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      Maria Lucas is quite resigned to never marrying, but when a new family comes to live at Netherfield Park, she suddenly finds herself with not one suitor, but two. As a friend schemes against her and misunderstandings abound, can Maria avoid the unwelcome advances of the man all Meryton expects her to marry, and win the heart of the man she truly loves?

      

      NB: If you’re looking for an Elizabeth and Darcy fix, keep looking, because you won’t find it here! There are no Bennets in this book.
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      Miss Maria Lucas, second daughter of Sir William Lucas of Lucas Lodge, had long been accustomed to be considered of little importance among her family. As the only daughter remaining at home—her elder sister having married to distinct advantage two years before, and her younger sister being at present on an extended stay with some cousins—she frequently found that her own claims to attention were overlooked in relation to those of her four younger brothers, who seemed all to have reached the troublesome stage of behaviour at once. To be sure William, the eldest, appeared to hover intermittently on the brink of becoming a useful member of society, but up to now he had shrunk from taking the final step, and he was at present causing his dear mamma palpitations at his insistence on riding the old chestnut mare at a gallop past the drawing-room windows whenever Mr. Thripp, the clergyman, visited. The younger boys were little better, having only the advantage of being too small to run and reach the stable before William, but it could fairly be assumed that once they had achieved the required length of leg and could beat him in the race, they would take the first opportunity to attempt to outdo their brother in mischief.

      While Lady Lucas wrung her hands and exclaimed that no woman was ever burdened with such undutiful sons, Sir William, who might reasonably have been expected to watch over his younger daughters with the care that was due to women of marriageable age but regrettably small portion, was instead almost totally preoccupied with the affairs of his eldest daughter. Charlotte had married a man of excellent standing and even better prospects, being as he was the protégé of Lady Catherine de Bourgh, and since their marriage, Sir William, dazzled by the glimpses of grandeur and opulent living that his son-in-law’s great acquaintance afforded him, had spent more time than was perhaps strictly necessary in visits to Mr. and Mrs. Collins, during which he was sure of being invited to Rosings Park of an evening and required to make up a table at whist or quadrille.

      A young woman of good family who lives in a sociable neighbourhood must necessarily have intimate friends, but here again Maria felt a deficiency. The Bennets, who were the Lucases’ nearest neighbours, were still dining out on their great success in having married off three of their five daughters almost all at once. Two of the Bennet girls had made the most fortunate of matches, and all three had removed from Hertfordshire with their new husbands, and had gone far afield, while the two girls who were still unmarried inevitably spent much of their time in visits to their sisters. One of the girls, Catherine, had been Miss Lucas’s particular friend, but she was currently staying in Derbyshire with her sister Mrs. Darcy. Thus Maria found herself frequently left to her own thoughts and devices, and while she was fond of her home and her family, and had no particular ambitions to be elsewhere, she did on occasion feel a certain loneliness, and often found herself wishing that something would happen, although she hardly knew what. Modest and unpretending as she was, she thought too little of herself or her prospects to hope that she would ever marry—the neighbourhood of Meryton was a small one and the Lucases travelled little—but sometimes, when they attended the assemblies, she would sigh as she glanced about her and saw the same faces each time—Mr. Wilcox with his tremor and his troublesome limp, and the simpering Mr. Jones, with his damp handshake—and wish innocently for some new society to bring something different to look at, and a little interest into her life.

      She was feeling particularly discontented one day, having that morning received a letter from her friend Kitty Bennet in which that young lady wrote with great complacency of a ball she had attended at which she had danced with a lord and a knight, and she could not help expressing something of what she felt to the person with whom she happened to be sitting.

      ‘How many young men there are in Derbyshire!’ she exclaimed. ‘I am happy to hear that Kitty is enjoying herself with the Darcys, but I should be very glad if she would send some of her dancing partners to Hertfordshire, for I am sure she has more than she can possibly need for herself, and we are almost without.’

      The person to whom she addressed this remark was Mary King, an acquaintance of long standing with whom she had recently begun to proceed to terms of more intimate friendship. Miss King was a young lady of great importance—in her own view, at least—for she was the possessor of a fortune of ten thousand pounds, which she had inherited from her grandfather, and there were some who said uncharitably that the sudden accession of riches, however modest, had spoilt her and made her discontented, for it was rumoured that during a stay with her uncle in Liverpool last year she had received attentions from more than one respectable man, but had spurned them all haughtily as being not good enough for a woman of such large fortune as herself.

      Miss King now sighed at her friend’s remark. Truth to tell, she had been thinking much the same thing. As soon as she had inherited her money she had relied totally upon the notion that it would very soon bring her a suitable husband, but two years had passed without her being approached by anyone of great enough standing for her, and she had begun to feel the first naggings of doubt as to whether her fortune were quite large enough. She did not require much: a young man of five thousand a year or so would be the very thing, and of course he must be handsome, and keep a carriage and horses, but as she looked about her it became clear that no such man was to be found in Hertfordshire.

      ‘What you say is very true,’ she said in reply to her friend. ‘I am sure at the last assembly I did not dance even half the dances, and moreover I might hazard that not one of my partners was below five and forty years of age. What a pity we have never had another militia stationed at Meryton since the last one left. Do you remember it, Maria? How pleasant it was to be able to pick and choose among the young men—and even to refuse the odd one or two who did not happen to suit. Nowadays, if I were to refuse every man who did not please me I dare say I should never dance at all.’

      Maria echoed Mary’s sigh and put away the letter, for she feared it would only make her discontented and she knew that she had much to be thankful for.

      ‘There,’ she said. ‘I shall not read it any more, and I shall leave my reply for a day or two, for at present I have nothing to relate—and, furthermore, I fear that if I wrote today I might sound ill-tempered. I do not wish Kitty to think me discontented, when she only means to entertain me with her letters. I shall write again when I have some news to tell her.’

      ‘What, when you have finished repairing the seam of your patterned muslin, perhaps?’ said Mary scornfully. ‘Or do you mean when the felled tree that blocks the road on the other side of Meryton has been cleared away? Either of those would be excitement enough here at present.’

      ‘I am afraid that is only too true,’ said Maria with another sigh. ‘Still, who knows what news another day or two may bring?’

      ‘Who knows, indeed?’ said Mary. ‘Perhaps you will find a rent in another muslin and have to repair that too. A double misfortune will make far better reading than a single, and you will be doing Kitty a good turn by making her feel the benefit of her present situation.’
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      In spite of Miss King’s scepticism, Maria did shortly have news of some interest to send to Derbyshire, for the very day after the above-mentioned conversation, word began to circulate in Meryton that Netherfield Park had at last been let, following the departure of its previous tenants, the Bingleys, more than a year ago. The neighbourhood of Meryton had felt their loss very much, for Mr. Bingley was a young man of amiable disposition, who liked nothing better than to throw a ball whenever the opportunity presented itself, and, moreover, had a good many acquaintances from outside Hertfordshire for the ladies to dance with. With Mr. Bingley departed many a young gentleman and many a fond hope, and Netherfield had lain unoccupied ever since, waiting only for some other rich tenant to add to the entertainment of his neighbours.

      As soon as the news reached Lucas Lodge, Lady Lucas set out to find out who the new-comers were, and was almost immediately able to satisfy herself on that subject by consulting her friend Mrs. Philips, who lived in Meryton and could be relied upon to receive the first intelligence of anything that happened to be going on.

      Fairhead was the name of the family who were shortly to take up residence at Netherfield, and if Mrs. Philips’s information were correct, then they consisted of a gentleman, his wife, and a grown-up son and daughter, neither of whom was known to be married. Maria heard the news with interest, and began to entertain hopes that the new people might be agreeable and that the young lady might be willing to be friends. For Mary King, who was sitting with Maria when Lady Lucas related the news, her thoughts ran less towards the daughter of the house and more towards the son. Should he happen to be handsome and likely to come into a fortune amounting to two or three thousand a year (for she had now all but abandoned the thought of a whole five), then here was a chance indeed! She said nothing as Lady Lucas and Maria speculated about their new neighbours at length, but her thoughts ran along pleasing lines and a resolution began to form in her head.

      The Fairheads soon arrived, and with them more intelligence. It seemed that until recently the family had been respectable but not rich, and had lived modestly for many years in an unfashionable part of London. Recently, however, Mr. Fairhead had come into a large inheritance for which, it was understood, he had been waiting many years—longer than expected, in fact, for it came from a wealthy but sickly aunt, who had in the end lived to a ripe old age, as is sometimes the way of infirm people, who not infrequently seem to delay their demise deliberately to vex and inconvenience their families. As it happened, Mr. Fairhead had been fond of his aunt, and had always held that she had the perfect right to live as long as she chose. In return for this concession the old lady had left him her entire fortune, and, following a suitable period of mourning, Mr. Fairhead removed himself and his family to Netherfield Park, with a view to purchasing an estate of his own in due course.

      Visits were paid and returned, and it was soon reported that Mr. Fairhead was an exceedingly amiable man and that his wife was most charming. The son was away visiting friends at present, but the daughter was clever and lively, and altogether the family looked set to be a most welcome addition to the neighbourhood—especially since the younger Mr. Fairhead was rumoured to have a private fortune amounting to a total of twelve thousand pounds, while his sister had eight. Maria Lucas thought about them often, but was not to meet them until the assembly next week. Mary King looked forward equally to the event, and they counted the days impatiently and planned their dress with more than the usual care.

      It was October, and until then the month had been a fine one, but in the days leading up to the assembly the weather turned, and Meryton was hit by a succession of heavy rains that kept everybody at home who did not absolutely need to go out. At last, on the day before the assembly, the rain stopped and the sun came out, and Maria decided to go into Meryton, for she had one or two purchases to make and, moreover, she wanted to call on Mary King to talk over the important matter of what to wear for the ball. She was later in setting off than she had intended, and so decided to take a short-cut across a field and down a lane which was generally passable only in dry weather. After the rains there was likely to be flooding, but Maria, who was occasionally heedless in such matters, trusted that her stout boots would protect her against all difficulties, and set off with nothing in her head but her errand.

      At first all went well: her boots withstood the wet grass and, by skirting a lake which had formed in the middle of the field, she reached the lane beyond without mishap. She had not gone more than thirty yards down the road, however, when she found that the path ahead of her was quite flooded. She had come too far to wish to turn back, and so she looked about her for some means of getting through. Much of the grass verge was still above water, she saw, and she judged that she might jump from tussock to tussock relatively easily and thus pass to the other side. Hitching up her skirts, she jumped to the first grassy mound, and prepared to jump to the second, but alas!—this one immediately began to give way beneath her feet, and she was forced to jump as quickly as she could to the third. The tussock behind her collapsed completely into the water, and she looked to the next one, only to find that she had made a great misjudgement, for the fourth mound was just a little too far for her to reach with one jump, and she was stuck.

      ‘Whatever shall I do now?’ she said to herself in dismay, glancing about her. ‘I am stranded and it is all my own doing. Oh, why did not I keep to the road, as I knew I ought?’

      She eyed the muddy water that surrounded her. From her little island it looked as though the only way out of her predicament was to tuck up her dress and wade through. How Mamma would scold when she returned home! She sighed, and was just trying to decide which might be the shortest route, when she heard a whistle and looked up. Coming along the lane was a young man—a gentleman in appearance—who was walking with his dog, and swiping at the hedgerows with a stout stick. He arrived at the edge of the flooded part of the lane and swirled his stick thoughtfully in the water for a while.

      ‘Come, Striker,’ he said to his dog. ‘We certainly cannot get past this way today.’

      He bent to caress the dog’s head, then straightened up and gave a start as he caught sight of Maria. Several expressions crossed his face in succession, of which the most recognizable was a great inclination to laugh. He swiftly suppressed it, however, and looked about him for a way to reach her. In two great leaps he had reached the next tussock to hers—the one that was too far away for her to jump to—and was holding out the clean end of his stick.

      ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Do you think you might get across with the aid of this?’

      Miss Lucas, blushing and feeling very foolish indeed, said that she thought she might. She grasped the stick, and with one jump was across. He held her arm to steady her and then begged her pardon.

      ‘There is not quite room enough to accommodate us both on this patch of grass,’ he said, ‘but if you would not fall into the water I fear you will have to accept my assistance. Now, you see the next one is much nearer. If you take my hand and we jump together we shall be past this lake in no time.’

      As he had said, the next jumps were easy, and very shortly Maria was safe on dry land, breathless and stammering out her thanks. He waved them away cheerfully, and said:

      ‘I am only happy that I happened to be passing this way, or who knows how long you might have remained there? I hope not until the water had all dried up, however.’

      ‘Oh no!’ said Maria. ‘I am sure that someone else would have come at last.’ But I am very glad that you came at first, her eyes seemed to say to him.

      ‘Well, I hope that no harm will come to you after your adventure,’ he said, ‘but to make perfectly sure, I should advise you to go home directly and sit by a warm fire so as not to catch a cold.’

      He then offered to escort her to wherever she wished to go, for even the drier parts of the lane were very muddy, he assured her, but she was still exceedingly embarrassed and so she refused all offers of help and, pausing only to thank him hastily once again, hurried off as fast as she could, full of her adventure and bursting to relate it to Mary King. What excitement! To have found herself in distress and to have been rescued by such a charming and well-mannered young man—handsome, too, if her eyes had not deceived her, although for most of their encounter she had been too embarrassed to look at him directly. Who could he be? And, just as importantly, how long would he stay?
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      ‘Why, of course it must have been Mr. Thomas Fairhead you met,’ said Mary as soon as she had heard and exclaimed over the story. ‘I must say, it was excessively kind of him to come to your aid, for I am afraid to say it, but you look quite shocking, covered in mud as you are. I suppose he must have taken pity on you, but there—I dare say that is just like his kindness, from all that I have heard of him.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ said Maria in the greatest surprise. ‘From whom have you heard this? Can it be—have you perchance had occasion to meet the family?’

      ‘You have caught me out, Maria,’ said Mary, with a smile of satisfaction. ‘I had intended to keep my secret until the evening of the assembly, for it would have been such fun to see your face when you saw me and Miss Fairhead walking about together arm in arm, but now I declare you have surprised it out of me. I met Louisa Fairhead on Saturday—quite by chance, for she and her father happened to be sheltering in the library from a sudden cloudburst just as my uncle and aunt and I entered it, and so we were introduced, for of course my uncle has already visited Mr. Fairhead. I believe we took a fancy to one another immediately, and we met again at church on Sunday—by the way, did not you see us
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