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It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single woman not in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a husband.

However little known the feelings or views of such a woman, this truth is so well fixed in the minds of society, that as soon as an eligible single man enters the neighbourhood, he is considered as the rightful property of someone or other of the surrounding families’ daughters.

Yesterday evening our mother began to tell our father that Netherfield Park is let at last.  He affected complete indifference, so I guessed that he knew this already, and also — what to our mother is the essential importance of this piece of news Mrs Long had hurried round to share with us earlier that day, that it is let to a young man of large fortune from the north of England.  My father’s feigned ignorance drew my mother on to chatter about all the details to him.

“What a fine thing for our girls!” My mother exclaimed.

By this she means my four sisters, who are of varying degrees of prettiness and liveliness: Jane, the oldest, being the loveliest, and Lydia, the youngest, exhibiting the highest spirits;  while Lizzy the second oldest, who combines wit with beautiful eyes, is often held to be even more attractive than Jane —  and is my father’s favourite.  

I acknowledge myself that I am perfectly plain and reserved in character;  of little significance in my father’s thoughts, my mother’s despair.  The Mirror of the Graces, a new account of etiquette which our mother rushed to purchase — although ordinarily she is not much disposed to spend on books, tells young ladies to ‘seek one of your less fair acquaintance’ in order to understand the importance of virtue and amiability rather than beauty of form.  Whenever I read this, I imagine my own acquaintance look to me (if I may be permitted to lay claim at least to virtue).  

We girls sat by pretending to be engaged in our usual activities: trimming a hat, cutting paper prints for screens and myself re-reading the second volume of Seneca’s Moral Letters.  We were listening so intently that Kitty, the second youngest, even forgot to cough.  

My father sported in well disguised amusement with our mother’s eager interest in this prospect of marriage for one of her daughters, asking her whether this was our new neighbour’s design in settling here and saying he could see no occasion for going to call on him, that she could take us by herself or even send us alone.  

“As you are as handsome as any of them, Mr Bingley might like you the best of the party.”  

Mrs Bennet preened herself, protesting that while she could boast to some beauty in the past, with five grown up daughters she must give over thinking of her own looks.  However her pleasure in his flattery soon gave way to discontented agitation when Mr Bennet refused to countenance going to see Mr Bingley.  Neither an appeal to think what such an establishment would be for one of us, nor her representation that our neighbours Sir William and Lady Lucas are determined to go for their daughters’ sake, although in general they visit no newcomers, would move him.  

The most Mr Bennet would do was offer to write a few lines giving Mr Bingley his permission to marry any of us he chose, while throwing in a good word for “my little Lizzy”.  

This particularly annoyed our mother, who favours Jane’s beauty but prefers Lydia’s boisterous good humour.  Our father added that there is little to choose between us: all of us girls being silly and ignorant, and she had recourse to her habitual cry that he delights in vexing her (which is true) and has no compassion on her nerves.  

“I have a high respect for your nerves,” he replied.  “They are my old friends.  I have heard you mention them with consideration these twenty years at least.”  

Mr Bennet is so odd a mixture of quick wit, sarcasm and caprice, that their three and twenty years of marriage have not sufficed to make Mrs Bennet understand his character.  A gentlemen of leisure, he is able to indulge his scholarly interests.  He likes to relax in his library alone with his books and while he enjoys engaging in the discourse of lettered men through the page, he prefers to joke with Lizzy rather than answer my serious questions when I am curious about philosophy or theology.  Might he have been more interested to engage in moral argument if I had been a boy? Within these pages I may confess that I suspect he does not like to put his authority aside for the sake of a debate of equals.  Yet he has been willing to pay tutors for those of us (myself) who wish to know more.

Our mother's mind is less difficult to develop.  It pains me to confess, but our father's daily treatment of her before us exposes her as of mean understanding, little information and uncertain temper.  When discontented, she fancies herself nervous.  The business of her life is to get the five of us —or at least four of us, married;  its solace is visiting and news.

I have recently begun studying the philosophical school of thought Stoicism, which I find most helpful in supporting me to strive for equanimity and tranquillity in the daily tribulations of life;  although my sisters are not appreciative of the insights I share from my reading.  I suspect, observing Mr Bennet’s amusement at Mrs Bennet’s vagaries of behaviour, that he may be inclined to the opposing philosophy of Epicureanism, which advocates taking as much pleasure in life as possible, wherever it can be found.  

I do not of course mean our father is a ‘gross Epicurean’ such as the authoress of The Mirror of the Graces writes of with such disgust.  Truth be told, I am far from convinced that this anonymous ‘Lady of Distinction’ fully understands these two philosophies, as she begins her book by attempting to combine them into one, and then hardly mentions either again in her discussion of dress, personal decoration, carriage, deportment and management of the person in dancing.  As ordered by our mother, I have read her book with great care from cover to cover.  At my young age, I am willing to come under any good influence towards forming my character, however The Mirror of the Graces has not been as helpful as Mrs Bennet might hope, since I already avoid garments that expose my back and bosom and make frequent use of tepid baths as the authoress recommends.  The Lady of Distinction’s advice is aimed at helping us young women attract a suitable husband;  this is not to be my fate, nevertheless I look to model my behaviour on the standards books of this kind set out.  

Had the book been published a few years earlier, Mr Bennet might have benefitted more than myself, from the author’s advice that the influence of beauty is transient, unless it be ‘the harbinger of that good sense and principle which can alone secure the affection of a husband’.  If his opinion of women was formed on the basis of finding, like many others before and no doubt after him, that marrying a pretty girl with good spirits is no security for an equal companionship, one could understand his reserve in sharing his scholarship with us.  However, I believe this springs from a genuine preference for solitary study.  Sometimes, it is true, I find the clattering laughter (and the coughing) of the younger girls, an irritating distraction from my reading.  Still I enjoy to hear the general talk.  My older sisters speak sensibly and can converse with elegance and intelligence on the latest novels and topics of the day.  Although quite different, they each provide a model of femininity which I admire although I know I cannot emulate them.
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Lizzy was continuing to trim her hat this evening, when our father suddenly commented that he hoped Mr Bingley would like it.

The previous day I had observed Mr Bennet setting out on his horse.  William Hill stopped him to ask about moving the cows to the long meadow;  he said that he was only going to Netherfield Park so would look in on William and the cows as he rode back.

He had clearly left our mother in ignorance of the visit as she complained fretfully that we are not in any position to tell what Mr Bingley likes.  When Lizzy reminded her that Mrs Long has promised to introduce him to us, she began abusing our poor neighbour as a selfish, hypocritical woman who would wish to keep Mr Bingley’s attentions for her two nieces.  

“Don’t keep coughing so, Kitty, for heaven’s sake!” She exclaimed, bemoaning the state of her nerves.  

“Kitty has no discretion in her coughs,” our father observed.  “She times them ill.”  Although truly, I do not know how poor Kitty can be expected to cough only when convenient to the rest of the company.  As she stated, she does not cough for amusement sake.  

I then informed the family that Mrs Long will not return to Meryton until the day before the next ball, in a fortnight’s time, but this useful information did not please my mother.  She exclaimed in vexation that Mrs Long will not know Mr Bingley herself so it will be impossible for her to introduce him.  

“Then, my dear, you may have the advantage of your friend and introduce Mr Bingley to her,” Mr Bennet suggested.  

“Impossible, Mr Bennet, impossible, when I am not acquainted with him myself,” our mother cried.  

Mr Bennet said a fortnight was indeed too short a time to know what a man really is, however if we did not introduce Mr Bingley to Mrs Long someone-else would, and so if our mother declined the kind office, he would take it on himself.  

The other girls stared and Mrs Bennet snapped: “Nonsense, nonsense!” 

This brought on quite a lecture from our father about the lack of respect he claimed our mother was shewing towards forms of introduction in polite society.  Mrs Bennet looked flustered and bewildered, as well she might, and my sisters glanced at each other with various expressions of resigned mystification.  

Suddenly my father turned to me and demanded: “What say you, Mary? for you are a young lady of deep reflection, I know, and read great books, and make extracts.”  

I had indeed been reflecting:  on my father’s comment that a fortnight is not long enough to really know a man.  The great Roman thinker Cicero states in his account of friendship Laelius de Amicitia that it takes two good men to truly be friends.  I was reflecting that one could hardly tell in a mere fortnight, especially on the basis of two or at most three short visits in that period of time, whether a new neighbour is a good man.  Besides, may one pronounce on one’s own goodness of character, would that not be presumptuous? However my mother is less likely to care about the goodness of the man’s character, so long as she is assured of the goodness of his fortune.  

I wished to say something very sensible, although I knew my father would not care to engage with me in any ensuing discussion (having previously made neat arguments at which he only stared), but I knew not how to compress my thoughts into a succinct statement, while ensuring I did not let slip some observation highly disrespectful to my harassed mother.  

“While Mary is adjusting her ideas,” my father continued, “let us return to Mr Bingley.”  

“I am sick of Mr Bingley,” cried our mother.  

Mr Bennet pounced triumphantly.  

“I am sorry to hear that,” said he, “but why did you not tell me so before? If I had known as much this morning, I certainly would not have called on him.”  

The astonishment of my sisters and mother was just what he had wished for.  My mother was excessively astounded, although her surprise was soon succeeded by a tumult of joy and she began declaring that she had expected it all the while.  

“What a good joke,” our mother cried, “that you should have gone this morning, and never said a word about it till now.”  

Mr Bennet soon tired of her rapturous pleasure about his astonishing goodness of character, and the super abundant love for us girls which had ensured his making such a pleasant acquaintance purely for our sake — while hiding this from everyone solely in order to further increase our pleasure.  

“Now, Kitty, you may cough as much as you chuse,” he remarked as he left the room: an invitation of which she was already taking full advantage in her excitement.  

“What an excellent father you have, girls,” said Mrs Bennet, when he had shut the door behind him.  She began to praise him as much as she had abused him over the previous few days.  “I do not know how you will ever make him amends for his kindness;  or me either, for that matter,” recollecting that both father and mother ought to come in for their equal share of honour by the children.  “At our time of life, it is not so pleasant I can tell you, to be making new acquaintance every day;  but for your sakes, we would do anything.”  

It is hard to imagine how my mother would get on if she were not able to go out and about, visiting and looking for new acquaintance who might lead her to find a suitable match for one or other among us.  Since we were very small girls her life’s work has been shaping and moulding us into young ladies fit to take the fancy of eligible young men.  I sometimes wonder what will become of her when my sisters are all off her hands and she is left with only me, whom she long ago gave up regarding as at all likely to attract a suitor.  (And I wonder what will become of me.)  

Ignoring Lizzy and her prettily trimmed hat, our mother turned beaming to her own favourite Lydia, saying that although Lydia is the youngest, Mr Bingley might well dance with her at the next ball.  

“Oh!” said Lydia stoutly, “I am not afraid;  for though I am the youngest, I’m the tallest.”  

“How soon do you think he will return father’s visit,” Lizzy said to Jane.  Being the oldest — and loveliest: the acknowledged beauty of our neighbourhood, we all of course expected Mr Bingley to become her rightful property.  

Jane only smiled with her usual serenity.  She lays no claim to the young men herself and never tries to put her own beauty on show.  When in company I observe she listens with a ready sympathy and makes sure she contributes her part to any conversation, so that any social event she graces is sure to gain some of her own gentle happiness for all to share.  She might have served as the model for The Mirror of the Graces, in which the ‘Lady of Distinction’ emphasises the importance of ‘the attractive grace and powerful charm of modesty’.  
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It is a year now since Mrs Bennet dispensed with the services of Mr Wilson, the tutor who instilled some mathematics, French and a little Latin in the minds of we young ladies, and his daughter who taught Lizzy and myself to play the piano.  Jane and Lizzy were of an age at which our mother considered studies should no longer be their first concern, and the two younger girls have so little head for book learning, and what little inclination they have is continually undermined by our mother’s doting habit of letting them do any other activity they have half a fancy for, that even Mr Wilson gravely said he felt they were better being schooled by Mrs Bennet and we older girls, to whom they would at least pay some mind.  

Mrs Bennet declared it to be a waste to pay a tutor and piano teacher for the sake of but the one of us, and that one now so stuffed with learning that I was becoming even less attractive the more I read.  I could not argue with what was an unusually rational economy in housekeeping habits that Mr Bennet often has to speak to Mrs Bennet about.  

I made effort at first to sit by myself and study alone.  I limit my piano practice to an hour each morning, as Mr Bennet declares the noise is too distracting in the evening and in the afternoons I am usually helping with the gardens and kitchen stores.  I can get another two or three hours in a day, sometimes more, to read my French, improve my Latin and make my extracts from religious and philosophical texts.  

I was surprised what dull work it was without the other sisters to debate with;  I almost felt I could put up with Kitty and Lydia’s idleness and distracted mischief for the sake of some company.  It worried me, too, in case I were doing my studies in error sometimes.  However The Mirror of the Graces states: ‘Let religion and morality be the foundation of the female character’.  In the absence of ‘a merely beautiful form’, it seemed particularly important to me to cultivate ‘the charm of intelligence’, although my subsequent observation suggests that this is not an accomplishment which eligible single men consider especially charming.  

One morning as I attempted to grapple with one of the Latin texts from my father’s library there was a knock on my bedroom door.  When I opened it, I was surprised to see my father himself.  I stepped back to let him in — it is but two steps in before you come to my bureau bookcase so there is barely room for two people.  I attempted to turn my chair for my father to sit on however he said he was content to stand.  

“You keep your room neatly,” he observed.  

“Yes, sir.”  

This is not such a virtue in me as might appear: I could not even move in the room if I were to leave my clothes on the floor as Lydia (and sometimes Kitty) do, so I always put my belongings away in boxes under the bed, or on my little bookshelves.  (My dresses hang under a cloth off pegs on the back of the door.)  

“Mary, you submitted very properly to your mother’s decision regarding Mr Wilson’s guidance of your studies,” my father said.  “However Elizabeth tells me you are puzzled sometimes how to continue without advice on where to direct your reading.”  

For a moment I hoped he might offer to give me the benefit of his own scholarly thinking, especially when he explained that he had consulted Mr Wilson and that good kind gentleman said it is some time since my powers of understanding have surpassed his own.  Imagine my blush of gratified astonishment to hear this.  

My father drew my attention instead to the appointment of a new curate to help our Rev Verney in the parish.  Mr Richard Stokes was then fresh from his own studies at one of the Universities and my father and Mr Wilson had persuaded him to give me a weekly lesson in Classical studies — as far as is appropriate for a young woman, my father explained.  

I hardly knew where to look or what to say, at this unlooked for attention from my father, and Mr Wilson, and of course dear, kind Lizzy.  I had not then had the benefit of Mr Richard Stokes’s advice about Stoic philosophy, and I fear I gave way to an excess of tearful emotion in my surprise at the consideration of my affectionate parent and sister.  

Mr Stokes has proved to be a valuable support not only in furthering my grasp of Classical texts in general, he also often volunteers advice about further reading, from which I am able to make even more extracts of sound moral guidance.  Around this time, too, feeling themselves equally in want of some companionable discussion to encourage their own reading, Lizzy and Jane formed a group of young ladies to come together and talk of books, which they kindly invited me to join.  

“We mainly talk of novels,” Jane warned me.  “You will not find our discussion enlightening as you do your studies with Mr Richard Stokes.”  

“And mind,” Lizzy added, with a dimpled smile that took away the sting of the remark, “you are not to lecture us for hours together on the moral lessons of Evalina or Clarissa’s woeful stories.  We meet for the pleasure of mutual conversation, we can get a sermon any Sunday at church!” 

As the Stoic philosopher and Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius put it, ‘Be tolerant with others and strict with yourself.’  He also writes:  ‘Waste no more time arguing what a good man should be.  Be one.’  Besides, if I had ignored Jane’s and Lizzy’s cautions and attempted to use the knowledge I was gaining in my studies to explain what golden understanding to help us in righteous God-fearing behaviour is in the pages even of Mrs Burney’s and Mrs Radcliffe’s Gothic novels, the other members of the group — all older than myself, would make me leave.  I would have to read alone again.  The Stoic philosopher Seneca quotes the founder of the opposing school of thought Epicurus to say:  ‘The fool, with all his other faults, has this also, he is always getting ready to live.’  Not that I would at all call Jane, Lizzy and Charlotte Lucas fools.  I only wish to say that listening to their talk on what sometimes seemed to me very foolish matters, I often came to valuable understanding that I would have missed if I had sought solely to impart my own learning and understanding.  Instead I have imitated the great Stoic writers whom Mr Richard Stokes admires so much, who see something valuable even in the light thinking of the foolish Epicurus.  

The regular reading circle became less regular.  For a little while it was myself and Mrs Long’s two nieces, while they were staying with Mrs Long — which is not infrequently, as there are not means at home to support them coming out into the neighbourhood as they can do with their aunt.  However gradually even their interest diminished and I pursue my own reading alone again, under the guidance of Mr Richard Stokes and my own interests.  As well as seeking the support of Stoic philosophy and of religious texts, in learning to manage myself in a forbearing Christian manner, I allow myself to pursue a private interest in agriculture — which has sprung from our rural situation and our dependence on the farm that forms part of Mr Bennet’s estate.  
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Over the last few days, my mother and sisters have attacked Mr Bennet from all angles: direct questions, suppositions and vague surmises, as to Mr Bingley’s appearance and manners.  He greatly enjoys evading their ingenious queries and if we had relied solely on his information, we would have been left in complete ignorance as to what kind of man Mr Bingley might be.  

Fortunately for my mother, who seemed likely to combust with frustrated curiosity, Lady Lucas came by with a highly favourable report.  It appears Mr Bingley is quite young, wonderfully handsome, extremely agreeable and means to be at the next assembly with a large party of people.  My mother and sisters are delighted to hear this.  To be fond of dancing is a certain step towards falling in love and Mrs Bennet glanced complacently at Jane on hearing such good news about the young man’s sociable character.  His bringing a party of others into the neighbourhood raised her hopes even beyond Jane.  

“If I can but see one of my daughters happily settled at Netherfield,” she said to Mr Bennet, “and all the others equally well married, I shall have nothing to wish for.”  

As she spends much of the day lamenting such tragedies as the ineptitude of the laundry maid, the failure of jellies to set in hot weather, the unexpected turning of the milk and many other domestic matters she wishes had had a different outcome, it seems unlikely that even such a miraculous occurrence as all five of us being well settled in comfortable matrimonial circumstances would finally content her.  However a quick scowl at my sorry person was enough to remind her how unlikely even she thinks this blissful state of affairs will ever be.  

Mr Bingley soon returned our father’s visit, and sat with him about ten minutes in his library.  My sisters’ reputation for beauty is widely talked of by our neighbours and he must have hoped for a glimpse of them, but unluckily our mother — who would certainly have contrived this for him, was out with me in the orchard when he came.  My sisters managed to rush to Jane and Lizzy’s window, which overlooks the front of the house.  They were able to ascertain that Mr Bingley wears a blue coat and rides a black horse.  

My mother was vexed when we came in from supervising Jenkins and the garden boy picking apples and storing them.  However she consoled herself by composing an invitation to dinner and beginning to plan the courses which would best show us as a family of elegance and style;  a suitable alliance for so splendid a match as Mr Bingley, his blue coat and black horse.  

Mrs Bennet was quite disconcerted when the answer to her invitation came back saying Mr Bingley was obliged to be in town the following day and was consequently unable to accept the honour of her invitation.  

“I cannot imagine what his business could be,” she complained to Lady Lucas, as if London with its emporia shops, libraries, clubs, theatres, law courts and many other establishments could offer nothing the quiet countryside cannot also supply for a sociable young man at a time of life when friends and engagements are continually increasing.  “He has but barely arrived here in Hertfordshire.  Will he always be flying about from one place to another, never settled at Netherfield as he ought to be?” 

With some complacency, Lady Lucas hinted that she had better intelligence and that she believed Mr Bingley was only gone to London to get up a large party for the coming ball.  I found rare favour in my mother’s eyes by volunteering a report I had overheard at Clarke’s library in Meryton, that Mr Bingley was to bring twelve ladies and seven gentlemen with him to the assembly.  

“What a number of females!” complained Lydia, a sentiment shared in more elegant expressions by my sisters, although my mother was cheered by the thought of seven eligible men, complete strangers to the neighbourhood.  Her hopes were then dashed on hearing that only six were to come:  Mr Bingley’s five sisters and a male cousin.  
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Well for us that the rules of mathematics ensure our accounts are not drawn up along the fanciful lines of gossip.  (Although Mrs Bennet’s do sometimes look as if they have been.)  When Mr Bingley’s party entered the assembly room, it consisted of only five altogether;  Mr Bingley, his two sisters, the husband of the eldest, and another young man.  

Mr Bingley is good looking and gentlemanlike, with a pleasant countenance and easy, unaffected manners.  It may take time to discover if he is a good man such as Cicero would deem worthy of friendship, however he made an excellent early impression on us by dancing twice with Jane.  

His sisters too, fine women with a decided air of fashion, distinguished Jane by their notice.  I could not be surprised as I observed how modestly she conversed with the Netherfield party, paying due attention to Miss Bingley and Mr Bingley’s other sister, Mrs Hurst, and even to Mr Hurst, a man who looked the gentleman but when Lizzy and I overheard his discourse we could not help giving each other a look.  To us it was clear how much Jane likes Mr Bingley, however she made no effort to command his attention nor let him command hers to the exclusion of others while they stood with the rest of his party.  

The talk of the room was of Mr Bingley’s friend Mr Darcy.  He has a fine, tall person, handsome features, noble mien — and a large estate in Derbyshire with an income of ten thousand a year.  He was looked at with great admiration:  the gentlemen pronouncing him to be a fine figure of a man, the ladies declaring he is much handsomer than Mr Bingley.  Soon, though, his manners gave a disgust which turned the tide of his popularity.  He was discovered to be proud, above his company and above being pleased.  

Mr Bingley made himself acquainted with all the principal people in the room, he was lively and unreserved, danced every dance, was angry that the ball closed so early, and talked of giving one himself at Netherfield.  Mr Darcy danced only once with Mrs Hurst and once with Miss Bingley, declined being introduced to any other lady and spent the evening walking about the room, speaking occasionally with his own party.  His character is decided, so far as Meryton society is concerned.  He is the proudest, most disagreeable man in the world and everybody hopes he will never come to visit again.  

I think we should give a disagreeable man time to find out if he be in fact a good man, as much as an agreeable man.  A man with a large estate and ten thousand pounds a year who is also an agreeable, sociable man will soon find himself under attack by the eager mothers and daughters of any neighbourhood.  Anyone in possession of such a good fortune might well have need to cultivate pride and distance to preserve his moral character.  

However Mr Darcy has proven his disagreeableness even to me by slighting Lizzy.  

Gentlemen were scarce.  I did not get a single dance, of course.  The Mirror of the Graces may argue that regularity of features and symmetry of form are not essentials when a wise man looks for his partner in life, but it seems they are when he looks for a partner in dancing.  However this frequent occurrence allows me to sit back and observe, which is what I like to do, being an indifferent dancer.  On this occasion, even Lizzy was obliged to sit out with me for two dances, and we overheard this mortifying conversation between Mr Darcy and Mr Bingley.  

Mr Bingley: Come, Darcy, I must have you dance.  I hate to see you standing about by yourself in this stupid manner.  You had much better dance.  

Mr Darcy: I certainly shall not.  You know how I detest it, unless I am particularly acquainted with my partner.  At such an assembly as this, it would be insupportable.  [Lizzy cast her eyes upwards at the ceiling at this, so that I was hard put not to attract the gentlemen’s notice by laughing.]  Your sisters are engaged, and there is not another woman in the room, whom it would not be a punishment to me to stand up with.  

Mr Bingley: I would not be so fastidious as you are for a kingdom!  Upon my honour, I never met with so many pleasant girls in my life, as I have this evening;  and there are several of them you see uncommonly pretty.  

Mr Darcy: You are dancing with the only handsome girl in the room [looking at Jane].  

Mr Bingley: Oh! she is the most beautiful creature I ever beheld! [Lizzy and I were delighted to hear him say this.]  But there is one of her sisters sitting down just behind you [we pretended to be interested in our mother talking to the Lucases on the other side of the room], she is very pretty and I dare say, agreeable.  Do let me ask my partner to introduce you.  

Mr Darcy: Who do you mean? 

Turning round, he looked at Lizzy, who cast him a sparkling glance over her fan, but he merely withdrew his gaze and said coldly, “She is tolerable;  but not handsome enough to tempt me;  and I am in no humour at present to give consequence to young ladies who are slighted by other men.  You had better return to your partner and enjoy her smiles, for you are wasting your time with me.”  

Lizzy’s eye now sparkled with anger and chagrin.  I tried to console her by whispering one of Marcus Aurelius’s meditations to her: ‘Do not worry what others think, say or do, but only about whether your actions are just and godly: you will gain time and tranquillity.’  Lizzy only tossed her head impatiently, barely letting me finish.  She rose and led me through the press of people to where Mrs Bennet was in a high flow of spirits, pointing out to Sir William and Lady Lucas how favoured Jane was by the Netherfield party.  I thought Lizzy would be too embarrassed to tell the story in front of our neighbours but I underestimated my saucy sister.  She has a lively, playful disposition and delights in anything ridiculous — even if against her own self.  She told the story with great spirit and made her particular friend Charlotte Lucas laugh, although our mother was incensed and Sir William moved to unnecessary pity for Lizzy.  Her sparkling laughter soon attracted a new partner, and Charlotte and I were left to endure Mrs Bennet’s indignation and violent resentment against the man she had previously pointed out to us all as the most desirable partner at the assembly.  

My two sisters form as much of a contrast as the friends who admire and despise them.  I know not whom I would aspire to imitate if I could: the modest and delicately lovely Jane, or the bold and brilliant Elizabeth — who increased her own popularity at the expense of Mr Darcy’s waning star by telling of his slighting remarks about her to all our friends.  She is like our father in this;  she will take pleasure wherever she finds it, and can make a merry jest of quite mortifying situations.  

Perhaps, though, I have my own small character to enjoy.  As I went to exchange a few words with Mrs Long’s nieces, I overheard Mrs Long herself praising me to Miss Bingley as the most accomplished girl in the neighbourhood.  I blush with pleasure even as I write it down in these secret pages.  

We all returned in good spirits to Longbourn, the village of which we are the principal inhabitants.  Catherine and Lydia had never been without a partner, which is all they have yet learnt to care for at a ball.  Jane was quietly gratified by the notice of Mr Bingley and his sisters and even Lizzy had schooled herself in an almost Stoic manner into being entertained by what anyone else would have found most distressing comments on her person.  

Mr Bennet is regardless of time if he has a book, and was still up.  His sitting in the parlour rather than the library shows he had a good deal of secret curiosity about an evening which had raised such splendid expectations.  From his manner, it was clear he hoped Mrs Bennet’s views on our new neighbour would be disappointed;  but he soon found he had a very different story to hear.  

“Oh! my dear Mr Bennet,” she cried as she entered the room, “we have had a most delightful evening, a most excellent ball.  I wish you had been there.  Jane was so admired, nothing could be like it.”  She described in raptures how everybody had said how well Jane looked, and how Mr Bingley — quite struck with her, asked for an introduction and danced with her twice.  Then she began listing all his other partners in turn, taking opportunity for a spiteful comment on poor Charlotte Lucas: she never misses calling attention to Charlotte’s plain homely looks.  (This makes me wonder if Lady Lucas, perhaps also Mrs Long, talk of my plain countenance in a similar vein.  If she does so, I know now that Mrs Long at least also mentions my accomplishments.)  

“If he had any compassion for me,” cried Mr Bennet impatiently, “he would not have danced half so much! For God’s sake, say no more of his partners.  Oh! that he had sprained his ankle in the first dance!” 

Jane looked a little set back at this reception of the news of her triumph, however our mother swept on regardless to praise Mr Bingley as excessively handsome and his sisters as charming elegantly dressed women.  “I daresay the lace upon Mrs Hurst’s gown —” 

Here she was interrupted again.  Mr Bennet protested against any description of finery.  Mrs Bennet then related, with much bitterness of spirit and some exaggeration (making Lizzy giggle all the more), the shocking rudeness of Mr Darcy.  

“But I can assure you,” she added, “that Lizzy does not lose much by not smiting his fancy;  for he is a most disagreeable, horrid man, not at all worth pleasing.  So high and so conceited that there was no enduring him! He walked here, and he walked there, fancying himself so very great! Not handsome enough to dance with! I wish you had been there, my dear, to have given him one of your set downs.  I quite detest the man.”  

It appears, then, that a good fortune alone is not enough to please Mrs Bennet.  

***
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Jane and Elizabeth, Catherine and Lydia share two good sized bedrooms between them.  Because of my studious habits, I have my small room to myself, where I may read and write in peace even sometimes very early in the morning, without disturbing anyone else in the household.  My room has no fireplace so Jane and Lizzy encourage me to sit in their room with them before retiring to bed and will tolerate me even in summer when there is no need, only sometimes a wish for companionship.  They good-naturedly suggested this evening that I go in to brush my hair with them, meaning I could listen to their reflections on the ball, as they know that unlike Kitty and Lydia, I will not go telling our mother what they say.  

Jane was cautious in her praise of Mr Bingley in front of our excitable mother, but as we had suspected, she is already in a fair way to admire and esteem him.  She praised him as sensible, good-humoured, lively and with such happy, easy manners as she thinks she has never seen.  

“He is also handsome,” said Lizzy slily.  “His character is thereby complete.”  

Jane said she was much flattered by his asking her to dance a second time, she had not expected such a compliment.  However Lizzy said there was nothing more natural, he could not help seeing that Jane is about five times as pretty as any other woman who was in the room.  “He is certainly very agreeable, and I give you leave to like him.  You have liked many a stupider person.  You never see a fault in anybody.  All the world are good and agreeable in your eyes.”  

“I would not wish to be hasty in censuring anyone;  but I always speak what I think.”  

“I know you do;  and it is that which makes the wonder.  With your good sense, to be so honestly blind to the follies and nonsense of others!” 

“Seneca says that wherever there is a human being, there is an opportunity for kindness,” I put in.  

“Affectation of that kind of candour is common enough,” Lizzy said.  “One meets it every where.  But to be candid without ostentation or design — to take the good of everybody’s character and make it still better, and say nothing of the bad — belongs to Jane alone.”  

Jane does not have Lizzy’s satirical eye, which can pick out folly to laugh at.  I have a high regard for her purity of spirit and faith in the goodness of mankind.  However I also admire Lizzy’s sharp judgement — and ability to make us find the absurdities in our lives entertaining rather than vexatious.  

“How do you like Mr Bingley’s sisters?” I asked.  “Their manners are not equal to his.”  Lizzy made her satirical smile at mention of them.  

“Certainly not,” Jane replied.  For a moment we hoped she might finally make a slighting comment on someone, she continued: “at first,” making us laugh.  “But they are very pleasing women when you converse with them.  Miss Bingley is to live with her brother and keep his house;  and I am much mistaken if we shall not find a very charming neighbour in her.”  

Elizabeth is not convinced.  The sisters did not pay attention to either of us, as they did to Jane, and we had commented at the time that their behaviour is not calculated to please.  They are very fine, handsome ladies, not deficient in good humour when pleased, nor in the power of being agreeable when they choose;  but there is pride and conceit in their looks and behaviours.

Sitting and standing at the side of the dancing with our mother and the other matrons of Meryton, I had heard the talk about them circulating the room, which I recounted now:  “The two sisters were educated in one of the first private seminaries in town and have a fortune of twenty thousand pounds.  They seem to be in the habit of associating with people of rank.  Their very fine dresses suggest to me that they spend more than they ought, and feel entitled to think well of themselves and meanly of those obliged to live more careful lives.  They are indeed from a respectable family in the north of England, but theirs and their brother’s fortunes were originally acquired through trade.  

“I understand Mr Bingley has inherited property to the amount of nearly an hundred thousand pounds from his father, who intended to purchase an estate, but did not live to do it.  Mr Bingley intends it likewise, but those who know him say that now he is provided with a good house and the liberty of a manor, it is doubtful — given the easiness of his temper, whether he may not spend the remainder of his days at Netherfield, and leave the next generation to purchase.  

“Between Bingley and Darcy there is obviously a very steady friendship.  Bingley’s easiness, openness, ductility of temper must endear him to his friend, while Bingley clearly has the firmest reliance on Darcy’s regard and the highest opinion of his judgement.  Darcy is clever, but also haughty, reserved and fastidious, his manners are well bred but uninviting.”  

“Thank goodness his reserved and fastidious character means we will not have to tolerate much of his well bred but uninviting company!” Lizzy exclaimed, at which we laughed so loud that our mother heard us and called out to tell us to go to sleep at once.  
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October 24th 

[image: ]




Within a short walk of Longbourn live a family with whom we are particularly intimate.  Sir William Lucas was formerly in trade in Meryton, where he made a tolerable fortune and rose to the honour of knighthood by an address to the King, during his mayoralty.  This distinction was perhaps felt too strongly.  It seems to have given him a disgust to his business — even though that was the means of raising him so high, and to his residence in a small market town;  and quitting them both, he removed with his family to a house about a mile from Meryton, grandly denominated from that period Lucas Lodge.  There he can think with pleasure of his own importance, and unshackled by business, occupy himself solely in being civil to the world.  I take the liberty of laughing at his pretensions but though he is elated by his rank, it does not render him supercilious;  on the contrary, he is all attention to everybody.  By nature inoffensive, friendly and obliging, his presentation at St James’s has made him courteous.  

Lady Lucas too is a very good kind of woman, not too clever to be a valuable neighbour in our mother’s eyes.  The Lucases have several children.  The oldest, a sensible, intelligent young woman, about twenty-seven, is Elizabeth’s intimate friend.  

That the Miss Lucases and my sisters should meet to talk over a ball was absolutely necessary, and the morning after the assembly brought the Lucases to Longbourn to hear and to communicate.  

“You began the evening well, Charlotte,” said our mother with unusually civil self-command to Miss Lucas.  “You were Mr Bingley’s first choice.”  

“Yes — but he seemed to like his second better.”  

Our mother was highly delighted by Miss Lucas playing along with her transparent attempt to get everyone to discuss and acknowledge what she persists in treating as her own triumph — although this behaviour in itself shews how little Jane’s sweet modest character is modelled on hers.  She even laid out for more confirmation of her ambitions for Jane by pretending there had been some comment made which she was unsure of, as if she had not already repeated it to us all several times.  

“Perhaps you mean what I overheard between Mr Bingley and Mr Robinson;  did not I mention it to you?” Charlotte Lucas said good-naturedly.  “Mr Robinson’s asking him how he liked our Meryton assemblies, and whether he did not think there were a great many pretty women in the room, and which he thought the prettiest? and his answering immediately to the last question — Oh! the eldest Miss Bennet beyond a doubt, there cannot be two opinions on that point.”  

Mrs Bennet preened herself anew over this, while pretending she had no high hopes of Jane’s securing anything more than this ardent praise.  

“My overhearings were more to the purpose than yours, Eliza,” Charlotte continued.  “Mr Darcy is not so well worth listening to as his friend, is he? Poor Eliza! to be only just tolerable.”  

“I beg you would not put it into Lizzy’s head to be vexed by his ill-treatment,” our mother cried;  “for he is such a disagreeable man that it would be quite a misfortune to be liked by him.  Mrs Long told me last night that he sat close to her for half an hour without once opening his lips.”  

We were all surprised by this assertion, and even Jane could not forbear gently asking:  “Are you quite sure, ma’am? — is there not a little mistake? I certainly saw Mr Darcy speaking to her.”  

“Aye, because she asked him at last how he liked Netherfield, and he could not help answering her — but she said he seemed very angry at being spoke to.”  

“Miss Bingley told me,” said Jane, “that he never speaks much unless among his intimate acquaintance.  With them he is remarkably agreeable.”  

Our mother, however, is determined to dislike Mr Darcy and replied that she did not believe a word of it.  “I can guess how it was,” she continued, “everybody says that he is ate up with pride, and I daresay he had heard somehow that Mrs Long does not keep a carriage, and had come to the ball in a hack chaise.”  

Lady Lucas nodded comfortably in agreement, as smug as our mother in being able to afford a carriage and thus presume not to be beneath the notice of ten thousand a year and a large estate in Derbyshire.  

“I do not mind his not talking to Mrs Long,” said Miss Lucas, “but I wish he had danced with Lizzy.”  

“Another time, Lizzy,” snapped our mother, “I would not dance with him, if I were you.”   

“I believe, ma’am,” laughed Lizzy, “I may safely promise you never to dance with him.”  

“His pride,” said Miss Lucas,” does not offend me so much as pride often does, because there is an excuse for it.  One cannot wonder that so very fine a young man, with family, fortune, everything in his favour, should think highly of himself.  If I may so express it, he has a right to be proud.”  

“That is very true,” replied Elizabeth, “and I could easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified mine.”  

Her eyes sparkled;  I do not believe she was in so much agreement with Charlotte’s sensible remark as she pretended.  After all, Mr Darcy did not know we could hear him when he made the slighting comment he had let slip and which might not be his real opinion at all — I have observed in my corner at assemblies and private parties that men often profess opinions to each other which they clearly do not actually believe, in a coarse effort to amuse their friends.  

I pique myself on the solidity of my reflections, informed as they are by my careful reading and study of texts on morality, and I tried to get Lizzy to reflect better on Charlotte’s thoughts.  

“Pride,” I observed, “is a very common failing I believe.  By all that I have ever read, I am convinced that it is very common indeed, that human nature is particularly prone to it, and that there are very few of us who do not cherish a feeling of self-complacency on the score of some quality or other, real or imaginary.  Vanity and pride are different things, though the words are often used synonymously.  A person may be proud without being vain.  Pride relates more to our opinion of ourselves, vanity to what we would have others think of us.”  

I hoped to both support Charlotte’s observation that with all of his advantages of birth, breeding and fortune, Mr Darcy has good cause to be proud, and also to shew Lizzy that if she were properly conscious of her own many excellent qualities, it would be vanity to care for the good opinion of such a man.  However the conversation took another turn due to the outburst of a young Lucas who had come along with his sisters and was become bored and restless with having to sit and listen to chatter about an assembly which he was too young to have attended.  

“If I were as rich as Mr Darcy,” he cried, “I should not care how proud I was.  I would keep a pack of foxhounds, and drink a bottle of wine every day.”  

We all laughed, except our mother, who scoldingly said: “Then you would drink a great deal more than you ought, and if I were to see you at it I should take away your bottle directly.”  

The boy protested that she should not;  she continued to declare that she would, and the argument ended only with the visit — drowning out any further opportunity to seriously consider pride, vanity, Mr Darcy and which of the two we could appropriately impute to him.  
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November 7th 
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We ladies of Longbourn soon waited on those of Netherfield.  The visit was returned in due form.  It is clear that Jane’s pleasing manners are growing on the good will of Mrs Hurst and Miss Bingley;  and though they can barely tolerate our mother and find us younger sisters not worth speaking to, they evidently wish to be acquainted with Jane and Elizabeth.  Jane receives this attention with the greatest pleasure;  but the casting of her eyes skyward as they were leaving shewed me that Lizzy still sees that superciliousness in their treatment of everybody, hardly even excepting our sister, and cannot like them.  Their kindness to Jane, such as it is, does have a value as arising in all probability from the influence of their brother’s admiration.  It is generally evident whenever they meet, that he does admire her;  and to us it is equally evident that Jane is yielding to the preference which she began to entertain for him from the first, and is in a way to be very much in love.  We consider with pleasure that this is not likely to be discovered by the world in general, since Jane unites with great strength of feeling, a composure of temper and a uniform cheerfulness of manner, which guards her from the suspicions of the impertinent.  

Lizzy mentioned this to her friend Miss Lucas, while I was sitting by them hemming some plain kerchiefs for our father.  Charlotte replied that it may be pleasant to be able to impose on the public in such a case, but if a woman conceals her affection from the object of it, she may lose the opportunity of fixing him.  She argued that though Bingley and Jane meet tolerably often, it is never for many hours together;  and in large mixed parties, making it impossible always to converse together.  These remarks fit so well with my own reflections as to whether we young ladies get sufficient opportunity to discover if a man of good fortune is also a good man, that I was much surprised when she continued: “Jane should therefore make the most of every half-hour in which she can command his attention.  When she is secure of him, there will be leisure for falling in love as much as she wishes.”  

“Your plan is a good one,” I interjected, “where nothing is in question but the desire of being well married.”  

Lizzy agreed with me:  “If I were determined to get a rich husband, or any husband, I dare say I should adopt such a plan.  But these are not Jane’s feelings;  she is not acting by design.  She has known him only a fortnight:  has danced four dances with him, and dined in company with him four times.”  

Charlotte replied:  “Had she merely dined with him, she might only have discovered whether he had a good appetite;  but you must remember that four evenings have been also spent together — and four evenings may do a great deal.”  

Lizzy said,“Yes, these four evenings have enabled them to ascertain that they both like vingt-et-un better than commerce;  but with respect to any other leading characteristic, I do not imagine that much has been unfolded.”  

“Well,” Charlotte said, “I wish Jane success with all my heart;  and if she were married to him tomorrow, I should think she had as good a chance of happiness, as if she were to be studying his character for a twelve-month.  Happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance.”  

“You make me laugh, Charlotte;” Lizzy dimpled with merriment, “but it is not sound.  You know it is not sound, and that you would never act in this way yourself.”  

They went together to the parlour, and I remained in the breakfast room hemming kerchiefs, and reflecting on Charlotte’s words in relation to some of the marriages about us.  

If our father had understood our mother’s character fully, would we even have come into existence?  Mrs Bennet seems content with the comforts of Longbourn, in spite of the many trials and tribulations here which she says are forever shattering her peace and her nerves — not least of which (according to her regular complaint) is the shockingly harsh disposition of Mr Bennet.  In spite of having to regulate the extravagances and silliness of Mrs Bennet and our two younger girls, Mr Bennet has the comforts of an orderly, well-regulated household to depend on, and he even seems to derive entertainment from the excesses of his wife and two youngest daughters, in his Epicurean fashion.  

Charlotte’s own parents met when her mother came into her father’s shop — at that time owned by his father.  They cannot have had much opportunity to converse on matters beyond the price of buttons, to come to know if the other was a good person.  Two people of such shallow sensibility and meagre intellect might perhaps very quickly be able to divine how well matched they are, but I would hope for more for my two older sisters, with their accomplishments and characters, even if I do not expect to be troubled with such hopes for myself.  

If I consider some other families we dine with, I can count several in which marital relations are marked by coldness, distance and in some cases blighting dislike — although the partners must have begun with some kind of attraction to each other.  Some couples seem barely able to tolerate being in the same room together, while some of the most cheerful of our acquaintance are found among widows like Mrs Long — which gives one cause to wonder whether marriage, even to someone who by reputation and observation, appears to be a good person, is worth all the effort required to reach that blessed state.  
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