
  
    [image: A Season in Kent]
  


  
    
      A SEASON IN KENT

      A PRIDE AND PREJUDICE VARIATION

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        SABINE DELACOURT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A Step Toward Falling Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Also by Sabine Delacourt

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by A Step Toward Falling Books

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Published by A Step Toward Falling Books

      Cover design by JT Barker

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      Lady Catherine de Bourgh died on a Wednesday in March, which was entirely characteristic of her: she would not have chosen a Sunday, which was for God, or a Monday, which was for the household, or a Friday, which disrupted the week's natural order. Wednesday was the most neutral possible day to die, and she had always had strong opinions about neutrality.

      Anne was with her.

      She had been with her every day for the past month, because the physician had said the spring would be difficult and Lady Catherine had said the spring would be no such thing, and they had both been right in their respective ways. Anne had sat with her mother through the difficult spring and had held her hand at the end and had thought, not unkindly: this is the woman who loved me as best she could, and her best was not sufficient, and I forgive her for both of those things.

      She had not cried. She had thought she would, and found she did not, and had sat with the absence of tears for a while and concluded that what she felt was not grief precisely but something more complicated: the specific weight of a life spent in management finally lifting, and the specific lightness of a woman who has been held in one position for so long that the release of it does not produce joy immediately but a kind of profound and bewildered stillness.

      That was three weeks ago. Now it was April, and the stillness had resolved itself into something more useful, and Anne de Bourgh was sitting at her own writing desk in her own morning room with the door open and no one in it but herself, and she was writing two letters.

      The first had taken four drafts. She was on the final version now, and it was direct, which was what she had been working toward through the four drafts: the shedding of the qualifications and the management and the careful arrangement of language into something that simply said what it meant.

      She wrote: Dear Mr. Darcy. I am writing to tell you that I am releasing you from the engagement my mother arranged between us. I know you have been too kind and too honourable to act on the understanding that neither of us wished for it, and I know that you have been waiting for me to have the standing to address the situation myself. I now have that standing. I hope you will accept my warm wishes for your happiness and my sincere hope that we may be friends, which is what I think we have always actually been. Yours very truly, Anne de Bourgh.

      She read it back. It was accurate. She sealed it before she could revise it into something less accurate.

      The second letter had taken no drafts at all. She had known what she wanted to say, and had written it, and had then put it in the drawer for a week to see whether she still wanted to say it, and had found at the end of the week that she did. She was writing it out clean now.

      She wrote: Dear Miss Bennet. You do not know me well, and what you do know of me is largely a product of the circumstances in which we met, which did not allow for accurate impressions. I watched you at Hunsford, however, with the attention I was not in a position to make more visible, and what I found was a woman of considerable intelligence and good character who managed difficult situations with a quality of honesty I have rarely encountered. I am now the mistress of Rosings Park and I find myself in need of assistance. I have inherited an estate I have never managed. I am twenty-seven years old and in better health than anyone has been permitted to know and I have a great deal to learn. I wonder whether you might come to Rosings for a season and help me to understand what I have inherited. I cannot offer you much beyond the company and my genuine gratitude, but I can promise that the work is real and that I will not waste your time. I have also taken the liberty of inviting a land management advisor whose knowledge of old estates is considerable. I hope the combination of efforts will be sufficient. Yours sincerely, Anne de Bourgh.

      She read it back. It was, she thought, as honest as she knew how to be at this stage of her acquaintance with honesty, which was a limited stage but an improving one. She sealed the second letter.

      She was holding both sealed letters when she heard the bell at the front.

      "Mrs. Collins, miss," said the maid, appearing in the doorway with the quality of maids who were still adjusting to asking rather than informing. A month ago, in Lady Catherine's house, a visitor would simply have been admitted; visitors did not wait on Miss de Bourgh's convenience. Anne had spent the first week establishing that they now did.

      "Show her in," Anne said. "And bring tea."

      Charlotte Collins came in with the quality she had always had, which was the quality of a woman who observed everything accurately and managed most of it tactfully and had made peace with the gap between the two. She looked at Anne in the morning room and she looked at the morning room and she sat down in the chair by the window with the ease of someone who had been permitted to feel at ease.

      "Miss de Bourgh," she said.

      "Mrs. Collins." Anne put the letters on the desk. "You look well."

      "I am well. And you?"

      "Better," Anne said, "than I have been in some time. Sit down properly. The chair is comfortable, I promise."

      Charlotte looked at her with the expression of someone making a small adjustment to their understanding of a person. "You are different," she said.

      "I have been practising," Anne said, "for when this day came."

      "For how long?"

      "Since I was about twelve," Anne said. "Which is when I understood what the situation was and decided that the most useful thing I could do, given that I could not change it, was to be ready when it ended." She looked at the sealed letters on the desk. "Some of that readiness has taken the form of letters. Some of it has taken the form of thinking about what kind of person I would like to be when I had the opportunity to choose."

      Charlotte received this with the quality she brought to information that was larger than expected. She did not make the mistake of responding immediately to it. She looked at the window and then at Anne and said: "What kind of person have you decided to be?"

      "Myself," Anne said. "Which I recognise is both an obvious answer and one that has taken me twenty-seven years to arrive at."

      The tea arrived. They drank it. Charlotte did what Charlotte always did, which was to ask questions that were precise without being intrusive and to listen to the answers with the full attention of a woman who had decided listening was worth doing properly. She asked about the estate and its management and what Anne found most overwhelming. She asked whether there were people Anne trusted among the Rosings staff. She asked what Anne had done since Lady Catherine's death that she had wanted to do and had not been permitted to.

      "I opened the morning room curtains," Anne said. "My mother thought direct afternoon light was aging. The curtains have been half-drawn since 1802."

      Charlotte looked at the bright April light coming through the uncurtained windows. "They are very good curtains," she said. "It would be a shame to cover them."

      "My thought exactly."

      "And the letters?" Charlotte nodded at the desk. "If you will forgive the observation."

      "You may observe," Anne said. "The first is to Mr. Darcy. Releasing him from the engagement." She paused. "Don't tell Mr. Collins for a day or two. He will want to write to everyone he knows, and I would prefer Mr. Darcy to receive the news before it arrives via the neighbourhood."

      Charlotte nodded with the efficiency of a woman who had been managing her husband's enthusiasms for two years. "And the second?"

      "To Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn," Anne said. "Asking her to come to Kent."

      Charlotte was quiet for a moment. She looked at the letter with the expression of someone who had just placed a piece in a picture they had been assembling for some time. "I see," she said.

      "I expect you do," Anne said.

      "You said you had invited a land management advisor also."

      "I have written to one, yes."

      "Someone whose name I would know?"

      Anne looked at the window, which was very bright and very open and entirely hers. "You might know him," she said. "He manages a large estate in Derbyshire. He is well regarded in matters of land and drainage."

      Charlotte looked at her for a long moment with the expression she had when she had arrived at a conclusion and was deciding whether to say it. She said: "Miss de Bourgh. Are you arranging something?"

      "I am managing an estate," Anne said pleasantly. "I am also inviting two people who I think will be useful to have at Rosings, and who I think will find it useful to be here together, and I am doing this because I have been watching things I could not affect for a very long time and I find I am no longer willing to simply watch." She folded her hands in her lap. "My mother managed everything badly. I am trying to learn to manage things well. I thought I would begin with the situation that has required it longest."

      Charlotte was quiet for another moment. Then she said: "I think that is admirably direct."

      "Thank you," Anne said. "I am trying."

      After Charlotte had gone, Anne sat in the morning room in the April afternoon with the curtains open and both letters on the desk beside her, waiting to be sent out with the evening post. The room was quiet in the way that rooms are quiet when they have only the person in them who belongs there. The light was very good.

      She thought about twelve years of readiness and what they had produced, and she thought about Elizabeth Bennet sitting in this room in a few weeks' time and Darcy arriving and finding her here, and she thought about the specific expression she had seen on Darcy's face at Hunsford two years ago when he thought he was not being watched, and the specific expression she had seen on Elizabeth's face when she did not know anyone was attending.

      She thought: I have been watching for a long time. I know what I see.

      She sent the letters.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The letter from Anne de Bourgh had arrived on a Thursday, which was not a day Elizabeth had associated with surprises, and which had apparently decided to become one.

      She had read it three times at the breakfast table before Jane noticed and asked if everything was well, and Elizabeth had said yes, everything was well, and had read it a fourth time after breakfast in the library, alone, with the specific attention she brought to things that required it.

      The letter was not what she had expected. She was aware, as she read it, that she had not known she had expectations about Anne de Bourgh and was revising them in real time. The Anne de Bourgh of Hunsford had been a pale, silent presence on a sofa, largely attendant to her mother's performances and occasionally catching Elizabeth's eye with an expression she had not known how to read and had filed under things to examine later and had never examined. The Anne de Bourgh of the letter was direct, wry, and entirely clear about what she was asking and why. She was also, it turned out, twenty-seven years old and in better health than anyone had been permitted to know, which was a detail that produced in Elizabeth the specific quality of irritation she felt when she found she had accepted an impression without checking it.

      She went to find her father.

      Mr. Bennet was in the library, as he almost always was, and he received the letter
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