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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.
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      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.

      “I am perfectly exhausted,” she announced.

      “You have spoken for half an hour,” I said.

      “That is not the same thing as resting.”

      Within three minutes she was asleep.

      Lydia’s sleep, once achieved, is wonderfully reliable. It arrives suddenly and remains undisturbed by nearly everything except breakfast.

      I waited.

      One must be careful in such situations, for Lydia occasionally produces a sudden remark several minutes after appearing asleep, usually about ribbons.

      When five full minutes passed without commentary, I rose cautiously from the bed.

      The room was lit only by the moon, which suited my purposes admirably. I moved toward the small writing table near the window with the stealth of a person conducting international intrigue.

      My first task was to obtain paper.

      The second was to disguise my handwriting.

      The third, I discovered immediately, was to prevent Lydia from rolling over and asking why I was wandering about the room like a burglar.

      Fortunately she merely snored.

      I lit the smallest possible candle and opened my notebook.

      Tonight would mark the first practical application of my principles.

      Two letters.

      One for Lizzy.

      One for Mr. Darcy.

      Simple yet elegant, and yet of course entirely transformative for all involved.

      I took up my quill and immediately discovered that writing anonymously is far more difficult than writing normally.

      My handwriting, which had never before seemed remarkable to me, now appeared so unmistakably my own that I half expected the page to shout my name aloud.

      I attempted several variations.

      One looked nervous, yet another looked… drunken.

      A third resembled Mary’s writing so closely that I became alarmed and destroyed it immediately.

      At last I discovered the solution.

      I wrote very slowly.

      Extremely slowly.

      So slowly that each letter appeared to belong to a person who considered punctuation a moral duty.

      This, I felt certain, could not possibly be mistaken for me.

      The first letter was for my sister.

      This required delicacy.

      Lizzy is fond of laughter and suspicious of compliments. One cannot simply inform her that a gentleman admires her; she will immediately turn the matter into a joke.

      No, the suggestion must appear mysterious.

      Subtle yet intriguing.

      I wrote:

      
        
        Madam,

        There are those who have observed that a gentleman in your acquaintance has not failed to admire the liveliness of your understanding. Wit, where it is genuine, rarely escapes notice by those capable of appreciating it.

      

      

      I paused and read the letter again.

      Excellent.

      Flattering, but not obvious.

      Lizzy would certainly think about it.

      The second letter was for Mr. Darcy.

      Gentlemen, I have noticed, are very peculiar about compliments. One must never appear too eager, or they retreat immediately into dignity.

      I therefore wrote:

      
        
        Sir,

        It is sometimes remarked that intelligence is the quality most likely to secure admiration where beauty alone cannot command lasting esteem. A gentleman whose mind is equal to his station may therefore find himself more favorably regarded than he supposes.

      

      

      I leaned back in my chair with satisfaction.

      If these letters did not provoke curiosity, nothing could.

      At that exact moment Lydia snorted in her sleep and turned over.

      I froze.

      She muttered something about Captain Carter’s boots.

      Then silence returned.

      I folded both letters quickly.

      Sealing them presented another difficulty. The Bennet family seal would expose me instantly. Fortunately I possessed a hairpin and an excellent imagination.

      Plain wax, pressed with the blunt end of the pin, created a seal so vague that it might belong to anyone in England.

      Perfect anonymity.

      I slipped the finished letters beneath my pillow and returned quietly to bed.

      Lydia, without opening her eyes, murmured, “Kitty, are you cold?”

      “No,” I whispered.

      “You are moving about.” She said in a slurred half asleep voice.

      “I was simply adjusting the blankets.” I responded with a hiss.

      “Oh.”

      She slept again at once.

      I lay awake smiling at the ceiling.

      Tomorrow the romance would begin.
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      Morning presented the next challenge.

      Anonymous letters must be delivered by someone who will not ask questions.

      After considerable reflection I selected Tom, a boy who occasionally carried errands between houses and whose chief intellectual distinction appeared to be an admirable lack of curiosity.

      I found him near the kitchen yard carrying a basket of apples.

      “Tom,” I said.

      He looked at me cautiously.

      “Yes, miss?” His eyes were squinted.

      “I have two notes that must be delivered.” I held the notes out with a flourish.

      He examined the letters.

      “Shall I say who they are from?” He inquired curiously.

      I snapped back. “You shall say nothing at all.” 

      He blinked.

      “Nothing, miss?”

      “Nothing is, in this case, essential.” I responded with a shake of my head.

      Tom considered this with the solemn expression of a boy confronting philosophy.

      “One is for my sister Elizabeth,” I continued. “Leave it where she will receive it without any discussion. The other must go to Netherfield and be given into the care of a servant for a Mr. Darcy.”

      “Yes, miss.” The boy nodded.

      “Tom, look at me. You are not to read them, do you understand?” I said sternly.

      His eyes grew wide as they met mine with earnestness. “No, miss.”

      “Nor speculate upon them.” I reinforced it with a wave of my hand.

      “No, miss.” He repeated.

      “Nor discuss them with my sister Lydia.”

      Tom looked alarmed.

      “Of course. I would not do that for any money in the world.” He placed his hand on his heart.

      “Excellent,” I said.

      Tom departed with the letters and my entire scheme tucked under his arm.

      I spent the next hour behaving very naturally while feeling anything but.

      Lizzy appeared at breakfast.

      Did she know?

      Had she received the letter?

      She buttered her toast with perfect composure.

      Jane discussed the weather.

      Mama asked whether Mr. Bingley might call soon.

      Lizzy showed no sign of mysterious romantic agitation whatsoever.

      This was most disappointing.

      But I reminded myself that intellectual awakenings often proceed gradually.

      The opportunity for further observation arrived sooner than expected.

      That afternoon Jane received an invitation to Netherfield.

      At first it seemed as though Lizzy and Jane would go as just the two of them. This would not do.

      “I would also like to go along if I may.” I protested.

      “Can I mama? Can I?” I pleaded.

      Mama looked at Lizzy and Jane and simply shrugged.

      Lizzy rolled her eyes. “Yes of course, but do not cause any trouble, I know how you get in mixed company.”

      I only smiled and nodded, my plan was coming together perfectly.
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      The road to Netherfield is not long, but I used every moment to consider possible outcomes. Mr. Darcy might appear thoughtful. He might appear curious. He might appear secretly delighted.

      When we arrived, Mr. Bingley greeted us with the enthusiasm of a man who had spent the morning excitedly preparing for our arrival.

      “My dear Miss Bennet!” he exclaimed to Jane. “Miss Elizabeth! Miss Kitty! This is exceedingly kind of you.”

      He ushered us into the drawing room, where Miss Louisa Bingley greeted us with elegant politeness and Mrs. Hurst remained comfortably upon the sofa.

      Mr. Darcy stood near the mantel.

      He bowed.

      I examined his face immediately.

      He looked calm, suspiciously calm.

      Conversation began in the usual manner. Bingley devoted himself to Jane. Louisa spoke gracefully about the deficiencies of rural society. Lizzy answered her with cheerful wit.

      I soon discovered that the true opportunity lay beyond the drawing room, where several paintings decorated the hallway.

      I excused myself quietly.

      One of the paintings depicted three sheep and a ruined tower.

      I studied it with intense seriousness.

      From that position I could hear into the adjacent room.

      Mr. Bingley’s voice drifted through the doorway.

      “Very odd indeed,” he said. “Though perhaps meant kindly?”

      Mr. Darcy replied, his tone dry.

      “Kindness seldom arrives disguised.”

      “But it was complimentary,” said Bingley. “About your understanding.”

      “Which is precisely why I distrust it.”

      I nearly smiled at the sheep.

      Bingley laughed.

      “You cannot suspect every anonymous compliment of being a conspiracy.”

      “I suspect any anonymous compliment of being unnecessary.”

      “But surely someone admires you.”

      “I should prefer they do so silently.”

      There was a pause.

      I leaned slightly closer to the painting.

      “I cannot imagine who would send such a note,” Bingley said.

      “Nor can I,” Mr. Darcy replied. “Though the author appears convinced of their own cleverness.”

      I examined the ruin with great interest.

      So, he was skeptical.

      Mildly irritated yet thinking about the matter with great interest.

      This, in my opinion, was excellent progress.

      At that moment Lizzy entered the hallway and stopped beside me.

      “Kitty,” she said, glancing from me to the painting, “you appear extremely attentive.”

      “It is a fine painting.” I touched the frame lightly.

      Lizzy looked at it.

      “It is three sheep.” She blinked repeatedly and lightly shook her head.

      “There is also a ruin.” I said with a nod, my eyes wide.

      She laughed.

      “I admire your dedication.”

      I followed her back to the drawing room shortly afterward, satisfied with my discoveries.

      The letter had been read, and it had also been discussed.

      Most importantly, the letter had been remembered.

      That evening at Longbourn I opened my notebook and added a new line beneath the first two rules.

      
        
        Rule Three

        Mystery greatly increases romantic curiosity. If a gentleman believes a lady admires his intellect, he will quickly begin admiring hers.

      

      

      I closed the book with great satisfaction.

      The courtship had begun.

      And if Mr. Darcy appeared somewhat irritated by it⁠—

      Well.

      Romance, I have observed, often begins with irritation.
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      It is a truth I have lately discovered that when one begins managing a romance, the world becomes remarkably cooperative.

      Books appear where they are needed. Conversations drift conveniently through open doors. People reveal their feelings through the smallest gestures—provided one has the sense to observe them.

      The morning following our previous visit to Netherfield brought just such an opportunity.

      Jane received another invitation.

      The note arrived shortly after breakfast and was written in Mr. Bingley’s enthusiastic hand, which always gives the impression that the ink itself is pleased with the message.

      Jane unfolded the letter with her usual calm grace while Mama watched with an eagerness that might have frightened a less determined piece of paper.

      “Well?” Mama demanded before Jane had finished the second line.

      Jane smiled gently.

      “Mr. Bingley hopes we might walk over to Netherfield this afternoon if the weather remains agreeable.”

      Mama clapped her hands together.

      “Of course you must go! It would be extremely improper not to go when he has asked so politely. Two days in a row, I must say, how wonderful!”

      Lizzy, who had been stirring her tea, glanced at Jane with amusement.

      “You see how fortunate you are, Jane,” she said lightly. “You possess the rare talent of being invited everywhere.”

      Jane laughed softly.

      “I believe Mr. Bingley simply enjoys company.”

      “Especially yours,” Lizzy replied.

      At this point I felt it necessary to intervene.

      “I should very much like to go for a walk as well,” I said, setting down my cup with deliberate composure.

      Lizzy looked at me.

      One eyebrow rose.

      “You would?” she asked with suspicious calm.

      “Yes,” I said with dignity. “I enjoy walking.”

      “You do?” She studied me for a moment longer than was comfortable.

      “Very well,” she said at last. “You seemed to be well behaved yesterday, so If you can remain so, then I do not see a problem with you coming along again.”

      I smiled sweetly.

      “I never cause trouble.”

      Lizzy made a soft sound that suggested she found this statement deeply improbable.

      Mama, who had already begun imagining wedding gowns, waved her hand dismissively.

      “Of course Kitty may go. What possible trouble could she cause?”

      This question, though kindly meant, demonstrated a most regrettable lack of imagination.
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      The walk to Netherfield was pleasant, though Lydia complained loudly about being left behind and Mary attempted to warn us that excessive visiting might encourage vanity.

      Lizzy bore both observations with admirable patience.

      I walked quietly beside Jane, who seemed content merely to enjoy the sunshine.

      My mind, however, was occupied with more serious matters.

      The anonymous letters had produced a promising degree of irritation in Mr. Darcy. Irritation, as I had already noted, is often the earliest symptom of romantic interest.

      The next step required something different.

      Opportunity.

      A situation in which Lizzy and Mr. Darcy might be brought together in a manner that appeared entirely accidental.

      Fortunately, Netherfield possessed a library.

      And libraries, I have discovered, are excellent places for accidents.

      

      Mr. Bingley greeted us with the same cheerful enthusiasm as before.

      “My dear Miss Bennet!” he exclaimed as Jane entered the drawing room. “How very kind of you to come.”

      Jane blushed slightly and curtsied.

      Lizzy smiled.

      I looked around the room.

      Mr. Darcy stood near the window with a book in his hand, though he did not appear to be reading it. Caroline Bingley and Mrs. Hurst were seated together, discussing something with expressions of polished boredom.

      Mr. Darcy bowed as we entered.

      I returned the bow with careful politeness.

      Then I began observing.

      Conversation soon divided itself into several agreeable directions. Mr. Bingley and Jane spoke together near the fire. Lizzy exchanged remarks with Caroline about the merits of town society, yet I think Caroline was uninterested in the merit aspect. Mrs. Hurst listened while occasionally adjusting her bracelets.

      No one noticed when I slipped quietly toward the doorway.

      The library lay just beyond the hall.

      I entered with great seriousness, for one must never appear curious in a room full of books.

      Lizzy joined me a few moments later.

      “I thought I might find you here,” she said, smiling faintly. “You disappeared most mysteriously.”

      “I wished to see the books,” I replied.

      My sister looked around the room.

      The Netherfield library is quite handsome, with tall shelves and wide windows that admit excellent light for reading.

      Lizzy approached one of the shelves immediately.

      “You have a sudden interest in literature?” she asked.

      “I have always had an interest in literature,” I said with mild offense.

      She laughed softly.

      “Of course you have.”

      She began examining the books with real enthusiasm, which I admired greatly. Lizzy reads in the manner of a person who expects every volume to contain either wit or argument.

      At last she selected one.

      It was a respectable-looking volume bound in dark leather.

      She opened it and glanced through several pages.

      “This will do,” she said.

      I leaned closer, pretending to admire the binding while carefully noting the title.

      I repeated the name silently three times.

      One must never forget a useful object.

      Lizzy carried the book back to the drawing room with us.

      She placed it upon the small table beside her chair and resumed her conversation with Caroline.

      I watched, and for some time nothing happened.

      Mr. Bingley continued speaking with Jane in a manner so cheerful that even the furniture appeared pleased. Lizzy occasionally turned a page of her book while she laughed at something Mrs Hurst had said.

      Mr. Darcy remained near the window.

      At last he moved.

      It was a small movement, scarcely noticeable to anyone who was not paying close attention.

      But I was paying very close attention indeed.

      He crossed the room slowly.

      His gaze drifted over the table.

      Then it stopped upon the book Lizzy had brought from the library.

      He paused.

      His hand lifted the volume and he examined the title.

      And then—most interestingly—his eyes moved toward Lizzy.

      She, unfortunately, did not notice.

      She was politely smiling, almost grimacing at something Caroline had just said about the vulgarity of country assemblies.

      Mr. Darcy replaced the book carefully upon the table.

      But I had seen enough.

      I watched him return to the window with a most satisfied feeling.

      A book, I reflected, may be an extremely useful instrument in matters of romance.

      For books possess several advantages.

      They must be borrowed, and yet they must be returned.

      And, they often provide reasons for conversation.

      We remained at Netherfield another hour.

      During this time I observed Mr. Darcy glance toward the book no fewer than four times.

      Lizzy read it for several minutes before abandoning it entirely in favor of conversation.

      Mr. Bingley remained blissfully cheerful.

      Caroline watched my sister with a polite smile that grew tighter every few minutes.

      The visit concluded pleasantly.

      We walked home just as the afternoon light began to fade across the fields.

      Lizzy spoke of the conversation she had enjoyed.

      Jane seemed very happy.

      I said little.

      For I was thinking, very carefully.

      Books, I concluded, might serve an even greater purpose than I had first imagined.

      If Lizzy possessed the book…

      And Mr. Darcy had clearly noticed it…

      Then it would require only the smallest encouragement to bring them together again.

      Possibly under circumstances that would appear entirely natural.

      Possibly with me nearby to observe the results.

      I smiled to myself as we reached Longbourn.
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      That evening, once Lydia had fallen asleep, I lit my candle and opened my notebook.

      The page containing the first three rules looked extremely promising.

      I dipped my quill into the ink and added another line beneath them.

      
        
        Rule Four

        Shared objects—particularly books—provide excellent opportunities for conversation between two persons who do not yet recognize their attachment.

      

      

      I read the rule aloud softly.

      It sounded very wise.

      I closed the notebook with satisfaction, for my plans were proceeding beautifully.

      All that remained was to arrange the next encounter.

      And fortunately for Lizzy and Mr. Darcy, I had already begun to think of several possibilities.
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      A plan may be called elegant only when it appears to have arranged itself.

      This, I think, is the true distinction between vulgar meddling and superior management. Anyone may shove two people into the same corner and hope for the best. It requires real refinement to place them near one another in such a way that they believe Fate has taken a personal interest in their happiness.

      I can’t help yet feel that I possess precisely this refinement.

      Several days after the matter of the book, an invitation arrived from Netherfield for dinner.

      Mama, upon hearing it, declared that Mr. Bingley could not remain another week in Hertfordshire without falling irretrievably in love with Jane, and that if he had not already done so, then the fault must lie in men generally and not in Jane particularly. This speech was delivered at such length and with such confidence that Mary attempted twice to insert a moral observation and was defeated both times.

      Lizzy laughed.

      Jane blushed.

      Lydia complained of not having a new gown.

      And I, sitting very quietly with my work in my hands, immediately understood that the evening would offer excellent opportunities.

      Dinner parties are, in many respects, the finest machinery society has yet produced for romantic entanglement. People are fixed in places not of their choosing, required to speak to one another by politeness, and afterward driven into drawing rooms, card tables, and moonlit walks as if by divine ordinance. It is a wonder more persons do not find themselves engaged by accident.

      I went upstairs to dress with a degree of cheerful purpose which Lydia at once mistrusted.

      “You are in suspiciously good spirits,” she said, standing before the glass and turning her head to admire the set of a ribbon. “Have you heard of any officers coming?”

      “No,” I replied, fastening my sleeve. “I merely expect an agreeable evening.”

      Lydia narrowed her eyes at me through the mirror.

      “That is exactly the kind of thing one says when one is concealing something.”

      “I am concealing nothing.”

      She turned fully around, one hand pressed dramatically to her bodice.

      “Kitty, if you receive a secret admirer before I do, I shall never forgive you.”

      I considered this gravely.

      “You may be easy. I should never behave so selfishly.”

      Lydia appeared satisfied by this, though I had not, strictly speaking, promised anything of use.
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      At Netherfield, all was brightness, polished silver, and that agreeable order of servants which makes one feel at once important and hungry. Mr. Bingley received us with his customary delight, which this evening had acquired an additional glow from Jane’s presence. He bowed to us all, but there was something so particular in the warmth of his address to Jane that even Mama softened into a look of pleased significance.

      Caroline and Louisa were handsome and elegant as ever, though elegance in Caroline’s suffers occasionally from an expression suggesting that other people have arranged themselves badly. Mrs. Hurst looked comfortably adorned and Mr. Hurst repeated his favorite compliment - “Capital, Capital!” Often and with much vigor. Mr. Darcy stood near the mantel, grave and composed and exactly like a man who would not thank any person for arranging his happiness without first obtaining his written permission.

      Which, naturally, made him a particularly deserving subject for arrangement.

      We were shown into the drawing room before dinner, and it was there that Providence, having done very little on its own, received considerable assistance from me.

      The place cards for dinner had been set in the adjoining room already, visible from the doorway upon the long polished table. I noticed them when a servant passed between the rooms, and my heart gave a small leap of pleasure.

      Opportunity had the most beautiful handwriting.

      I had not expected the cards to be placed so early, nor so conveniently. For one moment I felt the sort of grateful admiration a general must feel when he discovers the enemy has abandoned a hilltop.

      I made no outward sign of it.

      Instead I stood near a vase of flowers and looked harmless.

      This is a particular talent of mine.

      The conversation in the drawing room turned upon music, which immediately occupied Mary so fully that no one paid the least attention to me. Lydia, disappointed to find no officers present, whispered to me that a dinner without uniforms was but half a dinner. Jane listened attentively to Mr. Bingley. Lizzy was engaged by some teasing remark from Caroline. Mr. Darcy stood somewhat apart, as he often did, though I noticed that whenever my sister laughed, his gaze moved without seeming to do so.

      I waited until the room shifted in one of those little social currents by which three people approached the fire, two moved toward the pianoforte, and one lady dropped a fan at exactly the right moment to inconvenience everybody.

      Then I moved.

      I crossed quietly into the dining room, as if merely curious about the arrangements, and cast the fastest glance over the cards.

      Jane, of course, was intended to sit near Mr. Bingley.

      This was inevitable and, I think, did not require my intervention.

      Lizzy, however, had been placed at a very sensible distance from Mr. Darcy. Sensible arrangements, though excellent for preserving order, are often ruinous to romance.

      I slipped two cards neatly aside.

      Lizzy’s name moved nearer Mr. Darcy’s.

      Another lady’s name moved where Lizzy’s had been.

      The whole business took less than a breath, and I had scarcely withdrawn my hand when I heard footsteps in the passage.

      I turned immediately and bent over the centerpiece as if I had been struck motionless by admiration for the candlesticks.

      “Kitty?”

      It was Lizzy.

      I looked up with innocent pleasure.

      “Yes?” I batted my eyes innocently.

      “What are you doing in here?” Her hands placed firmly on her hips.

      I shook my head slightly and straightened. “I was admiring the table.” 

      Lizzy stepped just within the doorway and glanced over the silver.

      “Is it not a very fine table?”

      Her mouth twitched.

      “I believe Netherfield will be deeply gratified by your approval.”

      “I hope so.” I smiled brightly.

      She shook her head at me and went back toward the drawing room, leaving me with my innocence intact and my alterations successful.

      When dinner was announced and we entered at last, I confess I felt a thrill which would have been almost improper had my intentions not been so benevolent.

      Lizzy paused for the smallest fraction of a moment when she saw her place.

      Only a fraction, but that was more than enough.

      Her eyes moved once over the table, then toward Mr. Darcy, then back again. If she suspected anything, she gave no sign beyond a slight narrowing of her gaze, which in Lizzy means either amusement or battle.

      Mr. Darcy, for his part, looked at the arrangement with grave composure. Yet I thought—I am sure—I thought I saw the slightest lift of his brows before he took his seat.

      Excellent.

      I myself had been placed far enough away to avoid suspicion and near enough to observe the principal effects, which was all any reasonable strategist could desire.

      Dinner began.

      Mr. Bingley spoke to Jane with uninterrupted good humor. Mama beamed whenever she looked in their direction. Caroline and Louisa exercised elegance. Mrs. and Mr. Hurst attended faithfully to her plate. Lydia made two spirited attempts to introduce officers into the conversation and was gently verbally restrained both times.

      And between Lizzy and Mr. Darcy, there occurred that delightful variety of dinner talk which is not nearly so calm as it appears from a distance.

      I watched them over the flowers.

      Lizzy said something with that light archness she uses when preparing mischief. Mr. Darcy answered briefly. She tilted her head and replied at greater length. Mr. Darcy turned toward her more fully. Once, when she laughed, he did not laugh himself, but his expression altered in that restrained way of his, as though amusement had entered the room and he preferred it not be announced.

      At one point Mr. Bingley said across the table, “Miss Elizabeth, Mr. Darcy maintains that no country walk can compare with those near Pemberley, though I insist Hertfordshire has charms of its own.”

      Lizzy turned at once.

      “Indeed, Mr. Darcy? You astonish me. I had not known you admitted the existence of charms beyond Derbyshire.”

      Mr. Darcy, who had been in the act of lifting his glass, paused.

      “I admit them where evidence compels me.”

      “And has Hertfordshire produced sufficient evidence?” She held a stonelike composure.

      He turned to her—directly this time.

      “In some respects, yes.” He said with a slight nod.

      Lizzy’s brows rose.

      Lydia snorted into her napkin and revealed that she was confused as to what exactly everyone was speaking of.

      I nearly choked upon my wine.

      There are moments when genius must struggle to remain outwardly composed.

      Lizzy looked momentarily surprised, though she recovered at once.

      “I rejoice to hear the county has not entirely failed your standards.”

      “It has been more fortunate than I expected.”

      Now, perhaps another person would claim this exchange meant nothing. Another person would be wrong.

      I applied myself to my plate with commendable seriousness while preserving a perfect awareness of every look and turn of phrase occurring two seats beyond.

      By the time the ladies withdrew, I was in such spirits that I could scarcely sit still.

      There remained, however, the most critical portion of the evening.

      After dinner, once the gentlemen had concluded their wine and rejoined us, someone proposed a stroll upon the terrace, the weather being mild and the evening unusually fine.

      I do not know who made the proposal. It may have been Mr. Bingley, who is forever proposing things. It may have been Lizzy, who never objects to walking. It may even have been Mama, who enjoys any activity likely to place Jane beneath moonlight while Mr. Bingley is nearby.

      In any case, we went out.

      The terrace at Netherfield looked over the lawns, which in the evening light appeared softened and silvery. The air was sweet with summer, and the gravel paths shone pale beneath the sky. Pairs and groups formed naturally, as they always do, according to interest, or design.

      Mr. Bingley attached himself to Jane with such openness that concealment would have been an insult to the whole company. Mama remained within sight of them without, I think, realizing how little concealment she herself practiced. Lydia grew restless for want of officers to torment and began plucking leaves from a shrub. Both of the Bingley sisters walked with Mr. and Mrs. Hurst, speaking low.

      Lizzy had at first remained near us, but Mr. Darcy joined her after a few minutes with that quiet decisiveness he carries into everything. He said something I could not hear. She answered. They moved away together down the terrace path and then along the lawn beyond.

      My heart swelled.

      This, I thought, was art.

      I did not follow too obviously. One must never run after romance like a spaniel. Instead I lingered near a stone urn at the terrace edge and adopted an attitude of thoughtful appreciation for the evening.

      From there I could observe them perfectly.

      They had stopped near the turn in the path. Lizzy faced him. Mr. Darcy stood attentive and still. She spoke with animation, one hand rising in a sharp, expressive motion I knew very well. That particular gesture appears only when Lizzy is either arguing or making sport—and with Mr. Darcy, the two are often indistinguishable.

      Mr. Darcy listened closely.

      Not merely politely.

      Closely.

      His head bent slightly toward her. Once he answered, and though I could not hear him, I saw from Lizzy’s immediate response that whatever he had said had not ended the matter. She spoke again, faster now, both hands engaged. He remained fixed upon her with such concentration that I felt almost embarrassed on his behalf.

      Lydia appeared beside me without warning.

      “Why are you staring at Lizzy?” she asked.

      I nearly jumped.

      “I am not staring.” I fixed her with a stern look.

      She rocked back and forth, heel to toe. “You are looking very hard in her direction.” 

      “I am simply observing the path.”

      Lydia followed my gaze. “There is nothing on the path except Lizzy and Mr. Darcy, and if he begins lecturing her as he did at dinner, I shall despise him forever.”

      “He does not appear to be speaking of such things.”

      “No,” Lydia admitted, squinting. “She is using her disagreeing hands.”

      This was so accurate an observation that I looked at her with renewed respect.

      “Yes,” I said. “So she is.”

      Lydia considered the pair another moment and then shrugged.

      “Well, if they mean to quarrel, they might at least do it louder. I cannot hear a word.”

      With that, she wandered away in search of something more amusing.

      I returned my attention to the scene below.

      Lizzy had turned partly aside as if to continue walking, and Mr. Darcy moved with her at once. They passed slowly along the path, still speaking. Once she looked up at him with bright eyes and that expression of lively challenge which has undone more composure than people give her credit for. Once he answered with unusual earnestness. He did not smile often, but he listened as if each word she uttered were of consequence.

      The walk continued long enough that even Caroline noticed it.

      I saw her glance across the lawn, then back again, her lips thinning very slightly. Mrs. Hurst followed her look and raised her brows. Mama, occupied with Jane and Bingley, saw nothing at all, which was perhaps fortunate.

      As for me, I experienced the profound inward satisfaction of a person who has not only predicted an event but improved it.

      At last Lizzy and Mr. Darcy returned toward the terrace. Their expressions were composed, though not wholly ordinary. Lizzy’s color was higher than before. Mr. Darcy looked grave, but there was a wakefulness in his face that had not been there earlier.

      Neither, of course, understood what had occurred.

      But I did.

      They had been placed near one another and they had spoken at length.

      Lizzy had employed her disagreeing hands. So aptly named by my sister.

      Yet, Mr. Darcy had listened with the absorption of a man already lost.

      If that was not romantic progress, then words have no meaning and I ought at once to burn my notebook.

      When we returned to Longbourn that evening, Lydia declared the dinner tolerable, though sadly deficient in uniforms. Mama declared Mr. Bingley more charming than ever. Jane said little and smiled often. Lizzy appeared thoughtful, which in her is always significant, though she would deny it under oath.

      I retired to my room with uncommon satisfaction.

      Lydia, while removing her earrings, said, “Lizzy was in very fine order tonight. She looked exactly as she does when she means to argue somebody into misery.”

      “I thought she looked animated,” I replied.

      “She looked dangerous.”

      “There is no reason she should not be both.”

      Lydia accepted this and began brushing her hair with alarming violence.

      When at last I had my candle and my notebook to myself, I opened to the next blank space and wrote with all proper triumph:

      
        
        Rule Five

        Lively debate is the natural language of affection.

      

      

      I admired the sentence a moment, then added beneath it:

      
        
        Where two persons speak longer than politeness requires and listen more closely than indifference permits, the observer may consider the attachment confirmed.

      

      

      I closed the notebook and pressed my hand over it with satisfaction.

      The evening had been an undeniable success.

      Indeed, I felt almost generous enough to forgive Fate for doing so little on its own, since it had at least possessed the sense not to interfere with me.
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      It has often been observed that small remarks may produce large consequences.

      This truth is especially evident in Meryton.

      Indeed, Meryton possesses the remarkable quality of transforming the mildest observation into a public certainty within the space of a single afternoon. One might whisper that a gentleman admired a lady’s bonnet, and by sunset it would be universally agreed that a wedding breakfast had already been ordered.

      I mention this not as criticism.

      Merely as fact.

      And also, perhaps, as a very useful mechanism.

      The day in question began with Lydia declaring that she must go into Meryton immediately.

      This announcement occurred during breakfast, which Lydia treats not as a meal but as a place to organize adventures.

      “I cannot imagine why we should remain at home when there are shops, officers, and ribbons all waiting for us,” she said, spreading jam upon her toast with a vigor that suggested the ribbons might escape if she delayed.

      Mama looked immediately pleased.

      “Yes, you should go. Kitty may accompany you.”

      Lizzy looked at me over her cup.

      “You may accompany Lydia,” she corrected mildly.

      I smiled.

      I had no objection to Lydia as a traveling companion, provided she did not accidentally ruin the entire neighborhood before noon.

      The walk to Meryton was brisk and lively, chiefly because Lydia insisted on walking as though she had already spotted three officers and meant to catch them before they escaped.

      “You must walk faster, Kitty,” she said, turning around to wave impatiently at me. “If we arrive too late the shops will already be full of people.”

      “The shops are always full of people.” I said with a roll of my eyes.

      “Yes, but I mean interesting people.”

      This distinction, though vague, appeared extremely important to Lydia.

      When we reached the town, she entered the first ribbon shop with the confidence of a conqueror returning to territory she had personally discovered.

      Mrs. Phillips was within and greeted us warmly, as she always did.

      “My dear girls! How pleasant to see you.”

      Lydia began immediately examining ribbons with the air of a general inspecting artillery.

      I, meanwhile, positioned myself near the doorway, where I might enjoy both the fresh air and the movements of the street.

      For I have discovered that if one wishes to observe society properly, it is best to stand where everyone must pass.

      It was there that Lady Lucas appeared.

      She entered the shop with a gracious inclination of her head.

      “Miss Bennet,” she said kindly. “How are you today?”

      “I am very well, thank you, Lady Lucas.”

      She moved beside me, glancing briefly toward Lydia, who was now explaining to Mrs. Phillips why a ribbon of perfectly respectable blue was completely unsuitable.

      “You have been visiting Netherfield recently, I believe?” Lady Lucas asked.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “Charlotte mentioned seeing your sisters there.”

      “That is quite true.” I said with a nod.

      Lady Lucas smiled politely.

      “And how did you find the company?”

      This question, though ordinary, presented a most intriguing opportunity.

      For I had lately been reflecting that my matchmaking efforts might benefit from a small amount of public encouragement.

      Not a lie, certainly. Only a thoughtful interpretation of observable facts.

      I lowered my voice slightly, as though sharing a harmless confidence.

      “I could not help noticing,” I said with mild curiosity, “that Mr. Darcy appears greatly interested in my sister Lizzy.”

      Lady Lucas’s brows lifted.

      “Indeed?”

      “Yes,” I continued thoughtfully. “He listens very closely whenever she speaks.”

      Lady Lucas glanced toward the street.

      “How very interesting.”

      “Of course,” I added modestly, “it may mean nothing at all.”

      Lady Lucas smiled in that knowing way which means it certainly means something.

      “I shall be most attentive the next time I see them together.”

      “Do,” I said pleasantly.

      At that moment Lydia’s voice rang out from the other side of the shop.

      “Kitty!”

      I excused myself from Lady Lucas and walked toward my excitable sister.

      Lydia stood at the counter holding a ribbon aloft.

      “Do you think this one makes me look more lively than the green?”

      “It makes you look very lively.” I smiled and gave a quick look back to Lady Lucas.

      She nodded with satisfaction.

      But her eyes had narrowed slightly.

      Which meant she had heard something.

      “Who were you talking about?” she asked.

      “No one in particular.”

      Lydia crossed her arms and looked directly at me.

      “Kitty.” Her eyes wide.

      “Yes?” I answered with a shake of my head.

      Lydia frowned slightly. “You were whispering.” 

      I tilted my head back slightly. “I was conversing.” 

      “With Lady Lucas.”

      “Yes.” I said with a shrug.

      “About Lizzy.” Lydia had a look of shock and great interest.

      This was inconvenient.

      Lydia’s curiosity is very much like a dog’s nose—it cannot leave a scent alone.

      “What did you say?” she demanded.

      I hesitated.

      Which Lydia immediately interpreted as confirmation of everything she hoped to hear.

      “Kitty!” she cried. “Is Lizzy in love?”

      “No.” I shook my head quickly.

      “Is someone in love with Lizzy?” She probed.

      “I merely observed⁠—”

      Lydia gasped.

      Then she spun around toward the door with the speed of a military maneuver.

      “Oh, this is excellent!”

      “Lydia—”

      But she was already gone.

      I followed quickly.

      Outside the shop several officers were gathered near the corner, laughing over some remark.

      Lydia marched directly toward them.

      “Gentlemen!” she called brightly.

      They turned at once.

      “Miss Lydia!”

      “What news have you for us today?”

      Lydia clasped her hands with delight.

      “Oh, I have the most extraordinary news.”

      I closed my eyes briefly, my hand to my forehead.

      “Miss Bennet,” said one of the officers with interest, “you have our full attention.”

      Lydia pointed triumphantly toward me.

      “Kitty has just informed us that Mr. Darcy is entirely in love with my sister Lizzy!”

      I froze.

      The officers burst into laughter.

      “Darcy?”

      “That proud fellow?”

      “Yes!” Lydia insisted.

      “He listens to her and everything.” Lydia's cheeks flushed with excitement.

      Another officer grinned.

      “Well, if Darcy is in love, I should dearly like to see the moment.”

      “Perhaps he intends to propose,” Lydia added happily.

      “Lydia—” I began.

      But it was too late.

      Mrs. Phillips had emerged from the shop.

      Lady Lucas followed.

      And the officers were already repeating the news to two passing gentlemen who looked very pleased to receive it.

      The rumor spread with astonishing speed.

      Within minutes I heard the words Darcy, Lizzy, and love spoken in combinations so confident that one might have believed the engagement was already announced.

      I stood very quietly while Lydia basked in the attention.

      After all, a rumor once released into Meryton is rather like a flock of pigeons—it cannot be gathered again without considerable inconvenience.

      By the time Lydia and I returned home, the matter had achieved remarkable progress.

      Mama met us in the hall with shining eyes.

      “My dearest girls! Mrs. Phillips has sent word.”

      Lizzy, who was seated at the table, looked up sharply.

      “Word of what?” She shook her head with confusion.

      Mama clasped her hands.

      “Of Mr. Darcy!”

      Lizzy blinked with astonishment.

      “What of him?”

      Mama beamed.

      “Why, that he is quite taken with you!”

      My sister set down her fork.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      Mama waved the air excitedly.

      “Everyone says so. Mrs. Phillips heard it from Lady Lucas, who heard it from the officers, who heard it from Lydia.”

      Lizzy turned slowly toward Lydia.

      “Lydia.”

      “Yes?” Lydia responded innocently.

      “What have you been saying?”

      “Only that Mr. Darcy is in love
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