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FOR CHRISTIAN,

whose laughter fills my world with joy.
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Chapter 1: An Unexpected Fortune
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IT IS A TRUTH UNIVERSALLY acknowledged that a woman of modest means, upon acquiring a fortune, must want for nothing, except, perhaps, a moment’s peace from her delighted mother.

Such was Elizabeth Bennet’s situation on a fine April morning when a visitor arrived bearing news so extraordinary that it threatened to upend Longbourn’s very order.

The drawing room at Longbourn smelled of damp wood, the fire spitting more smoke than heat as spring rain drummed on the windows.

Elizabeth perched on a frayed sofa, idly fingering a loose stitch in her skirt, half-listening to Mr Bennet grumble about a flooded lane. The knock came mid-sentence, sharp and insistent.

Mr Fairweather shuffled in, his coat dripping onto the rug, spectacles fogged from the damp.

He fumbled with a leather case, papers crinkling as he fished them out, muttering, “Pardon the mess. The roads were a trial.”

Mr Bennet spent nearly an hour speaking with the visitor, a Mr Fairweather of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, before summoning Elizabeth to the library. She had tried to distract herself with a book while her mother and sisters speculated wildly and entered the room more curious than concerned.

“Ah, Lizzy,” her father said, looking up with an expression of mingled amusement and bewilderment. “Come in, my dear.”

Elizabeth walked into the room.

The visitor — a thin, middle-aged man with serious spectacles — rose and bowed.

Elizabeth dropped a curtsy in return, her movements light and practised.

“Sit and have some tea with us,” Mr Bennet said warmly. “Mr Fairweather has travelled from London expressly to speak with you.”

Elizabeth crossed to the small tea service, poured herself a cup with steady hands, and perched on the edge of a chair.

“Miss Elizabeth Bennet, I presume?” Mr Fairweather said. “I have the honour of executing the last will of the late Mr Edmund Clarke of Devonshire.”

Elizabeth blinked. “I beg your pardon, sir, but I do not believe I am acquainted with any Mr Clarke.”

“Not surprising, Miss Bennet,” Mr Fairweather replied, consulting his papers. “Mr Clarke was your grandfather’s distant cousin twice removed, a reclusive gentleman who made his fortune in trade before retiring to the country. His wife died young, and he never remarried, but he observed your family from afar through mutual acquaintances.”

Mr Bennet’s lips twitched. “Observing us, Mr Fairweather? How very clandestine. One wonders what we might have done differently had we known we were under such scrutiny.”

He cleared his throat, peering over the rims at Elizabeth, who straightened, curiosity piqued.

“Miss Elizabeth Bennet,” he started, his voice sounding frail, “I have come to discuss the late Mr Clarke, your grandfather’s distant cousin, though you might not remember him. He removed himself from society after falling ill; may he rest in peace.”

He adjusted his spectacles, smudging them further, and squinted at his notes. “Mr Clarke used to visit Longbourn during the summers when you and your sisters were younger. He withdrew from society after his health declined, but he often spoke fondly of you, Miss Bennet. It seems his spirit and good sense reminded him of his late wife. Accordingly, having no direct heirs of his own, he named you his sole heir.”

Elizabeth blinked, tilting her teacup. “An inheritance? From Mr Clarke? I barely... surely there is a mistake.”

“No mistake,” Mr Fairweather said, rustling his papers. “A respectable estate in Devon — nothing palatial, but solid and well situated. The roof might need fixing, mind you. Investments yielding more than three thousand pounds per annum, plus a manor and farmland, rents bringing in another two thousand a year, some jewels, and a sizable library. Dusty tomes, mostly. Mr Clarke fancied you would value them over gilded nonsense.”

The teacup slipped, clattering onto the saucer as hot tea splattered across her skirt. “More than five thousand pounds a year?” Her voice cracked, half-laugh, half-disbelief.

She gripped the armrest, her knees stiff rather than weak. She would not give them the satisfaction of buckling. “That is... I do not... how could he think me worth that?”

Mr Bennet plunked his cup down, sending a few careless drops flying, and rubbed his thumb along his nose, a sure sign of mischief brewing. “Well, Lizzy, it seems your tongue is worth more than my entire library, and at less cost to my peace. I would have wagered Clarke forgot us entirely after he stopped visiting, but here is proof I am no judge of hermits.”

Elizabeth shot him a look, half-exasperated. “I will never fathom how that translates to five thousand a year.”

She dabbed at the spilt tea with her handkerchief, muttering, “Perhaps he mistook me for someone else.”

Mr Fairweather coughed, shuffling his papers into a crooked stack. “No mix-up, I assure you. He wrote it plainly: ‘To Elizabeth Bennet, for her wit and want of nonsense.’ Signed last winter, before the cough took him.”

Elizabeth glanced at the stain spreading across her hem, a laugh bubbling up despite the chaos.

“If this is fortune, it’s off to a soggy start. Mr Fairweather, are you certain? I would hate to fix a roof over a misunderstanding.”

“Sure as a seal in wax,” he said, tucking his case under his arm and leaving a damp smear on his sleeve. “I’ll send the particulars, and the trustees shall sort it.” Elizabeth sank back, the chair creaking under her, and met her father’s amused gaze. “Five thousand pounds a year,” she said, shaking her head. “I would trade half for an explanation — or even a proper memory of him.”

“Neither is in the cards,” Mr Bennet said, snagging his tea with a grunt. “Fortune is a noisy beast, Lizzy, already bellowing like your mother after a good gossip.”

But beneath the laughter bubbling at her lips, a strange unease prickled Elizabeth. Five thousand pounds — a sum vast enough to alter her life beyond recognition. Independence, yes, but perhaps also expectation, scrutiny, and obligation. She pressed her hand lightly against her skirts, willing herself to feel only gratitude, not dread.

Mr Fairweather cleared his throat. “There is one small condition. Should you marry within the next five years, your husband must meet the approval of the estate’s trustees, among them Mr Arthur Humphrey of Bath, who was Mr Clarke’s oldest friend. This is merely to ensure that your fortune shall not fall prey to those unworthy of your character.”

“How very thoughtful of Mr Clarke to continue managing my affairs from beyond the grave,” Elizabeth said with a touch of archness. “But I assure you, Mr Fairweather, that I have never been in any danger of marrying without proper consideration of character.”

“Lizzy is quite particular about whom she refuses,” Mr Bennet added dryly. “She has already declined one perfectly eligible clergyman and shows every sign of continuing this practice indefinitely.”

The lawyer inclined his head. “I shall communicate your acceptance of the terms to Mr Humphrey. He wishes to meet with you in London, at your convenience, to discuss the estate’s management. There are papers to sign, of course, and arrangements to be made.”

Once the particulars had been outlined, Mr Fairweather rose, gathering his papers with care.

“Good day, then. Mind the puddles,” he said before shuffling out. The door banged shut behind him.

“Well, my dear,” said Mr Bennet after a thoughtful pause, “you have achieved a most remarkable independence, and without marrying my cousin Mr Collins after all. I cannot decide whether I am more astonished by your good fortune or amused by your mother’s inevitable reaction.”

As if summoned, Mrs Bennet’s voice rang through the door. “Mr Bennet! You cannot mean to keep me in suspense any longer! What did that gentleman want? Oh, my nerves cannot bear this secrecy!”

Elizabeth exchanged a glance with her father, a smile tugging at her lips despite her shock. 

“I believe, my dear, we are about to witness an unprecedented display of maternal jubilation,” Mr Bennet said.

“Indeed,” he said, “And by nightfall, your fortune will have grown to ten thousand a year, and you shall be betrothed to a duke before the month is out.”

The door burst open, admitting Mrs Bennet in a state of agitated delight, with Kitty, Lydia, and Jane close behind.

“Oh, Mr Bennet! What can it mean? Why was Lizzy summoned? Is it news of a suitor? Tell me at once!”

Mr Bennet regarded his wife with his characteristic blend of detachment and tolerant amusement. “My dear, prepare yourself for news of the most extraordinary nature.” Mr Bennet cast a sidelong glance at Elizabeth before delivering the pronouncement. “Our Lizzy has come into a fortune.”

What followed played out precisely as Elizabeth had dreaded: Mrs Bennet vaulted from disbelief to comprehension to ecstatic delight with alarming speed — and twice the volume.

Mrs Bennet’s eyes widened dramatically as she grasped at the possibilities. “A fortune! How much? At least five hundred pounds a year, surely!”

Mr Bennet chuckled. “Considerably more than that, my dear. More than five thousand a year!”

Elizabeth nodded faintly, prompting Mrs Bennet to gasp and clutch her chest dramatically.

“Five thousand a year! Lizzy, you clever, clever girl! I always knew reading would be useful eventually.”

Mrs Bennet fluttered into motion, fanning herself with one hand and patting Elizabeth’s arm with the other as if to ensure she was real. Tears gleamed at the corners of her eyes, quickly forgotten in the rush of new dreams.

“Five thousand pounds a year! Oh, my dearest Lizzy! What pin money you shall have! What jewels! We must go to London at once. Your plain gowns will no longer do. Just think of the society you shall keep!”

“Mama,” Elizabeth attempted, though her words were as effective as a whisper in a storm, “I have no intention of altering my dress or manner because of this unexpected change in circumstances.”

“Nonsense!” Mrs Bennet cried. “Everything has changed! The very best families will now seek your acquaintance. Lady Lucas will be quite upset since her Charlotte married only a clergyman with a living, while my Lizzy has an estate of her own!”

At this, Lydia grabbed Kitty by both hands, and the two whirled madly about the room, shrieking with glee and knocking a footstool askew.

Mr Bennet cleared his throat. “Indeed, my dear, at this rate we shall have Lizzy wed to a duke by Michaelmas — provided she survives the shopping.”

Lydia and Kitty froze mid-spin, their mouths falling open in matching astonishment.

“A duke?” Lydia breathed, her eyes wide with awe, her earlier devotion to militia officers forgotten in an instant.

She clutched Kitty’s arm. “There must be generals in London, too, far grander than mere captains or lieutenants!”

“Shopping?” Kitty echoed faintly as if the thought of ribbons and new gowns outshone even the finest regiment in scarlet.

Elizabeth managed a weak smile, even as the truth pressed down on her with sudden weight.

Their futures — their hopes, their expectations — would now rest, at least in part, upon her shoulders.

It was not merely a fortune she had inherited, but a burden — the weight of futures and hopes, not only her own, pressing heavy and unseen.

Jane gently slipped her hand into Elizabeth’s and gave it a light squeeze. “You must be overwhelmed, dearest. Let me sit with you for a moment.”

Elizabeth squeezed her fingers gratefully. “I scarcely know what to think, Jane. It seems so very strange to be altered in the eyes of the world by nothing more than a sum of money.”

“Not in my eyes,” Jane whispered. “You are the same dear sister you have always been.”

Mrs Bennet, overhearing this moment, burst out, “The same? Nonsense, Jane! Lizzy is an heiress now. She must behave accordingly. No more muddy walks in country lanes, Lizzy. You must have a carriage!”

“I believe I shall keep walking, Mama, at least until I no longer possess legs,” Elizabeth said, her wit returned.

Mr Bennet, amidst the domestic tempest, said with mild exasperation, “Perhaps, Mrs Bennet, you might allow Lizzy a breath before you deck her in gold and call her a duchess.”

“Naturally, of course,” Mrs Bennet said, gesturing broadly. “But she will surely want to aid her sisters now. And with such connections! A suitable match secured for each of you, and Lizzy can afford to settle all your dowries without so much as blinking!”

Realising that reasoning was futile, Elizabeth rose. “If you’ll excuse me, I believe a walk would clear my head.”

“A walk? Alone? After this?” Mrs Bennet cried. “What will people say, seeing an heiress tramping about unchaperoned?”

“Let them say Miss Bennet has a fortune and still prefers her feet,” Elizabeth said, sweeping from the room with a wry smile.

She stepped into the spring air and let the wind soothe her weary mind.

Five thousand pounds a year. Independence. Choice. The promise of security without obligation or compromise. And with it, the means to shield her family — to offer them a future untroubled by fear or want.

And yet, her thoughts, despite her efforts, strayed to Mr Darcy. His ten thousand a year had once formed an impossible chasm. Now, her circumstances no longer signalled inferiority. The gap had narrowed.

Not that it meant anything. His pride and the remark about her being “tolerable” still lingered.

But no matter. Elizabeth lifted her chin as the breeze tugged gently at her bonnet. Whatever challenges this inheritance invited, she would meet them on her terms, guided by the same clarity and wit that had always served her.

She would weather her mother’s effusions, her younger sisters’ schemes, and the inevitable adjustments in how the world perceived her.

The world might shift around her, but she would endure, unchanged.

* * *
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A LETTER FROM MR ARTHUR Humphrey, Mr Clarke’s trustee, soon arrived, requesting Elizabeth’s presence in London to complete the necessary formalities.

Mrs Bennet, of course, saw in this summons not only duty but opportunity.

Mr Bennet looked up from his book with mild interest. “May London survive the onslaught of Bennets descending upon it,” he murmured, before returning to his page.
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Chapter 2: A Season in London
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THE SMALL BUT ELEGANT townhouse in Gracechurch Street had never witnessed such a flurry of activity as it did on the morning the Bennet sisters arrived for their extended stay.

Mr and Mrs Gardiner, though used to hosting their nieces, found themselves caught in a whirlwind that had begun with Mrs Bennet’s ecstatic letter announcing Elizabeth’s good fortune and ended with the arrival not only of Jane and Elizabeth, as originally planned, but all five Bennet daughters, each laden with an extraordinary amount of luggage.

“My dear sister,” Mrs Gardiner said, with a mixture of amusement and concern as she helped Mrs Bennet remove her bonnet, “had I known you intended to bring your entire family, I might have suggested renting additional accommodation.”

“Oh! But how could I possibly leave any of my girls at home when Lizzy’s new situation demands a proper introduction to society?” Mrs Bennet exclaimed, already surveying the drawing room as if measuring its dimensions against her ambitions. “Besides, Mr Bennet was so disagreeable about the whole affair that I was quite determined to remove myself and all my daughters from his company. He speaks as though Lizzy’s fortune is a mere trifle!”

From the window seat where she had positioned herself with a book, Elizabeth exchanged a knowing glance with her aunt.

“I believe my father simply wishes me to approach this change in circumstances with prudence, Mama. A virtue which a smaller party might better serve.”

“Prudence! What need has an heiress for prudence?” Mrs Bennet said. “It is connections you need now, Lizzy, and opportunities to display your consequence. Why, with five thousand a year, you should be introduced to the very highest circles.”

Mrs Gardiner, ever the voice of gentle reason, intervened. “There will be ample opportunity for Elizabeth to make suitable acquaintances in good time, sister. For now, I suggest you rest from your journey and consider how best to proceed with a semblance of dignity.”

This last word seemed to strike Mrs Bennet as peculiarly offensive, but before she could object further, Mr Gardiner entered, followed by a servant bearing refreshments. His warm greeting and practical disposition soon redirected the conversation to more immediate concerns of comfort and arrangements.

Later that evening, when the younger girls had been dispatched to bed despite their protests, Elizabeth found herself alone with her aunt and uncle in the small parlour she had always favoured.

“I must apologise for the invasion,” she said with a rueful smile. “I had hoped to persuade Mama that only Jane and I should come, but once she sets her mind on a course of action —”

“There is no need for apologies among family,” Mr Gardiner said kindly. “Though I confess I did not expect such a thorough visit. Your mother’s enthusiasm is... robust.”

Mrs Gardiner chuckled. “What my husband means, Lizzy, is that while we are delighted to have you all, we hope your mother understands that our circle, though respectable, is not quite the Ton.”

“I believe that is part of her design,” Elizabeth said dryly. “She imagines my new fortune will open doors that have remained firmly closed to families in trade. The irony that my inheritance itself derives from trade appears to have escaped her notice entirely.”

Mr Gardiner, a man whose success in business had furnished him with both comfort and discernment, nodded thoughtfully.

“Five thousand a year is a fortune indeed, my dear — enough to make even the highest sticklers of society take notice. It affords you not merely comfort, but the rarest of privileges: choice.”

“And it is those options I wish to consider carefully,” Elizabeth said. “I have already met this afternoon with Mr Humphrey, the trustee, and found him to be a sensible, kind gentleman. He has offered to instruct me in the management of my affairs, so I need not be entirely dependent upon the judgement of others. He will also send me a letter with all the conditions of the will.

Mrs Gardiner regarded her niece with approval. “That is precisely the sort of practical thinking that will serve you well. And what of Devonshire? Do you intend to visit the estate?”

“In time,” Elizabeth said. “For now, it remains let to the same family who have occupied it this past year, adding more to my income. Mr Humphrey advises no haste in making changes until I am better acquainted with all aspects of my inheritance.”

“Very sensible,” Mr Gardiner agreed. “And how do you find your new circumstances otherwise? It cannot be easy to adjust to such a sudden transformation in how the world perceives you.”

Elizabeth considered the question—the weeks since Mr Fairweather’s visit had indeed brought noticeable changes. Sir William Lucas had become positively effusive in his greetings.

He doffed his hat with such a flourish one rainy morning that it slipped from his fingers entirely, splattering into a puddle at Elizabeth’s feet. She bent to retrieve it, biting her tongue against a remark, while he stammered apologies about “such an honour, such a privilege, Miss Bennet.”

Mr Robinson, the attorney, now removed his hat entirely rather than merely touching the brim when they passed in the lane; and Mrs Phillips had taken to referring to her as “our dear Elizabeth” rather than simply “Lizzy” when speaking to acquaintances.

“I find it educational, if somewhat disheartening,” she finally replied. “It seems five thousand pounds per annum has miraculously refined my wit, elevated my grace, and polished my countenance. All without a single lesson. One wonders what further marvels might have been attributed to me had the sum been ten thousand.”

Mr Gardiner chuckled. “The world has always been like this, my dear. Money may not buy happiness, but it does tend to purchase a more flattering assessment of one’s character.”

“Not all attention will be insincere,” Mrs Gardiner gently observed. “Some doors that might have remained closed will open, it is true, but there is no shame in walking through them if what lies beyond genuinely interests you. London offers many pleasures and opportunities that have nothing to do with fortune-hunting.”

“Indeed,” Mr Gardiner added. “The museums, the theatre, lectures at the Royal Society—all are now more readily accessible to you. And while your mother may dream of titled suitors, there is much to be said for the company of educated, interesting people who may now seek your acquaintance.”

The conversation soon turned to engagements already arranged. A musicale at the home of Mrs Winslow, a dinner party with Mr Hammond and his wife, and a small assembly organised by the Merchant Taylors’ Guild were all on the calendar.

“And there is one other invitation that may interest you particularly,” Mrs Gardiner said, her eyes twinkling. “Lady Sinclair, the widow of Sir Frederick Sinclair, is hosting a house party at month’s end. A lady of excellent taste, if a touch fond of matchmaking. She is Mr Bingley’s aunt, I believe.”

Elizabeth paused, a flicker of recognition stirring. “Mr Bingley of Netherfield?”

“The very same,” Mrs Gardiner confirmed. “I met Lady Sinclair at Mrs Preston’s literary salon last autumn and found her delightful, intelligent and refreshingly direct. When I mentioned our connection to Hertfordshire, she spoke of her nephew’s brief residence there. It seems she keeps a fine house in town and entertains regularly when Parliament is in session.”

“And she has invited us to a house party?”

“She has invited you specifically, my dear,” Mrs Gardiner clarified. “Though Jane and I are included as well. It appears Mr Bingley has spoken of Hertfordshire society to his aunt, and she expressed a particular interest in meeting the Miss Bennet who so enchanted his friend, Mr Darcy.”

Elizabeth’s colour rose unbidden. “Enchanted? I hardly think that is the word Mr Darcy would choose. ‘Tolerable’ might be a more accurate description. Or perhaps ‘endured.’” She smiled faintly, recalling his cool gaze at the assembly.

Mrs Gardiner looked thoughtful. “That is not the impression I received from Lady Sinclair. She spoke of Mr Darcy as a man of impeccable character, if somewhat reserved.”

Elizabeth hesitated. She no longer placed full confidence in Wickham’s account of Mr Darcy, yet neither had she forgotten the gentleman’s haughty dismissal of her family.

“Well,” Mr Gardiner said, “this house party may prove more interesting than anticipated. Will you accept the invitation?”

Elizabeth considered. The thought of encountering Mr Darcy again filled her with a strange mix of apprehension and something else she refused to name. Yet her natural courage rebelled at the idea of avoiding him out of discomfort.

“I shall accept,” she decided. “After all, there is no certainty that Mr Darcy will attend. And if he does, we are both capable of civility.”

“That’s our Lizzy,” Mrs Gardiner said with an affectionate smile. “Ever quick to discern the ways of character.”

Elizabeth only smiled in return. But as she retired that night, her thoughts lingered on a single, disquieting question:

What difference, if any, would her changed circumstances make to his perception of her?

And why, she wondered as sleep overtook her, did his opinion still linger like an unwelcome guest?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Lady Sinclair’s Invitation
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THE MORNING AFTER THE discussion of Lady Sinclair’s house party dawned with the arrival of Madame Delamare, a French modiste whose skill with needle and thread had made her indispensable to London’s prosperous merchant class. At Mrs Gardiner’s request, she had brought a selection of muslins and silks, anticipating her niece’s expanded social calendar.

When Elizabeth descended after assisting Jane with her hair, she found the drawing-room transformed into an impromptu atelier. Fabrics were draped over chairs and tables while Madame Delamare, with the authority of a general, directed her assistants in unpacking pattern books.

The scent of rose-scented starch and beeswax clung to the air. A bolt of silk unfurled across the settee, dangerously close to a forgotten teacup. One of Madame Delamare’s assistants scurried past, nearly toppling a vase in her haste to lay out measuring cords. Elizabeth sidestepped a spool of thread that had rolled underfoot, suppressing a sigh.

Mrs Bennet, already enthroned in the best chair, surveyed the display with the rapture she usually reserved for wealthy bachelors.

“Lizzy! There you are at last. Madame Delamare has the most exquisite silks, and you must have the peacock blue for an evening gown. Nothing less will do.”

Suppressing a smile, Elizabeth caught her aunt’s amused glance. “Good morning, Madame. I fear my mother envisions a more elaborate wardrobe than I had intended.”

The modiste, a handsome woman of middle years, assessed Elizabeth with a practised eye. “Mademoiselle Bennet, your mother speaks of sixteen new gowns, three walking dresses, and appropriate accessories. Is this not agreeable?”

“Sixteen gowns seems rather —”

“Nonsense, Lizzy!” Mrs Bennet interrupted. “You shall need them. The house party alone will require ten evening dresses. Unless you wish to appear in the same gown twice, which would be quite mortifying.”

The modiste circled her, tugging and pinning the muslin mock-up with quick, practised motions, her mouth full of straight pins.

Elizabeth shifted her position, the pins in her hem pricking her shin through the muslin. Already, she could feel the tightness at her shoulder seams; her undergarments had been hurriedly made and not with comfort in mind.

The room was too warm from all the bodies and the fire, and someone had dropped a hatpin, which now glinted between the floorboards.

Mrs Gardiner intervened. “Perhaps we might begin with the most immediate needs. A walking dress or two, a morning dress, and five evening gowns. We can reassess later.”

Madame Delamare nodded. “A balanced collection, then. Three day-dresses, two evening gowns, and one ball gown to start with. The most urgent items can be delivered within the week.”

Acknowledging the wisdom of this compromise, Elizabeth consented.

The next hour passed in a flurry of selections and measurements. Lydia and Kitty, initially thrilled, soon grew restless when apprentices tended to their modest needs with less ceremony.

Their disappointment drew Elizabeth’s sympathy, and she arranged for each to have new dresses, sashes, and ribbons, earning their effusive but fleeting gratitude.

She did not forget Jane, whose patience and kindness deserved equal reward; with gentle insistence, Elizabeth saw her fitted for five new gowns, simple but elegant, despite Jane’s soft protests that she needed nothing.

Jane, seeing Elizabeth’s generosity, offered her a small, knowing smile — a silent acknowledgement between sisters that needed no words.

As the morning progressed, the conversation naturally shifted to the forthcoming house party. Having obtained a full account of the invitations received from Mrs Gardiner, Mrs Bennet was particularly lively.

“Only think, Lizzy!” she exclaimed. “A genuine lady! And Mr Bingley’s aunt, no less. I have always said the right connections would recognise your worth if only given the opportunity.”

Elizabeth, well accustomed to such pronouncements, remained silent.

Jane must wear her pale yellow gown. It enhances her eyes so beautifully. And you shall have your new silk. I am certain Mr Bingley will be quite taken when he sees Jane again.

Jane coloured slightly. “Mama, we cannot be sure that Mr Bingley will even attend.”

Just as the dressmaker took her leave, a footman arrived with a sealed letter. The refined hand that had addressed it to Miss Elizabeth Bennet drew all eyes in the room.

“It appears to be from Lady Sinclair,” Mrs Gardiner observed.

The paper crackled in her hands, the scent of lavender ink faint but noticeable. A drop of wax from the seal clung to the edge, and she worried it between her fingers. 

Elizabeth broke the seal and read aloud. “Lady Sinclair requests the pleasure of my company for tea next Thursday afternoon. She wishes to make my acquaintance before the house party, as she has heard much that intrigues her.”

“Intrigues her?” Mrs Bennet repeated, eyes widening. “Oh! This is a particular mark of favour, Lizzy. A private tea before the main event! We must ensure you wear your new walking dress — it should be ready by then.”

“The invitation is extended to you as well, Aunt,” Elizabeth added, relieved she would not face the interview alone.

Mrs Gardiner smiled. “How thoughtful. Lady Sinclair is renowned for her courtesy and her straightforwardness.”

“But why only Lizzy?” Lydia complained. “I should like to meet a lady too, especially if there might be gentlemen present.”

“A private tea is typically a quiet affair, Lydia,” Mrs Gardiner explained. “And I believe Lady Sinclair’s interest stems from her nephew’s acquaintance with Lizzy during his stay at Netherfield.”

Mrs Bennet seized upon this at once. “Mr Bingley has spoken of Lizzy to his aunt? But surely, he must have mentioned Jane as well—indeed, he must have spoken of her primarily!”

Jane, who had been selecting thread colours, looked up with a mixture of hope and apprehension. “Mama, please. We cannot know what Mr Bingley may or may not have said to his relations.”

“This is precisely why you should have been included in the invitation,” Mrs Bennet insisted. “Lizzy, you must ask if Jane might accompany you when you reply.”

Elizabeth, sensing her aunt’s discomfort, intervened swiftly. “It would be presumptuous to alter Lady Sinclair’s invitation, Mama. Besides, Jane will meet her soon enough at the house party.”

This reasoning, along with Mrs Gardiner’s tactful reminder that Jane’s new evening dresses needed a final fitting that afternoon, eventually soothed Mrs Bennet. The rest of the morning was spent speculating about who might attend — a topic that continually returned to Mr Bingley and his potential companions.

* * *
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LATER, IN THE SMALL garden behind the Gardiners’ home, Elizabeth spoke freely at last.

“I confess, Jane, I am quite anxious about this tea with Lady Sinclair,” she admitted. “I cannot help wondering exactly what she has heard about me, and from whom.”

Jane, ever charitable, shook her head. “I am sure she was told only good things, Lizzy. Mr Bingley always spoke of you with great regard.”

“It is not Mr Bingley’s opinion that concerns me,” Elizabeth replied, bending to examine a cluster of snowdrops. “If Lady Sinclair mentioned that Mr Darcy had spoken of me several times, as Aunt Gardiner reported, I can only imagine what impressions she has formed.”

“You are too hard on Mr Darcy,” Jane whispered. “And perhaps too hard on yourself as well.”

Elizabeth straightened, a sceptical smile playing on her lips. “Is that why he stared so disconcertingly at every gathering? To better appreciate my many improved qualities?”

“Perhaps he found you interesting,” Jane suggested. “Not everyone expresses admiration in the same way, Lizzy.”

“Interesting. Like a peculiar insect, one observes with fascination and distaste?”

“Perhaps he was uncertain how to approach you.”

“Perhaps,” Elizabeth allowed. “But it matters little. I shall meet Lady Sinclair with an open mind and form my own impressions, independent of whatever notions her nephew’s friend may have conveyed.”
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