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      Escaping the heat of Hertfordshire in the summer was a rare treat, but my mother had been strangely accepting of the idea when it was presented to her. Charlotte Lucas and her younger sister, Maria, were traveling to Brighton for the summer months and Charlotte had requested my company.

      It would have been simple enough if that had been the end of it, but Lydia would not hear of such a thing if she were not also allowed to go.

      "But, Mama," she argued, "Maria Lucas and I are of the same age! It would be absolutely horrid for her to have to go through an entire summer with no one to talk to but her boring older sister and Lizzy!"

      Her careless insult stung, but my mother found the whole affair very amusing. Lydia's imposition aside, she was not incorrect—although I should have mentioned that my youngest sister's real reason for wishing to come along to Brighton was that the Meryton regiment had already marched for the seaside town and would be spending several months there.

      As when they were in Meryton, there would be balls, dinner parties, and dancing... three things that Lydia could not resist.

      "Mama, pleeeeease," Lydia begged. "Do we not have a cousin in Brighton that we might stay with so as not to impose upon the Lucas' and their hospitality?"

      My mother considered Lydia's question for barely a moment before she brightened. "We do, indeed," she exclaimed. "Why, my dear cousin, Mrs. Dorothy Hardisty and her daughter Madeline currently reside in Brighton on Smithfield Street near Black Lion Lane."

      "Wonderful," Lydia cried. "You must write to them at once!"

      Jane nudged me with her elbow and I looked down at my book to keep from my mother seeing the pained expression on my face.

      "I shall, indeed," my mother said with a smile. "Oh, it has been some years since I have been to Brighton, and I do expect that it will be just as lovely as it was when I was a girl. You must promise to walk by the market gardens—"

      Lydia, of course, was no longer listening and I let out a long sigh as my youngest sister jumped up from her seat on the floor and rushed out of the room, intent on telling Kitty everything that she would be doing in Brighton.

      Her footsteps thundered through the house, followed by Kitty's tormented wail. Supper would be filled with complaints and moaning about the unfairness of it all. It was unfair, of course, but there would be no reasoning with my mother once her mind was made up...

      Lydia would be insufferable until our departure, and I would have to find a way to explain to Charlotte why Lydia was accompanying us on our journey, and that we would be staying with our own family in Brighton.

      As the days passed, I found myself growing increasingly anxious at the thought of spending a whole summer in Brighton with Lydia. Her childish behavior and flirtatious nature were enough to drive anyone mad. But despite my concerns, I knew I had to keep up appearances and maintain a peaceful facade for the sake of the trip.

      Charlotte, thankfully, was understanding of this change in our plans, and she did her best to find some brightness in it. It would, perhaps, be good for Maria to have a companion of her own age, but I was more concerned that Lydia would be a terrible influence on Charlotte's young sister.

      
      On the morning we were set to leave, the Lucas' carriage arrived, already laden with trunks and valises. Lydia could barely contain her excitement, and Kitty sulked in the parlor and refused to come out to bid us farewell.

      Lydia's excitement was infectious, and Maria Lucas was immediately drawn into her high spirits. I, on the other hand, could barely contain my dread.

      As we settled into the carriage, Lydia chattered on about all the balls and parties she hoped to attend, while I tried my best to ignore her and focused instead on the passing scenery, and the book I had brought with me. Charlotte seemed just as eager for silence, and while we exchanged glances when the girls said something particularly silly, we spent the journey in silence. and focus on the passing scenery.

      As we neared Brighton, the carriage was finally silent. Lydia and Maria were both asleep and Charlotte closed her book.

      "There will be no shortage of balls and dances to attend," Charlotte said. "But is Lydia correct when she said that you are not interested in such things?"

      I sighed heavily. My sister spoke loudly and often of how desired she was as a dancing partner, and how many more officers she had danced with than any of her other sisters—it was a boast that often upset Kitty, but I did not mind it. However, of late, Lydia had been quite interested in the fact that I had lost interest in the regimental balls and other frivolities that were so popular in Meryton.

      "I confess that I have not been," I said.

      Charlotte's eyebrow rose slightly. "And why might that be?"

      "As every year passes I am more aware of the fact that it is quite difficult to find a husband in Meryton. You know as well as I do that there are rarely enough gentlemen at the balls and dances to give every young lady a partner—"

      "I have, indeed," Charlotte said.

      Charlotte was older than I, and she would be feeling the same sting.

      "My mother has already given up hope that I might find a prudent match," Charlotte said. I was surprised at her casual tone, but she had always been a practical young woman who did not allow sentimentality to guide her.

      "Charlotte—"

      My friend smiled. "It is not something that I have taken to heart," she said. "I am of an age where I do not need my father's permission to accept a marriage proposal. Mama has her sights set upon a good match for Maria, and I am content to be given a small amount of freedom in this regard."

      "I see—"

      Charlotte shifted in her seat. "If you are not interested in the attentions of any officers, then where, might I ask, has your interest been drawn?"

      I shook my head. "Truthfully, I do not know. But I know that I have no intention to be a wife to a gentleman who does not read and who does not appreciate my own interests— I do not think I would be content as the wife of a soldier."

      "A solicitor, perhaps?" Charlotte pressed. "Or a scholar?"

      "I do not know," I replied. "Perhaps I shall know when I find this gentleman. I only know that I do not have time for officers of the militia. My sister may dance with as many of them as she likes and I shall not be upset about it."

      "I am certain that Lydia will be pleased to hear it," Charlotte laughed softly.

      "I do hope that you will not be far from us," I said. "I do apologize again that our plans had to change so suddenly—"

      Charlotte waved away my apology with a smile. "It is nothing," she said. "I am sure that it will not dampen our enjoyment of our time here in the slightest. How much do you know about your cousins?"

      I shook my head. "Nothing at all, I am afraid. Mama has not mentioned them before."

      Charlotte nodded thoughtfully. "My mother asked after them, you know how she likes to know every detail possible, and she discovered that Mr. Hardisty is quite well-off. They keep a large house on Smithfield Street and are known to be quite fashionable. I am sure they will be pleased to host you. Mrs. Hardisty's daughter is of a similar age to you, and I do not doubt that she will be pleasant company."

      I could always trust Lady Lucas to have all of the most interesting gossip available... In any situation she would always be a good source of information. I did not think there was a single thing that happened in Hertfordshire that she did not know about. It was no wonder that my mother did her best to stay in the Lucas' good graces. We had all seen what could happen to a family that did not keep up with Lady Lucas' expectations.

      I was thankful for many things, but at that moment I was thankful that Charlotte was not as cunning as her mother. She was curious and intelligent, but she was not prone to gossip, or to keeping secrets.

      "I do hope so," I said, feeling a twinge of nervousness. It had been some time since I had stayed with relatives, and I was not quite sure what to expect.

      As we arrived in Brighton, I couldn't help but feel that same sense of unease wash over me. The bustling city was filled with soldiers and officers, and it was clear that the Meryton regiment had already made its mark on the seaside town.

      Lydia and Maria had woken and exclaimed over every shop and market they saw in the bright streets. Lydia was practically bouncing in her seat with excitement, but I tried to ignore her and focused instead on the task at hand: finding our cousin's house on Smithfield Street near Black Lion Lane.

      Thankfully, the carriage driver seemed to know precisely where to go. When the carriage came to a stop on Smithfield Street I was stunned by the size of the house and the elegance of the gardens that tumbled along the stone wall that bordered the street.

      As we climbed out, Lydia ignored the footman's hand and almost leapt down the carriage steps to the street. "Oh, it's so lovely," she exclaimed as she looked around excitedly. "I cannot wait to see everything. Kitty will be so jealous when I write and tell her all about it!"

      The footman helped me down from the carriage and then climbed the stairs to ring the bell.

      I waited anxiously as our trunks and valises were unloaded and we said our goodbyes to Charlotte and Maria. After a few moments, the door was opened by a young woman who looked to be around my age.

      "Hello," she said, smiling at us. "You must be the Bennets! I am your cousin Madeline. Please, come in."

      The Lucas' carriage pulled away and I waved to Charlotte and Maria as footmen emerged from the house to carry in our luggage. Lydia, of course, had to be the first to enter the house, and I followed after her with an apologetic smile upon my face.

      "Cousin Elizabeth," Madeline said warmly. "You are very welcome here. Have you come to Brighton before?"

      "A very long time ago," I admitted. "I barely recall it."

      We stepped into a large, airy hallway and were shown through to a comfortable sitting room, where we were introduced to Madeline's mother, our cousin Dorothy.

      She was a kindly, pleasant woman who welcomed us warmly, and I could immediately see why my mother had suggested we stay with them.

      Over tea and cakes, we caught up on family news and discussed our plans for the summer, which Lydia immediately overran with her own hopes and demands for our time in Brighton.

      "We shall, of course, be going to all of the regimental balls," Lydia said as she took another piece of shortbread from the plate in the middle of the table. I wished that I could reach out and slap her knuckles to keep her from making a fool of herself. "I know that I shall be very popular among the officers, and Mama believes that I might receive an offer of marriage from one of the officers that I know from Meryton! That would be such a laugh! Kitty will be so jealous when she discovers
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