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It is an opinion widely held, that a young lady lacking prospects must dream of defying expectations. Mary Bennet harboured no such dreams. Indeed, she had very little time for dreams at all.


In the words of her younger sister, Catherine, overheard complaining bitterly to their mother as she arranged embroidery silks by the fireside, ‘Mary thinks herself the most intelligent person in Meryton and allows herself every occasion to mock me.’


Such plaintive wails and a scowl quite obliterated the rosy glow of Catherine’s good looks.


‘Nonsense, Kitty, your father is the most intelligent person in Meryton and very like the entire county. That is well known amongst persons of quality.’


Kitty pouted and kicked an imaginary ball of wool with her Moroccan slipper.


‘I have told you before that such fits of the sulks will turn you into an old maid. No gentleman wants a disagreeable woman for his wife.’ Mrs Bennet tucked a greying curl beneath the lace of her cap with a satisfied air. ‘Your own dear papa was attracted by my charm.’


Kitty regarded her mother sourly. At that moment the object of her ire stepped lightly into the room, as unobjectionable a small personage as one could ever imagine. So blank were her features and so restrained was her toilette and her gown she might have been mistaken for a servant. Kitty glared at her older sister and flounced from the room.


‘Mary, a word, if you please.’


‘Yes, Mama?’


‘Have you been baiting your sister again?’


‘Mama?’


Mrs Bennet carried on heedless. ‘I do not know what to do with you two girls. You fray my poor nerves to shreds.’


‘I beg your pardon, Mama.’ Mary lowered her gaze and resigned herself to the words she knew well enough to repeat as a catechism.


‘You would do well to take a leaf out of your sisters’ book.’


‘One of them, or all four books, Mama? I doubt that Kitty or Lydia ever read a book.’


Mrs Bennet threw up her hands in an attitude of exasperation.


‘That is what I mean! You think yourself very clever, miss; well I do not. Men do not marry clever women. They especially do not marry clever women who look like dowds. If you have no pride then consider my feelings as a mother. Heaven help me, I have managed to marry off three with great credit. Of Kitty, I may have hopes. But do you make shift to attract a gentleman? No, you do not! I am to be shamed by you, and what will become of you I don’t know.’


Mary sighed deeply. ‘Must we have this conversation again, Mama? Marriage holds no allure for me. At least one of us will be happy if you accept the situation. There are no gentleman of interest to me among our acquaintance. Indeed, most are repugnant.’ She held up her hand. ‘No, stay – allow me to speak. I am aware that gentlemen hold me in disinterest and I care not a whit. The majority I have met are foolish. I should not wish to be the subject of a gentleman’s whims; to enslave myself in the running of his house whilst he lives as he chooses and treats me as a breeding machine.’


‘Mary, you give me a disgust of you! That such words should soil the lips of a daughter of this house!’


Mary averted her gaze in a gesture she hoped gave the appearance of meekness. ‘Forgive me, Mama, but you must see that I am ill-suited to the marriage market.’


‘I see no such thing! I suggest you repair to your room and examine your conscience, young lady. It is too much. I must visit my sister for some calm society.’


Such an event was unlikely at the home of the redoubtable Mrs Philips, whose Meryton parlour was ever open to gossips and the more boisterous members of the gentry.


Mary did indeed repair to her room, smarting at the injustice of her lot. Gentlemen! What had they to offer her? Those who were not managed by their wives were often overbearing, lived for hunting and the decanter. The thought of her two brothers-in-law, Mr Bingley and Mr Darcy, surfaced with some guilt to her mind. Those two gentlemen possessed none of the aforementioned traits. Her sisters, Jane and Elizabeth, now married above a few years, were both exceedingly happy. Mary tossed off the thought as she flung on a shawl. Jane and Lizzy each had beauty and intelligence. Fortune had blessed them. As Mary saw it, her sisters’ intelligence went to waste, subsumed by children, husbands, society and the ordering of large households. Imagine having the wonderful library at Pemberley at your disposal. One could become really immersed in that magnificent room’s treasures. The old Lizzy would have revelled in such a room but the married Lizzy had so many other claims on her time and seemed not to mind at all. Mary resolved anew to ignore her mother’s pressing and to abjure any discussion of marriage.


The two sisters, having the freedom of the house, each chose the solace of her room. Locked in their individual ill humours, it was with some irritation that they heard their mother’s excited call from the hall before two hours had passed.


‘Mary, Kitty, come quick! Why is it that I am ever unattended? Kitty, Mary, come quick, I say!’


The young ladies, well versed in their mother’s ill humours, hurried down to the parlour.


‘What do you think, girls?’ cried Mrs Bennet. ‘My sister had such news. Oh my sister begins to look quite old, I fancy. But then I was always the gay one who caught the gentlemen’s attentions.’ Neither sister responded. Mrs Bennet was given to such excursions in her favour and required no response. ‘But I digress. Oh girls, it is so exciting. I am quite reminded of the time Mr Bingley came into our lives and chose our beautiful Jane over all the heiresses in society.’


Kitty darted forward to help her mother settle on the best chair.


‘Pray, Mama, tell us the news.’


‘Well, Mrs Philips had it from the lady’s maid to Lady Sandalford who is the sister-in-law of Mrs Montagu, so it must be so.’


‘What must be so?’ demanded Kitty.


‘Don’t interrupt me, Kitty. It is a very unladylike habit in you, which I cannot like. You would do well to learn a little from your married sisters.’


Thus chastened, Kitty seated herself by the fire and poked the flames with unnecessary force. Mary regarded her sister with a mixture of pity and scorn. Kitty was avid for excitement now that Jane, Lizzy, and particularly Lydia, were gone. Nothing else held any consequence with her.


‘What is your exact news, Mama? For it will soon be time for dinner and Papa refuses to wait, you know.’


‘Yes, yes. Mr Bennet must not await his dinner, however important the news. The matter has tried my poor nerves these many years,’ Mrs Bennet snapped. Then she smiled and spread her small hands as though laying out a card trick. ‘Well, I will tell you. As I was saying, Mrs Philips has some intelligence of particular import to this house. Lady Sandalford says Mrs Montagu is joyous at the prospect of her only son returning to Cuthbert Park. He is expected any day. I hear the servants are working near to exhaustion to prepare.’


It must be owned that any new arrival in a quiet rural area is a welcome diversion to the tedium of one’s ancient acquaintance. But further details were delayed by the dinner bell.


Mr Bennet tucked his spectacles in his jacket’s breast pocket – this being specially cut for the purpose. His happiness from a day’s fruitful deliberations in the library was evident in a crinkled eye and an apparent playful mood. Such moods were rarer these days, with a smaller family party at table. After several short diversions Mrs Bennet managed to communicate the news of Mr Montagu’s imminent arrival.


‘Well, my dear,’ said Mr Bennet, ‘how happy all you ladies will be for fresh blood to sink your teeth into.’


As Mrs Bennet appeared to deliberate if Mr Bennet should be admonished, Mary enquired, ‘What I wish to know is why you said this news was of particular import to this house, Mama? What does it signify that a neighbour returns to his home?’


Mary’s tone was mocking as she glanced around the table to lend her questions significance. Mrs Bennet answered with asperity.


‘Really, Mary. For all your reading, you can be quite stupid sometimes. Are you not twenty-three? Is not Kitty nearly twenty-one? Here we have a young man returning to manage his family estate: a young man I believe to be most comfortable about the pocket. How many such marriageable young men are to be found inside twenty miles, I ask you? Mr Bennet, you will oblige us all by calling on young Mr Montagu promptly. His late father, after all, was your friend.’


‘Oh, no, Mrs Bennet, you must not ask me to perform such a service again. Only think what happened when you asked me to call on Mr Bingley. Why before you could say “wedding day” the house was in uproar and two of my dear girls were borne away.’


Kitty choked on her syllabub.


‘Mr Bennet! How can you be so cruel? My nerves cannot support it. We live in daily terror of your odious cousin Mr Collins, and his Charlotte, casting us from our beloved Longbourn before you are quite cold in your coffin. Am I alone in trying to secure the future of our daughters?’


‘I think Mr Montagu is only legally allowed to marry one of them, my dear. But you may rely on my doing all that is possible to escape my coffin in the meantime.’


Kitty’s shoulders could be seen shaking as she adopted the ruse of fetching her dropped handkerchief. Mary permitted herself a tight smile at her father’s playful baiting.


‘Mr Bennet, you cannot allow Lady Lucas to put forward Georgina ahead of our girls. She is out of the schoolroom, you know. Maria Lucas is away visiting Charlotte but she will return soon. She is not nearly so plain as her older sister, though vastly more stupid. It was bad enough that Charlotte Lucas snatched Mr Collins from our prospects. Good heavens, there are several young women who would welcome a beau like Mr Montagu.’


‘Our cousin held no attraction for any of us, Mama. He’s a fool.’


‘Be quiet, Mary! You should have been glad to accept Mr Collins if he had offered; which he did not.’ Mrs Bennet uttered the latter words with bitterness.


Kitty giggled. ‘But how do you know Mr Montagu will be welcome as a beau, Mama? He might be very ugly or have bad teeth.’


Mrs Bennet resorted to her handkerchief.


‘Upon my word it is too much. My efforts are not appreciated.’


‘My dear, I can see that you will not be content until you have removed all of our daughters from this house. There is nothing for it but to meet the young Montagu on his return and beg him to take one of them off our hands. Which daughter would you have me petition first?’


‘Oh, you are provoking me. Yet I will be content, Mr Bennet, if you will but call upon Mr Montagu without delay.’
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Easter passed with a slew of murky weather. Very little gossip of Mr Montagu’s impending arrival filtered through Meryton. Mr Bennet casually observed that fireside comfort had a remarkably dampening effect upon the news of the day.


To Mrs Bennet’s certain disappointment, very little was known about Mr Montagu. He was reckoned to be nine-and-twenty. His countenance was barely known even to his own mother, so long had he been absent from the family estates. Mary noted he was reputedly devoted to scholarly pursuits. How interesting if he should also show a sensible intellect, she mused. Was it possible that someone near her own age could offer interesting conversation?


At last April shuffled forward and the countryside was bathed in sunshine. At the first opportunity Kitty made for the few small shops to be found in Meryton. Mary, who showed a most unmaidenly disinterest in clothing, flung a shawl over her blue cambric gown and selected a volume with the intention of an hour or two’s uninterrupted reading at her favourite haunt. She walked purposefully down Honeycombe Lane, slowing only to avoid the last remaining patches of mud or to marvel at clouds of blossom among the hedgerows. She loved this walk for its beauty and quiet. Not another living soul crossed her path. One particular oak tree along the path was the object of her walk. Graceful ancient branches canopied a tufted knoll above a sea of bluebells. A seat perfected by nature for a lady’s skirt. Mary quickened her pace and rounded the tree.


‘Oh.’


‘Good heavens!’


Mary leapt back in alarm and promptly stumbled and fell over a root. The young man, whom Mary had narrowly avoided falling upon, leapt to his feet and offered her his hand.


‘Are you hurt?’


‘No … no, I think not.’ Mary struggled to regain her composure.


‘One cannot be sure. Pray, take a seat. I shall fetch assistance.’


He was dressed in sober travelling clothes. The quality and cut together with a clean neckcloth indicated he was a gentleman. She noticed a travelling coat flung over a log. Mary felt hot colour creeping above her neck. Her retort was sharp.


‘I am not hurt, I tell you. You just surprised me; that is all. I am not used to anyone being here.’


He bent to retrieve her book and smiled. ‘It is the perfect place for reading. I was just whiling away a few paragraphs myself. Don’t tell anyone, for I should be on my way home.’ He indicated his fine bay horse munching away at the verges.


‘How could I tell anyone, as I do not know you, sir?’


She spoke with cool calmness, but Mary felt the sting of embarrassment at her fall and irritation that her special sanctuary was occupied. She wished he would leave.


‘Where are my manners? I do beg your pardon. Allow me to introduce myself, since there is no third party to effect an introduction: Sebastian Montagu.’ He extended a hand as brown as a hazelnut.


‘You are returned? We had not heard.’


In her surprise, Mary’s impassive features were transformed into animation. So this was the noted scholar. How tall he was, perhaps as much as a foot taller than herself.


‘That is because I have not quite yet returned, Miss …’


Flustered, Mary replied. ‘Oh, now I must beg your pardon. I do not see why a lady should not introduce herself. Society’s rules can be so insipid.’ Mary bowed. ‘Miss Mary Bennet of Longbourn.’


‘Longbourn. My late father spoke of Mr Bennet and his library at Longbourn in his letters to me.’


‘Indeed, sir, we are sorry for your loss. My father and yours were friends, and I think sometimes rivals in their scholarly pursuits.’ A small frown creased two vertical lines in the centre of her forehead. ‘Not quite returned’. What a curious statement. ‘But how is it that you are, as you put it, not quite returned?’


‘Well, Miss Bennet, it seems all the town knows that I’m expected at Cuthbert Park. Indeed, I am expected. But the chance to have a quiet half hour before I go to greet my dear mama and the entire household was too tempting. I fear it does me little credit, but the thought of their expectations is more than a little daunting.’


With a warmth that startled her, Mary replied,


‘I do understand, sir. The town gossips will be in a flurry at your return. To be the focus of so many is highly undesirable and does not hold a candle to a good book.’


He uttered a light laugh, which made his grave face appear younger.


‘Well said, Miss Bennet. I do believe that we shall be friends. May I presume upon our new acquaintance to beg your silence over my prevarication? I fear that Mama will not understand a lack of eagerness to be returned to her bosom.’


Mary felt herself approving of her new neighbour, something she rarely felt on short acquaintance.


‘That assurance is easily given, sir.’


Mr Montagu swept her a deep bow before mounting his horse and departing.


The following evening Mary had the private pleasure of confounding her family. Supper’s remains had been removed from the dining parlour and the family sat replete by the fire.


‘What news,’ crowed Mrs Bennet, ‘Mr Montagu has returned to Cuthbert Park. His mama is overjoyed. That poor lady has endured much sadness since the death of Montagu senior. I hear that young Montagu behaved very nicely, though he has an unfortunate colour from abroad, I believe. Still, looks are not all where fortune pleases.’


Mary could not resist the lure.


‘Mr Montagu is not ill-looking, Mama.’


‘What’s this? Do you say that you have met Mr Montagu, Mary? Why did you not tell it before, girl? What is he like?’


‘My dear,’ interpolated Mr Bennet, ‘even our dear Mary cannot answer four questions at once.’


‘Oh pray, do try,’ said Kitty, casting aside her embroidery silks in eager anticipation.


‘There is little to tell.’


Mary shifted uncomfortably in her seat as three pairs of eyes focused upon her. She was not certain that her actions of the previous day befitted a lady.


‘I was walking down Honeycombe Lane and stumbled. Mr Montagu came to my aid. It is of no consequence.’


‘Ha, ha. Clever, sly girl. You show some of my way of doing things.’


Mary blinked hard and could barely conceal her disgust. She spoke repressively but to no avail.


‘I did not fall on purpose, Mama.’


‘Of course you didn’t, dear. But it does one no harm to fall into a gentleman’s arms accidentally.’


Mary’s lips set in a grim line and she remained silent. Kitty observed her with interest.


‘I am sure it was very gentlemanly of him, Mary. Was he so very dark-skinned?’


‘A little.’


‘What does he look like?’


‘I don’t know.’ This latter was untrue, for Mary had been afforded leisure to inspect Mr Montagu.


Kitty clattered her embroidery scissors onto a tray.


‘That is typical of you, Mary! You spent several minutes at least with our new neighbour and you don’t know what he looks like? Ridiculous.’


‘Unlike you,’ Mary retorted. ‘If you had met him, no doubt we would all be here past bedtime hearing every detail down to his last button.’


‘Girls,’ Mrs Bennet groaned, ‘my nerves. Have pity.’


Mary reluctantly offered up the sop of a few words. ‘Oh, I suppose he was quite tall and angular. Also rather fair, I believe.’


Kitty pouted. ‘He sounds rather disappointing.’


Mr Bennet called an end to the discussion.


‘Disappointing or not, we shall soon see our neighbour and judge for ourselves. For his part, I hope he will judge us with kindness.’
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Mrs Bennet daily cajoled Mr Bennet to visit Cuthbert Park.


‘For, Mr Bennet, you can be sure that Sir William Lucas will have been.’


Mr Bennet momentarily lowered his newspaper.


‘Sir William is everything gentlemanly, my dear.’


His wife continued speaking to the screen of newsprint blocking her view.


‘You are a greater gentleman than Sir William Lucas. But the Lucas family is sensible of the need to establish Maria and Georgina. With all of those children, I shudder to think how they manage.’


Mrs Bennet executed an exaggerated shudder, but the newspaper remained unbending. At length her husband gave her his attention.


‘Would you have me form a queue among the fathers of all daughters in the neighbourhood, Mrs Bennet? I imagine our number would reach halfway down the long drive of Cuthbert Park.’


Mrs Bennet was so moved as to bestir herself from her comfortable seat by the window.


‘Oh, you are impossible. Why do you goad me so? Have I not been a good wife? Do I not keep an orderly house and a good table?’


‘Enough, my dear. I fear you seek such flattery from me that would turn your head. I have promised to call upon Mr Montagu, but you must allow me to choose a suitable time.’


Thus it transpired that Mr Bennet eased his frame into a well-stuffed chair near the library fire at Cuthbert Park before the week ended. Encircled by books almost as familiar as his own, he made polite enquiries of the distracted young man opposite.


‘My commiserations on the loss of your excellent father, Mr Montagu. He was a good friend. I shall miss our many verbal duels.’


‘Thank you, Mr Bennet. Please do call me Sebastian. My esteemed father mentioned you many times in his letters to me. Long letters are a great comfort when one is abroad. He once sent me a full account of your disagreements over the influence of language on the human psyche.’


‘Ha! I’ll wager he dispatched my theories with disdain.’


‘On the contrary, sir, he suspected that you were right and wanted my own opinion as a humble scholar living among people who speak a different language.’


‘May I enquire as to your opinion, Sebastian?’


The young man stretched out his long legs and stared deeply into the flames for some time.


‘I do not pretend to have investigated the matter. Nor do I pretend to speak Portuguese well. My purpose there was to oversee family interests at my father’s bidding. So on such flimsy foundations do I suggest that in my experience language is one of the factors governing the human psyche.’ Sebastian became more animated as he warmed to his theme. ‘In English we have a wide vocabulary, yet certain words have quite diverse meanings. Other languages, despite having a smaller vocabulary, often pinpoint important meanings with several overarching words or phrases which appear to mean the same thing at the outset yet have specific designations.’


‘How do you perceive the effect in your experience?’ said Mr Bennet.


‘I fear that my being educated as an Englishman did not always help my cause. I am blessed or cursed – one cannot say which – with a strong measure of the reserve for which we are all known. When I became proficient in Portuguese, that easy phraseology assisted me in making my way among the native people. But I am quite like my father in being rather solitary by nature. A little society is a pleasure but I find myself happiest in a measured existence.’


Mr Bennet polished his spectacles.


‘Well, sir, I look forward to continuing a lively debate with you in your father’s stead. But have I outstayed my welcome? You look quite weary, young man.’


‘No, sir, you are the most welcome visitor I have had since my return. It is true that my family acquaintance has appeared in number to welcome me home. I had not realised quite how wide our circle rippled. It is just that – may I count on your discretion, Mr Bennet?’


‘But of course. Can I be of some assistance?’


‘I would not trouble you, sir, really I would not, but I could use some advice. What with Father’s illness and the time it has taken me to arrange good management in Portugal, then travel home, I find that almost a year has passed and matters here have been left to their own devices. My desired life as a gentleman with time for scholarly pursuits seems merely a fond imagining.’ He began to enumerate his tasks by counting off his fingers. ‘There is much left undone in the park’s maintenance. If I am to repair tenants’ homes and ensure the land prospers, I shall need to be attentive. Then there is the matter of this library. My books were my solace both at school and abroad. I treasure each and every volume. Soon they will arrive back here and there is no space.’


He looked about at the groaning shelves of spines, which seemed to mock him.


Mr Bennet gazed around the room as though looking at it for the first time.


‘I have no head for business and shall not presume to advise you, but the library should surely be catalogued and those books you no longer wish to keep might be dispatched for specialist sale.’


‘But there’s the rub. You hit the bullseye squarely with your plan, but cataloguing takes a great deal of time, which I lack.’


Both gentlemen subsided in contemplation of the flames.


‘I have it!’ Mr Bennet began to pace along the shelves, touching a familiar volume here and there. ‘My boy, I would do it myself but I fear that my judgement would be clouded by my relationship with your dear father and my intimate knowledge of many of his books. Yet there may be a solution. My daughter Mary is an intelligent girl with a very neat hand. She is quite capable of cataloguing the contents of your library.’


‘Mary is the young lady I met on Honeycombe Lane?’


‘The very same.’


‘But she might not like it, sir. The work would be very dull for a young lady.’


‘Mary is unlike other young ladies. I say that as the father of five daughters. A good book is always preferable to bonnet ribbons for Mary. I fear she enjoys solitary pursuits rather too well.’ Mr Bennet sighed. He flicked through a military compendium with absent enthusiasm. ‘I suppose it comes of being in the middle. The older two, who you may meet in the future, for they both reside in Derbyshire, are great friends. So it also was between the younger pair before the youngest married. Their love of frivolity is at odds with Mary’s serious nature. I have no doubt she would relish the task at hand.’


‘Mr Bennet, if Miss Mary Bennet would spare me some time, it would be a very great favour indeed.’ His face broke into a smile, which flashed white against the deep tan of his skin. ‘It is hard to imagine a young lady might be so inclined.’


‘Well, that’s settled then. I will ask Mary this evening. Now, sir, I must not detain you from your onerous responsibilities any longer.’


The two gentlemen arose, the elder pleased to be of service, the younger happy to have released one of his problems to another.


‘Thank you, sir, for hearing out my troubles. I do not feel that it is right to lay my burdens at Mama’s feet. She can think of nothing but seeing me married. Can you imagine? I have no time for such things.’ His wry smile was accompanied by a firm handshake. ‘Oh dear, I almost forgot. Mama asks that your family attend a welcome home party next Friday evening. Nothing too formal.’


Mr Bennet took a last, longing look around the library. ‘The ladies will be glad of it, I dare say. There is little of the novel to keep them entertained in Meryton. I shall be chased into seclusion by a flurry of frills and furbelows. Until next Friday then.’
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Meryton’s haberdasher rejoiced at the news of the forthcoming party at Cuthbert Park. As that portly gentleman remarked to his wife,


‘I have never known a winter so dull. It is a miracle that we are still in business.’


His good lady clucked her agreement and absently murmured soothing comments as she busied herself about the pantry. Such statements were annual visitors in her household. Dire protestations of financial ruin no longer frightened her as they had when a new bride. Mrs Blain knew only too well that even in the dead of winter, ladies would venture forth for some ribbon to trim an old bonnet or a bolt of cloth to cheer in the New Year. Their shop was often the social hub of Meryton; tinkling with excited voices here, hissing with gossip there. Mrs Blain made it her business to hear it all.


It was true that when young ladies married out of the neighbourhood their custom was much missed. Equally, their gaiety and regular visits enlivened the pace of business. The loss of the three Bennet sisters and Charlotte Lucas in a twelvemonth was cruelly felt. Mr Blain had determined to close his business and move to a larger town. It had taken a great deal of effort to dissuade him from such upheaval. While she braised a rabbit, Mrs Blain mused on the fortunes of the young women and decided life offered up surprises as regular as the mail coach. A body couldn’t always rely on it but it came along often as not.


Jane and Elizabeth Bennet had captured the matrimonial prizes. There was the surprise marriage of the youngest Bennet girl, Lydia, to that officer, Mr Wickham. Mrs Blain snorted to herself. Soldier of fortune more like, that one. His credit with the shopkeepers soon ran thin. There had been much entertaining gossip when Charlotte Lucas married Mr Collins. He was expected to offer for one of his Bennet cousins.


She shifted the heavy pan off the heated plate and gave it a liberal seasoning as she contemplated what surprises the two unmarried Bennet girls might deliver. Just this afternoon Kitty and Mary Bennet had come in. Mary was a rare sight in the shop. Such an odd girl. Though any woman, young or old, with no interest in fashion plates was an oddity to Mrs Blain. She decided that Mary could be almost attractive if only she smiled and made more effort with her toilette. Yet one barely heard a word spoken. This afternoon’s conversation was typical:


‘Do try these red ribbons, Mary,’ pleaded Kitty.


‘No, the navy will be more serviceable.’


‘But, Mary, we’re attending a party not a wake. Look, do you think green agrees with my complexion?’


‘Kitty, would it make any difference what I thought? You should spend less time thinking about your complexion and apply yourself to something worthy.’


Kitty had given her sister a withering glare, with which Mrs Blain could not find fault.


Two halves of one coin, said Mrs Blain to herself. You could scarce believe they were sisters.






5


Kitty set aside her sewing, smoothing the half-finished trail of new trimming on her old gown and taking up a spool of thread. As she pierced the eye of her needle she mused on the forthcoming party at Cuthbert Park.


Papa had been his usual enigmatic self, giving no clue other than the party was to be informal. Informal was as unhelpful a term as she could imagine. There were occasions when she felt in some sympathy with her mother.


It would not do to be conspicuous, but Mr Montagu was the only eligible gentleman to move into the neighbourhood since her three sisters had married. There was no garrison in Meryton now to provide interesting young men. What would Mr Montagu be like? Mary’s description had sounded disappointing. Tall, not ill-looking, angular. Kitty had heard better descriptions of trees. For herself, she preferred an officer with a manly bearing and, ideally, a redcoat. Kitty knotted the thread and gathered up her sewing again. Why was she giving credit to a thin description from Mary? What did Mary know about or even care about eligible gentlemen?


Kitty smiled to herself. She must contrive to look as though she had made no special effort, yet aim to eclipse any rival. Special care would need to be taken with her hair. Perhaps she should make new rosettes for her slippers and wear her locket. The sewing dropped into her lap as she daydreamed. How wonderful if Mr Montagu proved to be handsome after all. To be mistress of Cuthbert Park would be a superior position indeed.


Cuthbert Park fairly effervesced. A bright moon conspired with benign weather to cheer this first occasion of spring. After the dismal Easter everyone was keen to be among company. Mrs Montagu had invited her entire acquaintance, so keen was she to show off her son and heir. The lady bustled hither and thither, greeting her guests in high good humour.


‘Mr Bennet, welcome, and Mrs Bennet, how well you look.’


Mrs Bennet preened a little. ‘I look forward to meeting your son, Mrs Montagu.’


‘You shall meet him soon, my dear. For the moment he’s surrounded. But where are my manners? The Misses Bennet, how good to see you both.’ The sisters made small, formal bows. ‘It has been some time since we have seen you at Cuthbert Park. I dare say your elder sisters played with my Sebastian before he was sent away to school.’


Kitty, a more confident speaker than Mary despite her deficit in years, stepped forward.


‘Thank you for your kind invitation, ma’am. I shall ask Jane and Elizabeth if they recollect those days.’


Mary shrank back a little even as Kitty stepped forward. This latter action had become her habit – the better to disappear into the background. To this end, her apparel was her aid. A plain woollen gown of dark blue washed any colour from her cheeks. She wore her hair with her traditional severe centre parting, adding a royal blue ribbon to the bun at the nape of her neck. Were it not for a simple gold locket, Mary would appear unadorned. The party drifted away as Mrs Montagu hurried forward to meet new arrivals. Kitty received many compliments as the family progressed through the crowded room. Among her sisters it was generally agreed that Kitty proved the most adept with a needle. For this evening she had transformed her simple sarsenet gown with ribbon-threaded lace around the neckline and sleeves. Matching ribbon wove through the curls piled at random about her crown to great effect. Colonel Johnson was moved to remark that he hadn’t seen such a vision of loveliness since her sister Jane departed for the north. Kitty received all of this attention with good humour.


From her humble position on the fringe of each group, Mary credited her younger sister with some small improvement. At least a modicum of good had come from Lydia’s imprudent union. Kitty giggled and flirted and was often too easily flattered. But the hoydenish excesses had faded without Lydia’s influence and she readily admitted how easily dear, foolish Lydia had been led astray by Mr Wickham. Their mother may still be beguiled by that gentleman, but the girls knew well that their father had aged greatly in the pursuit of the eloped couple. Mary strongly suspected that it had cost him dear to persuade Wickham to marry Lydia. She did not know how close the family’s reputation had come to ruin, but did not doubt that such ruin had been in the air. Now Lydia and Wickham had departed to make their fortune on the faraway shores of America. While Kitty sorely missed Lydia’s gaiety, the incident had made her grow up a little. Mary now wondered if Kitty and Lydia would have so much in common. She hoped her sister had resolved to never marry a man of Wickham’s easy charm and loose character, without any great reliance on Kitty being so prudent. Since Kitty also had little appetite for dullness or the practice of serious economy, Mary wondered if she would find anyone to marry at all. The thought of sharing spinsterhood with her sister, locked in battle as they watched their parents ageing, filled her with silent despair. Kitty had no interest in serious matters. They had nothing beyond family in common. To be forced together by circumstance was loathsome. Yet such a fate must be preferable to the misery of a poorly made marriage.


The sisters drifted around the room attending the various excited conversations and admiring the large salon. Unaware that Kitty had walked away, Mary thought out loud.


‘I remembered an imposing room but that seems a trifle fanciful in the present.’


She looked above her head. The ceiling was quite low with enormous ships beams breaking up the width. A few family portraits dotted the walls. Vases of spring blooms wept over the tables. Well-polished sconces glowed bright with fresh tapers. Combined with cheery rose-coloured drapes and comfortable chairs, the salon appeared quite cosy for such a large room. Mary’s eyes strayed toward the various doors.


‘Miss Bennet, I do believe that you are imagining my library.’


Startled, Mary turned to find Mr Montagu behind her. In his close-fitting evening dress he appeared even taller than she remembered. He stood out all the more for the contrast of fair hair and white cravat against skin the colour of a tanned driving glove. She blushed and was betrayed into a small smile. Mr Montagu folded his arms and surveyed her.


‘I see that I am right. Are you sure that you would like to help catalogue my books? ’Tis dull work for a young lady. Believe me, I should not be offended if you say no.’


‘Oh, not at all, Mr Montagu. The pleasure would be all mine, I assure you. To be surrounded by books will be quite the happiest diversion.’


Mr Montagu smiled. His eyes crinkled and his angular joints appeared to relax as he spoke.


‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to show it to you this minute, but for my duties as host. Do you think you could come next week?’


He was answered with a smile, which seemed to light Mary’s face from within.


‘Sebastian, there you are. I see that you are acquainted with Miss Mary Bennet. You must come and make your bow to some late arrivals.’


Mrs Montagu laid her arm on her son’s jacket and ushered him away. He glanced apologetically over his shoulder. Mary stood momentarily nonplussed before spying her family speaking to the Lucases. She crossed to the familiar group and remained on the fringes until suppertime, rarely spoken to and rarely speaking. Scarcely bothering to attend the easy chatter, Mary anticipated the pleasure of having Cuthbert Park’s library all to herself. She savoured the recollection of her father bringing her the news.


He had called her into his own library that damp afternoon. Such a circumstance was often a cause of dismay. A reprimand given with much throat-clearing ambiguity or an unwelcome request, which would be impossible to refuse; such were interviews with papa. Mr Bennet’s contribution to household matters constituted a sacrifice of time wanted for other pursuits. Mary smiled as she remembered seating herself at his desk with eyes downcast.


‘Mary, raise your eyes, child.’ As she had looked up, a smile played about her father’s lips. ‘This is an interview we might both enjoy.’ As she began to frame a question, he continued. ‘I have found you gainful employment. What do you say to that?’


She felt a thud somewhere in her stomach. Was he really sending her away and with such cheer?


‘I … Employment? Father?’


Mr Bennet’s benign smile continued to play about his features. He removed his spectacles and gave them a careful clean with a monogrammed handkerchief.


‘Really, Mary. I may not have educated you as well as I would have liked, but a little more erudition might be expected.’


Mary fought to wrap her tongue around a reply. Her mouth was dry.


‘Yes, Papa. If that is what you wish for me.’


‘Ah, but the choice is yours, dear child. You can remain here at your mother’s side or you can be of assistance in cataloguing the library at Cuthbert Park. Young Montagu assures me he would be very grateful indeed.’


The chair rocked as Mary pushed out of it. ‘Oh, Papa.’ She steadied the chair, while being seized by a rush of emotions. Papa wasn’t sending her away. Instead, she was being presented with some worthy occupation for once. At last, something she would enjoy that allowed her to spend her days away from the boredom of Longbourn.


‘I told him you might like to help. I hope I was not wrong to do so?’


Mary’s answering smile came with the reply,


‘You know very well I should like nothing more. I shall not disappoint you, Papa. Now, please tell me everything.’


Kitty recalled her to the present by catching her sleeve. She took her aside.


‘Mary, you seem so awkward on these occasions. You do not speak up, yet when your hands are at the pianoforte, you know just what to do. We must hope that someone asks you to play, though it would not do for you to sing, as people are apt to shuffle and cough.’


‘How you flatter me,’ Mary mocked. ‘If opinion matters so much to you, perhaps you should behave with more propriety. For myself, I set no great store by courting society.’


They were interrupted by the supper bell.


Mrs Montagu’s excellent supper delighted the entire company. There were exceptional game pies along with a large cold collation. Exotic early asparagus from the park’s greenhouses, rhubarb syllabub, and Charlotte tortes drew impressed comments from the assembled company.


Sandwiched between Kitty and Georgina Lucas, Mary could be overheard by the attentive listener, admonishing the pair to hush. For a young lady fresh from the schoolroom, Georgina was rather forward. She and Kitty were competing to speak in caricatures of old friends. Each proved an excellent mimic. Having exhausted the most entertaining characters, Georgina turned to gossip.


‘Who is that lady across the room speaking to Mr Montagu? Her gown is beautiful.’


Kitty followed the direction of Georgina’s painted fan. A tall, handsome lady was nodding her head in response to something Mr Montagu had said. She was dressed in the height of fashion in a moire silk with a large amethyst necklace, which she carried off with aplomb.


‘I overheard Colonel Johnson say that she is Mr Montagu’s aunt, Lady Sandalford,’ said Kitty.


Curiosity sated, Georgina’s notice shifted to their host.


‘Do you think Mr Montagu handsome, Mary?’


‘He is neither handsome nor ugly. His character is more important, I think, and we do not know him well enough to judge. You, miss, have no business judging your elders.’


Kitty disagreed. ‘Pish! You can tell well enough that he is friendly, but I do not accord him to be handsome.’


‘He is quite tall,’ ventured Georgina.


‘I am not sure that tall is a qualification for a beau,’ replied Kitty.


Guests began to drift away from the tables. The girls were preparing to depart when Mrs Bennet flopped down beside them, flapping her handkerchief.


‘Such a crush of people! I expect that you are discussing our host,’ she added in arch tones. ‘Such a handsome young man with such a wonderful home. I don’t doubt your hearts are all aflutter.’


Mary scowled. ‘Really, Mama, can you talk of nothing else but gentlemen? Some ladies turn their minds to more serious matters.’


The imposing lady reckoned to be Mr Montagu’s aunt, appeared at Mrs Bennet’s side.


‘These young ladies should not trouble their hearts too seriously, Mrs Bennet. I fear that my sister-in-law has her sights set on an heiress or a title for my nephew.’


‘Lady Sandalford, you must know that I meant only to tease the girls.’


‘I’m sure you did, my dear Mrs Bennet. But it would not do for my sister-in-law to hear you. After all, your accomplishment in marrying three daughters in one year cannot be overlooked. I dare say the mothers of sons tremble when you approach.’


‘My dear Lady Sandalford, I am shocked.’


‘Do not be, Mrs Bennet, for I am funning you – but hark, there is a grain of truth in what I say.’


Lady Sandalford resembled her late brother for height and slenderness. Where she might have looked severe, her demeanour was softened by a bright eye and a ready wit. Mrs Bennet regarded her with a degree of awe, such was the lady’s wealth and bearing.


‘Well, I wish Mrs Montagu well with her plans, I really do. But might not your nephew have his own ideas about matrimony?’


‘I sincerely hope he does, Mrs Bennet. A man should know his own mind. It is many years since I have spent any appreciable time with Sebastian, but the little I have seen these past weeks fosters encouragement. It may sadden all the young ladies to learn that he shows no inclination to marry at all.’
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Immediately after lunch on Monday, Mary set out for Cuthbert Park. Bluebells peeped beneath low branches, tipped with tender pale green leaves. Lambs frolicked in their creamy coats against a backdrop of grass, seeming to have grown overnight into fat, lush tufts. The sound of axe and saw rhythmically sighed as every spare man attended to the land. Cuthbert Park nestled low into the surrounding parkland like a wide smile. Honest hewn stone, owing nothing to artifice, bounced hundreds of playful shadows onto shrubs under the windows. The simple beauty of the house from the lime walk so diverted Mary that she failed to hear a horse approaching until the steady snort of its nostrils were within earshot.


‘Ha, you are come. I feared you had changed your mind.’ Mr Montagu leapt from his bay, his long legs seeming to make it but a step. He looked suddenly stricken. ‘You haven’t, I hope, changed your mind?’


Mary bowed her head demurely.


‘No, sir. I am not in the habit of changing my mind.’


‘Of course, your father said that you were unlike other females. Excellent.’


They continued to the house in silence. Mr Montagu’s bay was handed to a groom and he extended his own brown hand to Mary’s elbow as they mounted the sandstone stairs to the portico, causing Mary to blush. She searched for something to say.


‘Cuthbert Park is very beautiful, sir. You must be delighted to be at home.’


He paused, his hand still on her arm. ‘Somewhat, Miss Bennet. There is so much to do that I find little time to take in the pleasures.’


Mary found her eyes to be transfixed on the fingers resting on her arm. She gently detached herself.


‘That is a great pity, for all about us today is alive with beauty. But you have the future in which to savour such delights.’


‘Your thoughts will serve as a reminder to me. It takes but a moment to observe one’s surroundings. Such a moment can be of no detriment to urgent purpose.’


By now they had progressed to the salon, calm after the party and to Mary’s eye, more beautiful. Mr Montagu rang the bell. A maid appeared in an instant.


‘Please tell Mama that Miss Mary Bennet is with us. We shall take tea with her later. Then ask Peters to join us.’


The large, heavily glazed room where supper had been served lay at the far end of the salon. Mr Montagu headed to the rear corner of the salon, opening a door into a small octagonal anteroom containing a chaise and a screen. From there a further door led into the library. Tall windows cast light onto the Indian rug. The afternoon sun slanted towards two easy chairs by the fire. A gallery ran from the windows around the remaining walls of the room to a spiral staircase. Books in glazed cabinets crammed every available space. Even the desk between the door and the armchairs provided a surface on which to stack tomes. Mary paused on the threshold. She had seen rooms in great houses with more grandeur, but to her mind, this room was the loveliest she had seen. She stepped into the room allowing her eyes to rove.


‘This is my favourite room in the house. As a young boy my visits here were strictly supervised. I cannot quite believe that it is now all mine.’


They stood as though in silent homage. He gave a deprecating shrug.


‘It’s actually quite a small room, although the gallery certainly helps.’


‘I think that it could not be bettered.’


Mary spoke with determination as she looked up at his pleased countenance. He smiled down at her.


‘My father thought so too. He loved this room. It is a shame to have to remove some of his books to make way for my own.’


‘I imagine so. Yet perhaps some of the subjects, though not of interest to you, will be prized by others. So it is less a loss than a service.’


He ushered her to a fireside chair, which rather dwarfed someone of her small stature. ‘Miss Bennet, you talk much good sense. Remind me to ask for your advice in future.’


Mary blushed. She wondered if she might be contracting a fever for she rarely blushed. Twice in several minutes must be cause for mild concern. On reflection, she decided she was unused to such approbation.


‘You rang, sir?’


‘Peters, I expect you know Miss Mary Bennet.’ The butler bowed. ‘Good. Miss Bennet is doing me the honour of cataloguing all of Father’s books. She will be here often. Please see that she has everything she requires. Have you any special requests, Miss Bennet?’


‘Nothing particular. But I may need a stool to reach some shelves, and a ledger, of course.’


‘It shall be done. We must not forget to bring her sustenance as well, Peters.’


‘Very good, sir.’


‘You must not carry heavy books.’ Mr Montagu gave her one of his direct looks. ‘Peters will arrange for someone to do any heavy lifting. Now, down to business. Let me give you an idea of those subjects I particularly like or dislike so that you can mark them accordingly in the ledger.’


Mary rose and directed a meaningful glance towards Peters.


‘Perhaps it would be as well for Peters to hear the details as well. For myself I see no need, but Mama will insist of preserving the proprieties.’


‘Oh, I see, we should be chaperoned. My pardon, Miss Bennet. I have lived abroad too long. No matter, if Peters doesn’t mind us detaining him, let us begin.’


In no time at all it seemed the bell for tea pealed. In fact, they had been engrossed in discussion for fully an hour. Peters led the way back to Mrs Montagu in the salon where tea was laid out on a Sèvres service. Mary wondered if important company was expected. Her mother’s friend was attired in a formal grey silk, tight to the frilled neck and cuffs. She wore pearls and a large brooch. Mrs Montagu rose stiffly and indicated that Mary should sit opposite. Her tone was as crisp as her silk ruffles.


‘Miss Bennet, my son tells me that you are kindly cataloguing my late husband’s library. We are most grateful. Sebastian has much on his mind at present.’


‘It is a pleasure to assist, ma’am. Your library is a jewel.’


The lady touched her hand to her frilled cap as though wearing a jewelled headdress. ‘As to that, I can only say that my favoured jewels lie under lock and key upstairs. I do not quite understand what you all see in these books.’


Mr Montagu bent to touch his mother’s shoulder, his voice gently teasing.


‘Would you have us all be the same, Mama? Without books we would not have a civilised society.’


‘That’s as may be, Sebastian. But I don’t thank you for it. Your father spent half his life cooped up in the library and I do not see that his health fared any better for it.’


Mr Montagu’s response was quiet.


‘But he was happy.’


‘It will not do for you to follow him.’


‘You must allow me to make my own choices, Mama. Now, we are neglecting Miss Bennet.’ As his mama hastened to pour the tea, Mr Montagu proffered a plate of the most tempting cake. ‘Can I persuade you to try some of this excellent cake? Cook has taken it upon herself to fatten me up.’


Mrs Montagu scrutinised her guest with severity.


‘Yes, do help yourself, Miss Bennet; you are too pale and thin. We must attempt to feed you up.’


‘I fear you will fail, Mrs Montagu. My own mama despairs of me.’


Mary bit her lip in discomfort. Until teatime the afternoon had passed happily.


‘I daresay you care more for your dusty books.’ Mrs Montagu passed Mary her tea. ‘One oddity among five daughters must be acceptable odds, I suppose.’
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Mrs Bennet could scarce contain her enthusiasm for Mary’s new enterprise. When Mr Bennet removed himself from the parlour after dinner, she motioned Mary and Kitty to sit beside her and began to question Mary with eagerness.


‘Tell us all about your afternoon, dear, and please, spare no detail.’


Mary sighed. She ought to have realised that she would be subject to interrogation upon her return.


‘It was most interesting. Mr Montagu’s library is the most pleasant room I can imagine. There’s a gallery and so much light from the tall windows …’


‘Yes, yes, I’m sure. But what of the rest of the house?’


‘I saw only the salon we visited last week and a small anteroom.’


‘Did you take tea?’ Mrs Bennet’s hand delicately fingered the stem of her glass. ‘I must admit to approval of Prunella Montagu’s accommodations.’


‘Yes, Mama. I believe you would have admired the Sèvres service. Mrs Montagu was most generous in her insistence that I eat more cake.’


‘What was Mrs Montagu wearing?’ Kitty asked.


Her mother threw her an approving glance.


‘Something grey, I think.’


Mrs Bennet banged down her glass with impatience. ‘Well, of course she wore grey or black; she is not a year past mourning. Really, Mary, is that all the detail you can manage?’


‘I believe she had a ruffled collar and cuffs,’ Mary muttered.


Mrs Bennet tutted. ‘You must be more attentive, Mary. The Montagus will think you a provincial.’


‘But I am a provincial, Mama. I do not believe that I have been above thirty miles from Meryton in my whole life, excepting a single visit to Derbyshire.’


Kitty fell into a fit of the whoops. ‘She’s right, Mama,’ she gasped through her laughter, ‘we are provincial.’


‘Well, there’s no need to act like it,’ snapped Mrs Bennet. She stood and turned to face them in some agitation. ‘You have the accomplishments of young ladies of fashion equal to anywhere in England and your father is a gentleman. That is all that is required to meet a suitable gentleman to marry.’
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