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It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single woman with good fortune must be searching for a husband.

However mysterious the feelings or views of a successful woman may be, when she first moves into a new neighborhood, surrounding families become so fixated on her fortune that, if she is unmarried, they consider her the destined match for one of their sons. And so it was, one day, that Madam Olivia Morgan found herself confronted by her husband.

“Olivia, dear,” said Mr. Morgan, “have you heard Meadowlark Manor is finally rented?”

Madam Olivia replied that she had not and continued reading the paper.

“Well, the mail girl was just here and told me about it.”

Madam Olivia did not answer but sipped her coffee, never taking her attention from her reading.

“Don’t you want to know who rented it?” cried her husband impatiently.

“You clearly want to tell me.” This was invitation enough.

“Supposedly, Meadowlark is being rented by a young woman of great fortune from upstate. She arrived on Monday in a flashy sports car, fell in love with the place, and immediately agreed to rent from Ms. Morris. She’ll be moving in before Labor Day, and some of the staff will be in the house by the end of next week.”

“What’s her name?”

“Harrington.”

“Is she married or single?”

“Single, of course! A single woman with a trust fund; of around one million a year. What luck for our sons!”

“Why? What does this have to do with them?”

“Darling, you must be joking! You know I am thinking of her marrying one of them.”

“Is that her plan by moving here?”

“Of course not! But it is very likely that she MAY fall in love with one of them, so you must introduce yourself as soon as she moves in.”

“I don’t see a reason for that. You and the boys go, or send them by themselves, which might even be better, because you are as handsome as any of them, and Ms. Harrington may like you above all.” At this, Madam Olivia glanced up from her reading to be sure to catch her husband’s eye. He flushed appreciatively.

“My love, I am flattered. I certainly have had my share of handsome qualities, but I do not pretend to be anything extraordinary now. When a man has five grown-up sons, he ought to focus on things other than his own charms.”

“Well, you still have my attention,” Madam Olivia winked.

“But you still must go and see Ms. Harrington when she moves in.”

“Hmmmm….”

“But your sons! Think how wonderful it would be for one of them. Dr. Williams and her husband are determined to go, and you know, they never visit anyone! You have to go, for it’s impossible for us to visit her if you don’t.”

“You’re being dramatic, dear. I’m sure Ms. Harrington will be very glad to see you, and I will send a note to assure her of my hearty consent to her marrying whichever son she chooses; though I must throw in a good word for my little Bennett.”

“No! Bennett is not a bit better than the others; he is not half as handsome as Jack, nor half as funny as Kyle. You always play favorites with Bennett.”

“They don’t really have much going for them,” replied Madam Olivia. “They are all silly and ignorant like other boys; but Bennett has a spark his brothers lack.”

“How can you make fun of your own children like that? You love to torture me. You have no compassion for my feelings.”

“No, my dear. I highly respect your feelings. We’re old friends. You’ve mentioned them often in the past twenty years.”

Madam Olivia was so odd—a mixture of quick parts, sarcastic humor, reserve, and caprice—that in their twenty-three years of marriage, her husband still did not understand her. His mind was more predictable. He was a man of mean understanding, little information, and uncertain temperament. When he was upset, he believed he was either offended or anxious. The business of his life was to get his sons married; his solace was in visiting friends and collecting neighborhood gossip.
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Madam Olivia was one of the first neighbors to visit Ms. Harrington. Although she had always planned to, she kept telling her husband she didn’t have the time. In fact, Mr. Morgan didn’t even know about the visit until the following evening.

As she observed her second son, Bennett, felting a hat, she suddenly spoke up. “I hope Ms. Harrington will like it, Bennett.”

“We have no way of knowing what Ms. Harrington likes,” said his father resentfully, “since we’re not going to visit her.”

“You forget, Dad,” said Bennett, “we’ll see her at parties, and Mr. Long promised to introduce us.”

“Why would Mr. Long introduce her to you?” Mr. Morgan sniffed. “He has two nephews of his own. He’s a selfish, hypocritical man, and I have no good opinion of him.”

“Me neither,” said Madam Olivia. “I’m glad to hear you don’t depend on his friendship.”

Mr. Morgan didn’t reply, but unable to contain himself, he began scolding one of their sons.

“Don’t keep coughing, Freddy, for Heaven’s sake! Cover your mouth. You’ll drive us all crazy.”

“Freddy has no discretion,” said his mother. “He coughs whenever he pleases, manners be damned.”

“I don’t cough because I want to, Mom,” replied Freddy dryly. “When’s your next party, Bennett?”

“In two weeks.”

“Well!” Mr. Morgan sat back in his chair, folding his arms over his chest. “Mr. Long won’t be back until the day before, so it will be impossible for him to introduce Ms. Harrington since he won’t have met her either.”

“Then, love, you’ll have the advantage over your friend and introduce Ms. Harrington to HIM.”

“How can I when I haven’t met her myself? Are you making fun of me?”

“Of course not. It’s really not much time to get to know our new neighbor. But if we don’t introduce ourselves, somebody else will. After all, Mr. Long and his nephews won’t have a chance. So, he will be obliged to think it an act of kindness for us to make the introduction. If you won’t, then I will.” The boys stared at their mother.

Mr. Morgan exclaimed, “What do you mean?”

“What do you mean, ‘what do I mean’?” she snapped. “I thought you wanted to meet the woman. What about you, Michael? You’re a clever young man.”

Michael desperately wanted to say something clever, but couldn’t think of anything. Madam Olivia sighed.

“While Michael is formulating his ideas,” she continued, “let’s return to the subject of Ms. Harrington.”

“I’m sick of Ms. Harrington,” her husband said as he stabbed a baked potato.

“Really? Oh, I’m sorry. Why didn’t you tell me before? If I had known that this morning, I certainly wouldn’t have stopped by the manor. Rats. Well, since I actually made a visit, we can’t escape introducing her now.” The astonishment on the boys’ faces was exactly what she had hoped for. Mr. Morgan’s was even more profound. When the initial joy subsided, he began declaring that he had suspected it all along.

“I knew you would be persuaded! I was sure you loved your boys too much not to introduce them to a woman who’s such a catch. I’m so excited! Even though the joke’s on me – how dare you go this morning and not tell me!” He gently swatted his wife with his napkin.

“Now, Freddy, you may cough if you want to,” Madam Olivia said, rising and leaving the room, suddenly exhausted by her husband.

“You have the greatest mother, boys!” he said after she was gone. “I don’t know how you’ll ever make it up to her, or to me, either. At our age, it’s not fun to meet so many new people, but for your sake, we’d do anything. Kyle, my love, although you’re the youngest, I bet Ms. Harrington will dance with you at the next party.”

“Yes!” agreed Kyle confidently. “Because I’m the tallest.”

The rest of the evening was spent speculating about how soon Ms. Harrington would return Madam Olivia’s visit and whether they should invite her to dinner.
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Mr. Morgan and his sons could not extract a clear description of Ms. Harrington from Madam Olivia, despite their best efforts. They tried every approach – direct questions, clever guesses, and vague speculations – but she eluded them all. Finally, they resigned themselves to relying on the gossip of their ever-curious neighbor, Luke. His report, though second-hand, was promising.

Dr. Williams was delighted with her. She was young, strikingly beautiful, easy-going, and, to top it off, she intended to attend the next party with several friends. This was exciting news! A fondness for dancing and parties was a sure step toward falling in love, and elaborate daydreams of winning Ms. Harrington’s heart were entertained by all.

“If I can see one of my sons happily settled at Meadowlark,” said Mr. Morgan to his wife, “and all the others equally well married, I shall have nothing left to wish for.”

A few days later, Ms. Harrington came to visit Madam Olivia and sat with her in the library for about ten minutes. She had hoped to catch a glimpse of at least one of the sons, having heard so much about their charm. However, she was disappointed as she saw only their mother. The sons, on the other hand, had better luck. They watched her approach from an upper window and noted that she wore a blue overcoat, and her car was sleek and black.

Afterward, Mr. Morgan called to invite her over for dinner on Friday. He had planned his most popular dishes, but unfortunately, Ms. Harrington had to decline, as she needed to be out of town that day. Mr. Morgan was put out. He couldn’t imagine what business she could have in the city so soon after arriving in the countryside. He began to fear that she might always be traveling from place to place and never settle at Meadowlark, as he had hoped.

Luke quieted his fears somewhat by suggesting that perhaps the visit to the city was to pick up friends for the party. The gossip quickly followed that Ms. Harrington was bringing twelve gentlemen and seven ladies with her to the event. The sons sulked over the number of young men, but their mood lifted the day before the party when they heard that instead of twelve, she had only brought six men – her five brothers and a cousin.

When the group entered the ballroom, there were only five in total – Ms. Harrington, her two brothers, the wife of the eldest, and another young woman. Ms. Harrington was good-looking and poised; she was pleasant to be around with an easy, unaffected manner. Her brothers were fine young men, with an air of high fashion.

Her sister-in-law, Madam Hurst, merely glanced at the socialite, but it was her friend, Ms. Davis, who soon became the center of attention. With her lithe, tall figure, striking features, and elegant presence, she immediately drew the eye. Within five minutes of her arrival, rumors circulated that she made at least a million a year. The ladies called her a “doll,” and the men declared her to be far more beautiful than Ms. Harrington, admiring her for about half the evening. However, this admiration quickly faded after she made a remark that revealed her pride and snobbery. Despite her large estate, she was soon shunned for being more disagreeable and unworthy than her friend.

Ms. Harrington, on the other hand, was soon acquainted with all the most important people in the room. She was lively and unreserved, danced every dance, and was disappointed when the party ended so early. She loudly announced that she would host a party herself at Meadowlark. This gesture spoke volumes. She was so different from Ms. Davis! While Ms. Davis danced only once with Mr. Hurst and once with Connor, refusing to acknowledge any other young man, she spent the rest of the evening walking around the room, occasionally speaking to someone from her own group.

It was decided: Ms. Davis was the proudest, most disagreeable woman in the world, and everyone hoped she would never return. Among those who disapproved most strongly was Mr. Morgan, whose dislike of her general behavior turned into particular resentment after she slighted one of his sons. Bennett, having to sit out two dances due to a shortage of young women, overheard part of a conversation between Ms. Davis and Ms. Harrington, who had briefly stepped off the dance floor to persuade her friend to join in.

“Come on, Elizabeth,” Ms. Harrington urged. “You have to dance. I hate seeing you standing by yourself like this. You look stupid. You should dance.”

“Absolutely not,” Ms. Davis replied. “You know I hate dancing unless I know my partner well. I don’t know anyone here! Your brothers are already dancing, and it would be cruel and unusual punishment to make me dance with any other man in this room.”

“I wouldn’t be so picky,” cried Ms. Harrington. “For twice my inheritance! I’ve never seen so many charming young men in my life as I have tonight, and several are godly handsome.”

“YOU are dancing with the only Adonis in the room,” said Ms. Davis, looking at the oldest Morgan son.

“Oh! He’s the most handsome creature I ever saw! But one of his brothers is sitting just behind you, and he is very cute and very sweet. I can ask my partner to introduce you.”

“Which one?” Ms. Davis asked, turning around to look at Bennett. For a moment, their eyes met, but she quickly looked away and said coldly, “I guess he’s a six, but he would need to be a ten to tempt me. I am in no mood to pay lip service to young men who are slighted by other ladies. You had better return to your partner and enjoy his smiles, for you are wasting your time with me.”

Ms. Harrington followed her advice, and Ms. Davis walked off. Bennett sat glowering but animatedly told the story to his friends, delighting in the ridiculousness of it all. He was a lively, playful young man who enjoyed any bit of gossip.

The evening passed pleasantly for the entire family. Mr. Morgan saw that his eldest son was much admired by the group from Meadowlark. Ms. Harrington had danced with him twice, and he was admired by her brothers. Jack was just as pleased as his father but hid it better. Bennett shared Jack’s excitement. Michael overheard Mr. Connor Harrington refer to him as the most accomplished young man in the neighborhood, and Frederick and Kyle were fortunate enough to always have someone to dance with, which was all they cared about anyway.

They went home in high spirits, laughing and teasing each other. Upon reaching home, they found Madam Olivia sitting up with a book. She always had a book at any hour of the day, but tonight she was only pretending to read. She was very curious to know if the evening had met her family’s high expectations. She hoped her husband would be disappointed by their new neighbor, but soon discovered she had a different story to hear.

“Oh! My dear Olivia!” Mr. Morgan exclaimed as he entered the room. “We had the most wonderful time; it was such a great party. I wish you had been there. Jack was so admired; nothing could compare. Everybody said how dapper he looked. Ms. Harrington thought him quite handsome and danced with him twice! He was the only creature in the room that she asked a second time. First, she asked Luke. I was so annoyed to see him with her! But she clearly didn’t like him at all; no one can, you know; and she seemed quite enchanted by Jack as he danced. She asked who he was, got introduced, and asked him for the next dance. Then she danced with Mr. King, and later with Mark Williams, then Jack again, then Bennett, and even the pastry chef!”

“If she had any compassion for me,” cried his wife impatiently, “she would not have danced half so much! For God’s sake, I don’t care about her dance partners or if she sprained her ankle during the dance!”

“Oh, love, I am just so taken with her. She is an exquisite beauty! And her brothers are charming young men. Never in my life did I see anything more fashionable than their suits. I mean, the cravat on Mr. Hurst…” Mr. Morgan was interrupted again. Madam Olivia refused to hear any descriptions of fine clothing. Mr. Morgan sullenly changed the subject to the shocking rudeness of Ms. Davis.

“But I can assure you,” he added, “Bennett doesn’t lose much by not suiting HER fancy. She is a disagreeable, horrid woman, not worth the effort. So high and conceited that there was no enduring her! She walked here and there, thinking she was something special! Not even attractive enough to dance with! I wish you were there, my dear, to give him a piece of your mind. He is deplorable.”
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The conversation took a turn when Jack and Bennett were alone. Until then, Jack had kept his admiration for Ms. Harrington to himself, but now, he could no longer hide his feelings.

“I really like her,” Jack said. “She’s just what a young lady should be: sensible, kind, and full of good humor. She was raised well!”

“She’s also beautiful,” Bennett added. “She’s the whole package.”

“I was surprised when she asked me to dance again. It was such a compliment.”

“Really? I’m not surprised. You always get surprised by compliments, while I never do. Of course, she’d ask you again—you’re five times as handsome as any other man in the room.”

Jack laughed, though he was a little embarrassed. “But you never say anything bad about people. You see the best in everyone.”

Bennett chuckled. “That’s true, but I wonder sometimes how you can be so blind to people’s faults. Everyone pretends to be good, but to truly be good without any hidden motives… you’re the only one I know who can do that. Do you like her brothers too? They’re not quite as… civil as she is.”

“Not at first, no. But they’re decent men. Mr. Harrington will live with his sister and take care of her house. They’ll be good neighbors,” Jack explained.

Bennett wasn’t convinced. He’d noticed their behavior at the party and didn’t like how they seemed snobby and conceited. The Harrington brothers were good-looking and well-educated, but they acted as though they were better than others.

Ms. Harrington had inherited a large fortune from her mother and was planning to buy an estate, but for now, she was likely to stay at Meadowlark. Her brothers didn’t care much about her estate; they were happy to live with her.

Despite being very different, Ms. Harrington and Ms. Davis were good friends. Ms. Davis admired Ms. Harrington for her kindness and resilience, though they had opposite temperaments. Ms. Davis was intelligent but reserved, while Ms. Harrington was open, friendly, and adored by everyone she met. Ms. Davis, however, was more difficult to get along with, and she often upset people.

At the party, Ms. Harrington had a wonderful time, finding everyone kind and charming, especially Jack, whom she thought was an angel. Ms. Davis, on the other hand, found the party dull and uninteresting, and though she acknowledged Jack’s handsomeness, she was turned off by his smile. Despite this, Jack’s warmth and charm earned him praise from others, including Mr. Hurst and his brother, who admired him and were eager to get to know him better.
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A short walk from town, the Morgans were joined by longtime family friends. Dr. Eleanor Williams, a woman of notable wealth and prominence, had made her fortune through both her successful medical practice and extensive charity work. However, her newfound status had somewhat gone to her head. Choosing to retire from work altogether, she moved her family to a residence in the countryside. She named it the unassuming “The Williams House,” a retreat where she could indulge in her self-importance and devote her time solely to being grand in the eyes of the world.

Despite her airs, Dr. Williams was, in fact, genuinely pleasant to everyone she met. Naturally inoffensive, friendly, and obliging, her public recognitions had cultivated an air of courtesy. Her husband, Mr. Luke Williams, was a gentleman who never considered himself above his peers but loved to discuss them at length. This tendency made him a valuable neighbor to Mr. Morgan, and the two families had often spent time together. The Williamses had several children, the eldest of whom, a sensible and intelligent young man around twenty-seven, was Bennett’s best friend. Naturally, it was inevitable that the Williamses and the Morgan boys would meet to discuss the events of the previous night’s party.

The following morning, the Williamses gathered eagerly in the Morgan sitting room.

“YOU began the evening well, Charlie,” Mr. Morgan remarked, speaking confidentially. “YOU were Ms. Harrington’s first choice.”

“Yes, but she seemed to prefer her second dance partner more,” Charlie replied.

“Ah, you mean Jack, since she danced with him twice. That definitely seemed to suggest admiration on her part. I think I heard something… but I’m not sure what. Something about Ms. Robinson?”

“Do you mean what I overheard between her and Ms. Robinson? Didn’t I mention it to you? Ms. Robinson asked her how she liked our country parties, whether she noticed the many handsome men in the room, and which she thought the most dashing. Ms. Harrington answered right away, ‘Oh! The oldest Morgan lad, without a doubt; there’s no question about it.’”

“Goodness! That certainly suggests something… but it may all come to nothing,” Mr. Morgan mused.

“I know what I heard, Bennett,” Charlie said, grinning. “Ms. Davis isn’t exactly a pleasure to listen to, is she? Quite the contrast to her friend, though. Poor Bennett—only tolerable by comparison.”

“Please don’t bring it up again; she’s so distasteful that I would consider it unlucky to be liked by her,” Bennett responded. “Mr. Long told me last night that he sat next to her for half an hour without saying a word.”

“Really, Dad? Are you sure?” Jack asked. “I definitely saw Ms. Davis speaking to him.”

“Only because he finally asked her how she liked the countryside, and she was forced to respond politely. But he said she seemed quite irritated at being spoken to.”

“Connor told me,” Jack added, “that she never speaks much unless she’s with people she knows well. She’s lovely around them.”

“I don’t believe a word of it! If she had been so nice, she would’ve spoken to Mr. Long. I bet she found out that he doesn’t own a car and arrived by taxi,” Mr. Morgan retorted.

“I’m not sure what her not talking to Mr. Long has to do with it,” Charlie said. “But I wish she had danced with Bennett.”

“Another time, Bennett,” his father replied. “I wouldn’t dance with HER if I were you.”

“Dad, I can safely promise to NEVER dance with her,” Bennett assured him.

“Her pride,” Charlie remarked, “doesn’t seem so offensive, because she has an excuse for it. A beautiful young lady with family, fortune, and everything in her favor has every right to be proud.”

“Oh sure,” Bennett said, “and I could forgive her pride if she hadn’t trampled on mine.”

“Pride,” Michael observed thoughtfully, “is a common flaw, I think. From everything I’ve read, I’m convinced that everyone experiences it. Human nature is particularly prone to it, and very few of us are free of it. Vanity and pride are different, though the terms are often used interchangeably. A person can be proud without being vain. Pride relates more to our opinion of ourselves, while vanity is concerned with what we want others to think of us.”

“If I were as rich as Ms. Davis,” the youngest Lucy Williams chimed in, “I wouldn’t care how proud I was. I’d keep a pack of lions and drink champagne every day.”

“Then you’d be drinking far too much,” Mr. Morgan warned. “And if I saw you doing it, I’d take your champagne away.”

Lucy protested, but her father was firm. The argument ended when the Williams family finally took their leave.
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The social visits between the Morgan boys and the Harringtons became a regular affair, with the Morgans visiting the Harringtons and vice versa in an endless exchange. Jack continued to grow in favor with Mr. Hurst and Connor, though they found Mr. Morgan intolerable and the youngest Morgans not worth speaking to. Still, they knew they must endure the company of all the Morgans if they wanted to get to know some of them better.

Jack was beyond delighted to spend more time with the Harringtons, but Bennett still thought them arrogant in their treatment of others and, worse, slightly superior in their treatment of Jack. He couldn’t bring himself to like them, although their kindness to Jack, such as it was, likely stemmed from their sister’s admiration of him in the first place. It was absolutely clear, whenever they met, that she did admire Jack, and to him, it was equally evident that Jack was yielding to her advances, as he very much wanted to be in love. Bennett felt, however, that it was unlikely this affection would be discovered by the world at large, as Jack maintained a calm and cheerful demeanor that concealed his true feelings. Bennett confided this to his friend, Charlie.

“It must be nice,” Charlie replied, “to conceal his feelings from the world, but sometimes it’s a disadvantage to be so guarded. If a man hides his affection so well from the one he admires, he might miss the opportunity to win her more serious affection. Believing that the world is equally in the dark would be of no consolation. A slight preference for someone is natural enough, but very few of us have the heart to be truly in love without some encouragement. In nine cases out of ten, a man should show more affection than he actually feels. Ms. Harrington likes your sister, without question, but she may never feel more than that unless Jack helps her along.”

“But he does help her along, as much as his personality allows. If I can see that he likes her, she must be blind not to see it too.”

“Remember, Bennett, she doesn’t know Jack like you do.”

“But if a man is partial to a woman and doesn’t try to hide it, she must see it herself.”

“Maybe, if she sees enough of him. Although Ms. Harrington and Jack meet frequently, it’s never for long. As they always meet in large mixed groups, it’s impossible for them to spend every moment talking to each other. Jack should make the most of every opportunity to keep her attention, even if just for thirty minutes at a time. Once he has her attention, he’ll be able to fall in love at his own pace.”

“That’s a good plan,” Bennett replied, “if one is only interested in a well-arranged marriage. If I wanted a rich wife, or any wife at all, I’d follow it. But those aren’t Jack’s feelings. He’s not acting according to a plan. He doesn’t even know if he likes her enough, or if he’s just infatuated. He’s only known her for two weeks. He danced with her four times at the town parties, saw her one morning at her house, and dined with her in a group four times. That’s hardly enough for him to know if he really likes her.”

“Not the way you tell it,” Charlie said. “Had he only dined with her, he might have only learned whether she has a good appetite, but they’ve spent four evenings together. Four evenings can mean a lot.”

“Yes, those four evenings have allowed them to discover that they both prefer hearts over poker, but as for anything else, I don’t think they learned much.”

“Well,” said Charlie, “I wish Jack success, and if he married her tomorrow, I’d think he had as good a chance at happiness as if he waited a year to get to know her. Happiness in marriage is mostly luck. It doesn’t matter how well two people know each other beforehand. They always grow apart afterwards until they start to annoy each other. It’s better to know as little as possible about the defects of the person you’ll spend your life with.”

“Charlie, that’s absurd! You’d never act like that yourself.” While observing Ms. Harrington’s attention toward his brother, Bennett was far from suspecting that he was becoming an object of interest to someone else.

At first, Ms. Davis could hardly bring herself to acknowledge that Bennett was good-looking. She had glanced at him with indifference at the party, and when they met again, she scrutinized him only to criticize. But no sooner had she convinced herself and her friends that he lacked any handsome features than she began to notice how unusually intelligent his face appeared, particularly the expression in his dark eyes. Some people found this characteristic unsettling. Although she had pointed out several imperfections in his form, she was forced to admit that his figure was light and attractive. Despite claiming that his manners weren’t fashionable, she couldn’t help but be captivated by their easy playfulness.

Bennett remained unaware of Ms. Davis’s growing interest in him. To him, she was simply the woman who made herself unwelcome wherever she went, having deemed him unworthy of a dance. Yet, Ms. Davis found herself intrigued and began listening in on his conversations with others, hoping to learn more. Naturally, Bennett noticed.

At Dr. Williams’s gathering, Bennett whispered to Charlie, “What does she think she’s doing, eavesdropping on my conversation with Lady Forster?”

“Only Ms. Davis can answer that,” Charlie replied.

“If she does it again, I’ll tell her exactly what I think,” Bennett muttered. “She has a satirical air, and if I don’t nip this confrontation in the bud, I’ll be afraid of her.”

When Ms. Davis later approached them, seemingly without any intention of speaking, Charlie warned Bennett not to address it. Predictably, Bennett did exactly the opposite. He turned to her, saying, “Don’t you think I was quite articulate when I teased Lady Forster about organizing a ball in town?”

“Of course, but every young man loves to talk about parties,” she replied.

“You think terribly of us,” Bennett shot back.

Charlie grinned. “It’ll be HIS turn soon to be teased,” he said. “I’m going to perform, Bennett, and you know what that means.”

“You’re a terrible friend!” Bennett groaned. “Always wanting me to perform in front of everyone! If I thought myself a great musician, you’d be invaluable; but I’d rather not play for people who frequent the finest performances.”

Reluctantly, Bennett gave in, “Fine. You win.” He glanced darkly at Ms. Davis and added, “There’s an old saying, everyone knows: ‘Keep your breath to cool your soup,’ and I’ll keep mine to sing my song.”

His performance was well-received, though not extraordinary. After a couple of songs, and before he could respond to requests for more, his brother Michael stepped up. Michael, eager to display his knowledge and accomplishments to offset his unremarkable appearance, was always quick to perform. Though his efforts lacked genius or taste, his vanity kept him working at it. His pedantic air and conceited manner suggested a higher status than he had achieved. Bennett’s performances, easygoing and unaffected, were much more appreciated, even if they weren’t as technically impressive. After a long concerto, Michael eagerly obliged the party’s request for dancing music. As he played, several of the younger brothers, along with some of the Williamses and a few officers, joined in the dance.

Ms. Davis, standing nearby, seethed in silent indignation, refusing all conversation, too absorbed in her thoughts to notice Dr. Williams standing next to her. “How I love seeing young people dance, Ms. Davis!” Dr. Williams said. “There’s nothing like it. I consider dancing one of the first refinements of society.”

“Certainly, but every society dances, no matter how backward or advanced,” Ms. Davis replied dryly.

Dr. Williams smiled. “Your friend performs delightfully,” she said, noticing Ms. Harrington joining the group. “And I don’t doubt you dance yourself, Ms. Davis.”

“You saw me dance at the party last month, I believe?”

“Yes, indeed. And I found it delightful. Do you often dance at home?”

“Never,” Ms. Davis answered flatly.

“And when a host requests it?”

“Not if I can avoid it.”

“You have a house in town, don’t you?” Dr. Williams asked. Ms. Davis nodded. “I once thought of settling in town myself—I adore high society, but I wasn’t sure the air of the city would suit my dear Luke.” She paused, hoping for a response, but Ms. Davis gave none, clearly uninterested.

At that moment, Bennett, now moving toward them, caught Dr. Williams’s attention. She seized the opportunity. “Dear Mr. Morgan, why are you not dancing? Ms. Davis, allow me to present this young man to you as a very desirable partner. You can’t refuse to dance with such charm before you!” She took Bennett’s hand and tried to pass it to Ms. Davis.

Though startled, Ms. Davis wasn’t unwilling, but Bennett quickly pulled back. “My lady,” he said, discomposed, “I have no intention of dancing. Please don’t assume I came over here to seek company.” Ms. Davis stiffly asked if he would honor her with a dance, but it was in vain. Bennett was resolute; even Dr. Williams couldn’t persuade him.

“You’re such a good dancer, Mr. Morgan! Please don’t deny me the pleasure of watching you dance,” Dr. Williams implored. “Though this lady doesn’t seem to enjoy any fun, she can’t refuse to pretend for just half an hour, surely?”

“Ms. Davis is all manners,” Bennett replied with a smile.

“She is, indeed; but who would object to dancing with someone as delightful as yourself?” Dr. Williams said with a teasing smile.

Bennett shot her a sly look and turned away. His refusal didn’t upset Ms. Davis at all. In fact, she watched him with a small, amused smile. Just then, Connor approached.

“I see you daydreaming,” he whispered.

“I don’t think so,” Ms. Davis replied.

“You’re thinking of better ways to spend your evening. I agree—I was never more annoyed! The noise, the frivolity, the self-importance of it all! I love hearing you rail against it.”

“Unfortunately, you’re mistaken,” she said, her tone light. “I was thinking about how nice it is to look at a striking pair of eyes and a handsome face.”

Connor’s gaze instantly fixed on her face, eager to learn which young man she found inspiring. Ms. Davis replied discreetly, “Bennett Morgan.”

“Bennett Morgan?” Connor echoed, surprised. “I can’t believe it! How long has he caught your attention? Can I offer congratulations?”

“I didn’t want to tell you because of your dramatic imagination,” she said, half-amused. “You’ll jump straight from admiration to marriage.”

“Well, if your feelings are hurt, I’ll stop teasing,” Connor said, backing off. “Except that your father-in-law will be the most enthusiastic about it, and of course, he’ll always be at Pemberley with you.”

Ms. Davis, unfazed, listened with perfect indifference as Connor continued his teasing, convinced she wasn’t interested, and kept it up well into the evening.








  
  7

  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




Madam Olivia Morgan’s wealth primarily consisted of an estate that provided an annual income of $250,000. Unfortunately for her sons, this fortune was to be inherited by a distant cousin, as there were no male heirs in her line. Their father’s wealth, though substantial for his status, could hardly compensate for the shortfall from her inheritance.

His mother, an attorney in the city, had left him $500,000. He had a brother married to Mrs. Phillips, who had inherited their mother’s business, and a sister settled in New York in a respectable career. Their small country village was only a mile away from the Phillips family, a convenient distance for the young men, who frequently visited their uncle and a men’s suit shop near his home.

The youngest brothers, Freddy and Kyle, went even more often, as their minds were less occupied than their older brothers’. When there seemed to be nothing to do, a walk into town became an essential pastime, giving them both something to discuss during the evening. Despite the country’s lack of gossip, they always managed to learn something new from their uncle. The recent arrival of a militia regiment in the neighborhood was the talk of the town. The regiment was expected to remain throughout the winter, with its headquarters in the city, making the young men’s visits crucial for gathering intelligence. Each day brought new tidbits about the officers’ names and connections.

Before long, their visits were noticed, and the young men began to meet the officers themselves. Madam Phillips visited often, much to the nephews’ delight, and the conversation soon turned to the officers and Ms. Harrington’s sizable fortune, much to the distress of their father. Money seemed insignificant to the young men when compared to the allure of an officer’s uniform. One morning, after listening to their excited chatter, Madam Olivia coolly observed, “From what I can tell, you must be two of the silliest boys in the countryside. I’ve thought about it for some time, and now I am convinced.”

Freddy was a bit hurt by this but said nothing, while Kyle, perfectly indifferent, continued to express his admiration for Captain Carter and his hope of seeing her that day before she left for New York the next morning.

“I am shocked,” said Mr. Morgan, “that you would so readily declare your own children silly. I would never say that about my own.”

“If my children are silly, I’d hope I could recognize it.”

“Yes, but as it happens, they are all very clever.”

“I feel this may be the one thing we don’t agree on. I hoped we would be in agreement about our sons, but I refuse to acknowledge that our two youngest are anything but uncommonly foolish.”

“Olivia, you wouldn’t expect them to see things as we do. When they are our age, they won’t think about officers the way they do now. I remember when I was their age, I thought uniforms were very attractive. In fact, they still make me smile. If a smart young colonel, with five hundred thousand a year, should want one of my sons, I would not object! I thought Colonel Forster looked very smart the other night at Dr. Williams’s in her dress uniform.”

Madam Olivia harrumphed.

“Dad,” cried Kyle, “Uncle says that Colonel Forster and Captain Carter don’t go to Mr. Watson’s as often as they used to. Now he sees them most often in Clarke’s library.”

Mr. Morgan didn’t get the chance to answer because the phone rang. He answered it, “Yes, Jack is here. Just a moment.” He motioned for Jack to come to the phone. When Jack put the receiver to his ear, Mr. Morgan’s eyes sparkled, and he eagerly whispered, “Well, Jack, who is it? What’s it about?” Jack spoke quietly into the phone before hanging it up. He turned and smiled.

“It was Connor,” Jack said. “He says that he and Leo fought all day, and if I don’t come over right away to mediate, they may hate each other forever.” He laughed softly.

“Ms. Harrington is meeting the officers for dinner.”

“The officers!” cried Kyle. “I wonder why Uncle didn’t tell us that.”

“Dining out,” Mr. Morgan said. “How unfortunate.”

“Can I have the car?” Jack asked.

“No, your mother needs it, so you’ll have to walk. It looks like rain, though, so if it catches you while you’re out, you may need to stay overnight.”

“That might be a good plan,” Bennett said, “if you think they’ll bring him home themselves.”

“Ms. Harrington is taking her car to town with the officers, and Mrs. Hurst doesn’t have one of her own.”

“I would much rather take the car.”

“Your mother can’t reschedule for tonight. Isn’t that right, love?”

“Yes, unfortunately, I have to go into town myself this evening. It can’t be helped, Jack.”

Jack pouted but immediately prepared to leave. His father walked him to the door with cheerful predictions of terrible weather. Jack was only gone an hour before it started raining in torrents. His brothers exchanged glances, but his father was delighted. The rain continued throughout the evening, and by the time it grew late, it was clear Jack wouldn’t return that night.

“Such a good idea!” Mr. Morgan said more than once, as if he could take credit for the rain. When Madam Olivia returned home late that night, Mr. Morgan beamed at her, telling her all she needed to know. She rolled her eyes as she shed her raincoat.

The next morning, breakfast was scarcely over when the phone rang. It was Jack.

“Of course, I was caught out in the rain and absolutely soaked when I arrived. I feel terrible this morning. My friends immediately suggested I stay until I feel better.”

“Well, my dear,” said Madam Olivia, “we hope you’ll be returning home soon. Please let us know if you’d like us to send the car.” She ended the call and shot a pointed look at her husband. “This was exactly what you wanted, wasn’t it?”

“I didn’t want her to catch a cold, if that’s what you’re implying,” he replied. “She will be taken good care of.”

Bennett was determined to visit his brother, but since the car was unavailable, walking was his only option. He announced his decision to leave.

“Don’t be absurd!” cried his father. “It’s nothing but mud outside! You’ll look like a mess when you arrive.”

“I’ll look decent enough to see Jack— that’s all that matters,” Bennett responded.

“Is this a hint to me, Bennett,” asked his mother, “that I should give you a lift on my way into town?”

“No, not at all. I don’t mind walking. It’s not far, and I’ll be back by dinner.”

“I admire your resolve,” said Michael, “but this seems unreasonable.”

“We’ll walk part of the way with you, at least until we turn off for Uncle’s,” Freddy and Kyle offered. Bennett accepted their kindness, and the three young men set off together.

“If we hurry,” Kyle remarked, “perhaps we’ll catch a glimpse of Captain Carter before she leaves.”

Once they parted, Bennett continued his walk alone, picking up his pace, maneuvering around puddles with impatience. After what seemed an eternity, he finally reached the house, his feet sore, his stockings muddy, and his face flushed from the exertion. He was greeted in the dining room, where everyone except Jack was eating breakfast, catching them all by surprise. It was inconceivable to Mr. Hurst and Connor that Bennett would make such a journey on his own, in such weather, and so early in the day.

Nonetheless, he was greeted politely by everyone, though the sisters’ greetings were warmer, filled with good humor and kindness. Ms. Davis was caught between admiration for the glow of Bennett’s complexion from his walk and concern over whether the journey had been necessary. Madam Hurst, however, was preoccupied with her breakfast.

Bennett soon learned that Jack might be sicker than he had let on. Jack hadn’t slept much, and though awake, he was feverish and too unwell to leave his room. Bennett was glad to see him right away, and Jack, typically reserved, was delighted by his visit. Despite his fever, Jack’s symptoms made extended conversation impossible. When Connor left them alone, Jack could only express gratitude for the extraordinary kindness he had been shown.

Bennett sat quietly with his brother, while the family members came and went. When breakfast concluded, they were joined by the other brothers, and Bennett found himself growing fond of them as he saw the affection they showed for Jack. A doctor arrived, examined Jack, and confirmed that he had caught a severe cold, advising him to stay in bed. Jack’s fever worsened, and his head ached terribly, so he was grateful to be allowed to return to sleep.

Bennett stayed with Jack, checking on him often. As the afternoon wore on, Bennett reluctantly knew he had to leave. When the clock struck three, he sighed and announced he must head home. Connor offered to drive him, but Jack, reluctant for Bennett to go, prompted Connor to invite him to stay at Meadowlark. Gratefully, Bennett agreed, and a servant was dispatched to inform his parents and retrieve a change of clothes.
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Dinner passed in a quiet atmosphere, though Bennett could not help but notice the evident concern Ms. Harrington had for Jack. She was clearly anxious about his condition, yet there was little Bennett could say to reassure her. Unfortunately, Jack was far from improving.

The brothers, upon hearing of Jack’s illness, expressed their sorrow, repeating how unfortunate it was for him to have caught such a bad cold. They remarked on how unbelievable it seemed and how much they disliked being sick themselves. After a few such comments, they seemed to lose interest in the matter. Their indifference toward Jack, when he was not directly in front of them, allowed Bennett to rekindle his previous dislike of them with great satisfaction. It was their sister, however, whom Bennett found himself admiring. Her anxiety for Jack was apparent, and her attentive care did much to make Bennett feel less like an intruder and more like a guest.

No one else seemed to acknowledge Bennett’s presence. Connor was deeply engaged in conversation with Ms. Davis, his brother slightly less so, and Madam Hurst, seated next to Bennett, appeared entirely consumed by her food, drink, and cards. When dinner concluded, Bennett went straight back to Jack. The moment he left the room, Connor began to speak ill of him. Bennett’s manners, he said, were appalling—combining pride and impertinence. He had no conversation, no style, no grace.

Madam Hurst concurred, adding, “He has nothing going for him but his talent for walking. I shall never forget how dreadful he looked.”

“She did, Leo,” said another voice. “I could hardly keep a straight face. I don’t see why he even bothered coming! Why should HE be running around the countryside because his brother has a cold? His hair—so untidy, so shabby!”

“Yes, and did you notice his pants? Covered in mud, six inches deep!”

Ms. Harrington replied, “Your description may be accurate, Leo, but I didn’t notice it. I thought Bennett looked just fine when he entered the room this morning. His pants didn’t even stand out.”

“YOU saw, Ms. Davis, I’m sure,” Connor pressed, “and I imagine you’d be embarrassed if YOUR brother showed up at someone’s house looking like that.”

Ms. Davis did not respond, her feelings unclear. Connor, undeterred, continued, “To walk miles, through dirt, all alone—why? It strikes me as a shocking display of arrogant independence, a reflection of his country upbringing.”

“It shows he cares about his brother,” Ms. Harrington replied dryly.

“Ms. Davis,” Connor whispered, “this adventure surely diminishes your admiration for his fine eyes.”

“Not at all,” she replied, “they were brightened by the exercise.”

A brief pause followed before Mr. Hurst began again. “I have great regard for Jack; he is truly a sweet young man, and I wish him well. But with such parents and such low connections, I fear he stands little chance.”

“I thought I heard you say their aunt is an attorney in town?”

“Yes, and they have another, who lives somewhere in Brooklyn.” The brothers both laughed heartily.

“If they ALL came from Brooklyn,” interrupted Ms. Harrington, “they would still be a lovely family.”

“But materially, it does diminish their chance of marrying women of any influence in the world,” Ms. Davis replied. Ms. Harrington chose not to respond, but her brothers enthusiastically agreed and continued at length at the expense of their dear friend’s humble origins. However, with renewed tenderness and slight remorse, they eventually returned to Jack’s room after leaving the dining room and sat with him until they were called for coffee.

Jack still looked dreadful, and Bennett refused to leave his side until late in the evening when he was finally convinced Jack was sleeping soundly. Feeling that it was time to be polite, Bennett made his way downstairs. He found the family playing cards and was immediately invited to join. He declined, using Jack as his excuse, and instead said he would amuse himself with a book for the short time he could stay downstairs.

Madam Hurst stared at him in surprise. “You prefer reading to cards? How unusual.”

“Bennett,” said Connor, “despises cards. He is a great reader and finds no pleasure in anything else.”

“I deserve neither praise nor censure,” Bennett replied. “I am NOT a great reader, and I find pleasure in many things.”

“In caring for your brother,” noted Ms. Harrington, “and I hope that because of it, he will feel much better in the morning.”

Bennett thanked her warmly and walked toward a table where a few books were scattered. Ms. Harrington immediately offered to gather others for him—anything her library could provide.

“I wish my collection were larger, both for your benefit and my own credit,” she said. “But I’m a lazy reader. Though I don’t have many, I have more than I’ve ever opened.”

Bennett assured her that he would find something perfectly suitable among those already available.

“I’m astonished,” said Connor, “that my mother has such a small collection of books. Ms. Davis, you have a wonderful library at Pemberley!”

“It ought to be good,” she replied, “since it’s been built up over many generations.”

“You’ve also contributed much to it yourself; you’re always acquiring books.”

“I don’t understand people who don’t buy books,” Ms. Davis replied.

Bennett was so caught up in the conversation that he abandoned his book completely. Instead, he drew closer to the card table and positioned himself between Mr. Harrington and his eldest brother to watch the game.

“Has George grown much since the spring?” asked Connor. “Will he be as tall as I am?”

“I think he will. He is now about Bennett’s height, or maybe even a little taller.”

“I can’t wait to see him again! I never met anyone who was so much fun. And he is so extremely accomplished for his age! His performance
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