingratiate her to the neighborhood at all.”

“Did you see it, Aunt?” asked Lydia, trembling visibly in her enthusiasm for the subject. 

“I did indeed, my dear! He was very fierce. I would advise you all–” here she encompassed all her nieces in her look– “to avoid the company of Mr. Gastrell in future. Heaven knows what sort of nefarious doings such a man might be capable of.”
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