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      Elizabeth Bennet had always taken a sort of sullen pride in her choice of accomplishment. She often confessed that she played the pianoforte very ill, and it was no secret that she had taken more time and interest in her father’s library at Longbourn than she had in any pursuit that should be undertaken by a young lady. 

      Mary was the only Bennet sister who had progressed in any meaningful way in her study of the pianoforte, but her playing seemed only to be an inconvenience to their family. An embarrassment at the best of times. 

      It would not be cruel to assume that Elizabeth had abandoned all attempts at accomplishment because it seemed like a waste of her time and efforts—if her accomplishment, however small, were to be ridiculed by her family, she could not bear their scorn. 

      And so, she played the pianoforte very poorly, sang only when it was demanded of her, and only embroidered when there was nothing else to do. 

      Likewise, it did not trouble her that her lack of accomplishment might make her an unappealing prospect as a bride. 

      “A gentleman should wish for something more from his wife than a caged bird who can sing prettily when commanded,” she declared one morning. 

      Jane, seated beneath the parlor window with her embroidery in her lap, sighed heavily. “As you have said many times.”

      “Does Mr. Bingley demand to know what scales you play on the pianoforte?” she asked. 

      Jane shook her head ruefully. “He has not asked. But Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst have made it very clear that accomplishment is a very important factor in the choice of a bride. I can only hope that their dear brother is not so steadfast in his expectations.”

      “You sing beautifully,” Elizabeth reminded her. “And you can recite some of the most beautiful French poetry, though I confess I do not know what you are saying on every occasion.”

      Jane’s eyebrow rose slightly. “You flatter me,” she said. “But, as you well know, I have not spent the time that I should have on such things. None of us have!”

      “Mama did not seem to mind that we were not so inclined,” Elizabeth said defensively. “And Papa only rolled his eyes when that pianoforte instructor came to the door to offer his services. Though, I do believe that Mary would have benefitted from his tutelage.”

      “Miss Bingley has offered to teach me,” Jane said and Elizabeth made a face. 

      “I would not sit on a piano stool next to that woman if she were offering me a silver platter covered in jewels.”

      Jane laughed and then covered her mouth to muffle the sound. “What if it were someone else?”

      “A pianoforte tutor,” Elizabeth said incredulously. “You cannot be serious.”

      Jane shrugged. “What if I was? Would you turn down the offer of lessons?”

      “I—” Elizabeth sighed heavily. “I suppose I could not decline if it were offered.”

      “Perhaps Mr. Darcy will take some interest.”

      Elizabeth’s face warmed. “And why should that matter to me?”

      Jane’s smile was triumphant. “I can see that it might.” 

      “Hush,” Elizabeth said. “If Miss Bingley will be paying for the instruction, I cannot very well decline. Though I do think that Mary would be more appreciative of lessons.”

      “If Miss Bingley is pleased by our participation, I cannot see why we could not ask that Mary be allowed to join us.”

      Satisfied, Elizabeth nodded. “For Mary’s sake, then.”

      “For Mary’s sake.”
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      "I quit!" Exclaimed Mr. Northcoate as he tottered down the front steps Netherfield Park.

      "You are being most unreasonable, Mr. Northcoate," Miss Bingley exclaimed as she chased after him. 

      The elderly gentleman spun on his heel and pushed his spectacles up his long nose. "I wouldn't venture to teach that young 'lady' for all the tea in China!"

      Mrs. Hurst appeared behind her sister. “Perhaps you could give her one more chance,” she said. 

      "I am afraid, Mrs. Hurst, that a dozen more chances would make little difference. The word unteachable comes to mind. I bid you good day, and good fortune in your attempts to force an accomplishment upon that young lady."

      Elizabeth Bennet observed the exchange from the window of the music room with a satisfied smile upon her face. 

      Good riddance, she thought as she watched the music teacher mount the steps of his carriage. The man had been rude, impossible to understand in his methods, and he had been downright insulting in his attempts to ingratiate himself with Miss Bingley and her brother. 

      Catching her own reflection in the windowpane, Elizabeth sighed. She could find no obvious flaw. Deep brown locks and a sun kissed complexion, even if not in vogue amongst the ton, suited her well. Perhaps she was slightly too short for a high praise and a bit too dark for a fair praise, still no one ever faulted her beauty. Except Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy — the bitterness of that memory still lingered and she cursed herself for her inability to forget it. 

      The elderly pianoforte instructor had taken it upon himself to announce that Elizabeth’s willfulness and impatience would prevent her ever becoming accomplished at anything that would be of any value to a husband. 

      Elizabeth knew all of these things, but they were dark thoughts whispered in the back of her mind every night after Jane had fallen asleep and she tried her best not to dwell upon them. 

      A gentleman who was worthy of her affection would not mind that she was not accomplished. A gentleman who was worthy of her heart, and her promise of love, would be content to have a partner with a wit that matched his own. Why was that too much to hope for? Why did she have to ensnare a husband with her ability to read sheet music? 

      With a furious sigh, she slammed the pianoforte lid down on the keys to hide them from sight. She had no doubt that Caroline Bingley would have a good deal to say about this development, but it was Jane’s disappointment that she dreaded most of all. 

      Caroline’s footsteps echoed in the corridor, stomping toward the music room with deadly cadence. Elizabeth pressed her palms against her skirts and took a deep breath. 

      "What did you say to Mr. Northcoate?" Miss Bingley demanded as she entered the room. 

      Elizabeth’s chin lifted. "Merely that his foul breath was in danger of yellowing the pianoforte keys.”

      "Lizzy!" Jane’s sigh of dismay was as sharp as Elizabeth had feared. 

      "I cannot be anything but honest,” Elizabeth said. “He was a cruel tutor, and I am not sorry that he has taken my judgment personally.” 

      Caroline’s face contorted. "Your sister was progressing quite well under his lessons,” she huffed. “If I had not made a promise to Charles, I would forgo the whole disastrous endeavor. I shall have to engage another tutor from London, as there are none of any quality in Meryton.” 

      Caroline stormed out of the room, leaving Elizabeth alone with her sister. 

      “Lizzy, why are you being so stubborn? I thought you would endure this little pain on Mary’s behalf!” 

      "Reading poetry, embroidering cushions, learning French… I am not meant for such accomplishments. Perhaps you might request a fencing master, instead?"

      Jane laughed and embraced her sister tightly. “I love you just the way you are.”

      “Ah, yes, but no gentleman shall ever look at me twice if I cannot sing the poetry of Robert Burns while accompanying my efforts on the pianoforte,” Elizabeth said bitterly. 

      “Perhaps,” Jane said with a smile as she released her hold on her sister. 

      “Do you really think they will hire a tutor from London,” Elizabeth asked. 

      Jane’s expression was rueful. “Miss Bingley is a determined sort of woman,” she said. “I cannot imagine that she would not. I must go and speak to her, she is very angry.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “I would ask you to apologize on my behalf, but you must know that I do not mean it.”

      “Of course,” Jane laughed. “Stay here, I shall calm her.”

      Elizabeth sat down at the pianoforte and lifted the wooden lid to frown at the elegant ivory keys. “Why does this have to be so difficult,” she sighed. 

      “Perhaps it is you who are difficult,” a voice said from the doorway. 

      “Mr. Darcy,” she exclaimed. “How—”

      “I overheard the commotion,” he said. “The whole house did.”

      Elizabeth bit her lip and glared back at him. “Mr. Northcoate deserved it,” she said vehemently.  

      “Is that so?”

      Elizabeth crossed her arms over her chest. “I believe so.”

      The gentleman entered the room and clasped his hands behind his back. He held a riding crop and Elizabeth eyed him with some suspicion. “If I know Miss Bingley, she will bring a tutor that everyone in London knows very well. Mr. Cragg. He has a reputation of being somewhat of a tyrant, but his results are undeniable.”

      “A tyrant?” Elizabeth exclaimed. “But it is only the pianoforte!”

      “It is the results that take all of the attention,” he said. His dark eyes were fixed on Elizabeth as he moved around the room. “Are you dedicated to your studies, Miss Bennet?”

      “Certainly not,” she said. “I am only here because my sister begged it of me.”

      “You do not wish to improve your own accomplishments?”

      “I do not put so much value upon them as others might,” she said stiffly. 

      “Then you will not enjoy Mr. Cragg’s lessons.”

      “I did not enjoy Mr. Northcoate’s, either,” she said.

      Standing before her as he was, Elizabeth could not help but stare at Mr. Darcy. He was tall and imposing, with impossibly straight posture. His black long-tailed coat and high-collared vest were as fine as they were somber. His lips, though full, were pressed into a grim line, as was his firm jaw. His dark eyes swept over her, and seemed to miss very little. 

      Begrudgingly Elizabeth had to admit that she found him handsome, in a lofty, brooding sort of way. It was a pity that he was so arrogant and aloof. 

      He walked toward the pianoforte and plucked one of the sheets of music from the stand. He looked them over carefully and Elizabeth held her breath as the outside of his thigh pressed against her shoulder. 

      He smelled of fresh grass, rain, and the faint reminder of the leather saddles at the stables. She knew that she should flinch away, or rise from her seat, but she could not. 

      The silence stretched out uncomfortably between them and Elizabeth had to suppress more than one nervous shudder. 

      “Are you going back to the stables,” she asked finally. 

      "No." 

      He looked at her for the first time, really looked at her, and Elizabeth’s cheeks grew warm and flushed under his precise examination. 

      "Will you play for me, Miss Bennet?” he asked. “Perhaps I can help to prepare you for Mr. Cragg’s… unconventional methods.”

      “How would you do that?”

      The gentleman’s expression was unreadable. “I have spent many hours with my own sister as she took her pianoforte lessons, and I know a good deal more about playing the instrument than I should.”

      “And how would you prepare me for Mr. Cragg?” Elizabeth was suspicious of his motives, and she was nervous that they were alone together in the music room. The door was open, but the house was oddly quiet. 

      "I will begin with rules. Failure to abide by them will result in punishment.”

      “Rules? Punishment? What kind of tutor is Mr. Cragg?” Elizabeth’s shock was palpable. 

      “The very best, and you will want to impress him with your skill when he arrives.”

      “I—”

      “Do you agree?”

      Elizabeth’s mouth was dry, but she nodded. Jane was already disappointed in her, and she did not wish to give Miss Bingley any more reason to hate her, or to take that
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