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Chapter I
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IT IS A COMMONLY UNDERSTOOD truth that pleasant young men in possession of fine and pleasing manners have no trouble making themselves agreeable to single young women.

However, it should also be understood that not all young men have the best intentions when recommending themselves to others. Sometimes, in the course of general conversation, a choice of words, a phrase which perhaps should not have been spoken at all, can at times induce a young lady to obtain a much greater knowledge than a young man had intended or wanted, assuming that such a lady is astute enough to discover the meaning behind the words which were spoken. In some cases, when a young man has harmful or untrue statements to impart, he may even contradict what he has previously said if he does not take great care in remaining consistent.

Such was the situation in which Elizabeth Bennet found herself one fateful evening in her Aunt Phillips’s parlor.

Were Elizabeth to be honest with herself, she would be forced to confess that she appreciated Mr. Wickham’s words concerning the man she loved to detest—Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. The man had had the gall to offend her on the night of their first meeting and had subsequently proceeded to reinforce her estimation of his proud and haughty ways, his selfish disdain for others, and his perceived superiority over everyone with whom he came in contact.

And if she had not already thought him to be disagreeable, her time at Netherfield would have sealed the matter. His performance there—his ill-concealed superiority, especially concerning the matter of his faults or lack thereof—had more than convinced her that Mr. Darcy was a man who thought himself so much better than the world around him. He was undoubtedly intelligent, but this intelligence only magnified his pride, conceit, and the meanness of his opinions concerning those whose situations in life did not equal his own.

Thus, when Mr. Wickham related his claim that Mr. Darcy had denied him of his godfather’s chosen reward, suddenly Elizabeth felt she had proof that Mr. Darcy’s faults included not only appalling manners, but also unchristian behavior. Indeed, if he could behave in such a manner toward a young man with whom he had been raised, how much crueler might he be to the world at large?

Elizabeth had to acknowledge that her decided opinion of Mr. Darcy meant she was taking Mr. Wickham’s story in eagerly, being overcome with an almost fervent glee—mixed with outrage at Mr. Darcy’s audacity—at hearing this proof.

But then Mr. Wickham had spoken those fatal words in response to her fervently stated opinion that Mr. Darcy should be publicly disgraced for his actions, telling her: “Some time or other he will be—but it shall not be by me. Till I can forget his father, I can never defy or expose him.”

Elizabeth rolled the words around in her head, thinking that perhaps she had mistaken Mr. Wickham’s meaning. Had he instead been suggesting some other conviction? Or perhaps he had misspoken and inferred something wholly unintended?

No, there could be no mistake. According to Mr. Wickham, he could never expose the master of Pemberley, as he had too much respect for the man’s father. And if that was so, then why had he shared his intelligence with her, an acquaintance of only a few hours? What could he mean by it?

“Miss Bennet?”

The sound of Mr. Wickham’s voice pulled Elizabeth from her reverie, and she peered up at him, noting the half frown which had come over his face.

“Oh, please forgive me, Mr. Wickham,” blurted Elizabeth, not knowing what to say. “I believe I allowed my mind to wander.”

She was now not as interested in continuing this conversation as she had previously been—his contradiction of his own words made her suspicious of his designs, and she wondered whether his cheerful and agreeable manners were an affectation to hide whatever he truly was from others. Though she was still confused and upset over the realization, what she wished for most was a respite in which she could examine their interactions and his words in a more thorough manner. Only then could she more fully discern for herself whether this man could be trusted.

“I had not thought I had lost the ability to hold the attention of a lady, but it appears I was mistaken.” declared Mr. Wickham, his tone light and playful.

No doubt he intended his words in jest, but Elizabeth took just enough warning in them to determine that if his confidences were false and if his manners were a mask to hide the real man, it might not be prudent to openly acknowledge her understanding of his duplicity. If he was truly attempting to deceive her, then the character defects necessary to defame another man without scruple, almost certainly hid other character defects of a potentially more serious nature. So Elizabeth, calling on her own social prowess, fell back on what she knew best—she teased him.

“Oh, I do not know that I would say that, Mr. Wickham,” said she, giving him an arch look. “I assure you that I consider you every bit the diverting conversation partner.”

Mr. Wickham laughed, his good humor apparently restored. “I am very glad to hear it, Miss Bennet. I must own that I have never before met such a charming young lady with whom I have been able to converse with so easily despite such a short acquaintance. I am very much looking forward to knowing you better.”

Had Elizabeth missed the contradiction of his own words, she might very well have also missed the salacious gleam in his eyes and the way they raked over her form. Feeling suddenly uncomfortable in his presence, Elizabeth was forced to acknowledge that his company had lost much of its allure. His flattery was as thick and sweet as honey, and his charming smile now seemed false—a mask donned to mislead others. Elizabeth still determined to think on the subject at a later date, but at that moment, she was resolved not to fall for his false flattery!

Still, there was small talk to be made, and until Elizabeth felt she could extricate herself from his company, she had little choice but to affect a friendly and engaging mien. Serious contemplation would come later.

So she sat in his company, speaking with him, laughing at his witty repartee, and sharing a little of herself with him, if only to keep him unsuspicious of her feelings, and as their conversation progressed, she began to feel ever more confident that her suspicions were correct. Invariably, as their discourse progressed, Mr. Wickham attempted to turn the conversation back to Mr. Darcy and to wax poetic upon the wrongs done to him by that gentleman. Though Elizabeth almost ground her teeth together in frustration, she listened, commiserated, and showed the proper amount of outrage and empathy, all the while trying to turn the conversation to other subjects. The problem was that the man did not seem to have much to say of anything else. Of literature, he was perfectly indifferent; of the topics of politics and the current situation of the war with the French tyrant, he seemed to have little real knowledge. There seemed to be, in truth, little for them to discuss on an intellectual level.

He flattered well and said pleasing words for the purpose of enlarging her vanity, but it became quickly evident that he was all charm and little substance, though Elizabeth suspected that had she been taken in by his manners and missed the contradiction of his words, she might very well have fallen under his spell. As it was, the effect of his flattery was quite different from what he undoubtedly intended, as it informed her that she had best be wary in this man’s presence; he was not a man to be trusted. It was a very relieved Elizabeth who finally surrendered his company to Lydia, who had cajoled Mary into playing so they could dance.
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The following days were spent in introspection as Elizabeth attempted to puzzle through the problem of the two gentlemen from Derbyshire. So extreme was her distraction that it was remarked upon by all the members of her family—her mother with vexation, her younger sisters with amusement, and her father and Jane with concern. She assured them all that she was very well, and she claimed she was merely distracted by a few things which had been on her mind.

Much though she would have liked to share her suppositions with Jane, she decided against it after much thought. The intelligence imposed upon her by Mr. Wickham was in such question that she felt she could not take the chance of exposing it to anyone for fear that it could create unsubstantiated rumors about Mr. Darcy. Besides, Jane would have insisted that there was some great misunderstanding and that neither young man was to blame. Elizabeth, who knew that the world was a much harsher place, could not bear to force such unhappy conclusions upon her beloved sister, especially when they were all based on suspicion and innuendo.

In regard to the gentleman from Derbyshire, she was forced to consider him more than she had ever been disposed to do before. She was conscious of the fact that her poor opinion of Mr. Darcy had been formed on the strength of his one rude statement the night of their first meeting. Every subsequent interaction between them—at least from her side—had been colored by that single event.

Elizabeth was forced to revisit her opinion of him. She had branded him as having the worst sort of pride and conceit, but given what she knew of his station in life, she now had to acknowledge that though excessive pride was indeed a defect, he did have much of which to be proud. Other than that, she was forced to conclude that she had nothing with which to accuse him—nothing in his manners or character suggested evil or immoral tendencies, and his behavior after their initial introduction had been impeccable, if a little aloof. In fact, everything she had witnessed of him suggested that far from being a bad man, he was in fact a very upstanding one.

Did he consider himself to be above his company? Elizabeth had to acknowledge that he likely did, if his behavior was anything to go by. But though he perhaps did espouse such feelings, his manners certainly did not reach the level of the supercilious and barely concealed contempt which the Bingley sisters had so frequently displayed. And unlike them, with his connections to an earl and his possession of a great estate, not to mention his own obvious intelligence and bearing, he actually had some reason to feel superior. By contrast, the other members of the Bingley party had little in comparison to excuse their putting on airs. Their wealth—though undoubtedly considerable—was still tainted by the stench of trade, and as a result, Caroline Bingley and Louisa Hurst possessed a much higher opinion of their position in society than they had any right.

Furthermore, Elizabeth realized that the fact of Mr. Darcy’s friendship with someone such as Mr. Bingley was also a mark in the man’s favor. Many men of his station would no doubt feel a man such as Mr. Bingley to be completely beneath him and would behave with condescension, if they recognized such an acquaintance at all. Mr. Darcy, however, appeared to treat Mr. Bingley as a close friend and confidant. This in turn suggested that perhaps his reticence in company was not entirely that of a perceived sense of superiority. That he was an intelligent man was not in question, but why such an intelligent and worldly man would be so reserved was beyond Elizabeth’s ability to understand. All she knew was that he did not necessarily appear to be as conceited as she had at first thought.

As for Mr. Wickham, Elizabeth felt that she had not spent enough time in his company to form any real opinion. They had only shared the one true conversation at her Aunt Phillips’s gathering, and because the weather had turned wet following that day, there had not been a lot of contact with others of the neighborhood or the officers of the militia since. Of course, this was in keeping with Elizabeth’s introspective state. She welcomed the opportunity for thought and the distance from the two gentlemen the rain afforded.

Mr. Wickham was certainly handsome—at least as handsome as the master of Pemberley, though his light cheerfulness was a stark contrast to Mr. Darcy’s dark and serious mien. His mode of address was most certainly gentlemanly, his manners engaging, and Elizabeth thought that his conversation would be deemed interesting and effortless on first impression. Of course, as Elizabeth also took into account his preference for speaking of his supposed woes at the hands of the Darcy family, not to mention the lack of substance in anything he said, his manners were decidedly less pleasing than they had been initially. As Elizabeth had noted during her aunt’s party, he seemed little disposed to speak of anything else. And of course, Elizabeth had not missed the way he had leered at her . . . .

The other memory which intruded upon her consciousness was the meeting between the two on that dusty road in Meryton. That the men had been surprised to see each other was unmistakable, but their individual reactions were perhaps more telling. Whereas Mr. Darcy had seemed angry to see Mr. Wickham, the other man had shown a distinct level of distress upon noticing his erstwhile companion. And though Elizabeth could not be certain, subsequent thought on the subject had led her to the conclusion that whatever had happened between them, it was Mr. Wickham who had reacted in such a way as to suggest that the presence of the other man was a cause for consternation rather than the reverse. If her perception was indeed the truth, it dealt a further blow to Mr. Wickham’s claims of ill-use. The matter certainly did not do him any favors.

Many times during those days, Elizabeth found herself frustrated enough that she thought to apply to Mr. Darcy for his side of the affair. After all, Mr. Wickham had already seen fit to extend his version of their dealings, so should Mr. Darcy not be allowed the same courtesy?

But then the thought of Mr. Darcy’s imperious gaze directed upon her with even more displeasure than was already his wont made her realize what an impertinence he would consider such an application to be. There was certainly no reason for him to share such matters with a mere country lass, regardless of what his childhood companion had seen fit to impart. Speaking to Mr. Darcy on the subject was out of the question.

In the end, Elizabeth decided that she was rather tired of thinking of all young men from the north, and she resolved to extend nothing beyond the barest of civility and courtesy to both Mr. Darcy and Mr. Wickham. It was for the best, after all—one was too far above her in his own eyes, while the other other’s eyes seemed to harbor secrets and lies. She would ignore them both.
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Chapter II
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THE DAYS AFTER AUNT Phillips’s card party saw a distinct cooling in Mr. Collins’s ardor for Elizabeth. So preoccupied was she that she had hardly noticed the withdrawal of his attentions until it had been brought to her attention by a most unlikely source.

Now, it must be said that Elizabeth had no proof in the matter, as Mrs. Bennet had not raised the subject within the range of her hearing, but knowing how fixated her mother was upon securing Mr. Bingley for Jane, Elizabeth was quite certain that if Mr. Collins had shown any interest whatsoever in Jane, she would have warned the man off immediately. But as Elizabeth had no known prospects herself, it would be an easy thing for her mother to put her forward as a potential marriage partner. Thus, it seemed likely that Mrs. Bennet had given her tacit—if not overt—support to his suit, as Mr. Collins had begun to pay her his attentions within a day of arriving at Longbourn.

Unfortunately for Mr. Collins—and perhaps fortunately for Elizabeth—the parson had not a subtle bone in his body. He likely considered his suit to be cleverly done, filled with the delicate compliments of which he had boasted upon his arrival. But the manner in which he chose to sit by her, regaling tales of his patroness; the way he accompanied her on the walk to Meryton the day they had met Mr. Wickham, though his frame was not such as was meant for walking; the way he attempted to flatter her with that oily smirk of his, acting as if she should be hanging on his every word—all these things proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that he considered her to be the companion of his future life. In the privacy of her mind, Elizabeth could not imagine anything more repulsive than to be married to William Collins, though an overly prideful Mr. Darcy might come close. But as she was now completely uncertain of her perception of Mr. Darcy’s character, she could not even state that with a surety.

Elizabeth had always tried to be polite to Mr. Collins—much as she wished to tell him outright of her disinterest—but her politeness had only served to spur him on. It was not in her to be purposefully rude to someone, especially when that person was a guest in her father’s house, so she had suffered in silence, consoling herself with the knowledge that should he ever come to the point and ask her, she could safely refuse him, knowing that Mr. Bennet would never make her marry a man for whom he himself had no respect. Her mother would make a fuss about it, of course, but in the end, she would be forced to capitulate.

Of particular import to Mr. Collins’s suit was the delivery of the invitation to the ball at Netherfield. Though perhaps simply dispatching the invitation with a servant might have been sufficient—which Elizabeth suspected had been done with the other families in the area—Mr. Bingley instead delivered the invitation for the inhabitants of Longbourn in person. Elizabeth, despite her distraction, could not help but understand the compliment he paid to Jane for such attention. And even if Elizabeth had missed such a thing, Mrs. Bennet was not about to let anyone forget that she considered it to be a tribute to her eldest daughter.

Fortunately for Elizabeth’s peace of mind, Mr. Darcy did not accompany Mr. Bingley in delivering the invitation—at that point in her ruminations, Elizabeth was still uncertain of whether she wished to see Mr. Darcy at all.

After being announced to the room, Mr. Bingley entered with a jovial smile. On his heels, Miss Bingley entered the drawing-room, her nose upturned as if the entire house was permeated with the foulest stench. Elizabeth considered it to be rather ironic—while the Bennets were not wealthy, they were an established gentle family; the Bingleys, on the other hand, possessed wealth which was tainted by its having been made in trade. Of course Miss Bingley would never own to such a thing, but it was the truth nonetheless, and it exposed Miss Bingley’s behavior for the pretentious nonsense that it was.

“Mrs. Bennet!” greeted Mr. Bingley as he strode forward and bowed. “How do you do?”

Mrs. Bennet beamed and thanked him for visiting, and the visitors sat down, Mr. Bingley with a contented air which became even more pronounced when he looked at Jane, who blushed in response. Miss Bingley never lost her own air of superiority, though her eyes narrowed at the evidence of her brother’s preference.

Pleasantries were exchanged for the next few moments, though soon Mr. Bingley was speaking with Jane exclusively, as was his wont. In another part of the room, Mrs. Bennet had cornered Miss Bingley and was now conversing with her as though they were old friends. The very sight required Elizabeth to stifle a chuckle.

After about a quarter of an hour spent in this attitude, Mr. Bingley broke off his conversation with Jane—whose color, Elizabeth noticed, was rather higher than it had been before—and addressed the room.

“Mrs. Bennet,” said he, “we have come today with a specific purpose in mind. My sister and I would like to invite you—all of your family, of course—to a ball to be held at Netherfield on the twenty-sixth of November.”

With a flourish, he produced a card tied up in ribbons which he presented to Mrs. Bennet with a smile.

“Oh, Mr. Bingley, I am sure we should be quite happy to attend!” enthused the Bennet matron. “How good of you to invite us!”

“I am sure we shall be very happy to have you attend,” replied Mr. Bingley, an effortless air of good cheer evident in his manners. He continued after a moment, but while his words were directed at the room, his eyes had returned to Jane. “A ball would not be the same without your presence.

“In fact,” continued he, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, “the delivery of the invitation, though important, was not my only reason for visiting today. Miss Bennet, since I am assured that no other man has had the opportunity to apply for your hand, I feel confident in requesting your favor for the opening set. Will you oblige me?”

Jane colored, and her eyes dropped to the floor—Jane always had been surprised to be singled out, whereas Elizabeth had always expected it for her—but she was able to respond with tolerable coherence that she would be very happy to cede those dances to Mr. Bingley.

“Excellent!” enthused Mr. Bingley, and though he had not appeared to be in any doubt of the success of his request, he nevertheless smiled and began to speak with Mrs. Bennet, thereby allowing Jane the opportunity to collect herself.

It was some minutes later, after Mr. Bingley had once again been speaking with Jane, when his sister, with some testiness, reminded him that they had other appointments that day. They departed soon afterward, but only once Mr. Bingley had unabashedly stated how much he was looking forward to welcoming them to Netherfield. In the end, Miss Bingley almost dragged him from the room in her haste to escape.

Of course, there was one bit of news that Mr. Bingley dropped just before he left. It seemed that he had issued a general invitation to the officers of the militia regiment to attend the ball, a circumstance which was greeted with enthusiasm and no little silliness by Kitty and Lydia. While Elizabeth would have preferred that they had been excluded, she knew that it would not have been proper for Mr. Bingley to have done so. The prospect of dancing with Mr. Wickham slightly worried her, for the fact that he had singled her out as the one to hear his sordid tale seemed to suggest that he had developed an interest in her during their short conversation. She was almost certain that she would be unable to avoid his unwanted attention—not if she wished to dance with anyone else at the ball.

Still, the situation could not be altered at her whim. Whatever Mr. Wickham’s intentions, he could hardly do anything in the middle of a ballroom with the entire neighborhood to witness, so as long as she was careful, Elizabeth was confident she would come to no harm.

The mere thought caused Elizabeth to shake her head in wonder at the direction her thoughts had taken her. The man had told her improper stories, it was true, but in her flights of fancy, she was now imagining him to be intent on harming her! Surely there was no cause for such alarm. As such, she put all worries about the ball behind her. Unfortunately, thoughts of Mr. Wickham, Mr. Darcy, and the stories she had been told could not be suppressed so easily.

The truly pertinent events with respect to Mr. Collins’s deflected attentions happened after their Netherfield neighbors departed. The ladies were ensconced in the parlor with Mr. Collins—Mr. Bennet having escaped to his bookroom as soon as he could contrive a good reason for doing so—and the discussion centered on the invitation to the ball. Lydia and Kitty were, of course, all aflutter with excitement for the upcoming amusement, with Lydia loudly taking credit for inducing Mr. Bingley to keep his promise. Jane appeared to be pondering the time she would be in company with Mr. Bingley, if her dreamy expression was any indication, while Mr. Collins and Mrs. Bennet spoke of Mr. Collins’s attendance and expectations for the evening. Elizabeth would have had to be a simpleton to have missed the less than subtle prompts Mrs. Bennet was directing at Mr. Collins in order to induce him to secure Elizabeth’s first set. Mr. Collins, uncharacteristically, was somewhat reticent, and though he did look at Elizabeth more than perhaps would otherwise be warranted, no invitation was forthcoming.

Finally, her mother, frustrated with Mr. Collins’s continuing reluctance, addressed Elizabeth directly:

“Lizzy, surely you are anticipating the ball, are you not?”

Elizabeth, once again having slipped into her thoughts, started for a moment before assuring her mother that the prospect of a night in company at Netherfield was by no means disagreeable.

“But Lizzy, surely you have some specific expectations for the evening, do you not?” The fact that Mrs. Bennet’s words were accompanied by a significant wink in Mr. Collins’s direction was not lost on Elizabeth. However, she determined to ignore the hint.

“No more than usual, Mama. As you know I do enjoy dancing, and as such, Mr. Bingley’s ball is an opportunity for amusement and the opportunity to take pleasure in the company of all our neighbors. I cannot imagine any further anticipation to which you may be referring.”

Mrs. Bennet’s eyes narrowed, and she gazed at her daughter with obvious displeasure. However, for once choosing a more subtle method of getting what she wanted, she turned and addressed Mr. Collins once again.

“Your own attendance must bring you great pleasure, Mr. Collins.”

“Yes, indeed,” allowed the obsequious parson.

“It is very fortunate that you have a bishop who is agreeable to your partaking in such amusements.”

“Indeed it is,” agreed Mr. Collins with a bow. “My bishop is a very amiable and understanding man. However, I truly believe that the proposed amusement is harmless and in keeping with the office of a clergyman. The man giving the ball is honorable and upstanding, and I seriously doubt that there is any evil tendency involved. And I do so love to dance myself—I hope that I will be favored with the hands of . . . many agreeable young ladies for the evening.”

Elizabeth was not truly paying attention to his long-winded discourse, but she was aware that she did not wish to spend any more time than necessary in his company, and moreover, she did not wish to allow him the opportunity at this juncture to begin his dancing aspirations by securing her hand for a set.

“Then I am very happy for you, Mr. Collins,” said Elizabeth, as she rose to her feet. “There are many times in life when one must be necessarily focused on more serious matters, so it is a wonderful opportunity to be able to indulge in some amusement. I am sure you will have a lovely evening at Netherfield.”

Then Elizabeth announced her intention to retire to her room to rest, as she had had little sleep the previous night. As she walked from the room, she felt the force of her mother’s displeased gaze upon her back, but she chose to ignore it—it was best that Mr. Collins lose his ardor and her mother give up this doomed attempt to pair her with her cousin before they were both disappointed.
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The next day brought a deluge which was to last until the day of the Netherfield ball. Under normal circumstances, Elizabeth might have been vexed at the thought of being denied her favorite activity of walking the country paths so close to the onset of winter, where her walks would be denied for the most part until spring. In this instance, however, Elizabeth chose to regard the matter with a philosophical bent, recognizing that the cessation of her cousin’s attentions meant that she could in some measure enjoy the comfort of her home without any worry of being imposed upon by an entirely unwanted suitor.

On the few infrequent occasions when the rain did cease for a time, Elizabeth availed herself of the paths in the back garden closest to the house, and on one of those occasions, she found herself in the company of her sisters as well as Mr. Collins. Mrs. Bennet had determined that it would be best for the younger members of the family to gain some fresh air while the opportunity presented itself. Whether her mother specifically meant for Elizabeth to walk with Mr. Collins, she was uncertain, but as Elizabeth was still preoccupied, he was soon found to be walking with Mary, exchanging observations about some religious text with which they were both familiar. Jane chose to walk by herself a few paces behind Mary and the parson, though she did not appear to be taking part in their conversation. Elizabeth wandered by herself for a short time, but soon she found herself accosted by Lydia.

“Lizzy!” hissed Lydia as she fell into step by Elizabeth’s side. “Whatever are you doing to poor Mr. Collins?”

Elizabeth regarded her youngest sister with a blank look. “Poor Mr. Collins?” echoed she. “I am sure I have not the faintest idea of what you are talking about.”

Lydia glanced back at the parson and her middle sister and then took Elizabeth’s arm, directing her toward a nearby bench which was largely dried from the deluge. Elizabeth noticed Mr. Collins’s eyes following them, and she thought for a moment that he would approach, but he must have decided that the conversation was much more interesting, for he kept walking along Mary’s side.

Once they had progressed out of earshot, Lydia turned to Elizabeth and let out a loud giggle which was imitated by Kitty, who had approached from Elizabeth’s other side.

“Your impersonation of Mary these past days has been very impressive, Lizzy,” stated Kitty. “Perhaps you should share your weighty thoughts with the rest of the family.”

Elizabeth regarded her second youngest sister as if she were daft. “Impersonation of Mary? Of what are you speaking?”

“We all thought that Mary was the one who was above earthly concerns,” broke in Lydia. “But lately, your contemplation of the heavens has quite perplexed us all.”

Flushing, Elizabeth looked down. Until that moment, she had not thought that her introspection had been quite so obvious to her family. But if Kitty and Lydia—the two sisters most likely to be immersed in their own concerns—had noticed her distraction, then it was equally obvious that everyone else in the family had as well. That still did not explain Lydia’s first comment.

“I may have been a little . . . thoughtful lately,” said Elizabeth, ignoring Lydia’s snort of amusement, “but I am quite sure that I have not the faintest idea of what you are talking about in regard to Mr. Collins.”

Lydia and Kitty exchanged another giggle. “So you have not noticed that Mr. Collins appears to be less . . . eager in his pursuit of you?”

“Has his conversation not lessened these past few days?” prompted Kitty.

“I am quite certain that Mr. Collins’s conversation is so abundant that one may safely attend to only one word in three and never repine the loss of the other two,” said Elizabeth. “So if I am hearing less from our voluble relation, then I can only be thankful that he has given me less to ignore.”

All three sisters laughed heartily at this jest. Once their mirth had subsided, Lydia continued:

“Well, your new method of dealing with Mr. Collins appears to have much greater effect than your last. You may not have noticed in the midst of your thoughts, but Mr. Collins is much less likely to importune you with his opinions than he was previously. In fact, Mama is beside herself. He appears to be withdrawing his attentions, and you know what that will do to her nerves.”

“I am afraid that while I have compassion for my mother’s nerves, that does not extend to marrying Mr. Collins in order to settle them,” was Elizabeth’s irreverent reply.

Both of her younger sisters sniggered at her words, but they were not to be turned aside so easily.

“Mr. Collins has become downright reticent in your company, Lizzy,” said Kitty. “Did you not notice how Mama was attempting to induce him to request your first set for the ball at Netherfield?”

Elizabeth shrugged. “I had noticed that he did not seem inclined to ask. For that, I am profoundly grateful, I assure you.”

“I am certain we are all grateful,” said Lydia with an indelicate snort, “as he has not seen fit to ask any of us yet! But that is exactly the point; when Mr. Collins arrived, did you ever believe he would be reticent about anything?”

Frowning, Elizabeth peered across the gardens to where Mr. Collins was still walking with Mary. Now that Lydia had mentioned it, she found this change decidedly odd. The man was loquacious and in love with the sound of his voice—restrained was hardly the word she would ever use to describe him.

But that was exactly what he had been in the past few days, just as Kitty and Lydia had said. His reserve had made its appearance in the days since her encounter with Mr. Wickham and her subsequent distraction on account of Mr. Wickham’s grievances against Mr. Darcy. There was only one explanation for why he had suddenly withdrawn his amorous intentions, and the very thought of it caused Elizabeth to break out in laughter.

“I suppose I have discovered the secret to inducing Mr. Collins to desist,” said she with a beaming smile.

“Oh, do tell,” urged Kitty.

“Yes, we should both love to know it,” said Lydia, “so that we may do the same should he turn his attentions to us.”

Elizabeth smiled at her younger sisters, thinking that they were much more pleasant when they were speaking in confidence rather than running amok, drawing attention to themselves with their loud voices, and mortifying her with their behavior.

“I have tried to be politely distant,” said Elizabeth. “I have also tried to hint that I am not interested and that I would prefer he would pursue someone else, but he never seems to take the hint. In fact, it appears to spur him on.

“But it seems as if all that was required was to act distracted and ignore him. I dare say his vanity is unable to withstand such treatment. Therefore, if you find yourself in need of dissuading Mr. Collins’s attentions, simply take no notice of him, and he shall go away.”

Once again, Elizabeth’s younger sisters erupted in giggles, drawing the eyes of the object of their mirth. But though he seemed to disapprove of their behavior, he chose to ignore it in favor of his conversation with Mary. Of Jane, there was no sign—she had evidently decided to return to the house.

“But why have you been so distracted lately?”

Elizabeth turned to Kitty to reply when Lydia let out a snort and said in a mischievous tone:

“By my reckoning, it stems from our meeting that handsome new officer, Mr. Wickham.”

Elizabeth turned to Lydia with an admonishing glare, but Lydia just waved her off.

“I know what you will say, Lizzy,” said she, “and therefore I shall keep my opinion to myself. But Mr. Wickham is frightfully handsome, and should you be preoccupied with thoughts of him, I could not find fault with you.”

Biting her lower lip, Elizabeth regarded her younger sisters. She had come to the resolution that she would not share Mr. Wickham’s story with anyone. Unfortunately, Lydia and Kitty were still very young, still very impressionable, and at risk of being completely under the power of a man with pretty manners and a handsome face, especially if the man was dressed in regimentals. If Mr. Wickham was what Elizabeth had begun to suspect he was, were Lydia and Kitty—as featherbrained as they were—not the most in danger of falling prey to his wiles?

Surely something of a warning could safely be imparted to her sisters, could it not? And was it not much more dangerous to keep any hint of his suspected improprieties from them? They might not listen to her—indeed, that outcome was perhaps as likely as not—but at least with the knowledge in the backs of their minds, they might be somewhat forearmed should the man try anything improper.

“I have been thinking about Mr. Wickham,” acknowledged Elizabeth. “However, it is not his manners or his mien which have occupied my thoughts.”

“If it has not been either of those, then I should like to know what you have been thinking of,” said Lydia.

Glancing around and ensuring that Mr. Collins was nowhere near enough to overhear, Elizabeth looked closely at her younger sisters. “Mr. Wickham’s gentlemanly manners are visible for all to see. However, I am not certain that they are a reflection of the true man.”

Lydia and Kitty both appeared to be nonplussed at Elizabeth’s statement. “What do you mean, Lizzy?” asked Lydia.

“Mr. Wickham imparted some information to me about himself and his past,” replied Elizabeth, “but I am not certain he spoke the truth. For one thing, he contradicted himself when he spoke, and for another, he attempted to defame another man with his words. And this happened during the first real conversation I ever had with the man!”

“Who did he speak badly of, Lizzy?” asked Kitty.

“You are such a simpleton sometimes,” interjected Lydia with a huff. “Even if Mr. Wickham has never confided in me as he has in Lizzy, given their reactions to one another on the street when we met Mr. Wickham, I should say that Mr. Darcy and Mr. Wickham are already acquainted. Besides, it seems to be accepted in Meryton that they have a previous acquaintance.”

Elizabeth peered sharply at Lydia, ignoring for the moment that her sister seemed to be more perceptive than she would previously have suspected. “What have you heard?”

“Nothing more than that—and much less than you have yourself, I presume. But come now, Lizzy; of what did Mr. Wickham accuse Mr. Darcy?”

Shaking her head, Elizabeth answered, “No, Lydia, I shall not share any of it. As I said, it was a most improper communication, delivered as it was to an acquaintance of less than a day, and it was substantiated only by the assertions of the one who delivered it. I shall not repeat any of the words Mr. Wickham said, as I am convinced that it is at best exaggeration or, at worst, outright falsehood!”

“How can you be certain, Lizzy?” asked Kitty.

“I cannot,” replied Elizabeth. “But given the fact that Mr. Wickham related his story to me and then in the next breath assured me that he would never expose Mr. Darcy’s behavior, Mr. Wickham’s statement appears to be disingenuous at best. I did not like the gleam in his eye when he spoke of Mr. Darcy, nor did I like the way he assumed that I would give credence to his tales of ill use. I suggest that we all take great care in pronouncing judgment based on unsubstantiated claims.”

“Ugh!” cried Lydia. “Now you even sound like Mary!”

“I am sorry if I am offending your sensibilities,” said Elizabeth with a smile, “but I believe it to be true.”

“But Mr. Wickham is so handsome!” Lydia’s voice had by this time almost approached a wail, and Elizabeth, wary of attracting Mr. Collins’s attention, knew that she needed to have a long overdue talk with her sisters.

“He is handsome,” said Elizabeth in a soothing tone. “But if you think about it objectively, so is Mr. Darcy.”

“But Mr. Darcy is so severe,” interjected Kitty. “Mr. Wickham is nothing like Mr. Darcy.”

“No, I dare say he is not,” agreed Elizabeth. “But you must both understand,” said she, pausing to look at both of her sisters, “a pleasing countenance coupled with pretty manners may hide the sort of character which is very much darker than you might suspect.”

Obviously curious at her sister’s meaning, Lydia tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean, Lizzy?”

With a sigh, Elizabeth regarded her younger sisters, thinking of Mary as well. None of the three was slow of thought or lacking in comprehension, but they were all sadly lacking in knowledge about the proper behavior of a young lady in society, though the issue was less pronounced in Mary. Elizabeth knew that it was in part due to a mother who was of mean understanding herself, yet it was also due to Lydia’s naturally high-spirited manners and Kitty’s tendency to follow Lydia in everything she did. As for Mary, the tendency of others to refer to her as the plain Bennet daughter had led her to retreat somewhat from the world, and the experience had not done her manners any good.

Life was especially difficult for Kitty and Mary. Jane, serene and beautiful, was beloved by both of her parents, and Elizabeth and Lydia, for different reasons, were their father’s and mother’s favorite children respectively. As a result, Kitty and Mary were sometimes the forgotten children. Mary handled her situation by trying to attain accomplishments in order to receive the praise she craved, while Kitty emulated Lydia, hoping to gain her mother’s approval.

But they were not beyond aid, if they could only be made to understand certain truths about their class. Content as she was with the society of her eldest sister and father, Elizabeth had despaired of them and focused on her own concerns, though she felt mortified more often than not by their behavior. Perhaps she had been mistaken in taking a passive role—perhaps it was time to be more active and serve as a mentor to her younger sisters. They could not become much worse, she decided, so there was nothing to be lost.

“Lydia, Kitty,” began Elizabeth, looking alternately at each of her younger sisters, “do you remember Emma Whitaker?”

Kitty crinkled her brow in thought. “You mean the girl who married that man from Bedfordshire after being caught in a scandalous situation?”

“The very one.”

“Oh, do tell more,” interrupted Lydia with a gleam in her eye. “When did this happen?”

Elizabeth glared at her youngest sister. “While I would not normally forward gossip, I think that the events are instructional in this instance. Emma is a lively young woman who is several years my senior. She was well-liked by all, and she was deemed to be engaging, intelligent, and demure, and no one could find fault with her.

“Now, although I do not know exactly what occurred between Emma and Mr. Standish, I do know that we were all surprised to hear that they were found in a compromising position. And though I cannot state anything with a surety, there have been whispers since then that Emma engineered the event in order to entrap Mr. Standish into marriage.”

“How scandalous!” exclaimed Lydia, who appeared to enjoy the shameful gossip.

“Indeed,” replied Elizabeth. “Now, I can firmly state that Emma, much like Mr. Wickham, was well regarded and deemed to be a proper young woman by everyone with whom she came into contact. But if she did attempt to trap Mr. Standish for the purpose of making him marry her, it puts her character in a very different light altogether.”

Kitty appeared to be puzzled. “But Lizzy, you said you do not know for certain that she has done this. Why would you bring it up then?”

“Because the situation is similar,” said Elizabeth. “I cannot tell you for certain that Emma did this. But the fact that she was found in a compromising position at all calls her character into question. I do not in general hold with society in gossiping and ruining a person’s reputation based on suspicion, but a person’s behavior is often much more important than their words—one’s true character will often come out through actions, regardless of how one may try to hide it.

“In the matter of Mr. Wickham, I found him to be completely charming, with impeccable manners and an engaging way of speaking. However, certain comments he made during the course of our conversation induced me to question his motives. And if I found it necessary to question his motives, then it almost certainly casts aspersions on his character, for some of the things of which he spoke were not communications he should be making to an acquaintance of such short duration.

“This is why I state that you cannot necessarily judge a person based on their countenance or on their manners, and this goes for Mr. Darcy as well as Mr. Wickham.”

“Lizzy!” cried Lydia. “Are you starting to soften toward Mr. Darcy, the man who called you ‘not handsome enough?’”

“Perhaps a little,” acknowledged Elizabeth. “He was still very wrong to say something such as that in a crowded assembly room. But I have been forced recently to reexamine my interactions with Mr. Darcy, and I must truthfully state that I know no particular evil of him. He is, without a doubt, somewhat prideful and arrogant. However, in my subsequent dealings with him, I must say that his manners have been scrupulously proper.”

Kitty looked on with a shrewd eye. “Mr. Wickham must have said something particular to induce you into this much introspection.”

“Indeed, he did, Kitty,” replied Elizabeth. “But I shall not share any more. I believe that I have done enough myself in defaming Mr. Darcy’s character, though I should have kept my own counsel in the matter of his slight. I shall not spread further stories, especially ones which I believe to be the grossest of falsehoods.”

“It is a complicated business,” said Kitty with a little distress. “How are you to ever know if someone is telling the truth?”

“You cannot with any surety. To be safe, it is best to withhold judgment, but also to withhold your trust until someone has been proven to be honorable. That holds true not only for a casual acquaintance, but also for any man whom you may regard as a potential marriage partner.”

“It does not signify,” said Lydia, waving her hand airily. “I shall marry an officer anyway, and I am certain they are all trustworthy. They are members of His Majesty’s army, are they not?”

Elizabeth affixed Lydia with a frown, wondering if she had heard anything that had been said. “So you are determined to marry an officer?”

“Have you any doubt?” demanded Lydia.

“I suppose not,” was Elizabeth’s reply. She affected nonchalance, thinking that her ambivalent manner might give greater weight to her words and help Lydia see that there may be a flaw in her plan. “In that case, I wish you well. It is not an easy life, from what I understand. That you wish to give up a life of easiness for one of work and economizing speaks very well to your character, I am sure.”

Elizabeth made to rise, but she was arrested by Lydia’s loudly spoken, “Whatever can you mean?”

Glancing back, Elizabeth saw that Lydia, though taken aback by Elizabeth’s statement, was not as of yet truly concerned. Elizabeth meant to make her so.

“Why, you must know that an officer in the militia is not wealthy man, Lydia. I dare say that most below a certain rank would not be able to afford a wife, and if he could manage it, then he would have to be very careful with his resources.”

As Elizabeth continued to speak, Lydia’s eyebrows rose to the point where they were almost covered by her hair. Again, Lydia was not a stupid girl, but she had never been taught to think critically or focus on serious issues.

“But . . . but . . .” stammered Lydia.

“But what, Lydia?” asked Elizabeth. “Surely you must know this.”

Suppressing a chuckle at Lydia’s uncomprehending stare, Elizabeth turned to her, intent upon illumining her on the realities of the future she was contemplating.

“Listen to me—both of you. You are aware that our father is not a rich man, and yet he is able to provide for us quite comfortably. But you must understand that the difference between even a modest land owner and an officer in the militia is quite large. Our father earns about two thousand per year from Longbourn, but even a captain has only a fraction of that amount at his disposal.

“You must think of what that life would entail if you were married to a military man. You would have no servants—or perhaps no more than one or two—to do the work for you; you would have to do everything yourself. There would be very little pocket allowance for you to buy clothes or bonnets; while clothes are a necessity, you would need to make them last longer and buy materials which are not nearly as fine as that to which you are accustomed. Another consideration is that the life of a soldier would almost certainly require you to be mobile. Take our militia company, for example. The militia never settles in one place for long—they must move to wherever the regiment is ordered. You could have no long-lasting friendships, as you would only be in a certain place for a short time.”

“But what about balls and parties and all the events that go along with being an officer?” cried Lydia.

“Yes, an officer is expected to have a place in society,” replied Elizabeth. “But there is a lot more to being a soldier than attending balls and the like. They have their duties to fulfill, and those must necessarily take precedence over society.”

Lydia appeared to be on the point of wanting to cry, and though Elizabeth did not like to see her sister so distressed, she knew that someone needed to acquaint her with
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