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      I have long suspected that the chief advantage of being the fifth Bennet sister is that no one expects one to say anything of consequence.

      This circumstance, though often treated by others as unfortunate, has its compensations. A person who is overlooked is also permitted to observe.

      And I observe very well indeed.

      The matter first became clear to me on an afternoon at Longbourn during tea.

      Our sitting room was warm with late daylight, the windows open to the garden where the roses had begun their summer bloom. The tea tray had been placed upon the low table, and Hill had just poured the first cups when Lydia commenced speaking with the sort of enthusiasm that makes all interruption impossible.

      “I declare,” Lydia cried, tossing her bonnet upon the sofa without the slightest regard for its ribbons, “the officers grow more entertaining every day. Colonel Forster swears that there will be a supper next week, and if Mama allows it, I shall certainly attend.”

      Mama clasped her hands with delight.

      “A supper! Well, I cannot see why you should not go. Officers are most agreeable company.”

      Jane smiled with gentle politeness, though she had not yet lifted her cup. Mary sat with her back perfectly straight, looking faintly prepared to deliver an observation upon the moral consequences of supper invitations. Lizzy leaned against the arm of her chair, her eyes bright with amusement.

      Lydia, however, required no encouragement.

      “I told them,” she continued, pouring herself tea without waiting to be served, “that our neighborhood grows dreadfully dull unless the militia takes proper care of our entertainment.”

      She laughed loudly at her own remark.

      I sat beside the window with my cup in my hands.

      No one asked for my opinion.

      This was not unusual.

      I sipped my tea and watched the room.

      It was a habit I had cultivated for some time, and I had lately discovered that it provided a very satisfactory occupation.

      Lydia spoke again.

      “I wonder whether Mr. Darcy will attend the next assembly,” she said with exaggerated impatience. “Though I cannot imagine why anyone would care. He is the proudest man alive.”

      Lizzy lifted her brows.

      “I believe we established that opinion some weeks ago,” she replied, her tone dry.

      Lydia tossed her head.

      “Well, it remains entirely true.”

      At the mention of Mr. Darcy’s name, Lizzy leaned forward slightly in her chair.

      The movement was small.

      So small that no one else appeared to notice it.

      But I did.

      My sister rarely leaned forward in that particular way unless she meant to argue with someone.

      “You must allow,” she continued with cheerful mischief, “that pride is not always disagreeable. It can be quite entertaining when properly exercised.”

      Jane laughed softly.

      Mama frowned and looked at both in turn.

      “I cannot imagine what entertainment there could be in pride,” she said.

      Lizzy merely smiled and took a sip of tea.

      But I watched her, and as I watched I began thinking.

      For I had seen something similar before.

      Not at Longbourn.

      But elsewhere.

      My mind returned to a dinner at Netherfield several weeks earlier.

      The table had been lively that evening. Mr. Bingley had devoted his attention entirely to Jane, as was his custom, and Lydia had entertained herself by praising the officers with great enthusiasm.

      Mr. Darcy, however, had spoken very little.

      He had instead watched my sister intently.

      Not openly, a gentleman would never do such a thing. But often.

      Whenever Lizzy spoke, his head inclined just slightly in her direction. When she laughed, he seemed to pause, as though the sound required careful consideration.

      And my sister, who never lacked opinions on any subject, appeared particularly animated when speaking to him.

      That evening they had debated the subject of pride and vanity with such vigor that Jane had been obliged to intervene with a gentle remark before the discussion grew too spirited.

      At the time I had not understood the importance of the moment.

      But now, sitting quietly beside the window at Longbourn, I saw it clearly.

      Lizzy and Mr. Darcy were very much engaged with one another.

      More engaged, in fact, than either seemed willing to acknowledge.

      Lydia continued speaking about the officers.

      Mary began explaining while gesturing with her bible that excessive admiration for red coats could lead to moral decline.

      Mama asked whether the supper might include music.

      No one noticed that I had set down my cup. Nor that I had begun smiling.

      For the truth had become suddenly and delightfully obvious.

      Lizzy and Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy were in love.

      They simply did not yet realize it.

      The discovery was so satisfying that I felt compelled to examine the matter further.

      I said nothing.

      Naturally.

      One must never rush into declarations when careful observation will produce greater certainty.

      Instead I sat quietly while the conversation moved through three entirely unnecessary topics and concluded with Lydia’s determination to acquire a new ribbon.

      Only when tea ended and the room began to empty did I rise from my seat.

      Lizzy paused beside me as she crossed the room.

      “You are very silent this afternoon, Kitty, it is very unlike you,” she said, glancing down at me with amusement.

      “I was listening,” I replied.

      She tilted her head.

      “To Lydia?”

      “Partly.”

      She laughed and continued on her way.

      I remained by the window, my thoughts and observations playing in my head like the most interesting story.

      For if Lizzy and Mr. Darcy were indeed in love—and I was now entirely convinced that they were—then it seemed extraordinary that neither had yet discovered the fact.

      This, I reflected, was most unfortunate.

      And also entirely unnecessary.

      Later that evening, when the household had grown quiet and the lamps had been lit, I retired to the room I shared with my sister Lydia.

      The moon hung low above the garden, and the night air drifting through my open window carried the scent of roses.

      I closed the door softly behind me and sat down at my small writing table.

      From the drawer I withdrew a little notebook I had lately begun keeping.

      It was not a large book.

      Merely a modest volume with a plain cover.

      But it had already proved very useful.

      I opened it to the first empty page.

      For some time I had intended to record my observations regarding society.

      Tonight seemed an excellent moment to begin properly.

      At the top of the page I wrote:

      
        
        Kitty Bennet’s Principles of Courtship

      

      

      The title looked extremely well.

      I considered the matter thoughtfully for several moments before continuing.

      For it seemed to me that the first rule must address the essential difficulty that had led to my discovery that afternoon.

      Namely that people in love rarely perceive the condition in themselves.

      With careful attention I wrote:

      
        
        Rule One:

        Romantic attachment is most easily recognized by outside observers.

      

      

      I paused to admire the sentence.

      It possessed both elegance and accuracy.

      Then I added another.

      
        
        Rule Two

        Persons experiencing romantic attachment frequently require assistance in discovering the fact.

      

      

      This rule, I felt, addressed the situation with Lizzy and Mr. Darcy perfectly.

      For it was now abundantly clear that both of them were suffering from a most remarkable lack of awareness.

      I leaned back in my chair and tapped the end of the quill thoughtfully against the page.

      The problem itself was simple.

      Two intelligent individuals were plainly in love.

      Yet neither had acknowledged the matter.

      The solution therefore presented itself with equal clarity.

      They required assistance.

      And since I was the only person who had yet recognized the situation with sufficient accuracy, it followed naturally that the responsibility must belong to me.

      I looked down at the page again.

      The rules were already quite promising.

      I turned to the next blank line and added one final note beneath them.

      
        
        Application of the above principles may occasionally require discretion.

      

      

      I smiled.

      Yes.

      Discretion would certainly be necessary.

      My sister possessed a sharp wit and little patience for interference.

      Mr. Darcy, from what I had observed, appeared equally inclined toward seriousness.

      Neither would thank me for direct instruction.

      Which meant that subtlety must guide my efforts.

      Fortunately, subtlety was another advantage of being overlooked.

      When people forget that you are present, they rarely notice what you are doing.

      I closed the notebook gently.

      Outside the window the night was very still.

      Somewhere in the house Lydia laughed loudly at something Mama had said.

      I rose from the chair and crossed to the window.

      There were indeed true feelings between my sister and Mr. Darcy.

      Of that I now had no doubt whatsoever.

      The only difficulty was that they had not yet discovered the truth.

      But that, I thought with considerable satisfaction, was a problem I intended to correct.

      Quietly and as carefully as I was able.

      And with the greatest possible success.

      I couldn’t help but smile. For after all, I had already written the rules, and one must always follow the rules.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Anonymous Letters

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A brilliant plan, once formed, is seldom improved by delay.

      This is a principle I discovered almost immediately after creating Kitty Bennet’s Principles of Courtship, though unfortunately it is somewhat complicated by the circumstance that Lydia and I share a bedchamber.

      It is difficult to conduct secret romantic interventions when one’s sister removes her stockings by throwing them across the room and talks for twenty minutes about a lieutenant’s eyelashes.

      On the particular evening in question, Lydia had returned from Meryton in a state of extraordinary animation.

      “I assure you, Kitty,” she declared, standing before the mirror while vigorously shaking out her hairpins, “Lieutenant Denny says the militia may remain in the neighborhood all winter.”

      “All winter?” I repeated, seated upon the edge of the bed and attempting to appear only moderately interested.

      “Yes! Only imagine the dancing.”

      She laughed delightedly at the thought.

      I nodded in what I hoped was a sympathetic manner, though my mind was very far from the men of the militia.

      Something must, something will be done to help these two wayward souls find each other.

      And as the only person possessed of sufficient intelligence to recognize the situation, it naturally followed that I must assist them. What a wonderful sister I was.

      This assistance, however, required letters.

      Anonymous ones.

      And Lydia—whose conversation at that moment had reached the subject of which officers possessed the most agreeable shoulders—showed no inclination toward sleep.

      At last she collapsed dramatically onto the bed.
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