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Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen, was first published in 1813.

 

This was the Regency era – a time when English society was sharply divided by wealth and women were expected to marry young.

 

The heroine of this story, Elizabeth, might have some things in common with modern readers, but she lived in a very different world.

 

You can find out more about Jane Austen and what England was like in 1813 at the back of this book!
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A long time ago, in a country house called Longbourn, there lived the Bennet family. They were Mr and Mrs Bennet and their five daughters: Jane, Elizabeth, Mary, Kitty and Lydia.

The five girls were quite different from each other. Jane, the eldest, was kind and gentle. Elizabeth, who came next, had a lively sense of humour. Mary thought herself rather studious and serious, while Kitty and Lydia, who were the youngest sisters, were always giggling and getting up to mischief.

Mr and Mrs Bennet did not have very much in common either. What Mr Bennet liked doing best was sitting by the fire in his library reading a book, whilst Mrs Bennet preferred visiting her friends to gossip about everything that was going on in the neighbourhood. But what she loved doing more than anything else was picturing the future weddings of her five daughters, and imagining the rich and important husbands she hoped they would have.

One day, she came home to Longbourn full of excitement.

‘My dear Mr Bennet!’ she announced. ‘Have you heard? We have a new neighbour at Netherfield Park! His name is Mr Bingley, and he is a single young man with a large fortune. What a fine thing for our girls!’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Mr Bennet. ‘How can it affect them?’

‘Mr Bennet, how can you be so tiresome? You must realise that I am thinking of his marrying one of them!’ exclaimed Mrs Bennet.

‘Is that his plan, then, in moving to the neighbourhood?’ asked Mr Bennet, who liked to tease.

‘His plan? Nonsense, how can you say such a thing? But you know, it is very likely that he may fall in love with one of them. You must visit him as soon as you can, and make friends!’

But Mr Bennet just shrugged. ‘Oh, I’ll just send him a note to say he can marry any of my daughters he chooses,’ he said casually. ‘Though of course, I’ll throw in an especially good word for Lizzy.’

‘You will do no such thing!’ said Mrs Bennet, horrified by this suggestion. ‘Anyway, Lizzy is no better than any of the others, though you favour her the most.’

‘They’re all silly enough – but Lizzy has more quickness than her sisters,’ said Mr Bennet mischievously.

‘Mr Bennet, how can you be so rude about your own children? You take delight in vexing me!’ exclaimed Mrs Bennet. ‘You have no sympathy for my poor nerves!’

‘That’s not true,’ protested Mr Bennet at once. ‘I am very fond of your nerves – they are old friends of mine. I have heard you talking about them for the last twenty years!’

As a matter of fact, Mr Bennet had every intention of going to see Mr Bingley. He was one of the first of the neighbours to pay him a visit – although he didn’t say a word about it to the rest of the family.

Instead, when he saw Elizabeth trimming a new bonnet, he said, ‘I hope Mr Bingley will like it.’

‘None of us have any idea what Mr Bingley might like, since you will not visit him!’ said Mrs Bennet, crossly. She turned to Kitty, in a temper. ‘Don’t keep coughing, Kitty! Have a little compassion on my nerves.’
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But Mr Bennet did not seem to notice his wife’s bad mood. He went on making remarks about Mr Bingley, until at last Mrs Bennet cried out, ‘I am sick of Mr Bingley!’

Only then did Mr Bennet say, ‘I am sorry to hear that. If I had known this morning, I wouldn’t have gone to visit him. It is very unlucky – well, I suppose we can’t escape making friends with him now.’

All at once, Mrs Bennet’s temper was swept away by a tide of delight. ‘My dear Mr Bennet! How pleased I am that you have visited him. And what a good joke too, that you never said a word about it!’

‘Well, Kitty, I think you may cough as much as you like now,’ observed Mr Bennet with a grin.
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Mrs Bennet wasn’t the only one who was excited about the arrival of Mr Bingley. Everyone in the neighbourhood was talking about him, especially because it was a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.

Elizabeth and her sisters soon learned that he was young and handsome, rode a black horse and wore a blue coat. Best of all, he was fond of dancing – and he was going to attend the very next ball.

A whisper ran through the room when Mr Bingley arrived in the ballroom. He was just as young, handsome and jolly-looking as everyone had said. What was more, he was not alone, he was accompanied by two ladies and two gentlemen. They were his sister Mrs Hurst and her husband Mr Hurst; his unmarried sister, Miss Bingley; and his very good friend, Mr Darcy.

Everyone turned to admire the newcomers. Mrs Hurst and Miss Bingley were elegant ladies dressed in the very latest London fashions. As for Mr Darcy, a rumour rushed around the room that he was even richer than Mr Bingley, with a big house in Derbyshire and a very large fortune. All the ladies agreed at once that he was the most handsome man they had ever seen.
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But Mr Darcy was not popular for long. While Mr Bingley chatted, danced and made friends with everyone, Mr Darcy stood all by himself, looking haughty and aloof.

Elizabeth, who was sitting watching the dancing, noticed Mr Bingley come bustling over to him.

‘Come, Darcy,’ he said cheerfully. ‘You must dance. I hate to see you standing about by yourself like this.’

‘I certainly shall not,’ drawled Mr Darcy. ‘You know I hate it. Besides, your sisters are already dancing, and I couldn’t possibly dance with anyone else here.’

Mr Bingley shook his head at his friend in surprise. ‘But the girls here are so pleasant – and several of them are very pretty!’

‘You have been dancing with the only handsome girl in the room,’ said Mr Darcy, glancing over at Elizabeth’s sister Jane.

Mr Bingley’s cheeks turned bright pink. ‘I think she is the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen,’ he confessed. ‘But look, Darcy – there is one of her sisters. She is very pretty too and I’m sure very agreeable.’

Mr Darcy looked round to where Elizabeth was sitting by herself. ‘Hmmm. She is tolerable I suppose, but not handsome enough to tempt me. Besides, I am in no mood to dance with a young lady who is ignored by other men.’

At first, Elizabeth felt rather offended by this. But then she thought how pompous and silly Mr Darcy sounded, and what a funny story it would make to tell her friends. Soon she was giggling over it with her friend Charlotte Lucas.

She didn’t notice Mr Darcy glance in her direction – for the first time looking a little uncomfortable.

The Bennets went home from the ball in high spirits. Mrs Bennet was overjoyed that Mr Bingley had taken a liking to Jane; Mary was proud because her piano-playing had been praised; and Kitty and Lydia were very excited that Mr Bingley had promised to soon host a ball of his own at Netherfield Park.

Back at Longbourn, they found Mr Bennet reading by the fire.

‘We have had a most delightful evening,’ began Mrs Bennet. ‘Jane was so admired by Mr Bingley! Of course, he danced with Charlotte Lucas first, which vexed me greatly. But then he danced with Jane twice, and then with Lizzy – and what do you think he did next?’

‘Enough of his partners,’ groaned Mr Bennet. ‘I wish he had sprained his ankle in the first dance.’

Mrs Bennet paid him no attention. ‘But his friend, Mr Darcy – what a proud and horrid man! He refused to dance with Lizzy, you know. Next time, you shouldn’t dance with him even if he does ask you,’ she instructed Elizabeth.

Elizabeth laughed. ‘I think I can safely promise you never to dance with Mr Darcy.’

But Mrs Bennet had already begun talking about Mr Bingley’s sisters. ‘Such charming women. I never saw such elegant dresses! The lace on Mrs Hurst’s gown—’

But the lace on Mrs Hurst’s gown was too much for Mr Bennet. He hurried away to the library to escape his wife’s chatter, as fast as he could go.
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The next day, Jane and Elizabeth, who always discussed everything together, had a long talk about Mr Bingley.
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‘He’s everything a young man should be,’ sighed Jane dreamily. ‘He’s good-natured and sensible, lively and cheerful.’

‘And handsome, which a young man ought to be if he possibly can,’ said Elizabeth with a grin. ‘I give you permission to like him. You’ve liked stupider people before.’

Jane laughed, but Elizabeth went on, ‘You’re much too ready to like people in general, you know. You never see a fault in anyone – I’ve never heard you say anything mean about anybody in your life! What about Mr Bingley’s sisters, for example? They certainly aren’t much like him.’

‘Perhaps not at first, but once I talked to them for a while, I liked them very much,’ said Jane, smiling happily. ‘I think they will be charming neighbours.’

But Elizabeth wasn’t so sure. Whilst Mr Bingley had been easy and friendly, his sisters had seemed proud and haughty – rather like Mr Darcy.

The more Jane and Mr Bingley got to know each other, the more they liked each other. Mrs Bennet was overjoyed, and spent hours imagining what a wonderful wedding they would have. But Elizabeth thought it was a bit too soon for that.

‘She’s only known him for a fortnight!’ she said to Charlotte, when they were together at a party at Charlotte’s house, Lucas Lodge. ‘She’s danced with him a few times, but she doesn’t really know him yet.’

‘Well, I think she’s got as good a chance of being happy with him as with anyone.’ Charlotte shrugged, in her usual down-to-earth way. ‘You’ve got to be practical about it, you know. Marriage is really about security – happiness is just a matter of luck.’

Elizabeth didn’t agree – but before she could say anything else, they were interrupted by Lydia, who came barging past them to the piano, where Mary was playing a dull and difficult concerto.

‘Mary! Play a jig so we can dance!’ she demanded.

Mary pulled a sour face but, with a sigh, she did as she was asked and all around the room, people began finding partners to join the dance.

Charlotte’s father, Sir William Lucas, nodded his head in time to the cheerful music. ‘What a marvellous amusement dancing is!’ he observed heartily to Mr Darcy, who was standing by himself, silent as usual. ‘And your friend dances so well,’ he observed, looking over to where Mr Bingley was once again dancing with Jane. ‘I’m sure you do too, of course.’

At that moment, he caught sight of Elizabeth. ‘My dear Miss Eliza – why aren’t you dancing? Mr Darcy, allow me to present this young lady to you as a wonderful dancing partner.’

Elizabeth felt very embarrassed. She was certain Mr Darcy was going to make another rude remark – so before he had chance to speak, she said hurriedly that she wasn’t planning to dance. But to her surprise, Mr Darcy said rather stiffly, ‘I would be honoured if you would dance with me, Miss Elizabeth.’
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For a moment, Elizabeth didn’t know what to say – but she had no intention of dancing with Mr Darcy, so she quickly excused herself and hurried away.

A minute later, Miss Bingley came sweeping over in her expensive gown to where Mr Darcy was standing. ‘I can guess what you’re thinking,’ she said, glancing around her with contempt. ‘How awful it would be to spend many in evenings in such tedious company as this!’

‘Actually, I was thinking of something more pleasant,’ said Mr Darcy. ‘I was thinking what fine eyes Miss Elizabeth Bennet has.’

‘Miss Elizabeth Bennet?’ Miss Bingley goggled. ‘I am all astonishment!’ She laughed her high, rather silly laugh – but anyone looking at her closely would have noticed that she didn’t really look amused, but instead very cross indeed.
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The next day, Kitty and Lydia came home bubbling over with news. A regiment of soldiers had arrived in the nearby village of Meryton and was to stay there all winter. The two girls were full of excitement about the handsome officers in their smart red coats, and they could talk of nothing else.

‘I’ve suspected it for some time, but now I know for sure,’ said Mr Bennet with a heavy sigh. ‘You are two of the silliest girls in the country!’

But Mrs Bennet didn’t think their interest in the officers was silly at all. ‘I wouldn’t mind if a smart young colonel wanted to marry one of my daughters,’ she said, adding wistfully, ‘You know, when I was a girl, I liked a redcoat myself once …’

Just then, a footman arrived with a note for Jane. It was from Miss Bingley, inviting Jane to dine at Netherfield Park with herself and Mrs Hurst, while Mr Bingley and the other gentlemen dined out with the officers.

‘May I have the carriage?’ Jane asked eagerly.

‘No!’ insisted Mrs Bennet at once. ‘You must go on horseback. It looks like rain – and if so, they will ask you to stay the night. That way you won’t miss the chance to see Mr Bingley.’

Sure enough, not long after Jane had set out, it began to rain very hard. ‘What a good idea of mine,’ said Mrs Bennet, as pleased as if she had made it rain herself.

But at breakfast the next morning, a note arrived from Netherfield for Elizabeth:


 

Dear Lizzy,

I am very unwell this morning. I got wet through yesterday on my ride to Netherfield and now I have a cold. My friends will not hear of me returning home until I am better and insist on sending for the doctor. But don’t worry – apart from a headache and a sore throat there is nothing much wrong with me.

Jane

 

‘Well, Mrs Bennet,’ said Mr Bennet, after Elizabeth had read this aloud. ‘If Jane should die from this illness, at least you will know it was all for Mr Bingley’s sake.’

‘Don’t be silly. People don’t die of little trifling colds!’ protested Mrs Bennet.

But just the same, Elizabeth felt worried about Jane, and made up her mind to walk over to Netherfield to see her.

Mrs Bennet did not like this idea one bit. ‘You can’t possibly walk in all this dirt. You won’t be fit to be seen when you get there!’

‘I shall be fit to see Jane, which is all I want,’ said Elizabeth stoutly. ‘It’s only three miles after all.’

It did not take Elizabeth long to cross the fields to Netherfield. She loved walking and being outdoors; it was a pleasant day now the rain had stopped and she walked briskly, jumping over stiles and springing over puddles. By the time she arrived at Mr Bingley’s grand house, she had dirty stockings but a face glowing with warmth.

Everyone was surprised to see her. Mrs Hurst and Miss Bingley could hardly believe she had walked so far. Whilst Mr Bingley welcomed her warmly, Mr Darcy said little, and Mr Hurst nothing at all – because he was only interested in his breakfast.

While Elizabeth went to see Jane, who was resting in a guest bedroom, down in the drawing room, Miss Bingley and Mrs Hurst were already gossiping about her:

‘Really, she looked almost wild!’

‘What was she thinking, scampering about the country, just because her sister has a cold? Walking three miles in the mud and dirt by herself?’

‘Her hair was so untidy.’

‘And her petticoat was six inches deep in mud – I am certain of it.’

‘I thought it was very kind of Miss Elizabeth to come all this way to see her sister,’ said Mr Bingley indignantly. ‘I didn’t even notice her petticoat.’

‘You noticed it, I am sure, Mr Darcy,’ said Miss Bingley slyly. ‘I’m afraid this may affect your admiration of her fine eyes.’

But Mr Darcy only shrugged. ‘Actually, they were brightened by the exercise,’ was all he said.

Jane was feeling very ill, so Elizabeth was relieved when Mr Bingley insisted she stay on at Netherfield to look after her sister – sending a servant back to Longbourn to collect some clothes for her.

That evening, when Jane had fallen asleep, Elizabeth came down to the drawing room. Mr Bingley invited her to join in the card game they were playing, but she said she would read a book instead.

Mr Hurst stared at her in astonishment. ‘You prefer reading to cards?’ he asked.

‘Miss Bennet despises cards,’ announced Miss Bingley. ‘She is a great reader and enjoys nothing else.’

Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. ‘Actually, I enjoy lots of things,’ she replied honestly.

Miss Bingley only laughed her silly laugh.

Soon, the card game was finished. Mr Darcy picked up a book too, but Miss Bingley turned to Elizabeth. ‘Miss Eliza, why don’t you join me to take a stroll around the room? It is so refreshing.’

Miss Bingley tucked her arm through Elizabeth’s as though they were the best of friends, and began to parade up and down the room with her. When Mr Darcy glanced up from his book as they passed, Miss Bingley invited him to join them too.
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‘But surely that would destroy the point,’ he replied.

‘Whatever do you mean?’ said Miss Bingley, with a laugh.

‘Well, you are either sharing secrets with each other – in which case you wouldn’t want me listening. Or perhaps you want me to admire you as you walk, which I can do much better sitting here by the fire.’
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